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Chapter one

New York Misses One Tantalizing Biscuit





Tobias Jacobsen, clad only in a towel knotted about his waist, stood before a large mirror above the sink. Carefully, he raked his razor across the right side of his face. He wanted to make sure his appearance matched the auspiciousness of tonight’s event. 

Tonight’s performance would be the first of the truncated summer season. He was not disturbed at all by the light case of nerves he was experiencing now. He learned long ago—back in high school, in fact—that feeling a bit of an edge before a concert was almost always a prescient sign of a good performance to follow. A few of his fellow musicians—his roommate included—seemed surprised that, after eight years with the New York Philharmonic, the jitters still held sway over Toby—at least until the end of the opening piece.

“Really, Toby, it makes no sense to me,” Sabine Dietrich said. Sabine was his friend, colleague and roomie with whom he split the twenty-eight hundred dollar per month rent on the two-bedroom apartment they shared in SoHo. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a better trumpeter anywhere. You don’t have anything to be nervous about.”

Toby, who looked younger than his current age of thirty-two, blushed at Sabine’s compliment. Certainly, he would never disparage or discount his own talent. When he began taking lessons back in middle school, it was generally recognized among his peers that he possessed a natural aptitude for the trumpet. Other high school musicians envied the favor he received from the woman who doubled as both band director and orchestra conductor during his attendance at Asheville High School. And while he loved New York City, his home now, and its constant, frenetic current of airborne electricity, he never quite recovered from having to leave his adopted hometown of breathtaking hills, gorgeous green valleys and quirky but friendly citizens.

His shave complete, he snapped his towel away from his private area, as his mother called it when he was a little boy, and stepped into his gray Gildan boxer briefs. His recently-acquired tattoo of a treble clef emerging above the elastic waistband to the right side of his belly button (an “innie”) often served as a hot enticement during sexual encounters with friends or strangers, their curious eyes drawn to the musical symbol first and then to his “love symbol,” arising from a tuft of auburn pubic hair.

Toby wasn’t exactly a full-on ginger, but he was damn close.

Before getting into formal drag by dressing himself in a black tux, he admired his chest and torso, not unlike many narcissistically inclined (and maybe those with poor body image, too) males. No sagging pecs on this hot fella, Toby thought as a cocky smile crossed his lips. Like any self-respecting New York gay man, he kept an active gym membership—and actually used it, too. His dark areolas (with semi-erect gumdrop nipples) were surrounded on three sides by a field of reddish hair. However, not a single lock appeared below his nipples—just a fine, muscular abdomen as firm as the pecs above. A trail of darkening hair began a thin creep from an area a few inches below his chest and kept thickening until tufts of hair circled his navel like a cloak.

He glanced at the sunburst wall clock on his bedroom wall—the first annoying instrument he saw upon waking each morning. Immediately, he realized his need to hustle. As though reading his thoughts, Sabine called through his bedroom door: “Ready for an assist with your bowtie?”

“Give me just a minute, please.’God, how he hated that thing! A real black tie, which was required rather than the much more convenient clip-on. However, the good maestro had invested ten minutes maligning the easy one, ending her tirade this way: “If I ever see you wearing a fake bowtie, you will be fined one hundred dollars per infraction.”

Toby, Sabine and several other musicians queried the Human Resources office to find that, indeed, Maestro Valentina Bernardi had been contractually granted the authority to impose such a fine—and quite a few others, as perusal of the fine print would reveal. Along with other colleagues, they grumbled for weeks, then dropped the whole thing. It was clear they could do nothing except encourage animosity in the organization, not toward Bernardi, but toward them. Who wanted that? 

“It’s a job, man,” a musician friend told them. “Just shut the hell up about it.” After all, he concluded, Philharmonic musicians received admirable compensation. As lead in the trumpet section, Toby earned an annual salary of two-hundred fifty thousand dollars. And all you have to complain about is the inconvenience of a fucking tie? the Human Resources director yelled at him, echoing his friend’s sentiment.

“Okay, Sabine. You can come in now.”

A barefooted Toby stood in the center of his bedroom, tilting his head back while Sabine tied the perfect bow. She felt no resentment at all toward Toby for her accommodation of his lack of an essential fashion skill. Other than producing a fine salad, Sabine was all thumbs and little talent in the kitchen department while Toby, an avid fan of cooking shows on Netflix and other streaming services, concocted dishes that rivaled many culinary delights in New York’s finest restaurants. When they knew, in advance, they’d stay at home during the dinner hour—which neither did very often—Toby never complained. Sabine helped out by setting the table and cleaning dishes and countertops—or putting together a salad with a potpourri of enticing flavors—chores he detested.

“Better get your ass in gear.” Feisty Sabine was a thin, curly-haired brunette who grew up in Berlin. “Hurry. I grab a cab in five.”

