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The Mix of Us

By R.W. Clinger

Low Hollow

Population: 1,765

Low Hollow was a small suburb of Erie, Pennsylvania, and sat next to Lake Erie. Surrounding sister towns included Templeton, West End, and Candmore. Those who didn’t live in Low Hollow avoided the town, calling it mysterious and dangerous. Most thought the hollow haunted by Iroquois Indians. Others stayed away because of its heavy snows, rainfall, and lack of sunlight. Locals whispered tales of trolls living underground, magical fairies, and seeing white unicorns on hot summer nights.

Although small in size, Low Hollow made an impact on northeastern Pennsylvania because of its strangeness. In 1952, two men (gossiping in town labeled them as secret boyfriends) in their early twenties went hiking through the deepest parts of the hollow, a place simply called The Meadow. The lovers mysteriously disappeared and were never seen again. After seven long and rainy days of a manhunt, Officer Harold Simmons declared the two men dead.

The Low Hollow Tribune called it, “…something powerful in our town that none of us understood and never will…”

* * * *

“You’re never going to marry me, are you, Steve?”

Steve Quaver watched a relaxing Giovanni Tartini on the sofa, reading again, semi-lost among words, paragraphs, and chapters. He read whenever he had the spare time, enjoying tales of life, here and beyond. Anything he could get his hands on, really.

Steve bent over him, kissing Giovanni’s forehead before passing into another room of their Tudor, dusting again. Always dusting. The chore calmed Steve down and maintained his anxiety, particularly when the marriage topic was brought up again. Good therapy during an ugly situation like discussing the holy matrimony of two men, a life-long commitment. It was a lot for Steve to handle, too much, both mentally and physically. It wasn’t as if he didn’t love Gio or want to spend the rest of his life with the man. Bottom line: Steve just didn’t feel that it was necessary to get married. No way. Unable to match the act with his character.

“I know you have commitment issues. You’re afraid of marrying me.” Gio closed the seven-hundred-page, hardback novel and place it on his firm chest. Then he laid on the sofa and looked up at the ceiling, probably concentrating on the swirls of white and a plane of nothingness. “You don’t understand why we need a piece of paper to prove our love. I love you. You love me. We’re dynamic soul mates created by the universe. You think that’s enough. I get it, Steve. But we both know I want more. And you should want more, too, even if I can’t convince you otherwise.”

Steve stood over Gio again. “Because you’ve always wanted to go through the process and get a marriage license. Because you’ve fought for the equal right to marry for decades, ever since you were in your twenties. Because your uncle was at Stonewall, met Harvey Milk, and died of AIDS in the late eighties during the Reagan years. Enough said.”

“I’m sorry you feel this way.” Gio stared up into Steve’s eyes, as if lost there.

Steve knew exactly what Gio was thinking, believing that the man was his soul mate: at thirty-eight, Gio was still excited to spend his days with Steve, thought Steve attractive. Giovanni’s true soul mate. His lover. His best friend. His violinist. Someone who Gio could have these uncomfortable and taunting conversations with, which sometimes drove both of them a pinch mad, Steve guessed, but they always struggled through them, surviving, breathing.

“You won’t marry me, Steve. I know that about you. You’re not going to sleep around behind my back. You’re not going to have an affair with a younger man in his twenties who looks like Thor or the other Hemsworth brothers, or a studly jock who plays professional soccer and fucks like a porn star in his too-tight uniform. You just really don’t feel there’s a need to be married. I know that. You know that. You can’t see how a license can prove my love for you. Plus, I know your parents never got married. They’ve been together for over forty years now. Hippies, which I respect. The first liberals in your family. Your mom’s totally against it, like you. So, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it? I suppose not.”

It’s upsetting, Steve thought.

Gio often suggested having (and wanting) a Sunday marriage ceremony with just a few guests; one of those lovely and small luncheon events at The Lou or Low Hollow Park. It somewhat irritated Steve. If only Steve could talk the man into not bringing the topic up again. Why couldn’t Giovanni see that Steve just wanted to be lovers for the next three…maybe four decades instead of having the state government legally recognize them as husbands? It’s not that Steve was against marriage. On the contrary, he was all for it. Honestly, he just didn’t feel as if it were personally for him, an act he could live without.

Steve knew he couldn’t go back in time and change who he had fallen in love with, even if he wouldn’t marry Gio. Father Time didn’t allow such actions. So, either he had to suck up his predicament and accept Gio’s harping about marrying him, or move on.

Steve said while continuing to dust, “Let’s agree to disagree at this time about the topic. What do you say?”

“Agreed. I’ll bring it up again in a few months to discuss.”

Or a day, or a week, Steve thought, knowing Gio well enough to admit such a fact, even if it didn’t happen yet.

Adorable Gio winked up from the sofa. Damn him for being so cute, charming, and the perfect guy. Doubly damn him.

Steve couldn’t help himself and smiled at his Italian husband, adoring him more now than when they met seven years before at one of Steve’s violin concerts. Giovanni’s dark Mediterranean skin, almost-black eyes, and thick buzz cut had turned him on again and again, every time Steve had taken the slightest glance at the man. And Gio’s body was still a temple of muscle since he worked out at Meat’s Gym at least four times a week: solidly ripped with a hulking and hairy chest, veins along his pumped neck, and a flat stomach rippled with perfectly constructed abs that had taken a dozen or more years to construct. Steve had a happy life with the music teacher, as his husband or not. A perfect life between the two of them. He couldn’t ask for a better lover, even when he shared an uncomfortable Sunday chat about marriage.

“Someday you’ll marry me. Just not now. I’ll give you time.”

Steve said nothing in return, continuing to dust the living room, swinging his feather tool to and fro over knickknacks, books, and other whatnots that had meaning in their lives, stories of their couplehood and love for the last six years. Developments of their relationship. Memorabilia of two men spending one life together. The mix of their belongings that not only symbolized their heartfelt tenderness for each other, but also their individualism.

Gio added, “Just don’t marry someone else before the topic comes up for discussion again.”

“I promise,” Steve said matter-of-factly. He chuckled and turned away from his dusting.

Steve watching Gio pick up his massive book again, flip to the middle, and start reading.

* * * *

Steve’s Alice in Wonderland moment happened the following Monday morning. Gio was making the drive to Buffalo for a music convention, exclusive for high school music teachers in the tristate area, which left Steve alone in their Tudor at 17 Tone Street. Steve spent the morning with two cups of coffee, his violin for a few hours of practice, and a cold and snowy February day ahead of him. He had fallen in love with the violin at the very young age of ten and turned into a professional violinist at age twenty-two, a graduate of Julliard in New York City. Steve wasn’t a millionaire by any means, nor did he have world fame, but he was happy and content with the product of his skills.

Dust. Dusting. More dusting. Still dusting. He could hear Gio from the day before.

You won’t marry me, Steve. I know that about you.

Of course, he wanted to spend the rest of his mortal life with Gio. Never did he look at another man his age, wanting to kiss, hug, or fuck the guy. And never did he crave the romance with anyone else he had (conditionally?) had with Gio. Honestly, he always felt a strong something for Gio since the first time they had met. And that same feeling—a blend of chemical reactions that caused Steve to become aroused by the man—had a strong way of still being present and active within his heart and mind, even today. Those tumbled feelings were always there: at cocktail parties or other social events like fund-raisers for music scholarships they attended together; during walks in Low Hollow Park; at the movies on a Sunday afternoon; during the book club they attended once a month to discuss Barbara Kingsolver, Joyce Carol Oates, or Amy Tan novels; and so many more fun-filled activities when they were among other men their age, or younger. He couldn’t marry, never. He wouldn’t. How could he after being unhitched for so long?

The previous day’s uncomfortable conversation with Gio became unleashed inside the folds of Steve’s mind, tumbling there, unfolding, spreading out like a table cloth, and covering his real thoughts; a tempestuous and agonizing memory that caused his stomach to turn, unable to leave him.

Steve resorted to more dusting, using his favorite feather duster, the one with the rubber handle and faux peacock feathers that Gio purchased for him in Toronto two summers before. Dusting relaxed him, taking him elsewhere, far away from the world’s bitter realties and the thought of marriage. The act numbed him; cheap therapy.

Steve neared the walnut coffee table Gio sometimes built five-hundred-piece puzzles on during passionate, but angry, snowstorms. The table had been purchased at a secondhand store on Mill Avenue in downtown Low Hollow. The place had a strange name, like Vintage Things Accepted or something similar. Harry Mander, one of Steve’s former high school blowjob buddies, owned and operated the establishment. Gio didn’t know Steve had given Harry numerous blowjobs in high school. If he did, Gio would probably stop shopping there as a regular.

Steve could still hear Harry’s grunting and long moans from those evenings when they were eighteen: usually quick oral fixes for Harry in the kid’s Mustang, mostly because his girlfriend wouldn’t suck him off, give him a pleasurable hand job, or let him slip his pre-twenties dick inside her. Honestly, Steve had good times with Harry and his dick. The best times of Steve’s high school years. Now, Steve couldn’t help from thinking of Harry every time he looked at the coffee table, flashbacking to Marlow High School, horny as hell, bending over Harry, and giving the young man exactly what he wanted…desired in a time of selfish need. Open-mouthed. Hungry. Always having the taste of salt and sweat on the roof of his mouth in Harry’s presence.

Frankly, the coffee table had to go because of the blowjobs. Steve was pretty sure Harry would take it back, refunding a portion of their cash. If he were going to be the best husband to Gio in their shared future, he couldn’t have the piece of furniture around, reminding him of Harry’s uncut and seven-inch dick inside the back of his throat, rubbing against his esophagus. Bliss of a pre-eighteen-year-old boy. Sexual madness. Naughty memories of a time when Gio hadn’t been present in his life.

Dust. Dusting. More dusting. Still dusting. Another end table next to the sofa. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf filled with crumpled and battered Robert Riley paperbacks that had been read a few times. Steve’s heart raced, and his head buzzed as he dusted, swinging the feathers to and fro like a fairy in a Disney movie. Lots of dusting. And lots of dust.

