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Bumping Pussies





Without moving a muscle, Dusty opened one eye in the dark room. The darkness was punctuated only by the faint green glow of his alarm clock's flourescent display. He squinted to focus his view of it. 

Four forty-three. 

The hideous thing was going to alarm at four forty-five. Or, as Dusty liked to say (though only ever to himself): It's gonna detonate in two minutes! Though he'd only heard it ring a couple of times, he could readily recall what he hated about the sound—that annoying, torturous chirp-chirp-chirp, like an expiring bird refusing to die.

He squirmed his way from beneath the covers, then sat at the edge of the bed. Finally, he stood, unsteady and disgruntled. Thing was, the clock sat across the room on top of the dresser. Dusty could easily succumb to the Siren call of the "snooze bar." But during his teenage years, he discovered that the best location for the clock was within walking distance from his bed.

Once up, he thought, I'll fucking stay up. 

As he pattered across the hardwood floor, he noticed that something else was up. As his arm dropped across his chest, his hand bumped his cock, sticking straight out of his underwear. After noticing his boner proudly standing at attention as though for "Reveille," he slapped the button on the alarm, then set about to consider what to do about his "problem."

It had been a while since he'd seen any action. Maybe—what?—two weeks? No. More like three. It was that guy he met at the Boardwalk—ironically, on a night when he wasn't working. It happened during the week before Memorial Day weekend, when summer season officially started. 

The guy was hot, and so was the sex. They hung out on the Boardwalk until after midnight, then came back to Dusty's place. As soon as they were inside and stripped, the guy (who refused to disclose any more than his first name) turned Dusty around and started in the back. By the time he'd made his way to the front, well, Dusty was ready to explode.

Thinking about the encounter now made Dusty's cock even harder, ever more insistent on satisfaction.

Despite his horny reaction to the memory, as sweet as it was, Dusty couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing. Something big. Something important. 

A connection.

Why was it so hard to find anyone who wanted to stay? To build a life together?

At least Dusty had a regular bed-buddy. His name was Benji. Dusty's best friend. Unlike humans, who entered and exited one another's lives with reckless abandon, Benji—Saint Bernard that he was—built his entire life around Dusty. 

If only the men Dusty met could be so faithful. 

Perhaps that quality alone was why dog spelled backwards is god.

When Dusty switched on the lamp, Benji, who'd been fast asleep, opened his heavy eyelids and squirmed. 

He was decidedly not a morning dog.

Now, back to the problem in his underwear.

He reached down and wrapped his fingers around the shaft. 

Mmmmm. That feels good. 

Maybe he'd take care of himself quickly before he began his morning shift.

The chime on his mobile sounded. As soon as he heard it, he remembered why he'd set it. The fryer at work had been acting up. Without the fryer, no homemade doughnuts. And they were a big seller at the Snack Shack.

This morning, Dusty had to be at the Shack to meet the repair technician, as the guy called himself.

Oh well. There'd be no time for fooling around this morning. He shouldn't have spent those moments reminiscing. Because now, while the technician worked under a vat of slippery grease, all Dusty would be able to think about would be sex.

One of the occupational hazards, he guessed, of being male.

Dusty lived in a gorgeous but quaint beach cottage on a one-acre lot. The Myrtle Beach property faced the Atlantic Ocean, but it was comfortably separated from the touristy sprawl most people associated with the South Carolina vacation spot. His one-story cottage was about twelve hundred square feet in size, but it boasted a spacious living room, a bedroom facing the ocean, a Florida room, and a kitchen and dining area. The second bedroom Dusty converted into a study last year—with the addition of a standard-sized bed in case of company. Each morning, Dusty gazed through his window, amazed that he was fortunate enough to be treated to such amazing sights and sounds. Even with the window closed, he could still hear the waves crashing against the sandy beach, the screeching of seagulls, and the voices of early risers who liked hitting the surf before the crowds descended. This ritual lasted only a couple of minutes, though, as Benji soon jumped from his spot on the bed and reported to the French doors leading into the Florida room. Knowing the routine, Dusty pulled on a pair of shorts and beach sandals—no shirt, as he was proud of his ripped torso. Besides, he liked the sensation of the sea breeze against his sensitive nipples. 

Dusty accompanied Benji into the backyard to take care of his bathroom needs.

When they returned to the cottage—sometimes, after a short walk along the beach—Dusty filled Benji’s bowl with Science Diet kibble, placed a pizzle stick next to his bowl of water for dessert, then pressed the button on his Cuisinart coffeemaker, which he'd set up the night before. While the coffee brewed, he opened the fridge to examine breakfast possibilities. Though he kept a generous supply of traditional breakfast food, he had, as usual, a difficult time making up his mind. This morning, he decided to put together a few pigs in a blanket, served along with an orange, then chased with his daily allocation of herbs and supplements.

He might still be young, but he intended to keep his body in shape as long as he possibly could.

And what a body it was. It was the reason that when he reported to work, he showed up wearing sandals, swim trunks and a baseball cap. Dusty was the owner and manager of the business, so he could set whatever dress code he preferred. Besides, his chest attracted quite a few customers to Dusty’s Snack Shack, though he hoped the attraction might also have something to do with the quality of his food.

