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Chapter one

Overture





The young boy enjoyed the time he spent with his neighbor, a middle-aged woman whose grandparents sacrificed their lives in the concentration camp at Auschwitz during the Nazi occupation of Germany. She, too, had a son Francis’ age, but he’d never shown much interest in her stories from the Fatherland. He considered them little more than a self-indulgence in the past. Francis, bless his heart, loved to hear of the mountains in Germany, the cuisine, the people who would never have done the kinds of atrocities she could tell him about now, were he a few years older. But Francis? He sensed—something. He knew there were details Miss Helga left out of her stories. He continued to visit, perhaps hoping to hear those stories. But he was not ready,.

Is anyone ever ready, really?

Right now, he was sitting on a cushion positioned at Helga’s feet on her hardwood floor. She has told him before, over and over again, that it was not necessary to sit there, on the floor, as though her furniture were too good for him. As though the little tyke might soil it. He wouldn’t, and if he did, she wouldn’t care. She was a widow now. She had no husband for whom to keep things polished and neat and clean. No one, really, to impress. That son of hers, well, it took all the energy and the time she could muster to keep him in line. To insist that he keep his room clean. Pick up after himself in the family room. To place his dishes in the sink after each meal. To finish his chores.

“For God’s sake, Michael, can’t you even do that to help your mother?”

Not that he was a bad boy, but who could expect a father’s death to have no impact on his son?

She missed her husband. He was older than she by eight years. He, a soldier who served in Operation Desert Storm. She, a daughter of Germany in a Catholic orphanage from which she was released after reaching her eighteenth birthday. A girl rescued by a handsome American soldier stationed in Germany for a short period of time. And she, a girl on the cusp of womanhood, living in a brothel in one of Berlin’s redlight districts. Her husband, a shy American soldier with a desperation to touch a woman, and yet a man with a good heart, found Helga, then rescued her from the brothel. 

“You are much too young for this,” her rescuer said to her in broken German. 

Bless his heart, she thought. Walter was never any good at speaking Deutsche. 

For a long time, even as she enjoyed her life in America, she regarded him only as her rescuer. Then, as she grew into maturity, she found herself growing fond of him. More than fond, actually. She desired him, her rescuer. The man who brought her here, to Juniper, a quaint but moderately sophisticated city in South Carolina’s foothills. Then, as her love grew so strong, so irresistible, her American soldier recognized it for what it was. He, too, allowed himself the liberty to release his true feelings for Helga.

“Tell me about Oktoberfest again, Miss Helga,” Francis demanded, with the eager curiosity of boyhood.

Helga chuckled softly. “You know, it is not so different from the festival we have in Juniper once a year. Many people here have German ancestry. I can look at you, Francis, and tell that you, too, might have German blood flowing through your veins. But the people who organize the Juniper Oktoberfest? They feel the celebration in their hearts and souls. They may know little or nothing about the musical instruments, the polka, and even the food of Germany. But there is something familiar once the older Germans speak of Germany. They feel it in their bones. They feel it in their blood. And during autumn planning for the celebration, they fall into the routine. They know when the colors, the flavors, the music are right. And the older Germans living here, the ones who have German dirt still under their nails and the smell of the fresh German air in their nostrils, they admit that nothing would have happened without the enthusiasm, the spiritual connections, of those individuals who catch on quickly to the old ways.”

She told him so much more about Oktoberfest. How it was presented in Germany. Its history, from the celebration of a royal wedding to the promotion of agriculture to the infiltration of carnival rides and excessive drinking when few had any inkling of its history. She told young Francis too much and he grew bored. Soon, he was more interested in joining her son, Michael, in the backyard, for a game of fetch with his solid black lab, Fritz, leaving her alone with more thoughts of her poor husband. Her memory of their joy together, once he was able to recover from the teasing he received from the simpletons in town who wondered if he brought home a German from his tour because he could not score an American wife. Their lovemaking. He was so gentle, a contrast to her loving aggression in bed. At first, they were embarrassed, even apologetic, for their personalities during coitus. But once they discovered each behaved as the other would prefer, well, excitement always ruled in their boudoir. 

And then the diagnosis. For so long, they were convinced the symptoms were no big deal. The pain in the abdomen following bowel evacuations. Weight loss with no change in eating habits. Then, the blood appeared along with the agonizing, persistent fatigue. Their doctor, following a number of tests, broke the news. Her husband, her beloved rescuer from a life destined for depravity and poverty, had been diagnosed with an aggressive kind of colon cancer.

It wasn’t long after receiving the news she and her son tearfully watched his casket lowered into the dirt in the synagogue’s cemetery.

Not long after, their son got into a rash of trouble at school.


      ***“Mom? What’s a concentration camp?”

Francene Slyce, deep in conversation with the family housekeeper and cook, Helen Workman, as they planned the family menu for the next day, stopped mid-sentence.

“Where did you hear about a concentration camp?” She shook her head, embarrassed at her stupid question. “Did Helga mention this to you?”

Frank was still a young lad. Besides, Francene, who liked their next-door neighbor, served as her family’s primary care physician and considered her a friend, asked Helga explicitly not to get into discussions about the Nazi era until Frank was a bit older.

Frank nodded. “But I don’t think she meant to bring it up, Mom. She just mentioned it, then wouldn’t answer any of my questions.”

Francene took a deep breath. “I know you don’t want to hear this answer, son, but I think we need to wait a couple of years before going too deep into the darker side of German history. I will tell you one thing, though. Many years ago, Jews, gypsies and other groups of people were herded into concentration camps because an evil man named Hitler didn’t like them. This happened to Helga’s grandparents, to whom she was very close as a girl. Right now, all I’ll say is that the camps should be a warning to everyone not to turn over a lot of power to any one man or woman. Such power goes to their heads, and then they do bad things.”

Unsatisfied, Frank frowned at his mother. “I’m not stupid, Mom. I start first grade soon.”

“It’s just—.” His mother paused mid-sentence.

“Upsetting,” Helen finished her sentence for her. 

Francene smiled. “Thanks, Helen. Miss Helen is right, Frank. There’s no need to upset you now, when you may not completely understand what happened. We’ll consider it again once you’re finished with first grade. Now, sweetie, get ready for bed. It’s getting late.”

Frank knew not to protest. His mother, a well-established and popular medical doctor in town, could often be impatient. Even at this early age, Frank understood. His mother was a busy woman. She had little time for a nagging kid with dozens of questions. Besides, she’d always made it clear that when her mind was made up, no amount of cajoling would likely change it. Frank also worried that if he continued to press the issue, his mother might forbid him from visiting the Weber family, at least for a while. He didn’t want that to happen. No way. Not only did he really like Miss Helga, but Michael was cool, too—though he was never really clear about Helga’s meaning when she called him a “handful.”

Frank made his way upstairs to his room. His father was already in bed; he knew, because he could hear him snoring. He loved his father, but Bill Slyce was, like his mother, a busy professional. From what Frank understood, his dad was the owner of several grocery stores—a small, “local chain,” as he’d heard his father call it. Sometimes, his father had to be up and about by five o’clock in the morning.

After brushing his teeth, washing his face and changing into his Superman pajamas, Frank climbed into his single bed with his superhero comic book. He imagined himself at some later age with the same muscular build his favorite characters had. There was just something about all those muscles—and the mystery of the bulge the artists often drew between his superheroes’ legs—that obsessed him.


      ***Thursday was Helga’s grocery day. It always had been since she moved to Juniper. She learned quickly that grocers started their weekly specials on Thursday. If she shopped early—certainly not on Friday or Saturday, when everyone else stormed the grocery stores for their weekly specials—she could be sure to enjoy the discounts featured on a given week before the items ran out.

It was on an October day that Helga, while Michael attended his high school classes (where had all the years gone?), drove to one of Mr. Slyce’s stores. She liked J. Berry Foods and More because Bill kept his stores clean and well-organized. Most of all, his prices were reasonable. Competitive, as Americans said, with other grocery stores in the area, even those that proclaimed themselves to be discount grocery stores. An important factor in Helga’s choice? She was supporting a local business (“J. Berry” referred to Juniper Berry, a reference to the city’s name) and a neighbor’s store. 

But today turned out to be disconcerting, and that was putting it mildly. Not because she had never encountered assholes before. She certainly had. Assholes of the worst kind, in fact. But such encounters were rare in Juniper. She was German and a Jew in a city with relatively few citizens who immigrated. And the Jewish population in Juniper could be regarded as miniscule. Some might even say inconsequential. Sometimes, she thought that the one hundred or so members of her synagogue represented the entire population of Jews in the city. Of course, it wasn’t true, because the owners of the movie theater in town were Jewish, and they had both immediate and extended family who were not members of the synagogue. They were not ashamed. They were not intimidated by the community’s biases. However, the family who operated the dry cleaners in Juniper and in neighboring towns was Jewish, too—a fact to which they never call attention. Helga was almost certain they would deny their faith if confronted.

“Would you mind getting your cart out of my way, you Kraut Jew bitch whore?” a woman with a thick southern accent yelled at her. Helga was merely selecting the freshest green beans from the bulk loose beans in the produce bin in front of her. All Helga was doing was minding her own business.

“What did you call me?” Helga asked, in shocked disbelief. 

“Oh, you heard me,” the woman replied. “Are you gonna keep blocking the produce bins with your fucking cart while you go through those vegetables one bean at a time?”

Helga felt her face turn beet red. “You started your question off like a civilized person, ma’am, and I’m willing to get out of your way. I’m sorry I didn’t see you behind me. But name-calling is offensive and mean-spirited.”