Fuck. He couldn’t get marriage out of his head, which bothered the piss out of him. Sonofabitch. Shaky. Upset, feeling dizzy, he began losing oxygen. Something happened within his body that caused him to feel drunk, light-headed. His heart thumped, thumped, thumped chaotically within his chest. His temperature rose a half degree, and perspiration covered his forehead.

“Fuck,” escaped his throat as…as…

It was another panic attack. Typical in his life. An almost everyday occurrence these days. Damn, why didn’t he take his anxiety medicine? Dr. Marie Reinold would be pissed if she knew he wasn’t listening to her, following her instructions regarding his attacks.

Steve mumbled to himself, “Should have, could have, would have, I guess.” Then he stepped forward, felt as if he were suffocating, dying, something, and tripped over his own feet. Crashing. That’s the feeling that swept over him. Crashing and having no control of himself. None.

Honestly, he didn’t feel any pain as his left temple cracked against the corner of the coffee table. The blackout he suffered happened at light speed. An obnoxious grunt escaped his lips, but he didn’t hear the sound, couldn’t actually. Rather, his vision turned black, empty, and his mind started to float…float…float…

* * * *

The Meadow

Stephen Jason Quaver opened his eyes, yawned, and stared up and into the midsummer night’s yellow-gold glow. The area above him looked like the underside of a willow tree, umbrella-shaped with spaghetti-like branches and leaves hanging down. He blinked a few times, heard squirrels clicking noisily somewhere nearby, and felt a smooth and soft wind lick his left cheek. Beyond the rounded shape of the tree smiled a silver-blue moon that, to him, felt welcoming. No longer did he suffer from his panic attack. Now he was calm and collected. He smelled daisies and jasmine. Somewhere to his left was the serene sound of a brook and its tumbling water over sandstone rocks.

He slowly sat up and realized he was naked, except for an ivy-colored loincloth at his center. A light breeze found its way between his slightly spread legs and gently tickled his hairy balls and inner thighs. Faint, lute sounds caused him to turn his view to the right. A sugary-coated meadow opened beyond the willow’s stringy and hanging branches. Mossy stumps, clumps of surrounding trees, and a variety of vibrant-colored orchids decorated the half acre of open and candle-illuminated space.

Fireflies and multi-colored butterflies flew in all directions: spinning, gliding, floating. The continuous and melodic lute sounds filled the meadow, becoming louder. Silver moonlight sprinkled into the area, illuminating the exuberant and floral pinks, purples, blues, and whites. When Steve stood, the frisky wind licked his chest and swirled around his hard nipples, abdominals, and navel.

He stepped into the green and sparkling-shimmering meadow and whispered, “I’m not in Low Hollow anymore, Toto.”

His mind raced to munchkins, flying monkeys, and wicked witches. Truth told, he was a huge fan of Dorothy, ruby slippers, and lollipops. Who wasn’t, right? No one he knew.

A narrow, ivy-bordered pathway led from the willow tree across the radiant meadow. To the right of the pathway, approximately forty feet away, also dressed in nothing more than an ivy-shaded loincloth, Gio snoozed on his right side, somewhat curled in a lima-bean shape.

“He always did like his naps.”

Gio woke, sat up, yawned, looked in his direction, and stood. “Steve, I’ve been waiting for you. Always late to the party, aren’t you?”

“Late…toooo…the…parteee.” Soft and melodic echoes rose within the meadow from three different but soothing voices.

The singsong tune drew Steve’s view to the far right. There, among falling and waving ivy vines that lined a background of thick oak trees, were three, semi-hidden men in their twenties; obvious muses in that strange, unknown, and unfamiliar place. The bare-chested, choral trio of young men was beautiful. Each Paris or NYC model look-alike had lanky arms, a thin face, long jaws, and pale skin. All three were blond, with blue eyes and pearl-white smiles; stunning angels that looked as if they had stepped out of heaven, temporarily visiting and residing in Steve’s dreamy mind.

Gio stretched, yawning. His muscular and Thor-like arms reached into the dark heavens. Dark patches of hair decorated his pits; a total aphrodisiac for Steve. Every line and dent on Gio’s athletic and beefy chest was severely accentuated. The thin and short spirals of dark hair that covered his torso somewhat sparkled in the evening’s summertime light. His nipples were hard and pinkish. The loincloth at his center shifted southward against his tight and cut skin. Steve enjoyed a view of Gio’s pubic triangle, just the top area, a sliver or line of black hair.

Both of us look younger, more alive, Steve thought. He couldn’t help himself and said, “We look good in these loincloths. Is it Halloween?”

A chuckle escaped Gio as he shook his head. “You hit your head on our coffee table. You’re dreaming.”

The muses sang, “Dreeee…ming.”

Steve heard a lute being played in the meadow. Three B-notes softly reverberated off the oak, maple, birch, and many other trees. He slowly swung his head from left to right in search of the musician but couldn’t find the person. His attention steered back to his lover.

“What are we doing here?”

“In due time, that answer will show itself.” Gio walked up to Steve, brought their naked chests together, and kissed him on the neck.

The kiss felt potent, filled with a life of its own. Steve couldn’t help himself and compared the bliss to bright and cotton-fluffy colors like electric pink, explosive turquoise, and melting lime green. The radioactive action sent fire through his limbs and balled at the back of his neck, pulsing. It caused him to warm from the inside out, boiling, and formed a wide grin on his handsome face, proving his liking for Gio, in love with the man.

“Are you in Buffalo at a teacher’s meeting?”

Gio brushed the tip of his right index finger against Steve’s nose. He nodded. “Yes…and I’m here with you.”

“What is this place?”

“Your childhood mixed with your adulthood, and the place you always dream of.”

Gio was right. The summertime meadow was familiar; a place Steve had often visited during sleep, finding it warm and enchanting.

Bright butterflies danced around their frames. Crickets, a nearby owl, and the muses became melodic, filling the meadow with their comforting sounds.

Steve asked, “How do you know I frequently dream of this meadow?”

“There aren’t many secrets you keep from me, if any at all. Our relationship isn’t like that. We both know that.” Gio reached down and collected one of Steve’s hands within his own. He swung the pair together. “Let me show you around a little. There are a few things you haven’t seen yet. Some additions have been made to your meadow that I think you’ll like.”

“What kind of additions?”

Gio shook his head, keeping a smile on his face. He waved a finger at Steve. “You’ve always asked too many questions.”

“Tooooo…maneeee…questions,” the muses sang.

Steve rolled his eyes, one of his bad habits that Gio didn’t like, among others: buying too many Pop! collectables, not keeping in contact enough with his mother and father in Naples, Florida, and always double-booking events for the both of them. Steve had a lengthy list of bad habits, of course, all of which Gio handled with grace, well-mannered.

“I’ll stop with the questions. Now, show me the place. I want to see these additions you’re talking about.”

“Aaaaahhh…ditions,” the muses sang.

Steve looked in their direction. One blond winked at him, but he didn’t wink back. He asked Gio, “Do you get bored with the singers?”

“Never. Don’t be rude. This place belongs to them more than it does us. We can’t get bored with them or insult them. They can sing up a storm if they want. Don’t underestimate their powers. They can create a tornado, thunder, and lightning. You name it, and they can ruin us. So don’t piss them off.”

Steve whispered under his breath. “I’ve never trusted younger men.”

His lover turned his head in Steve’s direction and hissed, “Mind your manners, Steve. Trust me, you don’t want to put the muses in bad moods.”

“Don’t pisssss…off the muuus…es,” the trio sang.

“I’ve got so much work to do with you here.” Gio squeezed Steve’s hand. “You’re going to keep me quite occupied on this expedition.”

“Expedition?” Steve asked, raising an eyebrow. “What kind of expedition?”

“You’ll learn. We’ll both learn together. Now, if you’ll walk with me. We can continue our time together. I want to show you the greatness of what two men can find together. Love. Tenderness. Hope. Maybe even marriage. A lifelong adventure of togetherness. Or, whatever else you think we’ll find here.”

The muses sang, “Weeee’llll…find…herrrre.”

Steve rolled his eyes again at the young singers. He told Gio, “Lead me astray, lover. Do with me what you will.”

* * * *

Low Hollow

“Babe…babe.” Gio knelt beside Steve and gently slapped his left cheek. “Are you with me, sweetheart? Babe, can you hear me?”

Steve stirred awake. The first thing he saw through his blurry vision was the falling snow beyond Gio’s left shoulder: large flakes drifting down from a white heaven. He heard the winter wind twirl and swirl outside, lightly howling. He blinked and felt a strong and steady sting in his left temple: pulsing, worse than any headache he had ever experienced, ringing in his ears, a heightened temperature.

“You have caked blood against your temple, Steve. Jesus, what went on here? And how long have you been knocked out?”

Steve thought about Buffalo and a gathering of music teachers. The Tooter Cult is what he called it, often joking with Gio; something very similar to a coven. Steve had often said, “You tooters are going to plan the takeover of the world. Every human in the next three years will be blowing horns and strumming guitars.”

His eyes started to drift closed, but Gio slapped him again, this time harder.

“Don’t leave. Stay with me, guy. Don’t go back to sleep. You have to stay awake. You may have a concussion.”

Heavy. Steve couldn’t help but close his eyes. Their lids felt like iron curtains closing and closing, blocking out the snowflakes. He saw a black tunnel in the distance, most of which was surrounded by soft, violet light. The snowstorm’s circulating wind still spun within the hollows of his ears.

“Steve…Steve,” Gio said, shaking him by his shoulders. “You can’t sleep. You have to wake up. We have to take you to the hospital and get you checked out. Your head was bleeding. You took quite the spill.”

Take…hospital…check…spill. The words floated in and out of Steve’s broken consciousness. Then he smelled dried blood for the first time: crusty, bittersweet, unappealing. Gio had mumbled something, but Steve couldn’t make it out.

* * * *

“I have to call 911, Steve. There’s no other option.”

Steve vaguely comprehended his surroundings; Gio rose from the living room floor and bolted to his cellphone, which sat on the kitchen counter. In the process of grabbing the device, it slipped out of Gio’s hand and crashed to the tile floor. After lifting the phone, flipping it over, Gio saw that its screen was now shattered in a cobweb pattern, cracked in three places.