The addictive nature of the excessive sugar found in his menu didn't hurt either.

Because there was almost nothing at Dusty’s Snack Shack that wasn't sweet. The shop specialized in handmade candy, pastries, ice cream and flavored novelty drinks—including frozen daiquiris and Margaritas that came pre-mixed out of a fountain. If someone wanted a healthy beverage, a request he sometimes fielded, well, there was bottled water in the Shack’s fridge. And forget asking for free tap water. Freebies were not allowed. Instead, Dusty stocked labels like Evian, Aquafina and San Pellegrino. From spring break season to the Labor Day weekend, Dusty worked his ass off earning a beaucoup of money in a position that was exhausting. But he didn't especially mind because from Labor Day until at least mid-March, his time belonged only to him. Dusty’s Snack Shack was shuttered during the off-season. If he opened up only for the locals, then he'd lose his shirt.

So to speak.

He easily earned enough to sustain himself for six months of what was, essentially, unemployment.

As his pigs in a blanket baked in the oven—with a couple of extra Little Smokies links for the dog—he poured himself a large cup of coffee, sat at the table and savored each sip. Soon, Benji finished his morning meal, took the few steps between his feeding area and Dusty’s chair, then lay on the cool tile floor next to his human caretaker. He looked groggy, but he couldn't go to sleep because he smelled sausages. He knew each time that Dusty cooked them, he was entitled to a few.

“They’re still a little hot, boy.” Dusty scratched behind the dog’s left ear. “You’ll have to wait.”

Benji knew what “wait” meant. He hated the word. He sighed heavily when he heard the bad news.

Dusty poured mustard-based barbecue sauce in a ramekin, placed it in his plate along with his food, then delivered it to his table. He placed four sausages for Benji on a small plate before gliding it through the air above the dog's head, pretending it was a flying saucer. His sound effects got Benji even more excited. As soon as the “saucer” landed, Benji was right there, gulping the sausages before Dusty even sat down. Then, after a visit to his oversized water bowl, Benji lay next to Dusty’s feet and began to doze. 

After peeling his orange and breaking the fruit into slices, Dusty dialed his mother. Leah Crofton was one of the strongest, most resilient people he knew. In her late twenties, just a year after Dusty’s birth, she was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis. While she had certainly experienced her share of joint pain over the years, so far, she hadn't developed the degree of debilitation or excessive pain others who shared her diagnosis had. She was obsessively diligent about keeping her appointments with her doctors, and complying with medications and other treatment options—including a weekly regimen of acupuncture, which she said eased joint pain for days after receiving it. 

Unfortunately, following her diagnosis, her wimp of a husband—Dusty’s father—decided he just didn’t have the chutzpah to deal with the disease or the worsening progression it might take. While his parents never divorced, his father hightailed it out of Myrtle Beach one morning, never to return. To his credit, at least, Rick Crofton, a shrewd retailer himself, felt enough dedication to his wife and son to send money their way each and every month. 

“Hi, Mom,” Dusty said when he heard Leah’s sweet, melodic voice. “I haven’t talked with you in a few days, so I just wanted to check in. How have you been feeling?”

“Hi, sweetheart,” she replied. “Actually, I’ve had a string of very good days, I'm happy to say. How are you?”

Dusty chuckled. “Halfway through the summer? Well, I’m very much in the thick of things. Getting a little tired of the routine. But I’m hanging in there.”

“Just have to keep your eyes on the finish line,” Leah replied. “You’re halfway through the summer, but you're also halfway to your long but well-deserved six-month vacation.”

“You know how I am. I’m prone to see a glass half-empty. I don’t know, Mom. I just feel more prepared for the bullshit with that kind of outlook.”

There was a short silence as Leah contemplated a tactful way to shift to a different topic. 

“Are you taking care of yourself? Socially, I mean?” His mother’s voice was both methodical and tentative. She'd dealt with these treacherous waters before. “I know you have friends, of course. But what about meeting someone who has the potential to be someone more than a friend?”

Dusty chuckled. “A boyfriend, you mean. Mom, I’m in my twenties. There's still time.”

“Mid-twenties.” Vocally, Leah placed an emphasis on mid. “That’s not old, of course. But it’s a prime time for young adults to begin exploring what’s out there in terms of romance. When you begin thinking that your glory days are running out, then it's too late. You'll end up desperate and you'll probably end up with a partner who isn’t the best match.”

"Mom, I—"

"Listen. I know what I'm talking about. When I was young, everyone I knew went on the hunt, whether during or after high school or college. Thing is, some were looking for their forever homes while so many were looking to sow their oats wherever they could. Looking back, so many of them who wanted to play the field ended up with people they either divorced, or stayed miserable with. Literal misery, Dusty."

"I'm looking. Believe me. I've found a few good guys from time to time."

"Yeah, but where are they now? What about that one last summer? You brought him around here every chance you had. He was a nice boy, but I think I scared him off."

Dusty balked. "What? How did you scare him off?"

"Like I said, you brought him over here every chance you had. It was too early for a rendezvous with the parent. You needed to focus on the object of your affection, not on your mother, no matter how dear and sweet she is." 

"But Mom, I worry about you. I wanted to see Wexler, but I also needed to see you."