She meant it, too. Sabine was not only a superb musician, but she could also pass as a glamorous model (if she wanted to). That quality often enticed men to cross certain boundaries. However, Sabine could wither a horny straight dude with her caustic sarcasm any time. She could also summon a glaring hatred in her eyes that quickly discouraged “any fucking, lowlife prick on a pussy hunt.”

Before another performance, as their cabbie drove them to Lincoln Center, where the orchestra would perform in Geffen Hall, Sabine engaged the driver in frivolous parley, including a few hysterical, off-color jokes. It was just a theory, but Toby thought she enjoyed taking male drivers captive by showcasing her superior humor and cultural intelligence, a kind of revenge against men who thought she was available merely for the asking. She stepped out of cabs at her destination in the likelihood she’d never see the driver again. Meanwhile, the man behind the wheel remained trapped in the frustration of a doused lust, evidenced by a hard-on he tried to conceal.

But this afternoon, Toby noticed that this driver, however, didn’t bite. Sabine’s flirtations, seasoned with saucy jokes and taunts, fell on deaf ears. Once, she sighed heavily. Toby recognized the sigh as the lament of a source of her fun snuffed out.

“Hey, Tobias?” Sabine said as their cab halted at a traffic light. When she didn’t use his shortened diminutive nickname, he knew she intended to engage him in good-natured goading. “Looking forward to performing in your hometown? That refined jewel of the South, as I’ve seen it advertised in The New Yorker?”

He shrugged. “I am getting excited. But you know how it is when you return to places where you grew up. It’s kind of a bittersweet experience.”

“Maybe you’d be willing to show me the hotspots around Asheville. It’ll keep your mind preoccupied. That way, you won’t dwell on the more perplexing memories of being a hometown boy. There’s bound to be some of those, right?”

“Sure. I’ll give you a tour. Don’t expect too much, though. It’s a nice place, but it’s certainly not New York.”

Sabine chuckled in that sexy, throaty way of hers. “What is, my friend? Nowhere comes close to New York.”

As the driver finally pulled to a stop in front of Lincoln Center, and Sabine grabbed her violin to disembark, Toby thought: True enough, Sabine. But there’s one thing New York is missing. And he belongs only to Asheville.


      ***The concert was a smashing success. Toby felt it in his bones. The enthusiastic standing ovation still replayed in his ears and his entire body tingled to the thrill of the experience. 

And yet, I feel this cavity in my chest, this emptiness.

Following the concert, Sabine accompanied several friends for a late supper. Though they invited Toby to tag along, he felt less like dining in a noisy environment, even in a tasteful restaurant and wine bar like Joe Allen NYC. Instead, he politely declined their invitation and returned to his and Sabine’s apartment. He felt tired but content. His own performance had been sharp and expressive; he couldn’t remember even a missed note or one out-of-tune, either. Additionally, he felt proud of his entire trumpet section, who delivered performances just as adept as his. Even Joye, the young woman who joined the orchestra only three weeks ago, this appearance marking her first performance with the Philharmonic, came through just fine, though she’d been a nervous wreck before taking to the stage.

“Concentrate on the music,” Toby advised. “Only the music. There is no audience. Only you, Joye, and your instrument. Let the rest of the world disappear.” He lowered his voice to an almost-whisper. “I’m a little nervous, too. The trick is harder than it sounds, but you must try to keep the nerves at bay. Otherwise, they are sure to overwhelm your ability.”

Toby decided to take the subway back to his neighborhood. He wished to avoid the possibility of a gabby cab driver—or anyone else who might be talkative, for that matter. He wasn’t feeling antisocial, exactly, merely reflective. On the train, in a seat directly across from his, a hot young blonde with gorgeous gray eyes shamelessly cruised him. On most nights, he would have encouraged the flirtation but even the prospect of sex had no pull over him. Not tonight. He returned to his apartment, only slightly regretful of relinquishing a chance with the blonde, but still he found himself craving an evening of thoughtful solitude.

After shedding his orchestral drag and slipping into a nightshirt (covered with cactus images and the warning: Watch for Pricks) over his completely naked body, he slid his feet into his Isotoner slippers and shuffled to the kitchen. Here, he poured himself a glass of pinot noir to accompany a few slices of Jarlsberg cheese that he perched atop water crackers. He flopped onto the sofa to enjoy his crudité and wine while watching “The Ren and Stimpy Show,” sans sound, on the Cartoon Network.

But what was really on his mind?

Asheville.

Strange how his memory of the city stuck in his head, refusing to relinquish its grasp. In reality, he’d spent only his childhood and adolescence in the mountainous metropolis whose unofficial motto was KEEP ASHEVILLE WEIRD. Then, soon after graduating from high school, Toby found himself on a plane to New York, where he’d accepted a generous scholarship to attend Columbia University to study music. What else, after all? Music had always been his first love. His major strength. His passion. And now his college major. His parents had forced him to take piano lessons before he entered elementary school. Well, they always portrayed his participation as “forced,” but Toby loved pounding the ivory from the start. Even his private instructor admitted to him that he was her favorite pupil because he loved the instrument so much.