Steve heard, “Fuck!”

Gio dropped the phone on the counter and rushed to the kitchen’s wall, using the only landline remaining on the planet. Just as he was dialing the emergency number, he heard Steve calling from the other room.

On the floor with opened eyes, conscious again, at least for the time being, Steve called out, “I…I…I’m going to be all right!”

Gio rushed from the kitchen into the living room and fell back on his knees next to Steve. He brushed Steve’s perspiration-coated hair out of his eyes. “You’re among the living now. How do you feel?”

“Dizzy. Exhausted. Like how I would feel if three guys just fucked me in a porn movie.”

“So you’re feeling great then.” Gio laughed. “We need to get you some professional help.”

“Don’t call EMS. I’m fine. Honestly, I am.” Steve reached out with one hand and placed it over Gio’s arm, giving it with a tender squeeze. He attempted to sit up, couldn’t. “I just want to lay here for a few more minutes.”

Steve watched Gio shake his head. “You really need a doctor. I’m guessing you’ve been knocked out for twenty minutes or longer and…”

* * * *

“Wait a minute. Why aren’t you in Buffalo?” Steve asked, unable to rationalize the situation.

Gio had a meeting to attend with The Tooter Cult. What was he doing here when he should have been up north, busy at work with his fellow Tooters, discussing whatever Tooter Cult members talk about at such a function?

“Canceled. A snowstorm is sweeping through Buffalo. The lead Tooters wanted all the teachers to be safe and called it off. Clef turned his Xterra around as soon as we heard. We almost made it to Buffalo.”

Steve attempted to roll his eyes, couldn’t for the time being, exhausted. He knew that Jeffrey Clef—thirty-two years old and a pretty man with brown curls and wishing well blue eyes, muscular build, and a six-three frame—had a sexual thing for his man. The coworker at Low Hollow High School couldn’t be trusted. Steve was always worried that he would scoop up and keep Gio for his personal needs. Unfortunately, Clef had to be watched, closely, or Steve would lose his boyfriend. The only reason he allowed Gio to head north with the man was because he had great respect for Gio, putting all of his trust in his lover; a key in all relationships.

Gio continued, “The meteorologists say we’re going to get some of that snow here. Ten inches. Maybe more. Something like that. Should be a doozey of a storm heading our way right now. Not that I care about that. I’m more worried about you. What happened? How’d you end up down here?”

Steve shared an unabridged story with him. “I was dusting, tripped, and cracked my head off the coffee table. Then I passed out.” He left out the meadow and muses of his dream, feeling they were unimportant to the main facts of his accident.

“You sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”

“Positive. There’s no need for that. I’m fine.”

“Well, I need to take care of the cut along your temple. Let me wash it off and bandage it up. I’m not going to let you sleep. If you have a concussion, that won’t be good for you.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Steve sat up, prepared to be his lover’s patient, once again.

* * * *

Low Hollow

Just as Weatherman Jack on Channel 5 predicted, a shitload (Jack used the professional term Mother Lode while on air) of snow dropped on Low Hollow. Twelve inches in just twelve short hours. Jack called it a February microburst. Gio called it a pain in the ass, preferring summer months over the cold, winter ones. As for Steve, he loved the snow, everything about it: covering the day with a white wall; a windfall accumulation occurring in the front yard of the Tudor; the cause of school closings which forced him to stay home; the reason why roads were closed; other events that caused him to feel giddy, enjoying the precipitation.

Steve’s accidental tumble in the living room the day before turned Gio into a dutiful nurse. Hot soup and salty crackers were served. Gio honored Steve with the television remote. Plus, he fluffed Steve’s pillow as Steve took residence on the sofa for most of yesterday and today. Comfort became Steve’s occupation: uselessness on the sofa as he watched documentaries on some of the greatest violinists of all time like Jascha Heifetz, David Fyodorovich Oistrakh, and Hilary Hahn. Then he watched a two-hour drama based on Antonio Vivaldi’s life, which he found exhausting and unentertaining, but watched in full, wasting his time.

At approximately seven in the evening, about thirty-six hours after his tumble, boredom fell over Steve, and he yawned. During Jeopardy! is when he felt his eyes become heavy, and he slowly drifted into sleep! Had Gio not been doing dishes in the kitchen, occupied and humming Barbra Streisand songs while at work, Steve wouldn’t have been able to fall asleep, floating from this world into a less familiar and seemingly distant one…drifting…drifting…drifting…

* * * *

The Meadow

Stephen awakened under Gio’s bulky and meaty weight. Their naked chests glided together. His legs were spread wide, and Gio thrust inside his tight ass, panting. He felt pressure in his bottom as Gio made love to him somewhere in the shadowy and sparkling meadow. Punches occurred to his center as the man rocked to and fro within him. Huffing was heard. And glittery sweat sealed the two men together.

Gio groaned and grunted, pulverized Steve’s rear in quick crescendos, and smacked his ball sack against the base of his lover’s spine. “I love you. Marry me, Steve. You know I want you to marry me. Marry me.”

In the distance, somewhere among the thicket of Pennsylvania (or somewhere else, Steve was uncertain of his exact location in his dreamy state) trees, the sounds of the single owl and the orchestral crickets, Steve heard the muses again, this time singing in vibrato.

“Marreee…meeeee!”

Steve also heard the lute again, choppy and sharp sounds echoing inside the meadow. More unrefined than during his first visit to the meadow. Perhaps, sexual sounds.

As Gio built up to his orgasmic explosion, Steve felt the man’s lower stomach (his tight navel and abs) cause friction with his dick. The excess skin on the mass glided up and down as Gio’s movements heightened. Overcome with elation, lost in that woodsy, fern-inhabited, and nameless place that Steve could only refer to as the meadow, he listened to Gio whisper into his ear.

“Come with me. Both of us at the same time.”

“Sayyyyyme…tiiiieeeme,” the muses sang, telling a story among them, unseen at the moment since Steve lay on his back.

Their orgasms happened with Gio’s continuous east and west motion atop Steve, rubbing Steve’s erection with his firm belly, gliding. Steve shot a syrupy load between them, and Gio emptied his ejaculate inside the condom that separated the two men. Together, they huffed and puffed and blew their loads, coming. Their voices rose within the meadow, almost sounding like the trio of muses: uplifted rough tones with some added rhythm, but nothing spectacular or Broadway-perfect.

Afterwards, the two men lay panting together in a mound of soft ferns. Their chests rose and fell. Tangled together. Sweating. Spent. Both of them heaving for oxygen, exercised.

It was Gio who called their intimacy, “Just what we needed to bring us closer in this strange and somewhat foreign place to you.”

“The meadow. Does it have a name?” Steve inquired, sticky along his chest, sleepy.

“Just the meadow. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

In the distance, somewhere to the west, the muses sang, “The meaddddd…owwwww.”

Steve flicked one of Gio’s hairy nipples in a playful action and asked, “Don’t you get tired of those young men singing all the time?”

“Not really. They live here. It’s their place more than it’s ours. Don’t forget that. Always show them respect.”

“Which brings me to my next question: why are we here?”

“For the enlightenment and a lesson.”

“I get the enlightenment, but not the lesson. What’s the lesson?”

“Wait and learn.”

“What do I have to learn? That we just had great sex on a fern bed in one of the most beautiful meadows I have ever seen? That three young men watched us get it on?”

Gio chuckled, squeezing Steve against his side. “Be patient, Mr. Quaver. Please be patient. In due time, you will…”

* * * *

Low Hollow

They were snowed in, Steve realized. “We’re not going anywhere soon.” He woke up in his shared bed with Gio at his side and looked out the window. The window was covered with frost, ice, and snow, impossible to view anything outside.

“Seven more inches are going to fall today. We’re snowbound, buddy. It gives me plenty of time to seduce you.” Gio reached between Steve’s legs and grasped the erection there. “After you take a piss and get rid of your morning wood.”

Steve laughed, knowing Gio’s addiction to morning sex. “Stop playing with it, or I’ll piss the bed.”

Gio leaned into Steve and kissed him. Following the kiss, he said, “I carried you to bed last night and thought about seducing you while you were sleeping.”

“Isn’t that illegal?”

“How can it be illegal when you’re going to marry me?”

There it was again, the topic of marriage. Always present. Always an issue and hanging over Steve’s head like a tempestuous thundercloud. Something he didn’t want to handle, especially now, since he had to take a piss. Something…viral to him.

Ignoring Gio’s question, Steve decided to jump out of bed and head to the bathroom. “You think I can shovel us out?” he called over his left shoulder, already releasing his firm junk while stepping up to the en suite’s toilet, preparing for the piss of his life, and then maybe a seduction of Gio’s bottom, since the guy needed some attention.

“It will be a waste of time,” Gio said from the bed, stretching. “You can do better things. Like me. My ass needs some of your love. Maybe you can give it few pounds. I guess it depends how your head feels, though. Do you have a headache from your fall?”

Steve was fine. No headache. No pain. No damage to his brain that he knew of. What had come out of the tumble was nothing more than a miniscule cut at his left temple, which was already starting to scab over. The only other concern was the strange and nameless meadow he kept dreaming about: the fern beds, muses, sounds of crickets, lute playing, illuminated moon, sparkles everywhere, and the skimpy loincloths that barely covered up Gio’s and his private parts. Such a strange place. And such strange dreams.

After he finished his piss, shook his dick, and washed his hands, he walked out of the en suite and returned to the bed. He was just about to mention the pair of dreams he had of the meadow when…

Gio was fully naked on the bed, sheets wrapped around his ankles, and sported an upright seven inches of veined and cut erection between his legs. His legs were spread open, and Steve saw the man’s furry balls and pinkish ass-slit; a certain something that he sometimes banged with his own erection, pleasuring his man.

Gio stroked the beef up and down and unromantically requested, “Suck me and fuck me, man. What do you say?”

So much for mentioning and discussing the meadow, Steve thought.