"Kill two birds with one stone? Is that what you're saying?" 

"What?" Then he realized she was teasing him. "I wouldn't quite put it that way."

"Well, whatever way you'd put it, I think there's some truth to what I'm saying."

Dusty found himself on the defensive. "Wex needed to know who he was getting involved with, Mom. You're going to be part of my life, and part of my partner's life, as well."

"I know, sweetie. And I love you for that. You were always there when no one else was, that's for sure. But I want you to know something. Are you listening?"

"I'm listening, Mom." His tone was one Leah had heard before. It was the tone he assumed whenever he resigned himself to receiving his punishment as a young boy. Now that he was a grown man, perhaps it signaled that he was ready to accept his mother's good advice.

"You don't have to worry about me. You're young. You have your own life. Live it, Son. Certainly, I want to hear from you as often as possible. But if you're worrying about me—and I get the impression you are—then please stop it. Right now. All of us have no choice but to live our lives one day at a time. Besides, everybody has their own challenges. The harsh reality is that each person will have to face a time when the body wages a battle against them." A slight pause. "Oh, my. That sounded like a lecture, didn't it?"

"No, Mom. You're good."

"Believe me, Dusty. If I really need you—if I need anything—I won't think twice. I'll call you first, then think about it second."

"I know you will, Mom."

"Just promise me you'll consider what I'm saying. Always be on the lookout. You never know when you'll meet the right person. Always be ready. I mean, really, you just never know."

Dusty remembered the time when he and his mother got into a knock-down-drag-out about his reporting to work without a shirt. She accused him of being “unprofessional” and shirking his responsibility to be “a good example to your employees.” What began as a discussion developed into a shouting match. Finally, the two of them agreed to de-escalate the argument. Dusty explained to her that he should use whatever resources he had to pump up his sales. “Besides, my body, like everybody else’s, will eventually go to shit. That’s when I’ll report to work in a business suit. That should keep my customers coming! But now, Mom? Nothing changes. Both guys and gals flock to the store in herds. And while I don’t mean to sound conceited, I think my above-the-belt exhibitionism attracts them. They see how I undress for work as ballsy. Besides, most of the time, they don't drop by just to ogle. They also make a purchase.”

However, Dusty would concede—if anyone ever asked—his bare chest probably caused some hot guys to shy away from him, thinking that such a brazen boy must be a slut. While he’d gotten propositioned a few times—some propositions he’d acted on—no one ever seemed interested over the long haul. He was toxic as far as a real romance was concerned.

“Yeah, Mom, I know what you’re saying. I’ve got to get serious about meeting people. By people, I mean guys. Guys who become boyfriends. Maybe one of them even becomes a husband.” He sighed. “But it sure is easier to find the time for the hunt during off-season. Only problem is that there's not as many fish in the sea.”

Leah laughed. “My heavens, Dusty. It’s enough that we live 24-7 on the beach. How much ocean imagery are you going to torture me with in a single conversation?”

Once they said their goodbyes, Dusty glanced at his watch. Seven o'clock. Past time to hit the shower. Even when he had no urgent repair schedule, he always liked to be at the Snack Shack before ten to set up the store. Its opening time was eleven, though his assistant showed up at ten—on the dot. 

Then, a shave-and-a-haircut knock at the door. Dusty answered with two knocks on his side of the front door. He and his friend and neighbor, Gwen Altman, called their knock sequence their “queer code.” Gwen was a lipstick lesbian—not a misogynistic slur, in Dusty’s mind, since that was how Gwen often referred to herself. She was also a passionate dog-lover, as long as the beloved dog belonged to someone else. Often, before she hunkered down to work as a staff writer for a travel magazine, she made a quick visit to see Benji—and Dusty. But Dusty wasn't sure how much of a draw he’d be were it not for Benji’s presence. Benji, she'd always said, was her muse. When Gwen had to travel to a destination she was writing about—at her company’s expense—it was easy to see just how much Benji missed her. 

“Stop moping,” Dusty would say to him. “Gwen will be back soon.” Then, exasperated: “Am I really that boring, Benji?”

Dusty opened the door to a thin young woman with curly, unkempt hair—a look that suited her perfectly. It was the appearance of an overworked, frazzled journalist. She had bright red locks—Dusty loved teasing her with the label, “ginger”—and lips that seemed fixed in a perpetual pout. Her eyes were hypnotically green. Small freckles served only to give her face more character.

She offered her cheek to Dusty. He gave it a quick peck. “How’s it hanging?” she asked. 

“I’m about to hit the shower.” Perplexed, Dusty sighed. “Benji makes me feel guilty when I bathe.”

“Okay. I won't tell you how fucking weird that sounds.” 

“He insists on lying just outside the shower stall, giving me those sad Saint Bernard eyes that I can hardly see because of the steamy shower window. I just know he's there.”

By now, Benji, who’d been up to something fabulous in the kitchen, recognized Gwen’s voice. He barreled into the living room. 

“It’s Benji, my favorite doggie!” Gwen squatted with her arms extended. Benji trotted into her embrace and placed his chin over her shoulder. Gwen kissed his face and the top of his head. 

Then, she flopped onto the couch. "C'mon, boy," she coaxed as she patted the large cushioned area beside her.