But as deep as his love for the piano might have been, his affinity for the trumpet reached even greater heights. Perhaps his instructor (soon to be his high school band and orchestra director) had something to do with that. He sensed from the start of his training that she was somehow different. Toby felt different, too. It was a quality they shared. By the time he started high school, scuttlebutt gave him a hint of why he felt that strong, shared commonality.

Rumor had it that his band director and past music instructor, Barbara Parker, was a lesbian. He heard she resigned while he attended Columbia, probably to relocate to a location farther north. During their private lessons, she had occasionally disparaged the South, begrudgingly calling progressive Asheville a refreshing anomaly, “but the rest of the region has the smell of ass about it. And I should know. I’ve lived in the South since I was a baby.”

By the time he was promoted to the tenth grade, Toby felt pretty damned sure he was gay as well. Ms. Parker was always a presence he appreciated.

He was delighted that his sexual orientation never caused a problem for his family. 

He came out to his parents during his junior year of high school. His admission was met with a smile and a shrug. Toby should have expected nothing less. He adored his parents, and so did most of his friends who, once they met Mr. and Mrs. Jacobsen, felt they were “cool.” Toby wasn’t surprised. Both parents were professors at the University of North Carolina-Asheville—his mother in the English department as an associate professor and his father, head of the biology department. His parents were close to several of their colleagues who were gay or lesbian; Toby could tell those friendships were indelibly cherished. His parents and their colleagues often swapped dinner invitations and together sampled local breweries.

The only times he felt pushed aside by his parents were those holidays and the long summer that his sister spent at home. She was a couple of years older than he, and deaf. Had been born deaf, in fact. Their parents worked with Suzanne when she was very young, attempting to determine the best way to provide an education, including socialization skills, to this very intelligent girl. Toby remembered the great struggle his busy parents put forth to learn American Sign Language. Once they mastered the signs, Suzanne was able to communicate unequivocally that her preference was not to stumble through the public school system in a next-to-worthless “resource class,” but to enroll in the North Carolina School for the Deaf in Morganton, only an hour’s drive from Asheville. Their parents took her for a visit to the stately campus. Suzanne’s eyes lit up; she’d immediately fallen in love with the place. The visit was, in fact, an eye-opener for the entire family, who appreciated the self-confidence and inquisitiveness of students in a world that otherwise shut them out. When the subject came up over dinner one evening, their parents agreed with each other that, when visiting at the school, they, not Suzanne, felt as though they were a “special population” struggling to fit in. 

“In a way, I guess there’s some poetic justice in such institutional structure,” his mother asserted.

Suzanne’s experiences at the school resulted in countless positive effects over the years. Her grades afforded her admission to Stanford University, where she studied law and graduated magna cum laude. Currently, she lived in Chicago as one of that city’s top attorneys who frequently represented clients suffering discriminatory practices in the workplace. It was a natural fit for her.

Toby maintained a close relationship with his sister, despite the challenge of distance. He’d never forget that she had been one of his biggest advocates once he came out. Besides, Toby took pride in his role as matchmaker in his sister’s life. He’d introduced Suzanne to a man, from New Delhi, who took up residence in Asheville after falling in love with the city during his recent vacation. When Chicago afforded both of them advancement opportunities impossible to resist, they pulled up roots to move to the Windy City.

But Toby’s fondest memories and the ones that haunted him now?

“Hi, Toby. My name is Biscuit.”

The fellow first-grader had approached Toby during recess, his right hand extended like a proper gentleman.

“Did you say your name is—Biscuit?” Toby blushed when he giggled, a reaction that seemed not to faze Biscuit at all. Slowly, he took Biscuit’s proffered hand and asked: “How do you know my name?”

“I remember it from roll call. Our teacher clearly called your name. Toby Jacobsen. Mom says I have a memory like a steel trap.”

They ignored the desperate shouts of several boys who wanted them to stop a football of which they’d lost control—a disregard that earned them the temporary epithet of assholes.

“Why did your parents name you Biscuit?”

Together, they began a stroll around the playground. “Well, they didn’t—really. My real name is Tommy Bischoff. When I was little, I couldn’t say my last name right. I said Biscuit instead. Lots of people thought it was funny. So it stuck.” Biscuit shrugged. “I don’t even think about it anymore. Until somebody asks.” He added sheepishly: “Like you.”

Longingly, Toby sighed at the recollection, then finished his last piece of cheese. He took aim at the TV with his remote and powered it down. He glanced at his watch. It was almost midnight. The pressure of sleep drove him toward his comfortable bed.

And still, he could not fall asleep. At least, not completely. Each time he dozed off, another memory would startle him awake.

And each memory included Asheville.

And more importantly, Biscuit.

I wonder what Biscuit’s doing now? 

Toby finally fell asleep, thinking of a few possibilities.