Instead, he slipped off his cotton boxers, stepped out of the fabric, and climbed on the bed. Positioned between Gio’s legs, he went to town on the music teacher’s pulsing spike with his mouth and throat. He pleasured the guy’s bottom with the tip of one finger, two fingers, almost three fingers, until Gio gasped in orgasm, shot three arcs of white and gooey juice over his own chest, decorating his Italian-furry abs, filling his navel like a pool.

“Now me,” Steve suggested, lying on his back. “Give me one of those hand jobs I can’t resist. What do you say?”

Gio obviously couldn’t help himself and laughed. “All’s fair in love and getting off between men, isn’t it?”

“Less talk and more hand work. Get the job done,” Steve requested, snapping his boner against his flat stomach, ready for whatever his lover had in sexual store for him.

Seconds later, he stared up at Gio’s furry chest, the cords that lined his neck, and into almost-black eyes. Both of Gio’s hands wrapped around his eight-inch piece of timber, working the meat up and down.

Gio started to talk dirty, whispering, “Shoot a fountain for me, man. I want to watch your dick blow. I’ll jack it until you cover your chest with some gunk. Do it.” His handy motion was abrupt and speedy as one minute turned into four…five…six…seven minutes, pushing Steve over his sexual edge.

Steve could barely breathe under Gio’s labor. He thrust his hips up and down, gasped, felt his head spin in every direction possible, and whimpered. “Jesus, you’re good at that. I can’t get enough of it.” Fortunately, he didn’t hear the muses from the meadow carrying out their singsong gig. The bedroom was quiet all except for his grunts and groans, and squeaks from the queen-size bed, rocking under their weight, providing a comfy ride.

Perspiration covered his forehead and chest as he heaved upwards, downwards, upwards again, screwing Gio’s palms and fingers. Elation buzzed through his core as the two men worked together. Steve closed his eyes, welcomed a dark room, gritted his teeth.

“Almost there. Keep up the good work.”

“Shoot it, man. Come for me. Spray it out. I’m dying to watch you bust a load.”

As if on cue, Steve rushed his hips upwards one last time and felt flushed in his cheeks. A flood occurred at the top of his cock, emptying his balls of his thick load. Although he usually came in dribbles, spiraling white juice flung out of his dick’s head in long arcs, and a gusher happened on that snowbound morning.

“More,” Steve whispered as coagulated man-liquid now oozed out of his erection and rolled down and over Gio’s fingers and the length of Steve’s dick. The slow-moving erection took all but a few seconds. His breath became lost, his consciousness faded, and…

* * * *

The Meadow

“It’s a wishing well.” Gio leaned over the stone structure and staring down into its cavernous and rounded shape. “Can you see the gold doubloons at the bottom?”

Steve couldn’t, but he heard the muses around him again, closer this time, as if they were standing directly behind him.

“Douuuu…bloooons at the bottttt…ommm.”

“There’s a dozen or more down there.”

The wishing well, as Gio called the decoration in the meadow, sat opposite the tallest tree; a massively round Redwood that was higher than two hundred and fifty feet, Steve guessed. Two stone beams opposite each other held up a fern-laden and sloped roof. As Steve leaned over the waist-high wall, he determined that the well looked thirty feet deep, or slightly deeper. Its sublevel surface sparkled with a rainbow of colorful water: swirling reds, illuminating greens, and light blues. Fishbowl-sized sandstones constructed its walls, creating a perfect circumference. Its interior sounded as if it were purring, hollowly reverberating like a cat.

“Is it alive?”

Gio chuckled. “Of course, it is. Aren’t all wishing wells alive? How do wishes come true if they’re not?”

True, Steve thought. Very true.

“Feel on the inside of your loincloth. You should find doubloons in a small pocket.”

To Steve’s surprise, there was a tiny pocket near his left hip. Inside, he found three smooth and warm doubloons.

“You only need one. Save the others for later wishes. It’s time to make a wish.”

Steve slid one doubloon out of its cozy nest and held it up in front of his eyes: gold and shiny-bright; the same size a rare fifty-cent piece that he could run across in Low Hollow upon his travels. It had a Thor-looking bearded man on one side, and an embossed picture of the meadow on the opposite side.

“Turn around,” Gio requested.

Steve listened.

“Now close your eyes.”

Steve listened again.

“Hold the doubloon over your right shoulder, think of a wish, and toss it into the well. I advise you to think hard, with all your heart, with passion, or the wish won’t come true.”

Steve almost hurt his eyes, holding their lids closed. He felt his temples and his nose wrinkle. His heart thumped within his chest, and he held his breath. He thought…thought…thought…and wished Gio would love him forever, long into eternity. And then he tossed the coin inside the wishing well with a quick wrist action, releasing its smooth surface.

He heard the doubloon tink…click…tink…click off the well’s stone interior, falling and falling, until it reached the pool of water below where it made a plunk sound and zigzagged through the clear water, to the bottom of the well with its other wishes.

Finally, Steve turned around and looked into the well. Swirls of greens and bright yellows decorated the pool’s surface.

“Your wish is the well’s command. Good for you.”

“I wished…”

“Stop!” Gio barked, raising three fingers to Steve’s mouth, stifling the man. “If you tell me, your wish won’t come true.”

A nod from Steve followed. “I understand.”

“Good then. Let me show you the waterfall.”

As Gio turned, heading west inside the meadow, Steve continued to glance down and in to the well. This time what he saw caused him shock, and he couldn’t pull his gaze away. No longer were there green and bright yellow swirls. Rather, the pool’s surface cleared and became a colorful set of three, short motion pictures, one after the next:

The picture showed Gio and Jeffrey Clef riding in Gio’s Xterra. Heavy snow blew against the vehicle’s windshield. A green-and-white sign read Buffalo—23 Miles, flashing on the pool’s surface. Clef sat in the passenger’s seat, his window cracked just a sliver at the top. Clef turned his head in Gio’s direction, mouthed something that Steve couldn’t make out. Steve watched Clef undo his seatbelt and slide to his left, meeting his shoulder with Gio’s. Steve saw Clef’s handsome grin grow from ear to ear. Then Clef placed his left hand on Gio’s right, inner thigh and…

The pool’s surface flashed silver, light blue, and a second motion picture started. Steve watched the Buffalo River—green-blue with a tint of brown—rush southwestward bound—and then vanish. The cameraman zoomed in on a cheap motel room with a king-size bed, small bathroom, desk, and reading lamp, cracked glass in a triangular-shaped window. Two pair of men’s white boxer-briefs lay on the hotel room’s floor, side by side and crumpled in balls next to one of the desk’s chipped legs. The camera panned to the bottom of the bed and performed a close-up of the balled sheet, and two pair of men’s feet tangled together. The camera panned in one of the ankles, showing Steve a familiar lemon-shaped birthmark the size of a dime. Gio’s ankle. Gio’s birthmark. The other pair of feet belonged Clef and…A third motion picture was immediately viewed inside the wishing well. Clef’s bare and sweaty chest was exposed: nipples hard, blond, and perspiration-covered hair between his firm pecs, sweaty and lined abs, semen (Gio’s?) next to his divot of belly button. Clef was smoking. Not a cigarette. Something stronger. Something illegal in New York and…

“Jesus Christ,” Steve whispered, shaking his head. His stomach pummeled to his feet, and his left temple started to throb. Steve didn’t realize that it was bleeding.

In the distance, heading west through the meadow, Gio called out, “Are you coming? The waterfall needs our attention!”

Steve was happy to turn away from the wishing well. Happy to rid his view of the horrible and short movies he had seen on the pool’s surface at the bottom of the well. Happy that stopped the madness and nonsense, filth, and disgust. Happy…

* * * *

Low Hollow

“Steve, did you pass out?” Gio panted in bed, next to Steve. He stared down at Steve, shock on his face. “You did, didn’t you?”

“I’m not sure what happened.”

Steve looked around the bedroom, coming to and pulling out of that faraway and unknown place in his subconscious that he had called the meadow. He saw familiar things again inside the room: Gio’s gold wristwatch on the dresser, reflecting in the dim light, a gift from Steve to him the summer before last while they visited Italy for a week; a photograph of the two of them bare-chested, on vacation again in Naples, Florida, sunbathing along the Gulf; a plastic hanger on the doorknob to his left, looking lonely, ready for use.

“Jesus, I have to be more careful with you.” Gio climbed off the bed and fetched them both towels for cleanup because they were sticky and sweaty. He tossed one to Steve. “I really think you should see a doctor. Maybe that coffee table injury damaged you more than we both know.”

“I’m fine. Really, I am.”

“You don’t know that. You have a degree in music, not head injuries.”

Steve didn’t want to argue with him about the topic of his tumble, mostly because he thought Gio was right. He should see a professional at a hospital, but he didn’t want to admit such a detail to himself, or to Gio. Nor did he want to carry the process out, consuming too many hours of his time being probed, pinched, and powerless under a doctor’s care when he could be practicing his violin for his next performance at Grand Lunoit.

Instead, he wanted to talk about what he had seen in the wishing well at the meadow: pictures or visions of an unfaithful and betraying Gio with Clef. Steve wanted to know if such devious and heartbreaking actions were true. Was Gio having an affair with Clef? Were the two lovers behind his back, being sexual demons, ruining Steve’s relationship with Gio?

It was easy for Steve to roll over on his side and be spooned by Gio after cleanup. But it wasn’t easy for him to ask his boyfriend, whispering and feeling sick to his stomach, “Can I ask you something strange?”

“Of course. Anything.”

Steve gulped down saliva at the back of his throat, nervous. He closed his eyes, just because, having no real reason, and asked, “Is there something going on between you and Clef?”

Gio chuckled. He squeezed Steve against his naked form, pulling Steve as close to him as possible. “What makes you ask that?”

“You’re answering a question with a question.”

A sigh escaped Gio’s mouth, which Steve felt at the back of his neck: warm, soothing, hair-lifting. “I’m…I’m not sleeping with Clef. I’d never do that. We’re coworkers. Hell, we’re barely friends. Besides, I don’t find him remotely attractive. You’re my man. The guy I want to spend the rest of my life with. I’m trying to get you to marry me almost every day. Just because you won’t doesn’t mean I’m messing around with someone else, particularly with Clef. I love you, Steve Quaver. I think you already know that. You’re the only man I’ll ever love. You have to believe me when I say that. Clef means nothing to me. Nothing.”