“What? No travels today?” Dusty teased, knowing how much Gwen hated to travel.

She hated it, primarily because she loved her house, the beach and her wife, Sylvia. But she adored her job for two reasons. She loved writing; she even loved travel writing, ironic because of her home-sweet-home fixation. The other reason? Despite the requirement to leave town from time to time, she mostly worked from home, a benefit she absolutely loved. 

“Nope,” she replied. “My piece is due next week. It’s about vacationing in Roanoke, Virginia. My editor insists the area is one of the most underrated vacation destinations. My assignment is to interview the head of the Travel Roanoke organization for some travel tips. The city is often ignored by the vacationing public, but my editor believes it has much more to offer than people think. It's up to me to change public perception.”

“But don’t you need to get a sense of place before you write?” Dusty asked.

Gwen shrugged. “I guess so. Fortunately, there’s the Internet, especially Google images, which can take me on a magic carpet ride almost anywhere I want to go. Besides, social media allows me to contact people who either live in the area or have traveled there. And honey, I can bullshit with the best of ‘em. You’ve seen some of my stuff. I can make my prose sound like I’ve spent years in any location I’m writing about. I've never been to Paris, but honey? You know how I captured its joie de vivre in last year's piece.” 

Dusty cast her a devilish smile. “In other words, there’s no travel allowance for this assignment.” 

“Correct.”

Benji jumped from the couch and pranced to his toybox. From it, he grabbed his favorite ball, which he dropped at Gwen's feet.

They began a brisk game of catch, with Gwen tossing the ball away from furnishings that might be damaged by their collision with a large canine. “I’ll take Benji outside for a more vigorous game while you take your shower,” Gwen said. “He’ll be with his favorite lesbian stepmom instead of moping beside the shower.” She glanced at her watch. “You have to haul ass soon.”

Dusty raked his fingers through the thick coat of Benji’s back. “I know. And thanks.”

Dusty had a hunch that his talent for selling “pogey bait,” as cheap junk food was called in the military, derived from the specific genetic makeup of his father, who was quite the salesman himself. Before he cast Dusty and his mother overboard, Rick owned and managed a beach clothing boutique on Ocean Boulevard, one of the most popular and lucrative apparel shops in Myrtle Beach—at least during the tourist season. Leah used to say that Rick Crofton could sell a bottle of suntan lotion to an Eskimo still living in the Arctic. The comment sounded ethnocentric to Dusty’s ears, but his mother was just being catty. When his father returned to his hometown—Montgomery, Alabama—he opened a couple of restaurants in both Montgomery and nearby Selma. It didn’t take long for word-of-mouth to spread. Wait times often exceeded forty minutes even to enter the restaurants on the weekends. Rick’s talent for turning his ideas into  income generators kept Leah at bay. He convinced her not to file for a divorce. “What would be the point, my dear, as long as I keep the cash flowing into your Myrtle Beach bank?”

“Lawyers and the court system? Bah! They’ll drink us dry,” Rick continued. “Why put ourselves through that awful ordeal when we can process our separation like the civilized adults we are?”

“But what if we meet someone? What if one of us wants to get married again?” Leah’s voice was tinged with skepticism over what she at first perceived as his ridiculous plan. 

“We’ll cross that bridge when—or if—we get there.”

Later, even Dusty questioned their agreement with the skepticism of youth. “You’re letting that asshole off the hook. Do you really trust him to stick to his word? Do you really think the checks will keep coming?”

Leah shrugged. “As much as I am hurt and angered by his foolish—and immature—decision, I’m not as convinced as you are that he will screw me over. His behavior in the past was usually principled. I’ll give him that much credit.” 

A disbelieving Dusty stared at his mother. “Admit it. You’re still in love with him, aren’t you?”

A blushing Leah laughed. “Hell, I don’t know. Maybe. I think he cares for me in his own way. Other than leaving, how he relates to me hasn’t really changed. He’s sweet. Cordial. Respectful. Funny. Really, Dusty, I think maybe he’s just immature. Some men take a long time to grow up. Maybe he’s one of those.”

By the time Dusty had replayed the conversation in his head, his shower was over. 

He dried himself with one of the plush towels he always donated to a canine rescue organization once they got the least bit threadbare. Then, he glanced critically at his naked form in the mirror. Like other gay men, he saw much to criticize, despite the attention he received at work. It made little difference that others would probably rate his physique and appearance high on the heat scale. He didn't have the darkest of tans, a fact that he'd never regarded as ironic because if nothing else, living at the beach taught a resident how relentlessly damaging constant sun exposure could be. Sure, he knew many people who were proud of their bonze bodies now. But later, once the skin began to put on a few years? He knew the risks. He took them seriously. Still, with only the most moderate of tans, his body was taut, a glowing testament to his workout regimen and his other interests. His face was quite a handsome one—open and inviting, the beginnings of a smile always there, brunette hair and dark brown eyes that forbade even the slightest peek into the young entrepreneur’s soul. He wore his hair full but still, fairly short—a French crop close to the scalp on the sides and back, but thick on the top. As a teen, he was lucky—never any zits, no oily skin, no blemishes. Even his adult teeth came in perfectly. And they remained flawless, even at his current age of twenty-six.