  
  

Chapter two

Libido Descending





Poor Demon. Always filled with rambunctious anticipation by the time Biscuit returned from work—usually by four o’clock on days when band practice wasn’t scheduled. Since Biscuit came home about three hours after Lars departed for his job as events coordinator at Grove Park Inn, the two men had a chance to spend very little quality time together. Biscuit doubted their disparate shifts were good for their marriage, but what could they do? They’d grown accustomed to a certain lifestyle that required an income of a certain amount. Their thirty-two-hundred-square-foot log home— not a log cabin, they discovered when the dealer corrected them as they were signing the paperwork—perched halfway up a mountain of modest size on a four-acre lot with a gorgeous view of Black Mountain in the distance had not been paid for. And it wouldn't be for another twenty years if they remitted only the minimum monthly mortgage payment.

“Hey, Demon! You’re my good boy.” The words, good boy, always elicited a single, high-pitched bark and a brisk wag of the tail. “Yes, you are! Are you ready for a cookie?”

This time, Demon answered with a single deep-throated bark. He followed Biscuit into the kitchen, where the Siberian Husky led Biscuit directly to the cabinet door behind which the good boy’s doggie snacks were stored. Demon gently took the Greenie from Biscuit’s hand and scurried away, his tail still swishing from side to side, but now in a relaxed rhythm. Biscuit made himself a gin-and-tonic with Fever Tree tonic water, Bombay Sapphire gin and a generous squeeze of lime juice, then headed toward the French doors leading onto their massive, impressive deck. But with a lot affording such a view before them, how could the men have resisted extravagance, when they’d been bitten hard by the home ownership bug?

“Come on, boy. Let’s you and I enjoy the view. We’re paying enough for it, aren’t we?”

Something he would never say to Lawrence Locklear, aka Lars, his prize of a husband (yes, married at the Grove Park Inn in a lavish ceremony) who entered his life with a large sum of money inherited from a grandmother who split her estate among three grandchildren. Lars suspected that his Granny skipped her own children in revenge for their not producing a more respectable number of grandchildren for her to spoil. He’d heard her complain several times about “not having enough grands,” but he’d also heard occasional rumblings (not meant for his ears) about his grandmother’s objections to certain childrearing practices typical of one or two of her offspring (including his own parents). Lars’ money had always been a bone of contention, as Biscuit realized (and not because Lars kept reminding him of it, either) the disparity of incomes between his teaching salary and Lars’ much higher salary as an administrator at a high-end luxury resort boasting past stays from historical and cultural figures like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Thomas Edison. Biscuit could almost stomach the financial disparity were it not for Lars’ stubborn determination to refer to Biscuit as Thomas.

“I don’t understand why you object so adamantly to my nickname.”

When challenged, Lars easily resorted to a haughty display of arrogance. “It sounds like a dog’s name, for fuck’s sake. And while I have nothing against canines—in fact, I adore them, as you know—I doubt Demon would appreciate being called Marcellus or Cornelius. Or even Thomas, for that matter.”

“And yet you disallow anyone calling you Lawrence.”

Biscuit saw the inevitable jaw clench. “Lars is a perfectly respectable Scandinavian name. The form from which it is derived sounds pretentious.”

Lars’ jaw clench was always Biscuit’s signal to back off. He’d learned that lesson a very long time ago.

Now, out on the deck, his thoughts dissolved into the present. Biscuit almost choked on his G&T. “Demon, you crack me up sometimes!”

Demon had just polished off his Greenie and was now raising a back leg to piss from the deck elevated a good twenty feet above a continuous downward slope. He knew he should discourage what had become a habit, deeply conditioned now by Biscuit’s amused reactions to the behavior. But it was too cute, and just a bit poetic, capturing a privileged animal’s disdain for the rawness and cruelty of nature. Oh hell no, I’m not about to go into the forest, Biscuit anthropomorphically projected onto Demon’s thinking. Dangerous animals might be lurking there. (Though, in practice, Demon enjoyed hikes into the woods.) But even Lars tolerated—was even amused by—Demon’s unique approach to micturition. Biscuit felt sure Demon had been encouraged by his laughter. 

His duty done, Demon stretched his front legs in front of him, with his butt cocked up toward the sky, then shook himself vigorously before sauntering over to where Biscuit sat. Demon lay next to Biscuit, both dog and man staring across the valley and into the “blue ridge” of the Appalachians that Biscuit (and Lars, too) loved so much.


      ***As the breeze began to grow uncharacteristically chilly on this summer evening, Biscuit and Demon returned inside. Besides, it was expected (or was it just that Biscuit fell into the routine long ago?) that Biscuit would cook most evening meals during the summer. After all, he was only a teacher with so much time on his hands. Tidying up their large home was also a chore expected of him, it seemed, despite the extra time required of a band director in charge of both the fall marching program as well as the spring orchestral group. Biscuit seldom pondered over whether their division of labor was even remotely fair. He’d learned long ago the absurdity of attributing any degree of fairness to life. 