Helga moved the cart across the aisle, then returned to the single string bean bin. 

“You don’t tell me what to say. Besides, I know who you are. They shoulda gassed your ass just like they did your grandparents. Why didn’t you go back to Germany where you belong when your husband died? The only reason you’re in this great country anyway is because a United States citizen felt sorry for you.”

Helga turned to face the woman straight on. “Where is this anger coming from? I don’t understand why you’re so hostile toward me.”

Bill Slyce approached the women just as Helga asked her question. 

“What’s going on here? Customers can hear the commotion throughout the store.” Bill looked directly at Helga. “Helga? Is something wrong?”

Helga hated herself for it, but she burst into tears. “I’m sorry, Mr. Slyce. Apparently, this woman thinks that I placed my cart in her way because I’m a kraut, a Jew-bitch and a whore. The truth was that I didn’t hear her coming. If I had, I would’ve moved the cart out of her way.”

What Helga didn’t say was that the woman also called her son, Michael, a faggot. As far as she knew, he wasn’t. But it wouldn’t matter, either way.  Not to her.

The other woman gasped indignantly, then proceeded to formulate the most unbelievable lie. 

Bill saw through her ruse immediately. 

“I’ve known you a long time,” Bill said to the woman. “Just as I’ve known Mrs. Weber for a long time, as well. To be honest, I am more inclined to believe Mrs. Weber. Not you, Ms. Coates. This isn’t the first time you’ve tried to stir up trouble in town because you don’t like someone based on their opinion or who they are.” He took a step toward Ms. Coates. “I don’t like troublemakers. I must ask you to leave my store immediately. If not, I’ll call the cops to handle the situation.”

It looked to Helga as though Ms. Coates’ eyeballs rolled back into their sockets, leaving only the whites of her eyes. “Well, I never! And I’ll never set foot in your shitty store ever again.” She paused a moment as she studied the items in her cart. “Can I at least check out with the items I’ve selected?”

Bill shook his head. “I don’t think so. Just leave your cart right where it is. One of my boys will restock everything.”

Bill watched as Ms. Coates walked away in a huff. Then, he turned to Helga. “Are you all right?”

A tear rolled down her cheek as she nodded. “Yes, Bill. Thanks for your help. She was a mean, hateful woman. She truly was.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Do you feel like you can finish shopping?”

Helga inhaled. Her shoulders trembled. “I think so. Is there a place where I can sit down for a moment?”

“The breakroom,” Bill said immediately. “Follow me.”


      ***Now that Frank was a high school student, he spent less time with Helga than he did when he was a younger lad. But he and Michael remained tight. Helga liked that they’d become friends. She knew her son wasn’t always easy to like. Or, he hadn’t been in the past.

But he had begun to change. Lately, his grades had improved. And he smiled more often when he returned home at the end of his school day. Especially when Frank invited him over to play video games. Or when Michael had Frank over to rehearse a difficult song the high school glee club, of which they were members, had been working on. Both boys had beautiful baritone voices. It was such a pleasure to hear their songs emanating from the basement while Helga worked on the art pieces she sold online. Not that working was a necessity for her. The house had been insured so that the mortgage was paid upon her husband’s death. She was also the beneficiary of several insurance policies he’d taken out over the years. His pension in the Army also continued payouts to her, as his widow. And still another smaller pension from his work as a construction site contractor—a position that didn’t last very long due to his illness—provided what Helga called “mad money” for the day-to-day expenses of life—which included the occasional expenses, usually related to school, incurred by their son.

Lately, she’d noticed that, from time to time, when the boys were together, the basement became very quiet. Though she was not the kind of parent who obsessed over what her offspring was doing every moment of the day, she did wonder why the boys might be singing one moment, then suddenly, silence. Perhaps they were studying the music together. Perhaps they were listening to the original piece over those earbuds. Or that’s what she thought the youngsters call them. She didn’t know for sure. Of course, Michael did have his weights in the basement. She also wondered about their behavior at the Slyce household. Occasionally, Michael stayed over for two hours or more. On the weekends, the two boys were inseparable. She’d noticed recently that the Slyce home served as their haven of choice, attributable, Helga thought, to the fact that Frank’s parents were seldom home. An entrepreneur’s hours and a doctor’s hours were demanding, and while Helen, their cook and housekeeper, was still on duty, her responsibilities hardly extended to keeping an eye on two spirited, adolescent boys.

Suddenly, a duet, as though sung by angels, wafted up the basement stairs and into her workroom. Their music was beautiful and sweet. Harmonious and so in tune with one another, that it often sounded as though it came from the same voice. Both boys had been blessed with perfect pitch and a passion for music. It was no wonder that Helga sometimes wondered whether Michael and Frank might have a crush on each other. A “bromance,” as they called it nowadays. Though she sometimes suspected their attachment might be stronger than that. More meaningful than even a bromance. And if they were gay, so what? If they were romantically interested in one another, well, they made a cute couple. Michael, her own son, with his blonde locks, his bright blue eyes, his mischievous grin that often communicated to his teachers that he was up to no good, even if their assumption was wrong, as it frequently was, at least nowadays. And Frank. His hair long and brown with streaks of naturally occurring blonde. His eyes brown and intense, his smile subtle, as though he took the world far more seriously than any teenager ever should. Though she didn’t mean to judge, she thought Frank’s solemn disposition and demeanor resulted from the frequent absences of his parents. A boy had to wonder, in such circumstances, how important he really was to the two people who brought him into this world. And he, like Michael, was an only child. Without a brother or sister, Helga feared, it was hard for a boy to feel connected to his family when his parents weren’t readily accessible.


      ***She was startled by the sound of the doorbell. 

It wasn’t that the doorbell never rang, but the occurrence was so infrequent. She had learned from an early age to look out for those individuals, like family, in whom you were invested. Those individuals who were invested in you. It was no self-delusion that Helga had few friends. It was a fact. It was also true that she was never the kind of person to collect people, like hoarders accumulate whatever worthless treasures they value—and the value was always contrived. So much of the hoarder’s bounty was little more than junk. And people. The same statement could often apply to them. Helga often wondered what had happened throughout history to make human beings so mean-spirited, so intolerant and insulated from life’s diversity. Even in America, the land of the free, she saw evidence of the same trajectory her beloved Germany followed as it toppled into the hell that was the Third Reich—at least, according to the musings of her mother and father when they told her stories of her grandparents.

She looked through the peephole and saw her friend and neighbor, Francene Slyce. 

Immediately, she opened the door. “Hello, Francene. Sorry for not answering sooner. The older I get, the more cautious I become. Please. Come in.”

Francene smiled as she reached for Helga’s hand. “Oh, I don’t blame you, Helga. There are times when I’ve felt like locking myself in my bedroom then curling into a fetal position to shut the world out. When I decided to go into medicine, I never knew how very sick people could be capable of such venom they often direct toward the people who care for them.”

Helga shook her head in commiseration with Francene, then with a hand against her back, directed her to a comfortable chair—her husband’s favorite when he was alive.

“Shall I get you some coffee? Tea, perhaps?” She giggled. “A stiff drink?”

“While the stiff drink certainly sounds tempting, I think I’d like a glass of water.”

Helga walked briskly toward her kitchen. While waiting, Francene, who hadn’t visited Helga in several months, took visual inventory of the family room. A framed photograph of Helga, her husband and baby Michael, cradled in his father’s arms, was displayed on the sofa table. On the coffee table, a set of nesting dolls, made in Germany. Francene knew because several years ago, Helga had been so proud to receive the set from an aunt in Luxembourg. 

Helga returned with two glasses of ice water with slices of lime. 

“Thank you, Helga,” Francene said as she took the glass. Right away, she gulped half of its contents down. “It’s so refreshing, something as simple as a glass of water. I haven’t stopped since four o’clock this morning. Then, since it was getting a little late, I came over as soon as I got home. No pit stops. Anywhere.”

Helga shook her head slowly and clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Your life, my dear, is much too intense for me.”

Francene smiled wryly. “And for me.”

Helga placed her glass on a coaster next to her Lazy Boy chair. “With things so hectic today, I assume this isn’t just a neighborly visit, no? Is there something I can help with?”

Francene’s shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry, Helga. I haven’t been a very good friend or neighbor.”

“Nonsense. It was just an observation. I wasn’t judging you. You and your husband have been wonderful to me through the years. And your son? He’s such a blessing. A special boy.”

Francene fidgeted. “Actually, my visit is about Frank. And Michael.”

Helga looked vaguely alarmed. “Have they done something wrong?”

Francene chuckled. “God, of course not. I know you had a hard time with Michael after Walter died, but he’s growing up to be such a sweet and charming young man. And Frank?”

Helga smiled widely. “Frank is as close to perfection as any mother could hope for.”

Francene’s forehead wrinkled, even as she blushed with pride. “I’m sure that’s giving him much more credit than he deserves. But generally, he is a good son.” She crossed her legs. “Here’s the deal, Helga. My husband came home mid-afternoon yesterday quite unexpectedly. There was a problem at one of his stores. Well, to make a long story short, he stopped by to change clothes. He told me that when he came inside, he saw Michael and Frank sitting together on the couch. They appeared to be involved in some heavy petting. Since they didn’t hear him come in, Bill cleared his throat loudly and left the room.”

“Your husband said nothing to them?”

A quick burst of air blasted through her lips. “No. He’s something of a prude, Helga. Very easy to embarrass. He was—surprised, I guess one could say.” A pause. “I’m wondering. Has Michael ever talked with you about his sexuality? While Bill and I have suspected Frank might be questioning his sexuality, he’s never disclosed anything to us. We haven’t asked—because we think coming out is his decision to make.”