He pulled on his Nautica swim trunks, then thrust his feet into his sandals. He grabbed a tee-shirt from his closet just in case he found himself in a situation where he needed to throw it on. Such situations seldom happened but one never knew. He returned to the kitchen to check on the water level in Benji’s water bowl. Then, he called Gwen and the dog back inside. 

Quickly, Gwen bestowed yet another kiss atop Benji’s head, then delivered a friendly goodbye punch to Dusty’s shoulder. 

“Take care out there on the Boardwalk,” she said. “You never know what wackos you’re likely to bump pussies with.”

Dusty cast her a devilish smile.

“Bump pussies with? Really?”

Gwen frowned, but the frowning was all in jest. “Okay, fucker. Don’t be naïve. You know damn well what I mean.”
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No One Knows Where My Heart Is





Kendric Huxley figured he was the last to arrive after spotting two vehicles in the resort’s parking garage that he was certain belonged to a couple of his friends. 

Several weeks ago, six young people, including Ken, decided to book a weeklong summer vacation in Myrtle Beach. 

Not that Myrtle Beach was the type of vacation destination he enjoyed. He even tried to tell his friends as much when they were in the planning stage. 

“I’m not a beach kind of guy.” At the time, Ken was kicking back in Vivian Bernardi’s living room, where the planning began. Two years prior, Vivian graduated from the secondary education program at William and Mary University, and began teaching mathematics at Williamsburg High School last academic year. Now, she had her heart set on enjoying one of the few perks available to a high school teacher—summer vacation. “I don’t like lying in the sun on hot sand with screaming kids, obnoxious teenagers and drunk parents surrounding me—though, if I were a parent, I’d never be sober. So I can sympathize.”

“Get a grip, Ken,” Cleve McDougall interjected. Cleve was a rising senior at William and Mary and next year’s editor of the university’s newspaper. “Myrtle Beach isn’t only the sand and ocean. Have you even looked at the visitor website? There’s golf, thrill rides, shopping, all types of musical and theatrical entertainment, drinking and even a few historic sites.” He smirked, his eyes twinkling. “Oh, and did I mention drinking? Maybe all of us will come away hating the place, but we can sink ourselves into the lifestyle for a week, surely. Just to see how this substrate of humanity lives.”

“And what substrate do you mean, exactly?” Vivian asked, with a wry, challenging grin, which she perfected in the classroom.

Cleve laughed. “The substrate that enjoys drinking, overeating, loud music, bright lights, ogling hot guys and gals, and of course getting sunburned out on the beach. So there you go, Ken. The trip can be a cultural study of sorts. Perhaps it will provide some useful information, considering the profession to which you aspire.”

Ultimately, Ken conceded. Halfheartedly, he promised that he would give the city a chance.

Ken's recollection of the debate over Myrtle Beach dissipated when he finally found a parking slot on the level just below the garage roof. 

Guess it serves me right, he thought, for waiting until lunch to leave Virginia. At least the drive took only six hours.

He checked Vivian’s text with the unit number she'd sent to him earlier, while he was still on the road. Then, he grabbed his pair of suitcases, stopped by the front desk to show his ID and retrieve his card key. As soon as he stepped onto the elevator, a thin, dirty blond Charley Posey, whose youthful appearance had fooled many people into thinking he was still in high school, stepped into the car with him.

Charley gave Ken a friendly peck on the cheek. “Want me to carry one of those?” he asked. “You look tired.”

Ken glanced at Charley with a fading blush and a faint smile of dismissal. “No, thanks, dude. I’ve got them. Besides, they’re not as heavy as they look.”

Charley looked hurt at what he interpreted as a rebuff. He had every reason to feel that way. Ken, a year older than Charley, just graduated from William and Mary two months ago with his master’s degree. Charley still had another year to complete before graduating. However, both Charley and Ken had attended Williamsburg High School together, as Charley enrolled as a freshman when Ken had just been promoted to the tenth grade. Because Charley was perceived as “flamboyant” in high school, many of his peers assumed that he must be gay. It wasn’t an incorrect assumption, as it turned out. Then, when Ken decided to affirm his identity as a gay adolescent during his high school senior year, he was amazed at the speed with which rumors of his involvement with Charley, false as they were, saturated the campus.

Ken suspected that Charley was included in the Myrtle Beach trip because of the pervasive assumption of their involvement. A couple of his friends were convinced that if Ken and Charley were not a couple, they should be. No one had uttered the assumption out loud, but Ken had a hunch that's what his friends thought. He didn't dislike Charley. It’s just that Charley was hardly his type. In addition to Charley’s stereotypical behavior—his flamboyance, as his peers called it—he possessed an androgynous face. As unfair as it was—and as guilty as Ken felt for conjuring the image—he couldn't help but imagine Charley in drag. Not that he had anything against drag. Ken enjoyed good drag shows as much as anyone else. But he didn't think he could ever get it up with any man he’d seen performing as a woman on stage. Call it narrow-minded, sexist, homophobic or whatever, but he couldn't overcome the feeling.

“How was your drive down?” Charley made strained small talk as the elevator ascended slowly to the eighth floor. He glanced at his watch. “You must have left around lunch time to have just arrived.”