Yeah! Keep telling yourself that! Biscuit thought. Not a resentful bone in your body.

Lately, the married couple had been confronting a steady decline in marital satisfaction. They’d reached the point where so much was hidden from the other. And when they kept secrets from one another, there was shrinking intimacy available in their relationship, growing steadily now into relentless tedium. As still relatively young men, thirty-four (Lars) and thirty-two (Biscuit), neither of them should be dealing with erectile dysfunction. And yet here they were, each with his own prescription for Sildenafil, the generic version of Viagra. Their doctor had prescribed twenty pills a month, but dear Mary! Twenty were far too many for their atrophying sex life.

Many months ago, Lars was the first to mention their declining libido. “I don’t raise this topic to blame anyone. You must have noticed, too. We’re no longer in synch in the bedroom. Look. I still think you’re hot, Thomas. Even after seven years of marriage. I hope the feeling is mutual.”

“It is.” Though Biscuit was no longer certain of the intensity of his attraction. He was busy—excessively so. But when he thought of Lars, he thought of inequities. Of injustices in their union. Of his nouveau riche snobbery. Perhaps it was work that put him on edge. Compelled him to seek out problems to justify dissatisfaction.

Then, Lars made a suggestion that shocked him—not because it was unreasonable but because it was so unexpected from a man as self-sufficient as Lars seemed to be. “I think we should see a marriage counselor. Soon, in fact. I worry that we’ve lost our way in the relationship. And I don’t want what we have cultivated to end in divorce. A counselor can help thwart that threat. At least, Thomas, I hope so.”

There it was again—the explicit reminder that his familiar name was a dog’s name and hence, a regard from his husband that diminished him—as a man, as a husband. He’d always thought it was endearing, the way his friends and extended family called him Biscuit. Their voices, always full of respect and affection. He had always craved lots of respect and especially affection after the body blow dealt to him at the raw age of seven. It was then that an ambulance arrived at his family’s house and took his father away forever. Though the paramedics revived him before shoving him into the vehicle, the man’s life could not be maintained. His father died in Intensive Care the very next day. There could be no consolation for either him or his mother. Now, his most potent memory? Seeing his father lying in his casket during his viewing at the funeral home, looking more like a wax figure in that museum he once visited in St. Augustine on a vacation with his parents than the funny, loving, vibrant man he had always been when life-giving blood coursed like a mountain stream through his veins.

To be honest, Lars’ allusion to the possibility of divorce frightened Biscuit more than the prospect of marriage ever had. Their decision to marry filled him with joy and happiness, but the sheer gravity of responsibility settled on his shoulders quickly. Sometimes, it felt like a yoke. But a divorce? Really? That would result in the proverbial rug being maliciously yanked from beneath his feet. A push from the nest before having had a chance to soar. 

But what was this? This—feeling—now? Something close to relief, a breath of fresh air after having suffered far too long in a sweat lodge, as large as theirs was.

Biscuit pushed the scraps from his plate—and Lars’—down the garbage disposal. Both men had left so much untouched; the tension of their conversation had stolen their appetite away. Without a word, Lars retired to the great room to watch the news, leaving Biscuit to clean the dishes and load the dishwasher. Demon uttered an endearing and short Husky howl, reminding him that a dog had a need for food, too, thank you very much. Biscuit imagined Demon’s indignation when he scraped the plates clean and ground the scraps into a fine pulp. It was anthropomorphism, of course, but Demon, having lived for five years in their world, could no longer be considered just a dog. He could smile. He could sing. He could bitch and moan with the best. His receptive vocabulary must have grown in size comparable to that of a six-year-old. Besides, Demon could read their moods with great accuracy. He knew when his people needed cheering up (and Demon was so good at that) or to be left alone.

Just as Lars needed to be left alone now.

Biscuit even knew why. Lars was disappointed in him. In his response to Lars’ observations. Biscuit had not been sensitive enough. Insightful enough. Willing enough to see a shrink. Any attempt at interaction, Lars would perceive as an attempt to suck up, to manipulate. Biscuit had subtly made his point and it was too late to capitulate now.

Now? Biscuit felt all adrift. And in his frustrated confusion, he knew what would happen. It would not help at all. But he knew he would—must—apply a forceful neck-hold on Lars. A neck-hold to forbid him from ever leaving.

His Dad left him once and it lasted forever.

He would not endure a similar experience now.








  
  

Chapter three

The German’s Assessment





Though he could not ask for a sweeter, more compatible roommate, Toby easily recalled a time early in their arrangement when their platonic cohabitation grew quite tense. In retrospect, it didn’t take him long to understand Sabine’s objection to his bringing complete strangers into their apartment. There was always a risk that a trick might turn out to be unsavory or even dangerous. 

Or, as Sabine had summed it up: “Look, Toby. I want to remind you of my delight to be rooming with you. This space is far too expensive for one person, even with the generosity of our employer. Besides, no one could ask for a better roommate. But the revolving door? The men you occasionally bring into our home? I get the impression that you don’t know them well. Sometimes, I’m convinced you don’t know them at all. Do you?”