“The meadow,” Steve whispered, his tone falling into silence.

“What is the meadow? What are you talking about? It’s your head again, isn’t it? You’re thinking and saying crazy things now. You asked me about Clef because you hit your head on the coffee table.”

Steve pulled away from him and lay on his back. He felt Gio’s arm as it wrapped around his center. The man’s forearm gently pressed against his abs, and Gio’s elbow covered his navel. “It could be the fall. I’m not sure. I don’t know.”

“As soon as we get shoveled out, I’m taking you to a doctor. Don’t try to convince me differently.”

“You’re probably right. I need to see someone.” Steve brushed fingers along the back of Gio’s limp arm, grazing their tips against the fine black hair. “There’s a place I need to tell you about.”

“What place?”

“It’s going to sound strange to you. It’s strange to me.”

“Don’t hold back, babe. Tell me everything. You know we don’t keep secrets from each other.” Gio paused, justifiably deflated. He cleared his throat and eventually whispered, “Are you going to Sabner Park again?”

Sabner Park, Steve thought.

A horrible place. Hell on Earth for him, mainly for his head and heart. So Ling, another violinist, one of the best in Steve’s opinion, frequented the park, picking up guys. Steve knew his friend went home with the men, mostly middle-aged and overweight lonely perverts. So had a good time with the fellows, getting exactly what he wanted from them. Sometimes, he even spent the night with the pickups.

Unfortunately, So ran into the wrong guy, Oliver Hammond. A professional butcher from Massington Street. So picked up Hammond and went home with him. The two men messed around. According to the Low Hollow police report, and the Low Hollow Reporter, So was decapitated in Hammond’s house on Massington. Hammond toted So in two parts to the park and dumped him under a pine tree. Hammond was caught three days later and pleaded insanity. When Hammond hung himself in his jail cell, waiting bail, no one in the Low Hollow community felt sorry for him, including Steve.

Steve took So’s death hard. His grieving became unending. He walked to Sabner Park almost daily after losing his friend. He sat on the same park bench for hours, felt misplaced and bewildered there, in his world of relentless pain, caught day after day. A month went by like that. Two months. Three months. Eventually, Steve’s mind and heart came around, and he turned to his music for repair. Now, before he played the violin, each and every time, he thought of So. Never failed. A smile spread across his face, proving he would never forget his friend and loving So until the end of his days. Friendship was like that, Steve learned, loving those who are alive and those who were lost. Always. Until the end of time.

“I’m not going to Sabner Park. I haven’t been there in about seven months.”

“And I’m not having an affair on you, as I’ve already said. Clef is just a friend. Nothing more. Trust me when I say that.”

“I trust you,” Steve responded.

“Good. Now, believe what you just said.”

Steve did trust him, with all his heart, mind, and body. Everything that Gio was. It’s why he stayed with the man. Always. It’s why they were lovers, even if they weren’t married.

* * * *

Low Hollow

The morning turned chaotic for Steve. It had started off just fine: two cups of coffee with the morning news. He enjoyed a Dean Koontz chapter of the author’s current bestseller that he was slowly getting through, and he luxuriated in a hot shower.

Maybe Gio was having a worse day. At least Steve thought he was, since the guy ran out of cigarettes and was having withdrawal for some nicotine.

Disgusted, Gio complained to him, “I’m hiking the three blocks to Go’s Gas and Stop for some cigs. You relax. Don’t do anything. I’ll be back in less than a half hour.” Gio snagged his cellphone off the bedroom dresser before leaving. He tucked the phone inside his winter jacket and added, “Call me if you need me. I won’t be far away. I should have known to stock up on a pack of cigarettes before the storm hit, but I’m only mortal.”

“Don’t be long. Maybe the two of us can watch four movies today. What do you say?”

“I think I’d like some binging with you, Steve. Good idea. I’ll try to make it quick.”

Quick to Gio was like the One-Hundred-Year War. Never ending. Lost time. Gio couldn’t be gone for a few minutes. He liked to chitchat with just about everyone he bumped into: a patron at the convenient store, the stranger behind the counter, or someone shoveling snow. Conversations always entailed the weather or something personal—usually a compliment—that he shared with a passerby he didn’t always know. Good talks, Gio called them. Short talks that mattered.

“Just don’t take an hour. I might be passed out again. The last thing I want you to do is find me unconscious.”

“I promise to be fast.”

Right, Steve thought, knowing otherwise.

In the meantime, while Gio walked the few blocks to do his errand, Steve thought about reading but couldn’t keep his concentration on a word, sentence, or a paragraph. Nor could he practice his violin, feeling pain in his left temple. When he sat down in front of the flat-screen, watching just a few minutes of a bare-chested Ryan Gosling in a movie, he decided to stop, saving his television time with Gio, once his lover returned from his snowy travels.

He paced then, mostly around the living room, counter-clockwise. And he mumbled things to himself regarding the meadow he kept dreaming about. Such a strange place he didn’t understand, and probably wouldn’t. The meadow reminded him of William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, poetry in motion. The comedy was one of his favorites, and he had seen it on Broadway once, back in the day when he attended college, long before Gio came into his life. He understood the play well: sleeping spells, dreaming, a play within a play, a wedding, and other events that enchanted Steve. He thought of finding his massive, hardback book of Shakespeare’s plays, but couldn’t remember where he had placed it last. So much for having a solid mind. Of course, he could have looked for the tome, but whatever, feeling lazy.

Boredom. The state of feeling…

“Like shit,” Steve whispered to himself, ready to pull out his hair. “The state of feeling like committing suicide. Purgatory. The place and time between life and death.”

He continued to pace. And pace. And pace. Then he looked out the window and viewed Tone Street. Lots of snow out there. Too much. Mounds of the white stuff. No…piles. And it probably wouldn’t melt until 2019.

“Better give it a hand. Why not? What else do I have to do?”

He dressed, deciding to shovel-out, a term used widely by Low Hollow residents next to Lake Erie. A local term used after a snowstorm. Steve stepped into Timberland boots and tied them up. He pushed arms through a heavy winter jacket, covered his head in one of Gio’s many ball caps, and accessorized with gloves and a scratchy scarf. Thereafter, he fetched the heavy-duty shovel from the garage and went to town on the packed snow, inches massed on inches. Too much snow. Bundles.

Gio’s Xterra looked like a massive mushroom from Alice in Wonderland. The vehicle resembled a covered white lump, hidden by the snow. None of its metal, plastic, or rubber was visible through the white stuff. Steve started from the front of the garage to where the Nissan sat. He manhandled the shovel and dug, creating a narrow pathway around the vehicle, one shovelful after the next.

Approximately ten minutes into his task, a dizzy spell began balling inside his skull. Uninvited, a quick jolt of pain skied through his left temple, which caused him to pinch his eyes closed. His lips quivered because of the fresh pain, and his head continued to spin. He felt woozy, somewhat out of breath, and confused. For a second, he didn’t know where he was or what he was doing. When he opened his mouth, attempting to gain some sense of reality and stability, a rush of cold February air entered, freezing his insides. Positioned on the right side of the Xterra, losing all physical control, he fell forward, headfirst into a heap of cold snow.

Slowly, but swiftly, he floated from the winter world of Low Hollow to the summertime meadow again. Drifting. For how long, he honestly wasn’t sure. His mind opened like a paper pyramid and floated through an imaginary doorway or colorful chasm of sorts. And once again, he was welcomed to a place he considered and felt as if it were his home away from home…home…home…

* * * *

The Meadow

Losing the muses for the time being, Gio and Steve, still sporting their ivy-colored loincloths, walked through a deep and extended hallow of trees that formed a leafy tunnel around them. Gio led the way, sometimes pushing the occasional branch to his right or left, clearing a path for them. He mumbled something about showing Steve the meadow’s maze instead of the waterfall.

“We’ll get to the waterfall later. The hedge maze needs our attention at the moment.”

Steve noticed that barely enough moonlight pushed through the overhead foliage because of this denseness. Splintering beams of silver-white light formed around them, here and there, seeping through the thick branches and summery green canopy. The light barely assisted their travels, wherever Gio had planned to take them. The deeper they walked inside the narrow hallow, the more fireflies Steve saw, losing count after a hundred. The tiny insects danced around him, flashing on and off, on and off, and buzzed across the thin, but warm, skin covering his nose, his cheeks, and forehead.

“Is that drumming I hear?” Steve asked, hearing the hollow and extended beats in the distance, maybe behind them rather than in front; somewhere in the meadow.

“It is drumming. Probably the muses at work. They’re quite talented young men,” Gio replied over his left shoulder. “They always play during the Nightingale Hour.”

Of course, Steve had to ask, “What is the Nightingale Hour?”

“The intimate dance of men. A celebration of love. In low man’s terms, a party in the woods. Some call it the mating hour of men. The seduction. The men like you come from afar. All around the globe. They dance. They drink. Some become lovers. Others marry. It’s extraordinary and fun. Maybe if we have time, I’ll show you. But just a peek. We don’t want to intrude.”

They walked deeper into the wooded and shaded area of the meadow. Fireflies, bright and lively, escorted them over the pathway, buzzing this way and that, unable to give in to the forest and its heavy darkness. Four or more owls hooted nearby, their tones ranging from baritone to soprano. And a wind, chilly with an edge of thickness, tumbling, brushed against their bare chests.

“It’s not far now. Just a few more hundred yards.”

Branches snapped under Steve’s bare feet. All he could think about was getting a splinter in the pad of a foot. He hated the idea of the pain and partial-limping through the rest of his escapade with Gio. Cautious, he moved forward, following his lover’s bare back and legs, studying the man’s wide shoulders. To his right and left, bamboo-like shafts semi-hid the wood’s wild animals. Eyes of swirling reds, illuminating greens, and light blues blinked, gazed, and slowly swung to and fro, tracking their movement. Fortunately, there weren’t any growls or hissing that accompanied the many sets of eyes, which settled Steve’s nerves and removed the idea that they were prey.