Helga shook her head. “No, Francene, he hasn’t. I will admit, I have also wondered if Michael might be gay. Not that it would matter to me, either. But unlike most parents, I work from home. I am probably more accessible than Michael would like for me to be. I guess—and perhaps this is stupid of me—I guess I just figured he’d come to me if he had questions or concerns.”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand,” Francene said quickly. “Bill and I are very open and accepting about homosexuality. Both of us have gay and lesbian relatives. One of my colleagues is a gay man. And my older brother, too. He died from AIDS during the Reagan era. Even now, after so many years, I could never vote for that party.”

“What should we do with this information, then?” Helga was uncomfortable with Francene’s candid review of her personal history. She was a classy, self-assured woman. Her vulnerability now made Helga uncertain of her own self-confidence. Then again, for a woman who was barely five feet tall, self-confidence had always been something of an issue.

Francene shrugged. “Maybe nothing. I don’t really know. I know that being gay can be tough, and I don’t want our boys to deal with society’s bullshit alone. If nothing else, I would like them to know they can talk to us if they ever need to. Juniper, you know, fancies itself a progressive town, but it has its pockets of conservatism.”

Helga nodded. She hoped she didn’t come across as pretentiously sagacious. “That is true, my friend. At times, it is difficult for more—open—people, people like us, to feel quite at home.” She paused. Her face grew sad as she seemed to gaze into the distance. “Then again, in my life, I’ve never felt at home anywhere.”

Francene was annoyed at her not-so-subtle allusion to her marginalization. She understood, of course. She wasn’t that callous. But time had passed. Helga should be able to move forward now instead of resurrecting the horrific parts of her past. She thought it plausible that Michael might be reticent to share much with her because of her sometimes obsessive self-absorption.

“I know, Helga. You have been through so much in your life. I can’t imagine it, you know. I don’t think I would have survived.”

Helga blushed, but smiled. “We are often much more resilient than we give ourselves credit for.”

Then, guiltily, Francene wondered if her silent criticism had been too harsh. Perhaps it was Helga’s self-indulgence, her self-absorption, that undergirded her resilience, her stubborn insistence to survive.

“That is true, Helga. So true.” A pause. “But do you think it’s true of our boys?”








  
  

Chapter two

Michael's Betrayal





It was something of a pact, this mutual agreement with Michael that because music was their passion, it should be their life’s work. 

It was also their agreement that, as close friends and boyfriends, at least for a short time as high school seniors, they would both attend Juniper College to pursue the study of vocal music in the college’s highly rated music program.

Consequently, Frank considered Michael’s acceptance into Juilliard’s music program in New York City as a rank betrayal. He had no idea Michael had even considered leaving Juniper.

“It was largely Mom’s idea,” Michael said, when Frank confronted him. “I played along when she pushed me to apply. You know how persuasive she can be. Besides, I had no idea that Juilliard would ever consider me, much less offer me a spot.” 

Frank scowled. “You must have known I’d be upset. You should have told me when you submitted the application. I feel blindsided.” He looked away. Stared at a smashed glob of bubblegum on the pavement in the high school senior parking lot. “Not to mention this thing we have going between us. I’m your boyfriend. I thought you were mine.”

“Of course I was. I am. How does Juilliard change that at all?”

Frank laughed bitterly. “I’ll be in South Carolina. You’ll be in New York. And there’ll be ten hours between us. Don’t you think that might be significant?”

Michael shrugged. Frank sensed his annoyance. “It doesn’t have to be. It is only if we make it.”

“Michael, I swear to God. You are one naïve motherfucker!”

Frank stormed away. Got into his car. Spun out of the parking lot.

Michael watched him leave. What was I supposed to do? Reject their offer? he wondered.

And then later, when Michael confided in his mom what happened, he lost control. He collapsed into her arms, weeping like a baby. 

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. Of course leaving is sad. It’s sad for me. For you. For Frank. If your relationship is meant to be, it’ll last. If not, life goes on. It always goes on, even when you think all that’s ahead of you is sadness.”

They are not, Michael thought, the words of support I need.


      ***Though Michael might have felt he did not get the support he needed from his mother, Frank got less. Not that Francene and Bill were bad parents. Not that he had ever suspected they were prejudiced in any way and therefore reticent to relate to their son as a gay adolescent. Rather, their shortcomings always revolved around time. For them, time was always in short supply—a deficiency communicated to Frank in their reluctance to share in anything negative about his life.

Anything positive, too.

Michael and Frank continued to consider themselves boyfriends. They continued to pursue intimacy in the best ways adolescents had—which were mostly fast, perfunctory and confusing. One minute, they could not stand one another’s presence. The next, they couldn’t stand to be apart. Throughout their roller coaster ride of emotions, the only consistent feeling was one of longing. Of knowing they wanted something, if only they knew exactly what. Still, they could not deny the excitement of adolescence. Luckily, they had many friends, in Juniper, no less, who loved them and supported them in their relationship. Now, those same friends were siding with one or the other in celebrating or condemning the decision Michael had made to study in New York, despite the understanding the boys once had. 

We never intended it to come to this, Michael thought.

But Frank, who felt more rejected, more disillusioned, by Michael’s decision, found himself constantly battling resentment. How could Michael have done this to him? How could he have abandoned Frank? Left him behind like a childhood toy? Discounted him like they were never anything to one another? Had they not shared kisses? Had they not explored the entirety of one another’s body? Had they not jerked one another off until their excitement burst forth like a geyser? 

Once, they even went so far as to declare their love for one another!

Still, Frank had to admit that the negative feelings he was experiencing were beginning to moderate. His parents’ lucrative financial circumstances allowed him to attend Juniper College not as a day student, but as a boarding student. He would reside in a dorm. He would enjoy all of the activities hosted by the college because there would never be a need to leave campus. He had even begun to dream of meeting someone. A college man. A man he saw each and every day. And perhaps, just perhaps, he and this man might explore more fully what true intimacy is. 

Because, he was convinced, he and Michael had only skimmed the surface of desire.

Frank was becoming increasingly aware of his body, its development. Its probable appeal to other people. While he was no late-bloomer, there was an increase in the amount of hair on his chest and stomach. His pectorals, tighter, more defined than he could ever remember them. He liked the way his chest hair spilled out of his shirt collar, like the movie and TV stars he saw in teen magazines, his guilty pleasure. He was aware that often, people noticed. Even his shapely legs, hairier now, with dark hair appearing on his toes and on the tops of his feet. The hair on his head was fuller now and cascaded down to the top of his shirt collar. He liked his hair somewhat long—not hippy long, like an uncle who never left that era—but somewhat anti-establishment yet neat. Well-combed and clean. Not quite long enough to put into a ponytail, but almost.

“Thanks, Miss Helen.”

The family cook was placing a plated dinner in front of each Slyce family member. It was a rarity that all three—Frank, Francene and Bill—were at home to share a meal together. But it was a slow Wednesday for both doctor and grocer. They felt more relaxed than usual, Frank noticed. They even came across as an especially happy couple, something that wasn’t always apparent in the impatience and busyness of their lives. 

“You’re welcome, m’boy. I hope you enjoy.”

Frank smiled. “I’m sure I will. Have I ever complained about anything you cooked for us?”

Helen chuckled. “Not that I can recall. But there must be something you weren’t fond of along the way.”

Then, Frank’s mother placed her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon on the table. She turned to her son. “Frank, I’ve noticed you don’t visit Michael very much these days. Did the two of you have a falling out?”

Frank’s face burned. He couldn’t believe his mother was, at this very moment, asking about his personal life. He didn’t know how much he should share. Hell, he didn’t even know that she knew he and Michael were close friends.

“No, not at all. We’re just busy as the school year winds down. Y’know, he has a lot to prepare for.”

Francene’s face, stoic. She was, as always, hard to read. “Helga told me about his good fortune. Juilliard and all. The Big Apple. That’s great. But it must be hard on your friendship.”

Frank felt annoyed. “People grow up, Mom.”

“But I wonder, Frank,” his father said before Francene had a chance to respond. “I know it’s really none of my business, but might there have been something bigger than friendship between you and Michael? Your relationship seemed more intense than that. Not that I’m an expert or anything.” His father’s eyes locked on his. “I’m not judging, you know. Just curious. As I say, it’s not my business, but as a busy family, we don’t have many chances to catch up on one another’s lives.”

Frank sipped his iced tea before answering. “It’s okay, Dad. We’d gotten pretty involved there for a while. We decided to cool it a bit. That way, it might be a little easier to go our separate ways. He leaves for New York in a couple of months.”

Francene reached for her wineglass, then emptied it. Helen was right there with a refill.

“I understand what you’re saying, son,” Bill continued. “But be careful about burning your bridges.”

Frank grew a bit testy. Felt it in his chest. “Well, it’s not like we’re hateful to each other, or anything stupid like that. We’re open to whatever happens—including our getting together at some point in the future.”

Francene reached for another roll. Helen insisted on preparing homemade bread, and the output was always irresistible. “I think that’s a realistic attitude,” she said with a perfunctory smile at her son. “To know that high school relationships don’t often pan out. And yet, I’ve known a few that did. It’s a matter of letting the dice roll where they may.” She patted her son’s hand and laughed gently. “Well, Bill. It looks like our son is maturing into a responsible adult. Does that mean we’re getting old?”

Bill smiled. “Yes. I’m afraid it does.”

Frank didn’t get it. He looked anew at his mother’s face and then at his father’s. From his perspective, they’d always looked exactly the way they did now.