Lips pursed, Toby shook his head. “I’ll be honest, Sabine. Most of them are casual fuck buddies. That’s all. I do like to think that generally, gay men can be trusted. We’ve all gone through somewhat similar experiences, facing bias and prejudice, so—”

“Really, though?” she interrupted. “Especially in a city as large as New York. There are bound to be bad agents. Not every gay man is the epitome of compassion and virtue. I worry, Toby. I do. I worry that eventually, one of your connections will rob us. Or worse. I worry about you. About both of us.”

Toby shrugged, then looked away for an instant, concerned that Sabine might detect his rising resentment. He took a deep, calming breath before responding: “Then what about this as a solution? I’ll hook up only with men who have their own places. I will never even present our apartment as an option. Will that work?”

“I think it certainly should.” She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I don’t want you to be angry at me, Toby.” Her face melted into an expression of self-doubt. “Tell me if you think I’m being unreasonable.”

He shook his head. He would never lie to her, even to be the winner in an argument. “I don’t think you are at all. Often, I’ve thrown reason to the wind. And there have been times when even I felt I might be taking chances. Lately, it seems like I’ve been thinking only with my dick.”

Later the same evening, Sabine had a date with her steady boyfriend, Jeremie Clerjuste, a mercurial, handsome Black man from Haiti who, Sabine hoped, would be her eventual husband. Toby could understand why. In addition to his politeness (to a fault), his attractiveness, Toby suspected he could be very, very tough, too. New York had been an enticing spot for Haitian immigrants for a very long time, second only to Miami. At the gay clubs, Toby had met a few. At first, they came across as suspicious, distant individuals, sometimes even bordering on rude, but as friendship developed—as trust blossomed—their aloof personalities warmed. Toby knew this impression of Haitian men was the result of a generalization that could never be completely accurate. But then again, he could not deny his own experiences, either.

Toby flipped open his laptop. He navigated his way to Grindr, where he scrolled through dozens of photos and profiles. After fifteen fruitless minutes, he decided he might as well terminate his search for a good lay tonight—because he was in no mood for the bars. Perhaps he was being overly selective; his standards, set far too high. Then, a ping. Another Grindr member introduced himself with a friendly greeting: “Hey, Good-Looking. How’s it hanging?”

Usually, for Toby, that kind of cute-cum-aggressive come-on was a turn-off. Toby preferred a more tactful, understated form of greeting. Then, he scrolled through several photos his contact had posted. He couldn’t believe his eyes! The man looked like a young Richard Gere as he appeared in the original film, American Gigolo, or the Broadway production of Bent. (Not that Toby was old enough to have seen the play live, but he had viewed a few photographs from the 1980 production online.) The same soulful, seductive eyes. Perfect thick hair. A muscular, smooth body—as much as Toby could see of it. A thin, symmetrical face. The embodiment of classical male beauty.

The simple response was Toby’s reply. “Just looking for a little company tonight. Are you up?”

“Definitely. But a quiet evening, if that’s okay. It’s been a harrowing day.”

“Just what I’m in the mood for, as well. I have a roommate so I’ll have to come to you. Where do you live?”

“I have a brownstone rental in Brooklyn.”

They continued to chat a few minutes longer, building a superficial trust, establishing an inconsequential bond that mirrored something like intimacy. Finally, they signed off.

Soon, Toby was boarding the A Train to Brooklyn.


      ***Just as his hook-up had promised, Toby easily found the brownstone, which was located only two blocks from the subway station. His ease of navigation surprised him since Toby had visited Brooklyn only three times before. Not that he didn’t have a few Brooklyn friends, but they usually made the trip to sexier Manhattan—often with the intent of enjoying the nightspots and the energy generated by the city “that never sleeps at night.”

Ethan Dunn, who willingly provided his real name to Toby when Ethan disclosed his address, opened his front door before Toby even rang the doorbell. Ethan’s Grindr photographs didn’t lie. His resemblance to a young Richard Gere was uncanny. Toby had always been a fan—not only because of Gere’s appearance but also because of his acting chops. Besides, from what he’d read in entertainment magazines, the actor was a really nice guy who harbored no animus toward gay men at all. The brief tingle he felt in his crotch when this incarnation of Hollywood royalty gently took his hand and pulled him inside was not only natural but also unsurprising.

“Hope I didn’t startle you when I abruptly opened the door,” Ethan said, “but I have a yappy poodle that’s triggered by the sound of a doorbell.” His mouth curled at the corners. “By the sound of almost anything, really.”

“And I thought you were just eager to see me,” Toby joked.