Ken shrugged. “The drive wasn’t bad. I intended to leave earlier, but I kept thinking of shit that needed to be done before I left.”

“You could have ridden down with me, you know. You didn't have to come alone.”

Ken smiled. This time, it was friendlier. He knew it was friendly because Charley’s face lit up. “It’s a hangup, I know, but I like having my own wheels when I travel.” He turned his head and caught Charley’s eye. “Guess I’m still young enough that my independence is very important to me.”

The elevator bell signaled their arrival at the correct floor. “I don’t blame you,” Charley said agreeably. “Besides, that’s one sweet Corvette you have.”

Ken waited for Charley to disembark first. “Has everyone else arrived?” 

“I think so.” Charley stepped into the corridor. “C’mon. I’ll show you our condo. It’s really sweet.”


      ***The Bayview Resort featured one hundred fifty timeshare condos with ocean views and luxury accommodations. Once Vivian finally coaxed everyone onboard with the vacation, all six friends unanimously agreed. 

Bayview was the bomb!

“As long as those photos haven’t been Photoshopped.” Ken couldn’t resist a cynical retort.

Hailing from well-to-do families, they (and their indulgent parents) pooled their resources to book a four-bedroom condo with a living room, dining room, and full kitchen. Even Vivian, who had already worked as a professional for a year and was the oldest of the lot, found that her parents would hear nothing of her insistence on paying her own way. 

“Your mother and I are very proud of your accomplishments, dear,” her father said during a Sunday dinner at her parents’ home. “You deserve a relaxing vacation.” Then, he smiled slyly as he nudged her shoulder with his elbow. “Besides, you did choose teaching as a career. I know what that means. Your salary sucks. But hey! It's a calling. Right?”

Her father was kidding. He always came across as a kidder, a foil to her mother, who was much more serious and something of a worrier, too. 

“Try your card.” Charley backed away from the condo door. “You should make sure it works. Earlier, two of them didn’t.”

Ken’s key card unlocked the door right away. Charley pushed the door open as Ken slid the card into his wallet.

“Holy shit, Ken.” Derek Dupont had played tennis with Ken on the William and Mary tennis team until they graduated. He gave Ken a brief but warm hug. “We were beginning to think you’d been in an accident or something. You should have called when you realized you’d be this late.”

Then, without missing a beat, Derek grabbed both of Ken’s overnighters. He nodded toward an open door across the way, then lugged Ken’s luggage to the bedroom for him. “Come, take a look. You and I are sharing this room. Take a gander at the view, man.”

“Oh, dear God, Derek. We all have an ocean view from our rooms,” Maryann Hitt shouted from the kitchen, where she was pouring herself a glass of wine. “Nothing special about yours.”

Derek slid Ken’s bags into the closet. He lowered his voice. “All the rooms may have an ocean view, but ours is the only bedroom with a balcony.” His voice was tinged with a tone of conspiracy. “So far, we’ve all been hanging out in the living room, or drinking on the large balcony to which the living room leads. You and I can leave the bedroom door open and let the sounds of the surf crashing against the shore lull us to sleep.” Then, he rolled his eyes. “By the way, you haven’t missed anything. Doesn’t seem as though anyone has even given a thought to leaving the suite. I'm so fucking glad you're finally here.”

Approvingly, Ken surveyed the room. “We should keep our little perk a secret. Otherwise, someone’s going to cry foul.”

Later, Ken admitted to his friends that he had begun to feel that he might have misjudged Myrtle Beach—at least, a little. He really liked their digs. The size of their condo was almost a thousand square feet. The furniture, the décor, even the dishes, were bathed in tones of white, blue and yellow. The living room sported an eighty-inch LG TV, which was playing some corny movie now. No one was paying very much attention to it. The condo also came equipped with three full bathrooms, a boon to their group of six.

“Hey, Ken.” Maryann’s voice cut through the air from the dining table. “Viv and I went grocery shopping while you were taking your sweet time getting here. By the way, you might want to get that Corvette engine checked out. It should move at a slightly brisker pace. Anyway, we spent a little over one hundred eighty bucks on snacks, beverages and frozen pizzas, mostly.  You owe us thirty bucks. If that’s a problem, you can settle once we’re back in Virginia.”

“Can I Zelle it to you?” Ken asked. “I don’t want to tie up my cash.”

“Sure.”

Ken finalized the transaction on his mobile. An email notification of payment appeared on Maryann’s phone. 

Maryann glanced at the screen and smiled. “Thanks, dude. But I don’t see my tip.”

“Why the hell would I give you a tip?”

Maryann grunted indignantly. “Well, I did extend credit. I also went to the trouble of shopping for food and drink.”

“Dear mother of God!” Ken grumbled as he retrieved his phone once again.

“Kennn!” Maryann said in a lilting, singsong voice. “You really can’t tell when I’m kidding?”

“Frankly, no.” He looked around the room. “Can anybody else?”

“No!” They shouted the word in unison.

Since dinner hour was fast approaching, the six friends began to discuss the issue of meal arrangements. Unanimously, they rejected the idea of frozen pizzas in the condo. Not on their first evening. Still, they couldn't agree on the kind of cuisine their "opening night" should feature. 