      ***Frank’s biggest adjustment in college was the recognition of and adaptation to the fact that there were far more talented musicians in the music department alone than there ever were at Juniper High School. He’d easily claimed the mantle as one of the best singers in the high school glee club because most members had no aspiration to pursue music as a career. It was also easy for him to imagine himself as a famous performer on Broadway, the singer in a band, or a soloist on a concert tour. 

At Juniper College, he was humbled. And he began to re-evaluate his goals.

Early in their freshman year of college, both Frank and Michael stayed in touch with one another, mostly via smartphone. During Thanksgiving break, when Michael came home to visit his mother, the two men spent time together, mostly just hanging out at one or the other’s house. Once, they even tried a real date, but Frank detected Michael’s preoccupation, as though he could not wait to return to New York City. It was easy to see that Michael had outgrown Juniper, as well as the people in it. 

Including Frank.

Which was okay with Frank. He’d met two young men at Juniper College who interested him. Gene was another musician, a keyboardist, a tall young man with curly black hair and a sultry look about him. While he was sizzling hot, Frank detected an arrogance about him that he found somewhat unappealing. The other, Furman, was a biology major on the pre-med track. Furman was a young Black man with a perpetual five o’clock shadow that tormented Frank’s sleep almost every night. While Frank hung out with both men from time to time, he’d never mustered the nerve to make a pass. Nor had they. However, he sensed an attraction. And he detected their awareness of it. They even flirted from time to time and indulged in the kind of horseplay involving more physical contact than heterosexual boys would be comfortable with. Perhaps it was because Juniper College had a small campus and a population of about twelve hundred students that the young men never felt comfortable enough to hook up. The risk of getting caught was much too great. 

Later, Frank’s greatest regret of his experience as an undergraduate was that he never “got naked” with either Gene or with Furman. Both of them were so tantalizing. If just one of them had a private dorm room, arrangements could have been made. Unfortunately, all three young men shared their rooms with a roommate. But there was one advantage. His preoccupation with Gene and Furman kept Frank’s mind off Michael—most of the time.

But seriously? What sense did it make that Frank saw more action in high school, with Michael, than he did in college?

Frank paid a visit to Helga several times during his freshman year—more than he visited his own parents. It had grown too tedious and time-consuming to keep up with Francene’s and Bill’s schedules. For adults, they had little structure in their lives. Frank knew it might be different at work. He couldn’t imagine his mother, a physician, taking a cavalier approach to her profession. She was considered among the best in her field. Her reputation would certainly suffer if she were scatterbrained in keeping up with patients and their treatments.

Same with his father. He always seemed on the verge of a nervous breakdown—except when there were holiday closures, a rare treat in the grocery business. Or, one of his employees simply told him it was time to take a break.

“Go home, Bill,” the chief financial officer once told him. “You look like death warmed over. You’ll scare any customers who see you.”

Frank thought of the tactful way his father acknowledged and accepted his relationship with Michael. His mother, too, of course. While his dad was usually transparent—what you saw was what you got—Francene could be something of a puzzle. Even when she complimented him on how he and Michael were handling their separation, Frank felt sure she was holding something back. Long ago, he’d recognized this quality but ultimately, decided to let it go.

His mother was not someone to be dissected. Analyzed. Figured out.

Helga was, as always, delighted to see him. “You are not so much like Michael,” she said as she led Frank into her kitchen. Frank felt honored. The kitchen was exclusively Helga’s private domain—at least when Michael was living with her. “He calls, certainly. But only for moments at a time. He is busy with rehearsal, he says. Even on a holiday, he is busy with rehearsal.” She giggled like a young girl. “Even when I offer to buy him a plane ticket, his answer is still the same. He is too busy.” She scowled. “Too busy, even for his mother. Can you imagine?”

Suddenly, Helga remembered her manners and got up from the table to pour each of them a glass of iced tea. “Or a beer, if you like. In Germany, we would seldom ask the question of a guest we know to be sixteen or older. And I know exactly how old you are.”

Frank chuckled. “Tea is fine, Miss Helga.”

She sat at the table next to Frank. Then, unexpectedly, she took his hand in hers. She squeezed gently. “You should try to keep in touch more often with your parents, Francis. I know they hide their feelings beneath a deceptive veneer. I know how unpredictable their schedules are. They would never tell you how much they miss you. But they do. Especially your mother. But your father, too. Even a message on their voicemail just to let them know you’re thinking of them would mean so much, even if they cannot answer.”

“They told you that?”

Helga frowned. “In their way. I have known Francene and Bill long enough. I don’t always need to hear their words.”

Frank shrugged. “I’ll try to do better.”

Helga nodded, as though the business was finished. As though she took her young neighbor at his word.

For the next ninety minutes, they chatted about mostly mundane things. A new recipe that Helga managed to acquire from Helen. An old friend of Helga’s who died and for whom she and other members of the synagogue sat shiva recently. The smells in the house that had begun to fade since Michael moved away. The expanding loneliness she had experienced in his absence.

Frank told her of his hardest class and the music professor who was a jerk. Smiling in admiration, he sang the praises of a beloved music professor who’d helped him to find his true voice, its true potential. The friends that he’d made that did not compare—not now, not ever—to the quality of his friendship with Helga’s son.

“I probably miss him as much as you do,” he told Helga. She saw the tears in his eyes. She knew how hard he’d tried to convince himself—and perhaps others—that he had recovered from this emptiness in his life. “We had something special, he and I.”

“Stop!” Helga uttered the word with surprising force. “You cannot go on, my dear, because you will make me cry. And I have cried enough tears in my life. A lifetime’s worth of tears.”

Frank stared guiltily at the tabletop. “I’m sorry, Miss Helga. I didn’t mean—” 

“Sometimes, I feel I am responsible for such betrayal,” she interrupted. “A betrayal of my son. Of you, my dear young neighbor and friend, Francis Slyce.” She smiled sadly. “I loved to hear you boys sing. Your voices rising up from the basement. I recognized your talent all along. I coaxed Michael to pursue a prestigious school. One located in an area where success might be waiting right outside the schoolhouse door. Perhaps, through Michael, I wanted to prove my own worth. My value to the country that adopted me, that despite its many flaws, has been so good to me. I wanted him to recognize his responsibility to the Weber legacy.”

Suddenly, Helga burst into tears. She brought a cloth napkin to her face and covered her eyes, her nose.

Frank reached toward her. Rested his hand on her knee. 

She brushed it away. “No, Frank. No. Don’t comfort me for the wrong I have committed. In my own ambition—an ambition that I am not sure Michael has ever shared—I placed a wedge between the two of you. What you boys were building? Why, it was so much more important than my petty arrogance. Now, what do I have? A son who lives far away and a friend who has every right to resent me.”

Frank waited in silence while Helga calmed herself. They were unable to recapture the amiability with which their conversation began, though they make an attempt for another fifteen minutes, after which they said their goodbyes.

Uncomfortably, his hands in the pockets of his hoodie, Frank walked across Helga’s backyard and onto his parents’ property.

As usual, they were not home yet.

Frank sat in the darkness of his room, alone and lonely, longing for something to fill his emptiness.


      ***Frank sat on an uncomfortable, metal folding chair placed, along with two others, just outside the music department chair’s office. He was a senior now, at the beginning of his final academic year. Today’s meeting, a necessary inconvenience that focused on his plans for the future.

In other words, the practical side of college. Or, a lecture on how Frank could turn his major into a lucrative career.

Frank wasn’t sure why he felt so apprehensive. He liked Dr. Karl von Klaus. He’d talked with him many times. He was a down-to-earth kind of guy. Their rapport had grown so comfortable and easy that the professor insisted that Frank address him by his first name. Frank wasn’t the only student with such license. All of Karl’s advisees had been encouraged to practice a friendly informality. Last spring, at the end of Frank’s junior year, Karl invited the rising seniors in the department to his house, a refurbished antebellum home on Main Street where, over snacks and sodas, they discussed setting goals for their senior year.

Karl’s office door opened. Another student, an excellent soprano Frank knew only in passing, stepped out. Though seemingly preoccupied, she flashed Frank a sweet smile as she nodded in greeting.

Obviously, Karl had given her ample feedback to think about—and perhaps not all of it positive.

Before he began to ponder what bad news Karl had passed on to her, Karl called his name.

“Hello, Frank,” Karl said in his customarily enthusiastic voice. “Come inside. Have a seat. Let’s chat about your future.”

Frank not only felt great affection for his advisor but he also respected him for his prestigious background in music. In his previous life, he served as vocal coach to a number of popular artists, though most of his gigs were on Broadway. Often, stage actors were not especially strong singers. Karl quickly earned a reputation for his ability to whip these actors’ voices into shape. And until the pandemic, he never lacked for work.

Then, as his money slowly trickled away, Karl wearied of the precarious gig lifestyle and pursued a more stable position. He was a quick study as a professor who made his way through the ranks in Juniper College’s music department.

“Let’s start first, shall we, with any questions or concerns you might have about how your music degree can best serve you,” Karl began. “We shall follow with a few truisms I’ve learned from my own experiences.”

Frank certainly had concerns, but he questioned his ability to articulate them adequately. Karl was an unpretentious kind of guy, very friendly, so it was of little concern to Frank that he might muddle through his response. However, he recognized the additional challenges he faced in pursuing a professional career over those Michael would face in a city where resources were more numerous than they would ever be in the entire state of South Carolina.

“As you know, Karl, I really want to sing professionally,” Frank said. His face was flushed. He had not yet reached a point in his self-confidence level even to take himself all that seriously. “I really don’t know where to start.”