“Well, you got me there. That’s certainly part of the reason.” Ethan led Toby into the parlor—no other word would suffice for the elegant and, judging from the bronze plaque outside the building, historical room—where he invited Toby to make himself comfortable on the settee. It was a tall, unattainable order. Toby thought the piece of furniture to be the most uncomfortable parody of practicality and comfort he’d ever experienced. “Can I get you a glass of wine? Or beer? Sparkling water, perhaps?”

“Sparkling water sounds refreshing.”

As Ethan made an about-face toward the kitchen, a vivacious miniature poodle, as pristinely white as new-fallen snow, bounded into the room and into Toby’s lap.

“Chi-Chi!” Ethan yelled, mortified at his dog’s boundary violation of a man he hoped to have in his bed shortly. “You need to get down, sweetheart!”

But already, Toby was vigorously massaging the adorable dog, who clearly loved every stroke. “Don’t you dare make her get down!” Toby gave Chi-Chi a kiss. “Stay here with me.” He glanced toward Ethan. “It’s quite all right. I’m a dog lover from way back.”

Good-naturedly, Ethan shrugged. “If you’re okay with this little brat’s rude intrusion, I guess I am, too. She has been trained, believe it or not, but Chi-Chi usually has full run of the house. Guess I should’ve locked the guestroom door when I pulled it closed.”

Finally, Chi-Chi lost interest in both men when Ethan offered her a chew. “That’ll keep her occupied for a few minutes while we get to know each other.” Chi-Chi scurried across the room and beneath a chair. As she gnawed with purpose, she never took her eyes off Ethan or his strange new friend.

Toby assumed his date would prove vacuous at best. That would have been okay. But his assumption was deconstructed quickly. In fact, both men were alumni of Columbia University. But while Toby majored in music with a concentration in brass, Ethan received his degree from the Columbia University School of Journalism just two years prior to Toby’s graduation. Another of Toby’s assumptions? Ethan picked journalism as a major because he thought it would be easy. Meanwhile, Ethan must be a server in one of New York’s prestigious restaurants while he coasted from one audition to another for a role on Broadway without any success at all. Toby couldn’t believe Ethan would be all that serious about journalism.

“You’ve been bitten by the acting bug, haven’t you? I mean, the Gere look and all.”

Ethan laughed at Toby’s misperception. “People keep telling me that—that I look like America’s hottest gigolo. Personally, I don’t see it. But they often ask in which show they can see my latest performance. When I tell them I don’t even care much for theater—I prefer reality, not fantasy or escapism; some people need it, I know, but it’s usually not for me—they express disbelief first, then disappointment. I’m a journalist, through and through. I love interpreting current events through the perspective of my keyboard.” Incredulously, Ethan shook his head. “I won’t deny it, though. I have been assigned to write reviews of plays and musicals. I know what’s at work on a subconscious level with the entertainment editor. The man’s gay, the editor immediately thinks of me; of course he’d know all about the stage.”

Relieved to discover substance in Ethan’s character, Toby began to present clues indicating his interest in taking their—acquaintance—to a different level.

To the second floor, actually. Precisely where Ethan’s bedroom was located.


      ***Toby and Ethan continued to see one another—but only at Ethan’s brownstone—for almost two months before boundary parameters were re-examined and then reset. Over Chinese takeout one evening, Sabine asked whether Toby continued to see “your Richard Gere clone.”

Indeed, Sabine had been impressed (and maybe a little turned on) by Ethan’s appearance. His friendly, open smile invited conversation; she liked a man with a nice smile. Besides, he didn’t look like a thief, a murderer or a hustler at all. What Toby had disclosed to her about Ethan’s goals, the fact that he was gainfully employed and aspired to be a crackerjack journalist—as well as his ability to rein in Toby’s capricious promiscuity—compelled her to change her mind. Sometimes, honestly, it seemed to her as though the two men were going steady.

A topic she finally broached.

“Are the two of you getting serious?”

Toby squeezed a pod of edamame into his mouth and carefully considered Sabine’s query. “Serious?” He shrugged. “Serious about our enjoyment of one another’s body and personality. Yes. Serious about cultivating a friendship, with or without benefits. Sure. Serious about commitment?” He shook his head emphatically. “No. I don’t think Ethan’s into that. And frankly, neither am I.”

But was Toby mistaken? After a month of visits occurring two or three times a week, Toby discovered something new about himself. A capacity—or was it a weakness?—he’d never recognized. He’d begun to pine away whenever he and Ethan failed to schedule a rendezvous. It wasn’t exactly like falling in love but, from his perspective, it had begun to feel damn close.

Apparently, Ethan felt it, too. Over dinner at Carmine’s one evening, he sat not across the table from Toby, as he might usually do, but next to him. All through the meal, their knees touched in a casual longing to touch more of one another. To be enveloped in one another’s arms.

A relaxed Ethan sipped his wine. “Carmine’s is too popular for its own good. There’s no motivation for them to improve their menu. I mean, the food’s not bad for what it is—a notch above Stouffer’s, I’d say. But there’s certainly room for improvement. At least the portions are large—just what I need after our earlier session in the brownstone boudoir. You were as turned on as a horny hare—and hard as steel! I like a good, hard dick.”