Ultimately, the group paired off. Ken and Derek headed out for seafood, while Vivian and Maryann traveled in pursuit of Italian. 

“Buddy, you’re with me,” Cleve said to Charley. “You know I love Indian food, for obvious reasons, but I’m flexible. The only food I’ve found I’m not fond of is southern barbecue.”

Charley frowned. “Well, that makes two of us. Besides, I love Indian cuisine. Let’s look for a good Indian restaurant.”

Secretly, Ken was delighted that Charley paired off with Cleve. He knew of no one else as laid back, as kind, as accepting, as this young man who immigrated from India to the United States when he was only four. 

“Now listen, everyone. I don’t want to sound like a school marm,” Vivian began. "But—"

Immediately, Charley interrupted her.

“But hon, you are!”

Vivian raised her middle finger. Charley laughed, because he knew, along with everybody else, that there was not a mean bone in this woman’s body. “Okay, so I am. Still, I think we should agree on a time to return to our suite. If someone is missing, we’ll know when to call in the recruits. But let’s all do the considerate thing. Send a group text if you’re going to be late returning so we don’t worry. Agreed?”

“Yes, Mother,” Derek teased. 

After agreeing on two o’clock in the morning as an acceptable curfew, each pair took off in search of a restaurant.


      ***Ken and Derek didn't have to walk far to find a seafood restaurant that looked—and smelled—delicious. And it was only two blocks from the Bayview.

The RipTydz Oceanfront Grille and Rooftop Bar provided an elevated view of their resort, the beach, the Boardwalk area and the sprawling hotels of Ocean Boulevard. Since it was still daylight, traffic wasn't very heavy along the boulevard yet, but Derek had heard that the street became quite congested after sunset. 

“My friend who lives in South Carolina says there’s a ton of cruising in the Boardwalk area,” he said as they waited to be shown to their table. “Apparently, after lying on the beach surrounded by scantily clad people all day, people get a little horny by night. It’s not uncommon—according to my friend—to see guys and gals strolling along the sidewalks who slip into cars driven by strangers who have shown a little interest. If you know what I mean.”

Ken rolled his eyes. He was unsurprised by the information. “Now we get to the sleazy part that made me skeptical about this trip from the beginning. But hey. I’ll go with the flow. If nothing else, I’ll tap into my creatively cynical  side to devise a few sarcastic comments that I can use in a variety of situations about the lowlife bullshit I’m exposed to.”

“There you go!” Derek clapped Ken on his right shoulder. “That’s the kind of condescending shit that makes you happy, my friend. Condescend and feel superior. This is the way.”

“Damn right it is!”

Chrissy, with short blonde hair and even shorter Daisy Dukes, stepped up to the podium. “Gentlemen, do you prefer the covered or the uncovered seating area?”

With a glance at Derek, Ken made the decision for them. “The covered area, please.”

“Follow me.”

The restaurant was architecturally designed in beach rustic, constructed with sturdy wood, though the wood elements must have been steel-reinforced to withstand tropical storm winds. It wasn't much to look at, but it didn't have to be. Still, it added local color to the Boardwalk area. Its selling point was the perspective it provided its guests high over the Atlantic Ocean, easily enjoyed from most seats in the restaurant. Even Ken seemed to be impressed by the overall effect, despite his resistance to a vacation he’d talked himself into hating. What concerned him most, however, was the fact that the bar seemed to be at least as popular as the restaurant. He hoped that his observation wasn't an indication that the food was good only when you were three sheets to the wind.

“Is this table okay, gentlemen?”

“Perfect,” Derek answered before Ken could find something else to complain about.

Pleased, Chrissy smiled. She passed menus to the men. “Your server will be right out.”

Ken liked the fact that Derek, who moved from Quezon City, the Philippines, to the United States with his parents more than ten years ago, was always inclined, even eager, to go with the flow. After their relocation, his family settled for a house in the Orlando area. While his Mom enjoyed the location—she was a big Disney fan, after all—his Dad merely tolerated the horrible traffic and annoying influx of tourists because of the lucrative job he landed. 

Derek had been ambivalent about the area from the beginning. He thought his mother's whole theme park fascination was pointless and silly. He’d silently hoped his family might try another part of the country where the weather was dramatically different than where he’d come from. He hated the Central Florida heat. He’d hated the heat—and the rain, which there was also plenty of in Florida—in his native country. That’s why, when it was time for him to choose a college, he didn’t give universities in Florida a fleeting glance. But when he discovered William and Mary University in a more moderate climate, he knew he’d found his next home.

“Ken? Did you hear what I said?”

Ken shook himself out of his reverie. “I’m sorry. I was a guest in La La Land.”

“You don’t think Cleve feels slighted because the rest of us nudged Charley his way, do you?” In addition to being laid back, Derek was also very sensitive to his friends’ feelings.

Ken scrunched his face into dismissiveness. “I doubt it. Cleve is a sweetheart. Has been for as long as I’ve known him. He told me once that his worldview excludes things like prejudice and racism, homophobia, hatred, and the negative bullshit that humanity doles out so fucking well.” 

Clearly, Derek was feeling guilty about their manipulation of the dinner logistics. “I almost asked if they wanted to tag along with us, but I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about Charley in the mix.”