Karl smiled kindly. “What kind of professional singing do you wish to do? I ask, because the logistics are different for each specialty. If you wish to be a hot pop singer, then I would hope you’d already sung with a local performing band. Of course, the spring, fall and holiday concerts here at the college will fatten up your resume. No question about that. But make no mistake. There is always a period of time when you must pay your dues,. The length of time that takes can vary widely.”

Frank was even more embarrassed by his lack of experience—and his lack of planning. “I really enjoy solo performances,” he replied. “I’ve sung at countless weddings over the past three years. A few funerals, too. The community orchestra contracted with me to sing a solo, which they accompanied, but—.” His voice trailed off. “Obviously, my experience is very limited.”

Karl nodded. Again, his kind smile. “Limited, yes. But those experiences count. Before I answer your concerns fully—and really, those answers are up to you to find, based on my guidance—may I tell you what happens to most of our department’s graduates? It’s not something you’re going to like. Still, it’s information you need. Often, my most creative students are totally clueless about the reality of the profession they’re pursuing.”

Frank felt a rising wave of dread and disappointment. He smiled widely. It was an inappropriate smile, he realized, but he couldn’t help it. “Sure. Lay it all on the line.”

His voice strove for nonchalance. In reality, his tone sounded performative—and not in a good way.

It was at this moment in time that Frank heard a scenario that, he was convinced, would not be his most likely position had he succeeded as a student at Juilliard or some other prestigious academy for musical training.

Karl’s voice projected itself through an echo chamber, a betrayal of everything Frank had hoped for himself from Juniper College.

“I’m sure it beats teaching more traditional subjects like math or physics,” Karl was saying, even as Frank’s dreams were callously dashed against the industry’s realities. “But a majority of our graduates, over time, become music teachers. They direct glee clubs or choruses at their public schools, the ones that still fund programs in the arts. It’s not a career to be ashamed of. As a society, we have betrayed our young people, We are systematically, carelessly and callously destroying the planet that will be their home. Their legacy. They sit in academic classrooms, stoic, unmotivated, depressed and anxious. When they come to a music teacher, there is hope. A hope for beauty in their lives. A hope that their voice will sound as sublime as the songbirds we are determined to annihilate.”










  
  

Chapter three

Frank Searches for Answers





Spring break drew to an end. The seniors at Juniper College turned their attention to graduation and beyond. 

Following his conference with Karl, Frank’s existence felt shrouded in a pall of perplexity, even aimlessness. Karl, whom he considered his trusted advisor and mentor, had betrayed him. Not because of the reality of the profession based on Karl’s statistically-based view, but because he’d waited until Frank’s senior year to address the disheartening truth about his major.

Hell, he didn’t even have the advantage of living anywhere near a major American cultural center.

Like Michael.

And now, after spending a week with his parents, who seemed, as always, unsympathetic and uninvolved, he found himself in the same place he began four years ago.

Clueless. 

And facing a decision far beyond his ability to make.

“There is no dishonor in teaching,” his father said during lunch. It was Palm Sunday, and Helen had prepared a feast in anticipation of Easter. “You can continue working toward your dream even while you’re teaching, can you not? And even if you can’t, teachers have quite a few days out of class. Many of those days coincide with events requiring the services of a musician. Days that are traditionally celebrated. When people celebrate, they expect music. And you, son, are a musician.”

His mother provided no answers, either. “Frank, I’m really surprised you have been thoroughly blindsided,” she says. “Life is full of hard work and compromise. I should think that truth would have been obvious, just by being a member of our family. You know how hard your father and I work. It’s not easy to keep one’s head above water. As your father said, there is no disgrace in teaching for a year or so. The salary isn’t fair, but it can very well sustain you while you examine your options. The realistic attitude is simple. Don’t give up on your goals, but do face the hard facts of life. I think it was Dr. King who advised to ‘keep your eyes on the prize’.”

Now, Frank was sitting alone in his dorm room. A short while ago, his roommate reported to baseball practice. He acknowledged to himself the prudence of his parents’ advice. But why did he hear it so late in the game? Shouldn’t Francene and Bill have discussed a practical issue like this one while he was growing up? At least, while he was still attending high school. It was the easy way out to assert that Frank should have absorbed—how? Perhaps by osmosis?—the facts of the life of the professional. A teenager paid little attention to the affairs of their parents. They had so many concerns of their own—even when adults disparaged those concerns as petty. Now that they’d mentioned it—in the fucking spring of his college senior year!—he realized the necessity of hard work. The daily drudgery. The mind-numbing monotony. The sheer hustle required to make money. The compromises one must make.

Hell, even he was a compromise his parents made.

Not the fact of his birth, although it could be an arguable point. A child was, by his very presence, an obstacle. In the way of daily life. A short-lived joy in the beginning, only to become the albatross that cannot be wrested from around a parent’s neck. 

But his parents also compromised in one other way. They compromised Frank’s ability to make sound decisions by not stepping up to provide the guidance he needed to elevate his capacity to survive. To earn. To thrive financially. Oh, they said so many times, even when he was old enough for the compliment to register in his consciousness, that he was such a good boy. Never any trouble. A model child, a quiet child. Frank was sure that their conviction that he was a good kid kept his parents from checking in on him when they should. To ask how things were going. And they certainly never shook him by the shoulders so they could discuss the reality, the practical meaning, of life.

Now, here he was, as naïve as the day he was initiated as a college freshman.

Frank heard a fracas outside the dorm. He approached the window, then gazed out over the campus. He shrugged. Just a few rowdy students, between classes, letting their hair down as they made their way back to their rooms, happy to escape, after nine days of spring break, the boring serenity of their prison known as home. Happy to say goodbye to their jailors, their parents—though, ironically, they had been so moved, so touched, so tearful to see them again. To walk into their childhood homes. To sleep in their old beds that, even before they moved away, needed a new mattress. Their experience, a prelude to the rest of their lives. The beginning of goodbye to the man and woman who had cared for them, loved them, corrected them so they would finally earn the privilege of attending Juniper College. 

And after that? A push into the cold, cruel world.

Such was the way of life, Frank recognized in his dorm room as he returned to his bed. He heard another bustle of students as they headed toward their late afternoon class—mostly freshmen who were unable to schedule earlier classes because the upperclassmen got them first. Life, as much as we cherished it, left us so unsatisfied with where we were, who we were now. One might even say it is the curse of life, our inability to be in the present. 

To the ears of a man so young, the thought sounded enticingly profound. As dramatically as a bolt of lightning, it shocked Frank. That, precisely, was what he loved about music. Immersed in the notes, the harmony, the melodies amounted to existing in the now. The past, vaporized when you were alone with your instrument, your voice. The future didn’t matter. There was only this, the oneness of a vocal musician with their instrument.

Their voice.

And yet another realization. His voice, until he discovered that he could sing, had not existed in his family. He was loved. But he was seldom heard. Not until he practiced with Michael, not until their voices blended into the beauty of song, in the Weber basement. Helga had heard him in a way his parents never had. Through her, he knew what being heard meant.

Then, Helga betrayed him. Betrayed him by not opening his eyes to options after she had heard him. In a moment of conceit, of disloyalty, he wondered: Was she afraid that I might be better than her son? 

He shook the thought from his head. He knew Helga. He knew she would never behave in such a selfish way. 

Perhaps it had been her way of affirming that Frank’s life was not hers for the tampering. That she was not his parent. That guidance should come from somewhere—someone—else.

But surely, in hearing him, Helga must have known that his destiny was one to be shared with Michael.

Then, a realization. It was Michael who betrayed him. Not his mother. 

Frank believed Michael when he said that he assumed he would never get a call from Juilliard. Michael really believed that even mentioning the application his mother had placed before him would serve no purpose. 

Really, though? Had Frank known, he would have walked in lockstep with his best friend who had become something more. Something other than. He would have completed and submitted the application, too. 

Then, they would have wept in one another’s arms when they received their rejection notice. 

Or, they would have celebrated together when they received their acceptance letters.

And if one was accepted and the other was rejected? Both would then share both the joy and the sadness of their news. 

The one who was accepted to the program would politely decline his offer. 

And all would be right with the world.


      ***It was difficult to attend a church-supported college, even if you were not religious, without giving some thought to spirituality, to faith, to the question of humanity’s place in the universe. Juniper College received support from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, a mainstream denomination whose official values include unconditional acceptance of sexual minority individuals (though it took decades of “prayerful consideration” before the acceptance came).

For Frank, the denominational support of the Lutheran Church had nothing to do with his selection of the college to pursue his music studies. Juniper College, since its founding, possessed a stellar music department, pure and simple. Even before graduating from high school, Frank met several Juniper music majors whose voices were phenomenal. Besides, like the topic of career selection, his parents seldom discussed college. Never weighed in on the issue of his choice once he made it known to them. He always knew they expected him to acquire a college degree, but apparently, they left the decision to him alone to determine the best college fit.

Frank sat on the front pew of a tiny white chapel located at the center of Juniper College campus. He waited, if not for the voice of God, then for inspiration from within. He was floundering for an answer to the biggest question of his life right now. “What’s next?” 

He had never set foot in this chapel before. He had no idea why he thought of it now. He had no idea why the tiny chapel even existed, considering the huge sanctuary the Lutherans built on the western edge of the property, close to the football stadium. That chapel seated at least a thousand worshipers. Thirty people would be hard-pressed to find seating here, in this afterthought of a sanctuary. There was no sign communicating historical details or even the most basic information about the chapel. When was it constructed? By whom? And why? It was as though the quaint chapel emerged from nowhere, its presence a display of humility at a college proud of its growth, its diversity of students, its mission in the world.