“Why is there a hedge maze here?” Steve asked, curious.

“Why not? Maybe you know the answer to that more than I do, since this is your design.”

“Design? What do you mean by that?”

Gio looked over his left shoulder, continuing to walk. “Your creation. The fragments of your mind. The things you think about. The dream you are having. It’s all you. I have nothing to do with it, Steve. I’m simply the navigator and guide you’ve made me to be. This is all your work.”

“You’re a caretaker of the meadow, right?”

“If that’s what you want to call me.” Gio stopped, coming to a Y on the dark pathway. Fireflies fluttered around his body. He pointed to the left. “The flower gardens are that way. Enchanting. Beautiful. Majestic. I love them.” Then he pointed to the right. “The hedge maze is this way.”

Steve followed him to the right. The forest became less dense, thinning. After walking another two hundred yards, he could see multiple flames in the distance. Red, orange, and yellow teardrop-shaped fire blazed atop night-reaching poles, revealing the meadow’s hedge maze. At the end of the pathway, the maze stopped them. A massive wall of the freshly trimmed evergreen shrub hedge, Emerald Arborvitae, stood approximately fifteen tall.

Gio faced Steve in the night’s flickering and surreal light. “Follow the hedges to the left. You’ll find access to an opening. The maze is approximately half the size of a football field. I’ll meet you at the end, and we’ll head to the waterfall.”

“I’m on my own?” Steve asked, confused.

Geo nodded. “Of course. There are things you need to see on your own. I’m simply a guide here, just as you’ve created me to be. Go now.”

“But what if I get lost?”

“You can’t get lost.”

“How do you know that?”

Gio reached out with both hands and placed them on Steve’s shoulders, gently squeezed. “Remember, this is your design. It’s all your design. You can’t become a prisoner of your own creation. It’s not possible, at least not here.” He squeezed Steve’s shoulders again, attempting to comfort him. Then he hugged him, patted him on the back. When he pulled away, he said, “Off you go. Find what you need to find and learn what you need to learn. As I’ve already said, I’ll meet you at the end. The waterfall awaits us.”

Before Steve could respond, Gio vanished. Steve started to walk the line of hedges, falling away from where he and Gio just stood. Twenty feet turned into thirty feet of hedges, then forty. But eventually, just as Gio had said, an opening to the maze welcomed him, and he stepped inside. At first glance, he saw bunnies and squirrels scampering in all directions, which made him feel as if he were a prince in a Walt Disney animation.

Approximately twenty feet inside the maze, he saw a wide-eyed and beautiful deer to his right, curled near the ground. The doe blinked and stirred at his presence. Suddenly, it jumped up and bolted away, deep in the maze, probably knowing the area better than any other animal that resided or visited there. The action startled Steve, who backed away and let out a gasp, probably feeling the same way when he and Gio sometimes visited haunted houses in October. Wind sucked out of his lungs briefly, he blinked and, once again, gathered his composure.

The structure of the maze came to a T. He looked to his left and saw that the maze curved right. Then he looked to his right and saw that the maze curved left. He shrugged, decided to head right since he was right-handed, and watched more scampering bunnies in the shadows, which were created by overhead torch lights that some way, somehow, didn’t set the surrounding maze ablaze.

He walked straight, made a left, then a sharp right, and came to a dead end, starring at a wall of hedges on three sides of him. Just as he was about to turn around, continuing his adventure inside the labyrinth, attempting to find his way out, a glistening, green-yellowish bubble floated down from above, grew to the size of a bathroom mirror, and flickered various hues, most of which were a swirl of blue and grays.

Baffled and motionless in his tracks, he watched the bubble expand. As the glistening and crystalline orb grew, a brilliantly colored motion picture started to appear within its center.

The movie within the bubble caused his heart to drop. He viewed a twin of himself in a hospital bed with no visitors. Both legs and his left arm were in plaster casts. The room appeared lifeless because of its white walls, floor, and ceiling. There were no get-well cards, no flowers, void of anything remotely cheery that exemplified love. Alone in the bed, he started to cry. Tears crept down and over his cheeks, falling into the corners of his mouth.

The twin looked to his left, then his right, saw nothing, and whispered in a melodramatic and somber tone, “Alone.”

The bubble in front of Steve popped and created ten smaller, glassy bubbles, all of which fell to the green, Astroturf-like earth and dissolved. The quick action caused Steve to blink numerous times, unable to feel anything at the moment besides confusion. At a loss, he slowly turned around, exited the dead end within the maze, and continued his travels for an escape.

After zigzagging through the maze, he decided to follow one of the tiny bunnies. The fuzzy animal made a sharp right, curved left, then another left. As the rabbit scurried into the hedge, vanishing among its pine layers of bristly branches, Steve realized he had come to another dead end, this one with a perfectly manicured hedge that ever so slightly created a curve.

Still, wondering if he would ever escape the maze, another green-yellow bubble slowly fell from the night’s summertime heaven’s, glistened and expanded in front of him. A second colored movie appeared within the growing bubble: an expansive, Colonial house in what looked to be set in the Deep South, perhaps Savannah or Atlanta. Stringy moss hung from tall and weeping oaks that surrounded the residence. Two wooden rockers appeared on a narrow verandah.

Steve saw himself hobble out of the front door with a cane in one hand and what looked like a glass of iced tea in the other. He looked to be close to eighty, with many wrinkles, an arched back, and flaming white hair. Steve watched the old man take forever to walk to the one of the rockers and sit down. It took him twice as long to sip the tea and rock back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, singular in his motion, without anyone at his side. The rocker positioned to the older Steve’s right sat motionless and empty.

Dread washed through Steve as this second bubble popped and its remains fell to the maze’s earth, also dissolving like the first one. He felt pangs of anguish within his chest and tears surface at the corners of his eyes, which he wiped away with the back of his left hand.

“You’re all by yourself in the future,” he whispered, shaking his head. “No one’s with you. It’s only you. Gio is with Clef. You’ve lost him. He’s gone.”

Flustered, shaking his head, suffering from an upset stomach, Steve realized that he was maybe lost within the hedge maze and almost called out for help. Then he told himself, “They’re just movies. It’s not real life. Pull yourself together. Get moving and find Gio.”

Following his self-therapy, he turned away from the curved hedge, walked back to where he had come from, and continued his trek through the maze. Steve became tired as he walked to the right with many squirrels and fuzzy rabbits in tow, left again, then to his right, back to his left, right, right, left, and left again, one last right.

The adventure became frustrating and exhausting. And more bubbles glided down from the night’s heavens, sharing short and blunt motion pictures of his lonely future without Gio: eating alone, traveling to Madrid alone, shopping for books alone, sleeping alone, and drinking a martini alone. An endless number of short film-bubbles flashed and popped around him, all of which forecasted a lonely and singular future for him. As the hedge maze crumpled around him, Steve felt depleted, depressed, lifeless.

* * * *

Low Hollow

“Christ in a hand basket,” Steve heard, pulled out of the meadow and back into the real world by Gio, who was shaking him. “What the fuck happened now, Steve? I can’t even leave to get cigarettes?”

Steve had his face buried in the cold snow. When he opened his eyes, he thought he had gone blind from his fall, seeing thick blackness. That wasn’t the case, though, since colors soon appeared in his vision as he lifted his head: frosty whites mixed with winter grays; the stripes of orange on a teenager’s sporty car—Steve thought it a Mustang, had to be—parked across the street; a bright blue mailbox, next to the sporty car; fancy script on the side of the mailbox reading The Hendersons. He turned over, and there was Gio above him, concern locked on his face, mixed with confusion.

“Can you sit up?”

Of course, he could. He wasn’t disfigured. Nor did he have any broken bones. All was good. Safe. Unharmed. He sat up.

“I passed out again. I went to the meadow.”

“The meadow?” Gio asked. “Why there?”

“I don’t know why.”

“Are you time traveling without me?”

Steve shook his head. Not that he knew of. It was strange to think that thought a possibility. Time travel was for television, novels, video games, and the movies. It had nothing do with a violinist from Low Hollow and shoveling snow.

“I don’t even think I believe in time travel.”

“Well, we can’t count it out. Some strange things have been happening to you. I’m not sure I get it. And you probably don’t either.”

Gio was right. Steve didn’t get it. Not in the slightest. His passing out and sporadic states of unconsciousness were a mystery to him. Maybe he was lacking vitamin B-12 in his diet, or something like that. The body was a finely working machine, and if it wasn’t cared for well enough, neglected in the slightest, passing out could occur, right? He thought so. Any reasonable doctor would have agreed with him, of course, if they weren’t a quack.

“Take me inside. Will you, please?” Steve asked, attempting to stand.

Gio helped him up, pulling on one arm, tugging his lover up and out of the heap of snow. Together, they tromped through the thick snow, leaving the shovel behind. He felt Gio hold his right side, balancing him through the tundra.

“Did you hit your head?” asked Gio.

“I didn’t. I was shoveling, and the next thing I know, I was in the meadow again, somewhere in a hedge maze. It was the strangest thing.”

“Maybe you need summer to come back. The cold is starting to get to you. We should plan five days in Mexico. Both of us probably could use that. What do you say?”

Once inside, Gio undressed Steve and eventually walked him to the sofa.

“Your blackouts are all from this damn coffee table.” Gio kicked one of the table’s legs with the side of his foot. “It’s cursed, Steve. And maybe you are, too. We should think about getting rid of it. Break it up and toss it away, piece by piece. I wouldn’t feel right about selling it to anyone. Why pass bad juju onto the next guy, right?”

Steve agreed. “We were thinking about buying a new living room suit anyway. Remember Jasper down at Home Decorating? He said he’s having a sale from now through March. Maybe we should take advantage of that.”

“He only told you that because he wants in your pants.”

Steve didn’t object to Gio’s comment, knowing it was the truth. Jasper Conrad had been trying to get with Steve for the last five years, ever since Home Decorating opened. Jasper made it quite clear, almost sexually harassing Steve upon his short visits to the store, that he had a thing for him.