Ken shrugged. “I don’t harbor any ill will toward Charley. I don’t know why everyone feels that I do.”

“Look, with tons of love and affection, Ken, I will offer one observation. People feel that way because you often give Charley the side eye, the eye roll, and the evil eye. So yeah. The eyes have it. Sometimes, you ignore him altogether, even if he tries to insert himself into the conversation.”

“Am I really that shitty to him?”

Derek drew a deep breath. “Not always. But Ken, you’re often less than civil, shall we say. I know your story. Naïve people jumped to the conclusion that because you and Charley are the only two out gay people in their orbit, you must be involved with each other. It’s stupid, of course. Even dehumanizing.” Derek paused, then lowered his voice to a confidential register. “I always got the impression that Charley would consider you a prize.” Derek chuckled. “But as I know from experience, you just can’t will someone to be attracted to you.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

Derek and Ken entered William and Mary the same academic year. They became close friends very quickly, primarily because both were tennis athletes on the University team. Equal in their talent, they seemed to communicate telepathically during their matches. It was uncanny to watch them play. They also shared similar tastes in music, food, literature and, of course, sports. Throughout their experience at William and Mary, they kept a friendly competition going to see who could maintain the highest grade point average. Ken edged Derek out by only one-tenth of a point.

Because of their friendship, Ken had felt comfortable coming out to Derek, even before disclosing his truth to his parents. Derek took the news exactly the way Ken anticipated he would. He simply didn’t make a big deal out of it. Derek knew a number of gay, lesbian and trans people in the Philippines, and he wasn’t particularly surprised by Ken’s news.

“At home, people are pretty laid back about the gay thing,” he told Ken. At the time, they were sitting in Starbucks, where Ken had broken the news. “Problem is, the Filipino government doesn’t provide many legal protections for our queer population. That’s because a large percentage of Filipinos belong to a certain monolithic church.” Unselfconsciously, Derek placed his right hand on Ken’s forearm. “But that’s not my thing. You know that. Love is love, y’know? It has always baffled me that many people here think it’s okay to see, as entertainment, the heads of people blown off with guns. God forbid that they see the expression of love between two people of the same sex. Now that’s sick, in my opinion. This preoccupation with violence. Not homosexuality.”

For one of the few times in his life, Ken found it difficult to speak. His eyes filled with tears. His cheeks blushed. After finally regaining control, he looked into Derek’s dark eyes, his friendly face. “Thank you.” His voice was overwhelmed with emotion. "I really mean that."

Now, they directed their attention to the menu and decided they’d like the appetizer the restaurant called Rip’n Shrimp. The dish was a large batch of fried South Carolina butterfly shrimp served with cocktail sauce and hush puppies. 

“Looks like the joint is beginning to fill up,” Ken observed. “Maybe we should be ready to order our entrees, too.”

“Good idea.”

Ken decided on the Citrus Grilled Mahi Mahi with roasted brussels sprouts. Derek chose the land and sea combo with grilled shrimp and steak. 

“Damn, Derek. That’s a lot of shrimp.”

Derek chuckled. “I know. I haven’t had them for months now, and I love the hell out of ‘em. Gotta make up for lost time. And look! I can have them cooked two different ways. Besides, I like the idea that the little crustaceans are caught locally. Can’t get much fresher than that.” Derek pushed his menu across the table toward Ken. He pointed at the beverages section. “Did you see this? Sounds interesting, don’t you think?”

“You mean the Carolina Peach Tea?” Ken smiled. “Great minds think alike. I’d already decided to give it a try. Sounds really sweet, though, with the blend of Twelve 33 Carolina Peach Vodka, pink lemonade and sweet tea. I hope it doesn’t speed me along to Type II diabetes. I can handle the vodka, but damn! So much sugar!”

Smiling, Derek shrugged. “It’s a gamble I’m willing to take.”

A woman who looked to be in her forties appeared at their table. She was dressed a bit more conservatively than Chrissy, but not by much. “Hello, fellas. Welcome to RipTydz. My name is Tilly and I have the pleasure of being your server. Have you had a chance to look over our menu?”

“We have,” Derek said. “In fact, we’ve made our decisions to save you a little time.”

“Well, lay ‘em on me, and I’ll get your orders to the kitchen right away.”

Once they placed their orders, Tilly seemed to approve of all their selections. She warned that “the cocktail y’all ordered has a heavy hit of vodka. Also, the two of you look a little on the young side. Management says I have to check your IDs before you order alcohol.” She shot them a cunning grin. “Now don’t go and get all offended. When you’re my age, you’ll wish that maybe somebody will think you’re young enough to ask. And when they do, you’ll consider it a compliment, not an inconvenience.”

Their legitimacy to drink was established and Tilly hurried away. 

“It’s refreshing to see a middle-aged woman who isn’t embarrassed by the fact that she’s growing older,” Ken mused. “At least she keeps her legs in shape.”

“Damn, Ken!” Derek said. “You never turn it off, do you?”

“Turn what off?”

Derek clicked his tongue against his teeth. “The social observations. The insights, always spoken like a true public policy major.” He smiled. “It’s good that I know your heart’s in the right place, at least.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, my friend,” Ken said, with only the slightest tone of irony. “No one knows where my heart is.”
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