Frank recalled once hearing bits and pieces of an argument between his parents. It happened a long time ago. He was perhaps seven and was dozing in his bedroom only to be awakened by his parents’ highly animated voices that, he would soon discover, were laser focused on him.

“I don’t understand where you’re coming from, Bill,” Francene said. Her voice was filled with genuine confusion. It was filled with a determination to take a stand. “Neither of us attends church. I don’t recall us ever having discussed religion at all. And now, you assert that, as parents of a young boy, we have a responsibility to take the boy to church regularly?”

Bill snorted in frustration. “Not to indoctrinate him, Francene,” Bill retorted. “I’m concerned that we’ll deprive him of an experience that most children have. He will hear his peers talk about their experiences at church. He will wonder why we have deprived him of them. My position is that he should have a choice of whether to pursue a worldview that includes religion. He should also know that we are objective about it. But I don’t think this kind of decision should be the sole choice of the parents.”

There was a long silence. He knew what that silence meant. His mother was considering his father’s argument as she decided how to respond.

Frank was beginning to doze once again when he heard his mother’s voice. “Matthew is a member of a congregation that I would reluctantly agree to check out,” she said. “As you have known since you met me, I have never cared to be involved in a group that dictates what I believe according to a particular doctrine. But from what Matthew has said—and as a gay man, it speaks volumes that he can take a positive position on any faith community—the Unitarian Universalist Church of Juniper doesn’t subscribe to any particular doctrine.”

Bill’s reply was full of skepticism. “If there’s no doctrine, then what’s the point?”

“From what I understand, the church encourages its members to explore their own meaning and significance without demanding a commitment to any particular faith,” Francene said. “I think Ralph Waldo Emerson and Thomas Jefferson were Unitarians, if I remember my history correctly. The tradition is undergirded with mostly humanistic values, like treating others the way you would like to be treated, taking responsibility for protecting the environment, and celebrating the existence of awe in human life.”

Frank heard his father chuckle. “Francene, are you sure you haven’t been attending behind my back?”

She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “It does sound as though I have, doesn’t it? But Matthew has talked to me several times about it. I remember much of what he said because the stance is so different from what I’ve understood about religion and the institutions serving up those beliefs.”

“If you’re willing to give it a try, I certainly am,” Bill said. 

And that’s how the Slyce family became members of the local Unitarian Universalist church. 

And it was there that an adult Frank Slyce met his first great love.








  
  

Chapter four

A Dream and a Dreamboat





Amonth before Frank’s graduation from Juniper College, he was still floundering. Wondering what to do with his life. Where he should live. What profession he should pursue. 

His father was especially sweet about his circumstances.

“Your mother and I understand your dilemma, Frank.” Frank and his father sat in the family room. The TV blasted some silly sitcom into the room while Bill enjoyed his traditional nightcap—scotch on the rocks. Still sitting at the dining room table, Francene chatted on her phone with Matthew Higgenbotham, her gay colleague, as she had been for almost half an hour. “Your mom and I have discussed your dilemma. You are welcome to live here for as long as you need.” He smiled kindly, but there was a gleam in his eye. “Of course, we expect you to work hard at finding your place in the world. Maybe get a part-time job to help feed that insatiable appetite of yours.”

Frank sat in a Queen Anne chair on the opposite side of his father. They were separated only by an end table. “Agreed, Dad. I don’t want to become anyone’s burden, financial or otherwise. I appreciate all the privileges you and Mom have given me already. I understand I’ve been well cared for and supported.”

Thoughtfully, Bill leaned forward in his recliner. He swirled the ice in his drink. “There’s no way you’d ever be a burden to us, son. You’ve always been a kid who made it easy for your mother and me to keep working at the top of our game. We appreciate that.” 

Frank blushed at his father’s praise.

“Naturally, Francene and I are excited to see what you make of your life, but we have no intention of pressuring you. Besides, we are not parents who expect to relive our youth vicariously through our son. I also recognize that your mother and I never had the knowledge or expertise to guide you in your pursuit of music. We’re sorry we were powerless to help you. It seems as though Juniper College couldn’t, either. That’s the real pisser—and, in my view, a shirking of their responsibility.” Suddenly, Bill looked exhausted, as though the sheer number of words spoken out loud had overtaxed him. “Have you given any thought to what happens after graduation?”

Frank sighed apprehensively. 

“For the past few days, Dad, I’ve really been giving some thought to continuing my college education.”

His father’s expression was full of surprise. “You mean, like a master’s in music?”

“A master’s, yes.” Frank pressed his lips together. “But not in music. I think that would be beating a dead horse.”

“Then what?” 

Frank felt the same dread that he once felt when he was kid, admitting to some behavior that he was certain would provoke Bill’s and Francene’s disapproval.

“Culinary Arts and Hospitality. That’s what I keep coming back to in my head. Of course, returning to college means I would have to rely on yours and Mom’s generosity for another two years.” He shrugged. “I would certainly understand if you feel you’ve done enough.”

“Nonsense, Frank.” The drink had mellowed his father. “You’re our only child. We make a decent living. We’d help you, of course.” He paused as he leaned back in the recliner and placed his feet on the pop-up ottoman. “But I’d like to know—as I’m sure your mother will—why you’ve chosen this field.”

“Chosen what field?”

Francene was standing now in the doorway, a confused expression on her face.

“Frank has changed his mind about—. Well, I’ll let him tell you.”

Frank rehashed the details of his thinking to his mother. Her smile grew progressively wider as he spoke.

“I must say, Frank, I’m not totally surprised by your change of heart.” Gently, she sat in an antique Luis XVI French walnut chair just inside the door. “Do you remember all those times, in elementary and middle school, when all you wanted to do was hang out with Helen?” Francene laughed fondly at the memory. “You were always seriously attentive as she talked you through what she was doing to prepare a meal. Then, when Helen actively put you to work, helping her with preparation, you were always immersed in the process.”

Frank pushed back a strand of hair that had fallen into his face from behind his ear. “Yeah, Mom. I remember. I always got such a kick when she allowed me into the kitchen with her.”

Frank wasn’t kidding. He remembered the experience as though it were yesterday. Not only because of the satisfaction he derived from his partnership with Helen, but also because his father had disparaged him.

“C’mon, Frank!” His father’s voice was gruff. He’d dropped by their house during a late lunch break he’d taken because a colleague insisted that he’d become grumpy. He’d come into the kitchen to ask Helen for a glass of iced tea. “What’s up with your interest in home economics?”

Then, Bill suddenly looked cross. “And what are you doing home anyway? Why aren’t you in school?”

Frank refused to make eye contact. He was not only angry but also ashamed about his father’s home economics crack. He knew its full meaning. When Francene was pregnant, his mother once mentioned to Helga, when she didn’t know Frank was listening, Bill made no secret that he wanted a son.

A son who had no interest in learning to cook.

Frank had heard his father speak the secret aloud, in fact, when Bill thought he was engaged in a private conversation with his wife.

“Yeah, you’re right about one thing, Franny. Frank’s a really good kid.” Then, a short silence, followed by the hurtful stab. “I just wish he was a little more boy than he is.”

Suddenly, Frank lurched back into the present. His mother was staring at him, full of anticipation. She has just asked him a question that he had not heard.

“I’m sorry, Mom. What did you say?”

“I’m wondering if you’ve given any thought to any particular culinary school.”

Frank glanced at his father. Bill’s attention gradually gravitated back to the flickering television screen.

“I really like the program at Johnson & Wales. I know they have a couple of campuses in states close by, but I’m drawn to the one in Providence. They have great reviews online. And some of their alumni have established highly rated restaurants.”

“Providence?” Francene repeats. “As in Rhode Island?”

“That’s the one.”

Approvingly, Francene nodded. “I don’t know much about the culinary arts, but I have visited Providence a time or two. I think you’ll enjoy the experience there.”

Francene turned to her husband, who had begun to doze during the comedy show.

“Did you hear that, Bill? Our son is going to school in Rhode Island.”


      ***Frank found it much easier to feel at home in Providence than he ever thought possible. Juniper was the only place he’d ever lived. At first, he’d been very nervous about leaving.

Before his departure, nothing less than a toxic anxiety beset him. Mostly, he felt fearful that people would perceive him as “country come to town.” But as he made connections with people around him—other students in the culinary and hospitality program, people he met in the community and at work—he found he was regarded as a curiosity at worst. Seldom did he feel the sting of condescension. A young man from a totally different region with an intriguing array of personal contrasts. A soft, southern accent. A cute fellow checking out the gay clubs and bars in a city that seemed open and queer-friendly.

At The Stable, a gay club in the downtown area, Frank met Logan Brown, also a student at Johnson & Wales but further along in the program than Frank. Logan was, by many gay metrics, a hottie. His eyes, a bright, steely grey. His hair, unkempt and platinum blonde. A body to die for—and one he proudly put on display at The Stable. At least as much as he could legally get away with. He was not Frank’s type. He found Logan to be a little too perfect for his taste, an observation that would probably flatter Logan were he to hear it.

Frank sat at the bar, nursing a local IPA. Revelers danced on the rather cramped dance floor behind him. A mirror behind the bar which Frank faced provided a panoramic view of the gay crowd. It was, for Frank, a discreet way to check out the goods.

It was also a good way to see when someone was approaching.

As was happening now.

“Hello, gorgeous,” the hot blonde said in a badly rendered Barbra Streisand voice. He leaned with his back against the bar in a way that allowed him to face Frank directly. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you in here before. And honey, if you’ve ever been here, I would have seen you.”