Toby blushed. “Thank you,” he muttered, smiling. “You weren’t so bad yourself.”

Ethan laughed deferentially. “Your enthusiastic assessment overwhelms me.”

But what it really was? It was Toby being cautious. He felt something unexpected and not necessarily welcomed was happening, the kind of frustrating, puppy-dog attachment that defies explanation. At least, it was happening to him.

And it was happening far too fast.

Ethan sensed it, too! “As much as I like you, Toby, my life is too full of distractions right now to push forward with anything like romance.” Toby already knew Ethan worked, quite conscientiously, in fact, as a stringer for both the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and The New York Times. “If I could—get involved—it would be with you, if that’s any consolation. You’re the real McCoy in a city full of fakes. But you know my aspirations include building my journalism career first and foremost. To prove myself as an excellent journalist so that when I pursue a permanent position at The New York Times, my credentials will be impossible to resist.”

“I’m sorry, Ethan, if I’ve given you the impression that I’m pressuring you. My position as a musician in the Philharmonic isn’t exactly conducive to romance, either. We’re either performing or rehearsing. And then there will be a couple of months throughout the year when we’re on the road.”

Finally—though it happened after the passage of another few weeks—Sabine told Toby: “I’m fine if you wish to invite Mr. Gere over sometimes. He sounds like a wonderful guy with impeccable taste. I’d like to meet him.”

Quizzically, Toby gazed into Sabine’s eyes. “Impeccable taste? What gives you that impression?”

“He’s got a taste for you, doesn’t he?”

“Ground Rule number one, Sabine. You may not make a pass at Ethan.”

After several days of excuses and vacillations, Ethan finally accepted Toby’s invitation to “come over and meet Sabine. You’ll see she’s not quite the bitch she likes people to think she is.”

Ethan looked alarmed. “But I thought—”

“I’ve talked you up so much that I’ve changed her mind. She’s convinced that she’ll be safe in your presence. However, with her Richard Gere crush, I’m not so sure about you.”

The day of reckoning finally arrived.

The trio dropped in at Cookshop, an American restaurant with great reviews. They ordered spit-roasted chicken and Broccoli Di Cicco, but Sabine warned her companions: “No dessert. I have a surprise for you back at the apartment.”

Conversation at the restaurant was unaffected and relaxed. Toby could feel the mutual respect and affection around the table. He even proposed a toast to “friendships, new and old,” which later seemed a bit forward and even silly, but he’d already had a glass of Bordeaux on an empty stomach. Besides, Ethan and Sabine played along—or maybe their participation was actually sincere. He wasn’t sure. At any rate, with the toast, Sabine and Ethan leaned into one another, their heads touching for a brief moment of authentic affection.

After dinner, and upon their return to the apartment, Sabine rather emphatically invited them to sit at the formal dining table.

“Can we help?” Ethan asked.

“Nope. My idea. My pleasure until the bitter end.”

She disappeared for a few moments. When she returned, she carried three small glasses of Tokaji. 

“Save it to pair with tonight’s culinary grand finale.” Sabine disappeared once more into the kitchen.

When she returned a second time, she carried three desserts on a Queen Anne silver serving tray. Très élégante! Carefully, she lowered the tray to the surface of the table constructed of cherry wood. Each dessert was served on a Fitz and Floyd dessert plate, Renaissance pattern.

“In my home country of Germany, this dessert is called Schwarzwalder Kirsch torte,” she said. “In English-speaking countries, it is known as Black Forest cake.”

Ethan sampled his slice. “Oh, my God!” he said, his mouth still half-full. After finishing his first bite: “It’s deeply decadent, Sabine—and dense. I’ve had Black Forest cake before, but nothing like this!”

Sabine smiled. “Thank you, Ethan. I’m glad you like it.”

They chatted for another fifteen minutes or so. Finally, Ethan left after a prolonged kiss the two men shared. It was getting late, and Toby and Sabine were expected for rehearsal at nine the following morning.

In Ethan’s absence, Sabine grew intense. “He’s a lovely young man, Toby. I can see why you fell for him.”

Shocked, Toby’s eyes widened. “What? We’ve covered this territory before. I haven’t fallen for him at all. Why do you keep harping on that?”

“I won’t argue with you, Toby. But it’s what I felt. If I have misjudged you, I don’t think I have misjudged Ethan. He definitely has feelings for you.”

“We’re friends, Sabine. Friends with benefits, yes. And the benefits are good. Damned good. But Ethan and I agree. Our relationship can go no further than that.”

Sabine smirked, but somehow, her reply seemed gentle and sad. “If you don’t realize how smitten he is, you’re blind.” A slight pause while she finished the few drops of wine left in her glass. “Sooner or later, Toby, the two of you will have to confront the elephant in the room. And that’s all I’ll say on the matter. At least, tonight.”
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