Always pertaining to furniture, he made somewhat vulgar comments to Steve like, “I like my wood smooth and durable. How about you?”

Steve now told Gio, “I’m not into him. He’s not my type. My ginger days are long over. I’ve been interested in Italian men, particular you, for the last six years. Let’s leave it at that.”

They did. Enough said.

Gio made lunch for Steve, and the two men sat around and watched two movies as a windstorm kicked up outside. They enjoyed Little Children and Fargo, both of Steve’s favorites. By five o’clock in the evening, already dark outside, the wind had kicked up to an extreme and intense speed. It slapped against the Tudor’s windows and doors, shaking the house’s walls as if they were constructed out of tin. Howling persisted, and the lights within their shared abode flickered off, on, off, on, which reminded Steve of the fireflies in the meadow. Following the movies, Gio made a simple but loving dinner: cans of chicken soup and grilled three-cheese sandwiches; nothing gourmet, but it was tasty.

“Play your violin for me. One or two songs. You know it turns me on.”

Steve loved to play the instrument for Gio, agreeing to his request. Together, upstairs, the two men entered the spare bedroom Steve had converted into his studio. Both men sat in foldable chairs, and Steve played a portion of Vivaldi’s “Winter” and then P. I. Tchaikovsky’s “Violin Concerto in D Major,” which was one of Gio’s favorites. Steve filled the Tudor with the music, embracing the moment. The violin’s melodic sounds moved from one room to the next, taking residence inside their home.

While playing, Steve noticed the smile on Gio’s handsome face: overjoyed, uplifting, and filled with what he easily determined as a heartfelt life; a smile that created the tuneful embrace of two men living together, both in love with each other; the sharing of winter days; the folding, unfolding, and protection of the music Steve played that kept them warm from the torrential wind and swirling snow outside.

Eventually, Gio abruptly stopped him. “Enough. Put the violin down. You’ve turned me on. I’m going to make love to you now. Right here and right now. You can’t tell me no.”

Wide-eyed, smiling, feeling a buzz of notes and chords rush through his system, Steve didn’t object. Instead, he stood, unzipped his jeans, pushed the fabric down to his knees with his boxer-briefs, and slipped his hard dick inside Gio’s mouth: ferociously, forcefully, and…

* * * *

The Meadow

“Where are we?” Steve asked.

To his far right was the end of the maze. Gio stood at his side, both still inside the sweeping and elegant meadow. Steve stared straight ahead and then up at an iridescent and semi-illuminated rainbow-colored waterfall. Bright, wet, and silky sheets of water dramatically fell over a rocky ridge draped in green foliage. Rushing water filled the night with a soothing, nostalgic, and surreal roar; nothing negative or frightening. Bands of shadowy golden yellow, persimmon, turquoise, violet, pink, and blazing red water glided down to the rocky earth where the two men stood, holding hands.

To Steve, it was the most beautiful creation he had ever seen. A picturesque fairy tale he had only dreamed of or watched in a Pixar movie. Enchanted came to mind, lyrical beauty. The place offered a visual crescendo, nothing perilous or dark. Along with the crashing sounds of the water, he listened to a whippoorwill and other feisty birds among the mysterious night. A lute played in the distance, somewhere. He turned his view away from the waterfall and looked for the muses, but didn’t see them anywhere inside the meadow, misplaced for now, having disappeared at free will, gone but not forgotten.

“We’re at the waterfall,” Gio answered, squeezing one of Steve’s hands. “I know it sounds simple, but it is. It’s not Puck’s Falls or the Waterfall of Tomorrow. It’s just the waterfall. Nothing more. Nothing less. Sometimes, simple is better.”

To Steve’s far left, among a cluster of ferns and a hilly patch of cloverleaf, a blinding-white unicorn stood. Its single horn twisted upwards into a refined point. Its bulk was muscularly toned; one of the most picturesque and stunning creatures Steve had ever seen, dreaming or not. The animal neighed, nodding its elegant muzzle, perhaps offering Steve more wishes.

Fireflies danced among the meadow, and plump squirrels played with scampering rabbits; an evening of fun and games among the wildlife. Palm, sycamore, birch, sky-reaching redwoods, and bamboo trees bent into the soft and plentiful breeze. Their wood rubbed together, creating a passive and harmonious song of a different era, filling the meadow with its appeasing tune.

“What are we doing here, Gio?”

“Watch and learn. This is the way it is supposed to be. Look into the waterfall. Concentrate. A film is about to start.”

Steve listened, studying the stream of liquid. The falling water changed from a rainbow of brilliant hues into a sheet of silver, creating what looked like a screen that he might find in a movie theatre. The lute somewhere in the distance started playing “Cannon D” by Pachelbel. On the silver-watery screen appeared the three choir men, humming to the instrument’s calming sound. The film started to unfold on the sheets of falling water. The cameraperson steadily scanned the evening meadow with its frisky animals, stunning unicorn, and narrow brook. Birds chirped, and the familiar owl that Steve had grown accustomed to hearing, started hooting along with the lute’s melodic performance.

The camera moved over a knoll of orchids, fluttering butterflies, and brightly lit green fireflies, busy at play, swooping up and down. Doves fluttered here and there, busy in flight. The camera veered slowly to the left, then right, and panned to rows of white, wooden chairs, most of which were occupied by friends and family belonging to both Gio and him. Between the chairs lay a bed/walkway of red rose petals. At the far end of the narrow path stood Pastor Downing, one of their close friends and a diehard Steelers fan during the football season.

The camera did a close up of Downing: chubby face, rosy cheeks, thick head of brown hair, pop-bottle thick glasses. Downing was dressed in a white robe with a purple stole. He held a King James Bible in his palms, open to what Steve believed to be Ephesians, chapter four, versus two through three, prepared to read.

“‘With all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.’”

Colorful light filled the meadow, flashing, stopped, flashed again. And then Pastor Downing said to his congregation, “May we be joined by our grooms, Mr. Giovanni Tartini and Stephen Jason Quaver.”

Gio, wearing a navy blue suit, white bowtie, and leather Italian shoes, entered the screen from the left. Steve, dressed as Gio’s twin, entered the screen from the right. The two men stood in front of Pastor Downing. Nods were shared with thick smiles.

The muses stopped humming, and the lute ceased playing.

Downing said, “May we bow our heads in prayer?”

The cameraperson scanned the pastor, grooms, and guests, all of whom bowed their heads, listening to Pastor Downing’s request. Downing recited a prayer about community, friendship, gatherings of family, and witnessing the most precious gift that a Higher Power could disseminate, the everlasting love between two men.

Following the brief prayer, Downing hugged each of the grooms and provided kisses to their cheeks. He instructed the two men to face each other and to hold hands. Downing opened his Bible and read from Ecclesiastes, chapter four, verse nine.

“‘Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor. If either of them falls down, one can help the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up. Also, if two lay down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?’”

He paused, grinning. Then he read from Solomon, chapter eight, versus six and seven. “‘Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm, for love is strong as death, jealousy is fierce as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the Lord. Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it. If a man offered for love all the wealth of his house, he would be utterly despised.’”

The muses sang, “Thereforrrrre…what God has joined togetherrrrrrrr, let nooooo one separate,” a passage from Mark, chapter ten, verse nine.

Downing shared more versus from the Bible. The wedding guests bowed their heads in another prayer and…

* * * *

Low Hollow

“I was just about to put my dick in your mouth, and you passed out again,” said Gio, his boxer briefs and jeans pulled back up, snug on his hips. His dick and balls hidden in the fabric, contained and where they belonged. “Did you go to the meadow again?”

Steve sat on the chair where he practiced his violin. “We were getting married. Doves. A unicorn. Rose petals. A sleepy brook. Everything out of a fairytale. It was the most beautiful and amazing thing to see. I can’t tell you how much it looked like a romantic movie.”

“I’m more concerned about your health as opposed to the meadow you’ve dreamed about.” Gio checked his temperature, placing the back of his right hand over Steve’s forehead. “We’re taking you to the doctor as soon as the roads are clear. I’m making you go. No objections. These blackouts are unhealthy. Something’s going on in your head. They’re not normal.”

“I need to eat better. I shove too many carbohydrates and sugars into my machine. Plus, I drink too much. Alcohol may have something to do with my passing out.”

“I don’t know,” admitted Gio. “I’m not a doctor. But we’ll get you back to health as soon as we can. In the meantime, how about a cup of hot tea with some honey?”

“We’re out of honey.”

Gio chuckled. “And I think we’re out of tea.” He sat down beside Steve. Fingers brushed through Steve’s hair. “I’m worried about you, man. Something is seriously going wrong in your head.”

“Vitamins. It has to be the vitamins I’m not taking.”

Gio caressed his face: smooth hands, a white-collar worker’s touch, plump and long fingers. “I love you and can’t lose you.”

“You could. In a flash. In a second. God only knows when He wants me.”

“You’re not leaving me. We don’t have bad luck like some other couples. Everything about our relationship is a bonus round. Extra points. The big prize. Losing you isn’t an option.”

Tell Fate that, Steve thought, but didn’t say out loud. You never know what they have in store for you…us.

They kissed, which was first prompted by Gio. Their lips touched, and tongues gently slipped into each other’s mouths. They huffed together, hungry for the other, passion-driven…something magical that happens between men who live together, in love. Their kissing became steady and potent, nothing shy of ravenous behavior. Shirts were removed. Jeans were removed. Underwear were removed.

“Let’s take this into our bedroom, Steve. What do you say?”

“I’m yours for the taking,” Steve replied, following his man out of his studio, to the right, down a narrow hallway decorated in family photographs, and finally into their bedroom. They fell on the bed’s fluffed surface, entwined, hairy chest to hairy chest.

They kissed again, madly, locking lips to necks, pecs, pert nipples, and the erotic whatnots on each man that caused ripples of elation to meander through their bodies. They connected as husbands often do, although they weren’t married, and rose, fell, rose, fell, creating a sexual energy on the bed between them, solid and complex flesh melding.

Huffing ensued, quiet followed, and puffing filled the bedroom. They licked hairy navels, kissed tight abdominals, and perspiration-covered inner thighs. The heat between them intensified, boiling.