“Well, I’ve dropped by a couple of times since I moved into town,” Frank said. “But I never stayed very long.”

The young man appeared disinterested in Frank’s reply.

“I’m Frank, by the way.”

The young man smiled coyly. “You are, are you? Well, there are times when you can be too frank. Or not frank enough.” Awkwardly, he extended his right hand, as though a greeting was not his accustomed use for that hand. “I’m Logan. Let’s be friends. Hell, let’s be more than that because I love franks. In fact, I eat them whenever I can.”

Frank smiled. Easily, he recognized that Logan was three sheets to the wind. “Sure. Why not? Frank friends.”

Logan caressed Frank’s long, brown hair. “I love your hair, Frank. It’s sexy. And sooooo soft.” Logan leaned in and inhaled. “Mmmm. Smells good, too.”

Frank blushed. Logan’s attention was too intense for comfort. “Thank you, Logan.” He took a drink of his beer. “What is it that you do?”

“As little as possible, actually. Another guy, occasionally. I’m into magic. Love to dance when the music is good—not this shit they’re playing now. Oh, and I’m really into cooking. I’m a student at Johnson & Wales.”

“So am I! I just started, in fact.”

Logan looked at Frank skeptically. “Are you being frank, Frank? If you are, here’s some good advice for any newbie. Be careful not to set fire to any of the lab kitchens. They’re relatively new and expensive as hell—as faculty keeps reminding us.”

Frank’s eyes grew wide. “Somebody did that?”

Logan nodded. “Just last year. Another new student. Caused the college to implement even more safety protocols,” he added as he rolled his eyes. He punched Frank’s shoulder cheekily. “Hey! How about buying me a drink?”

“What kind?”

Logan shrugged. “Surprise me. I don’t like anything too sweet. Right now, I need to take a trip to the powder room.”

Logan gave Frank’s bicep a squeeze. “Back in a flash, Boo.” He disappeared into the crowd. 

Meanwhile, Frank ordered a vodka tonic with lemon and waited.

About the time that Frank was sure that Logan had given him the slip, the blonde showed up once again. 

“I had to wait in a line a mile long!” Logan said. “Sorry for the delay.”

Frank pushed Logan’s drink toward him. “Hope a vodka tonic suits you. The ice has melted a little.”

“No biggie.” Logan took a drink. “Why don’t we excuse ourselves to the patio out back? It’s hard to hear each other with all this fucking noise that they’re tryna to pass off as music.”

Logan grabbed Frank’s hand and gently pulled him toward the back of the club. Because it was Saturday night, most people were inside, dancing, cruising and drinking. Only one other couple sat at a patio table. Logan led Frank to another table far from the pair.

“Those young lovers look like they need a little privacy,” Logan whispered.

Away from the frenetic pace of the bar, Frank took a second look at Logan. He was drawn to the man’s eyes—eyes he hadn’t noticed before. The irises were the brightest kind of grey. His blonde hair, trending short, had been swept back, followed by a generous application of styling clay. Logan’s at-rest expression painted him as a very serious young man, though his playful banter defied that depiction. Frank also noticed that Logan was thin; he wore a tight tee and jeans that looked as though he were poured into them. The young man, buff and lean, had no excess weight anywhere.

Logan combed his fingers through his hair. “Where are you living right now?” 

Frank named the apartment complex.

Logan’s eyes grew wide. “Dude! You can do better than that. Those apartments are far too expensive.”

Frank chuckled. “No argument here.”

With sudden realization, Logan snapped his fingers. “Hey! I have an idea. It’s crazy, but please. Take it seriously. Why not move in with me? I have lots of space. I’ve been thinking about taking on a housemate to help defray the costs. I feel some good vibes from you, Frank. I think we’d be great roomies.”

“But I have a lease.”

Logan shrugged. “Break it. If you need a little extra cash to get you out of your sentence in this overpriced, overhyped monstrosity, I can front you some.”

Frank looked flabbergasted. “But Logan. I haven’t even seen your place!”

“We’ll change that right away. I’ll take you there now.”


      ***Logan offered to give Frank his address, an offer which Frank rejected.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to drive, Logan.” Frank’s eyes filled with concern. “You’re far drunker than I am. Why don’t I drive us to your place? I can bring you back after you have a chance to sober up.”

Logan squinted at him but there was amusement in his face. “Is this a plot to spend the night with me?”

Frank blushed. “Well. No, Logan. I just don’t want you to get in an accident.”

Logan expelled a harsh fricative from his lips. “Actually, I drive better when I’ve been drinking. But whatever. I don’t mind a chauffeur.”

The men left the covered patio, which had been all theirs for almost half an hour, and headed to the bar to settle their tabs. When they emerged onto the street, a full moon had risen in the sky, casting its amber light across the city.

“I’m parked in the garage right over there,” Frank said, pointing eastward.

Logan took Frank’s hand. Together, they strolled toward the parking garage. Frank was both delighted and uncomfortable with their public intimacy. He and Logan could never have held hands publicly in South Carolina, even in Charleston. And Juniper? Hell, there might have been a lynching by a certain group of wingnuts.

Logan continued to chatter and thought nothing of their physical contact.

“I live in the Federal Hill section,” he said. “Do you know where that is?”

“I know it’s on the other side of I-95 as you’re leaving the city.”

Logan squeezed Frank’s hand. “Ah, the small-town southern boy learns his New England home fast,” he said. “Impressive!”

Frank noticed that, as Logan sobered up, he grew more animated. He possessed an arousing appeal that Frank hadn’t noticed in the club. Frank’s initial assessment of the man might have been totally wrong.

“Well, I’ve always had a good sense of direction. Besides, I did quite a bit of exploring before classes started.” The parking garage loomed into view. “Do you have one of those stately two-story homes that I saw during my self-guided tour?”

Logan glanced at Frank with sustained admiration. “Actually, I do. I’m renting right now, but I’m seriously thinking about making an offer to buy when the time is right.”

Frank led Logan to the fourth level where his silver Mercedes was parked. The large convertible was an older model, but Frank kept it in pristine condition. 

“Love the vintage wheels!” Logan waited while Frank unlocked the front passenger door. “The Mercedes contour was so distinct back in the day. Now, they look like every other make. You almost have to look for the Mercedes emblem to know whether the damned vehicle is a Mercedes or a Kia.” 

Frank closed Logan’s door and circled the car. He slid into the driver’s seat.

“What made you decide to buy a Mercedes?”

Frank pushed the key into the ignition. “Actually, I didn’t. It was a Christmas gift from Mom and Dad.”

On their way to Federal Hill, Logan shared a little of his background.

“I’m an only child,” he said, “and you might think I’d have the strongest kind of relationship with my parents. But you would be wrong. While I was a child, on through middle school, I guess things were moving along steadily. I wasn’t especially happy, but things weren’t too bad. I felt some tension, but I was never sure why. But my parents took care of me. That’s all to be expected, I guess. I didn’t think anything in my life was especially different in the way we related as parents and child.”

“We have something in common,” Frank said. “I’m an only child, too. Do your mother and father live in Providence?”

Logan sighed heavily. “Yes, unfortunately. They do. But nowhere near me. That’s by design. My design. You see, in high school—my sophomore year, I believe—I came out to everyone I knew. My parents immediately hooked me up with a therapist.” Logan sneered when he said the word, therapist. “I never saw anything wrong with being gay. I never asked for help. And then, soon after our session began, I slowly realized this therapist dude wasn’t a regular therapist. He was a fucking conversion therapist.”

Logan took a breath and pointed toward a stoplight in the distance. “You’ll turn right there.”

The turn executed, Frank glanced at Logan. “It’s my understanding that gay conversion therapy is illegal in Rhode Island.”

Logan rubbed his nose. “Well, that may certainly be true, but its legality never stopped a determined nutcase. You have to understand something, Frank. That law might deter that sort of bullshit therapy. Sure. But it doesn’t stop everyone. The determined assholes just duck under the radar. No biggie.”

For a few moments, they cruised along the highway in thoughtful silence.

Finally, Frank broke the spell. “I’ve known a few guys who’ve gone through that kind of abuse. They all seem a little wary of people. Like the therapy eroded their ability to trust anyone.”

“I’m sure that would’ve happened to me, as well,” Logan replied, in a soft, sullen tone. “But I was hardly a compliant patient. I skipped quite a few sessions. Both of my parents worked during the day, so it wasn’t feasible for them to take me to my appointment, which was scheduled shortly after school. I took a bus instead. And when I did show up, I made sure to be the biggest possible asshole. I even told the son-of-a-bitch that I would kill him if he ever informed my parents of either my truancy or my rudeness. What could he do? I acted crazy enough to make him think that I would carry out my threat. He could hardly call the authorities because he was breaking the fucking law by practicing his brand of counseling.”

“Sounds like you played the old Catch-22 technique quite well,” Frank said, his voice amused. “Actually, you could have put your parents in a pickle since they, too, were breaking the law by coercing—” 

“Funny you should make that observation,” Logan interrupted. “Finally, I figured that important fact out. I made demands of my parents. Not only would I withdraw from therapy, but I would move into my own place, as well. They offered little resistance; let’s face it, they wanted me to leave as much I wanted to get out. However, they agreed to provide me a year’s worth of financial support—as long as I had a job, too. I filed the paperwork with the court system to be an emancipated minor.”

The two men arrived at Logan’s house.

“Well, my good man. Come inside. Let me show you around.”


      ***Now that Logan was beginning to sober up, Frank noticed that he was a bright, insightful guy with a courageous spirit. And as they entered his house and Logan flipped on the lights, Frank also got a better look at his companion. The subdued lighting of the bar had been unfair, leading Frank to make a harsher judgment than Logan deserved. Logan was much hotter in the brighter lighting. Those piercing grey eyes possessed a playful twinkle that softened their intensity. His thin lips curled ever-so-slightly into a smirk as though communicating how over everything Logan really was. And that platinum blonde hair! So thick, so inviting that it was difficult for Frank to resist running his fingers through it.

Maybe I’ll get an opportunity later this evening, Frank mused.

Logan excused himself to take a leak, leaving Frank alone in the living room. While still in high school, Frank thought he would never have the balls to venture out on his own. Even now, he felt overly reliant on his connections with Francene and Bill. Hell, he was still dependent on their financial support! Even for the almost two months he’d lived in Providence, he felt homesick for Juniper,

Then, a random thought popped into his head. Logan had shared nothing about his own income. How he supported himself and paid what must be an exorbitant monthly rental rate on this Queen Anne home. Frank felt certain that, even with the monthly supplement his parents provided, along with his job as server at Il Massimo Italian restaurant, he’d never be able to afford even a floor of Logan’s house, much less the whole package.

The thought of the possible expense troubled Frank. Was he a fool to even consider moving in with Logan? 

Suddenly, Logan reappeared, this time holding a black cat whose name, Logan revealed, was Barnabas. “Named for the lead character in Dark Shadows,” he said. “And why are you still standing? Sit down, for fuck’s sake, and make yourself comfortable.” Then, he quickly reconsidered. “Wait! Let me show you the bedroom that will be yours if you decide to move in. Of course, you’ll have access to the rest of the house. At least, most of it.”

Frank wondered which parts of the house would be off-limits and why. But he kept quiet.

With Barnabas still in his arms, Logan led Frank into a spacious bedroom. The room was empty except for one loveseat, a tripod, a laptop computer on a small table and video lighting.

“I’ll move all this shit out of here before you move in,” Logan said. He looked earnestly into Frank’s face. “What do you think?”

Frank smiled his approval. “It’s spacious. I like it, Logan. But can I think about it a day or two?” He cleared his throat. “I guess we should discuss the terms and my financial responsibility each month.”

Logan shrugged. “Of course. I intended to put it up on Craigslist, but I’ll wait a few more days. No pressure.” Logan pinched his lips. He even looked a little bashful. “I’m not looking for an even fifty-fifty split, Frank. I’m sure we can work out a deal that we both find fair and manageable.”

“Thanks. My first impression is a good one. I just—.”

“Oh, no explanation necessary,” Logan interrupted. “You can’t be impulsive about a decision like this.” He tapped Frank’s shoulder. “Let’s return to my man cave. Maybe we can watch a movie or something.”

They returned to the family room. Frank sat on the sofa. 

“Would you like something to drink?” Logan asked.

“Just a soda, if you have it.”

“Sure. I have Sprite.” He glanced at Barnabas. “Are you allergic to cats?”

Frank shook his head.

“Good. I’ll release Barnabas and leave him to his own devices. But I must warn you. He’s not as aloof as many cats are. He’ll want to check you out. If he growls at you, be careful. He’s a little crazy that way. He may bite if he finds something about you to disapprove of. But he often doesn’t with new people. Just with me.” Logan chuckled. “The biting is the reason I named him Barnabas. The vampire connection. Get it?”

Frank smiled apprehensively. “Cute.”

Logan disappeared into the kitchen. Right away, Barnabas leapt onto the sofa, sniffed Frank’s hand then crawled onto his lap. Frank stroked him gently. Almost immediately, Barnabas began to purr.

Logan returned with their sodas along with a plate of reheated doughboys he’d purchased earlier in the afternoon. He placed the tray on the coffee table in front of them.

One corner of Frank’s mouth curled upward for an instant. “Barnabas is one ferociously spoiled pussy cat,” he said.

Logan reached over to caress the cat’s head. “He deserves to be spoiled. When I found him, he’d been abandoned. He was cowering in terror beneath a bush and crying loudly. It took me half an hour to convince him to trust me. Luckily, I was carrying a to-go box containing calamari.” When Logan uttered the word, Barnabas mewed once, then stared intensely into Logan’s face. “He loves calamari!”

As though the statement were a cue, Logan opened a door to a hidden compartment of the wooden coffee table and retrieved a cat treat. Right away, Barnabas yanked it out of Logan’s hand and scurried across the room. But instead of devouring it, he placed it between his front paws and stared at the two men, as though guarding his catch from obvious thieves or catnappers.

Frank reached for his Sprite the instant Logan reached for his. He nodded toward the pastries. “What are those, Logan?”

Logan chuckled. “I was hoping you’d never tasted them before. When they’re fresh out of the hot grease, they taste even better than they do now. Essentially, they’re the Rhode Island equivalent of doughnuts. We call them doughboys.”

“What? No holes?”

Logan smirked. “What’s the point? There’s more food substance when there’s no stupid hole carved away. Think of them as beignet-adjacent.”

Frank tried one. After his first bite, he looked at Logan, his eyes wide with delight. “These are delicious, Logan. I can also detect—what is that taste?—a hint of maple. I can just imagine how decadent they’d be right out of the fryer.”

Logan took one doughboy for himself. “The shop where I purchased those apply their own special touches to the batches they produce. Traditionally, they’re served coated with powdered sugar or smothered in syrup. But doughboy shops, of which there are quite a few in the area, compete for business by improvising on taste and presentation.”

They enjoyed their doughboys in silence as they realized how hungry they were. Finally, Logan opened the coffee table compartment door again. This time, he retrieved a quite sizeable blunt.

“Shall we?”


      ***Soon, the plate of doughboys was empty. The men were on their second Sprite. With the blunt half-smoked, Logan fired up the television.

“Wanna watch some porn?”

Frank shrugged. “I’m open to it.”

Logan smiled with satisfaction. He accessed his computer controls via the TV, then opened Gay Porn Hub. Finally, they agreed on The Man Who Blew Too Much. Logan charged the movie to his account then started the video.

At first, Logan and Frank seemed entranced by the movie, their mouths open as though shocked by what unfolded in front of them, their attention captivated by the thin plot, vacuous dialog and red hot men.

In short order, Logan and Frank forgot all about the film. In their state of heightened, cannabis-induced consciousness, they sucked on one another’s tongue as though tasting caviar. Slipped their hands underneath one another’s shirt, their fingers searching eagerly for hair, for erect nipples, for a quivering muscle to affirm arousal. As they leaned into one another, Logan reached for Frank’s crotch. Felt his stiffening cock beneath the fabric of his jeans. Rubbed his palm against his lover’s organ, imagining now its length, its appearance, its girth.

Frank was not shy, either. He pulled Logan’s shirt upward from the shirttail, exposing Logan’s flat stomach, his firm pecs, even a peek at the hair of his armpits. Frank could not resist lunging his face into that chest, much hairier than mere observation could disclose, especially a blonde. His tongue slithered its way to Logan’s nipples. He wrapped his lips around the right areola and traced circles around the darkened skin, then landed the tip of his tongue on Logan’s hardened nipple and flicked. He sucked gently, too. He bit hard enough to elicit a soft but desperate moan, not of pain but of desire.

Abruptly, Logan pushed Frank aside. He took Frank’s hand in his. “Come with me,” he whispered.

The men were still high as kites. Their arousal was intensified by the cannabis. The sensation of touch elevated. Even Frank’s palm against Logan’s sent shivers along his spine.

Logan turned on the light in his bedroom. The men disrobed quickly, then fell into Logan’s bed. Barnabas leapt onto the chest of drawers against the wall, located at the foot of the bed.

“Don’t worry about him.” Logan curled his fingers around Frank’s hard dick. “He likes to watch.”

Neither man remembered exactly what the other did to him before they climaxed. Their passion drove them to savor one another slowly, like a sommelier tasting fine wine. Logan combed the long fingers of his right hand through Frank’s dark chest hair. He had no idea of the location of Logan’s left hand until it appeared close to Frank’s head. 

It held a spray can of whipped cream.

Just the sight of it made Frank wet.

Logan licked away the pre-cum. Then, he sprayed what had to be half the can of Reddi Whip all over Frank’s dick, his pubis, his balls. 

And then Logan began to lick the whipped cream away as though it were icing on a cake.

He licked slowly while Frank arched his head, enjoying the sensation of being this man’s dessert. Of being slowly loved, savored like the most decadent cake around. Then, Frank felt Logan’s tongue, his lips drawing ever closer to flesh. He was surprised that his penis stiffened even more. Logan’s mouth engulfed the rock-hard shaft. The sucking was relentless. Frank’s vocalizations desperate, imploring. The poor man almost wept in pleasure.

Frank felt his balls contract, his anal sphincter tighten.

The pumping continued. His abdomen convulsed. His chest heaved in a rhythm all its own. Logan began to moan, to grunt, all the while sucking for dear life.

The vibrations of Logan’s voice sent Frank ever closer to life’s most delicious delight.

Like a lava cake, his manjuices spewed from his penis and into Logan’s eagerly waiting mouth.

A mouth which hungrily swallowed the essence of Frank’s pleasure.

The same mouth with the flavor of cum on his breath whispered in Frank’s ear. “Stay with me, my special one. Please say yes. Because I want you around for a long time.”

Frank basked in the afterglow. He responded only with a tight squeeze and a kiss. Then, he moved his head along Logan’s chest, his stomach, to reciprocate. To take Logan’s vital member into his mouth.

But something was happening.

Rather, something was not happening.

Frank lay beside Logan, his ears filled with his host’s gentle snoring.