Gio lay underneath Steve, squeezed one of his pecs, and demanded in a whisper, “I want you to ride me. Tell me you’re game.”

Steve nodded, happy to oblige. He straddled, arched over, and kissed Gio again, again, and again. He felt blood rush to his head, and his groin pulsed with the needed fixation to come. All he could think about was having Gio’s cock inside him: lodged there, throbbing, pumping him, Gio’s mighty palms on his hips, their bodies connected with symmetry.

It happened with such ease; all of what Steve desired. Condom. Lube. Heavy breathing. Palms squeezing pecs. Gio’s engorged mass inside him. Moans. Unlimited groans. The unending, aggressive, and uncensored romance between them as they became tangled together within the bed’s cotton sheets. There was heaving, growling, and a string of long, indiscernible murmuring. Arched backs. Bodies slapping together. Heat rising from the bed. Acts of lust mixed with love and tenderness. Sweat. Vibrations. Rocking. It happened with such ease, didn’t it? Didn’t it? Didn’t…

Clean up occurred together. Both of them slipped into the shower together and manhandled each other’s backs, chests, and the muscular curves of arms and inner thighs. They kissed numerous times under the shower’s hot spray.

Steve thought, believed, told himself that he was in the dreamy and not-so-far-away meadow again, mixed in with the tranquil waterfall, lost there, bemused, and caught under a certain man-spell he just couldn’t understand or mentally grasp in full. He hadn’t traveled there, though. At least not this time. For him, the shower was real, as well as the time and place. Although the moment felt dreamy and surreal, a fairytale to Steve, it wasn’t. Not this time. Of course not.

Gio pulled out of the kissing. “I love you, Stephen Quaver. With all my heart. With all my life. Whatever I have to offer you, the uncertainties, the promises, even the tiny arguments, they’re all yours if you want them. Everything. I couldn’t have a better man to spend my life with. I’d be lying to myself, and you, if I didn’t admit that. So, what do you say? Marry me. Spend the rest of your life me. Make me the happiest man on the planet and take my hand in marriage. Spend the next, ten, twenty, thirty, forty years with me. You and me, babe. What do you think? I’m here for you and your heart, and whatever else comes to the table. Us. Just us. I want the mix of us to happen. Marry me, guy.”

Steve’s mind raced from one starry galaxy to the next. A ceaseless buzzing twisted in his ears, and his heart thumped wildly within his chest. He blinked several times and saw colorful pictures of the meadow behind his lids: the deepness of the wishing well and its tranquil and changing hues; fern beds; minimal blue-black-silver night and the many trees overhead, surrounding him like Gio’s comforting arms; the tiny loincloth covering Gio’s private parts, snug against his middle, showing definition, sexy as hell; the unnamed maze, and the waterfall, both which foreshadowed his future, possible occurrences extreme loneliness without Gio, and stinging emotions in his life.

The meadow was such a fairytale place, nostalgic and surreal at the same time, a place of the good and bad, perhaps like marriage. Steve recalled the visions he had seen there: Gio’s growing love for Jeffrey Clef, Steve being unseen, nowhere in Gio’s life; Steve growing old and alone, without Gio at his side; their wedding in the meadow and how Gio had told him, “This is the way it’s supposed to be.” There was also the wish at the wishing well, Steve remembered it now. He wished…he wished…he wished to fall more in love with Gio, agreeing to marry the man. His grandest wish. The most important wish.

“Vitamins,” Steve said, holding Gio against him, pressed against the man, wet.

Gio chuckled, confused. “Vitamins? What are you talking about?”

“The blackouts I’m having. I need some vitamins in my diet. It has to be that. I can tell.”

“Doctor Marie Reinold will help. She’ll know what to do for your condition. You’ve been seeing her for the last fifteen-plus years. She’ll figure you out.”

The good and the bad. The ugly and beautiful. The pain and love. These issues, feelings, and actions spun within Steve’s mind. Issues he could delve through and solve with Gio at his side in their future together. Feelings that could change the two men, making them better in their couplehood as faithful and caring husbands. And actions he wouldn’t want to process with anyone else. Only Gio. His.

As tingles swarmed throughout his limbs, passing through his heart and brain, clear down to the tips of his toes, he couldn’t help himself. “I’ll see her…and I’ll marry you, Giovanni Tartini. You’re the only man for me. I love you. I will always love you. Yes.” Steve nodded, grinning. “I’ll marry you. It’s time. Honestly, it is. Just for us.”

* * * *

Steve didn’t pass out while next to Gio in the hot shower. Not quite exactly. His mind did drift to the meadow, as well as his heart, though. In spirit, he floated from the Tudor at 17 Tone Street to soothing and sparkling darkness of the woodsy area that he had traveled to numerous times before. Gio was at his side, of course. Floating. Swooping. Flying. Something. The two men had somehow, someway returned to the meadow, both wearing loincloths, wet from their travels, but were quickly drying.

Near the shallow and meandering brook, Gio leaned into his right ear and whispered, “It’s the Nightingale Hour. Just for us. Here and now. You and me.”

“A reception,” Steve said, taking in the scene.

White doves floated here and there among the silver-sparkling stars that hung on matching string that resembled fishing line. Not one blinding-white unicorn, but three, enjoyed heaps of clover, sometimes neighing. The muses and lute player played something that sounded like a creation from Bach. Tables were decorated in fabulous linens and silver, with buffets of fat foods here and there. The golden moon, full and grinning like a chubby baby, hung in the semi-illuminated and starry sky. Shooting stars streamed from left to right, arching with severe beauty. Seemingly happy guests, both men and women dressed in fig leaves, colored turbans, skimpy clothing of many materials, mingled. Tamed animals were among the partying attendees: baby sheep looking like cotton balls, purple ponies, golden ducks, stray puppies, and kittens scampering here and there.

The brook shone with rainbow trout, colorful coy, and aquamarine-colored water. Weeping willows flowed to and fro, perhaps shifting to the warm and soothing music. A distant planet to the far right of the moon with many rings, pink and persimmon, glowed in the night’s brilliance.

Such a dreamy scene in the meadow. Such a show of shows that Steve thought mesmerizing, heaven-like, an illustrated page straight of out of a Lewis Carroll book, sprinkled with magical dust of many hues to make it come alive and breathe. A place where numbness and perfection mixed, and men could fall in love and marry without being judged. A sliver of bliss beyond anything unremorseful and spoiled. A plain of simplicity in a faraway world or galaxy beyond Low Hollow and Tone Street, of course.

“Our reception,” Gio corrected. “The post-party after our shared vows. Here and now.”

“It’s everything I dreamed of,” Steve replied, squeezing his lover’s hand within his own, continuing to take the meadow and its detailed glamour in. He kissed Gio again, again, again, growing excited. Eventually, he had to stop before he became too excited, creating quite the sexual scene between them that he honestly didn’t want to.

Thereafter, he stood near the willow tree where his dreaming…falling away…romantic hallucinations started and stared at the guests again, scanning the hundred or more friends and members of their two families. And in the distance, near the trio of unicorns, although standing alone with a flute of what looked like golden champagne, Jeffrey Clef appeared. The two men made eye contact. Jeffrey smiled, but Steve didn’t…he just couldn’t.

Steve studied the semi-naked man from toes to head: thirty-two years old and awkwardly pretty with brown curls and wishing well blue eyes, muscular build, and a six-three frame. He sported a clean-shaven and bronze chest with no hair, pink nipples, and an amber-hued loincloth at his center. A massive bulge was hidden under the fabric; not that Steve wanted to see it in full detail.

Clef sported a short and thin trail of brown hair beneath his navel, which traveled southward bound, into the skimpy material at his middle. His thighs were thick and hairless, meaty, and quite attractive. Nothing of Jeffrey Clef screamed ugly; a man who had bedded many men; a lover of lovers in the meadow, and in reality; a sexual beast, Steve perceived, with an unstoppable hunger for men.

Eventually, Clef made his way up to Steve and Gio and bowed his head. He toasted the two men by raising his flute of golden and sparkling drink, provided a polite, second nod. “To the grooms, who will love each other forever, until the end of time. I congratulate you.”

“Thank you,” Gio said.

Steve nodded, but said nothing. A small smile appeared on his face.

Clef stepped closer to Steve, closing the gap between the two men. The champagne flute separated their chests from touching as Clef leaned into Steve’s left ear. He whispered, “I mean no harm. I’ve never meant any harm. You have a loving and faithful man at your side. Forever faithful to you. Even in his past. Gio and I have always been plutonic. Know that. Nothing has been romantic between us. He is meant to be with you. Here and now. In your future together. Always. He is the man of your dreams, or as they say in this place, your Prince Charming. You have him. Keep him. Hold him. He is yours. He has always been yours, Steve. Always. Never doubt that. I only wish the two of you a happy-ever-after. I only wish you to love and cherish each other.” Clef gently kissed his cheek, slowly pulled away.

“Thank you,” Steve said, misty-eyed, unsure of what had just happened. “I appreciate that.”

Again, Clef bowed. “I bid you farewell. I bid you love.” He slowly turned around and walked away, vanishing within the heap of guests, floating there for a second like an illuminating firefly, then gone, instantly.

It was Gio who broke the lethargic and sweetened moment. He drew his full attention to Steve. “Dance with me, husband.” Then he pulled on Steve’s right arm and squeezed the man’s hand within his own. “Let’s celebrate our love. The mix of us.”

Steve couldn’t reply, being gently drawn into the dancing crowd of men and women by Gio. He listened to cheers around him, guests being excited for their marriage and the promising future that the two men would share together. Steve bumped into all of the attendees at the Nightingale Hour. A gentle elbow jab here. A shoulder nudge there. But no one cared, letting him pass to the center of the meadow, near the mellow brook again, a silver midnight overhead.

And there, against Gio’s bare chest, a plain of muscle and thin fur that he had kissed many times, adoring, face to face with the man, he began to sway to the hollow and drumming music, staring into his almost-black eyes, falling there, lost, but having no struggle, and in love with Gio. So in love. Love. Mixed.

 

THE END
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