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            NOTE ON FORM

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is a work of psychological narrative fiction. While it draws on decades of clinical work, teaching, and community life, the group at its center—and the world they begin to imagine together—belongs to the realm of fiction, and at moments, of fantasy.

      The form allows for compression, play, and a speculative freedom that social science alone cannot provide. Psychologist James Hillman referred to this mode as healing fiction; Henri Corbin described it as creative imagination; and C. G. Jung framed it through active imagination. With a respectful nod to this lineage, this book gestures toward a utopian vision—not a perfected world, but one shaped through pain, suffering, and hard knocks, where something not yet fully here can nonetheless be imagined into being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Why a work of psychological narrative fiction?

      Over more than thirty years of work as a therapist, teacher, author, and community-based organizer, I encountered hundreds of gay students and clients who shared the same frustration: gay liberation had given us a seat at the table, but not a menu, a prompt, or a map for where to go next—or how to answer some of the questions that pressed most insistently:

      
        
        Why all this self-sabotage—with drugs, affairs, provoking fights, and isolation?

        Why do I only want to have sex with people I can't love, and love people I don't want to have sex with?

        Where do these automatic negative thoughts come from—about cock size, aging, status, inclusion?

        If the past is past, why do I still dream of being hunted and humiliated?

        Who are we, and why doesn't anyone talk about our ancestors?

        Why do I turn cruel when I'm hurt?

        What happened to my father?

        Is it normal to be this entangled with one's mother?

        Why does no one rescue me from my loneliness?

        Why does a wall rise up when I try to get anything done?

        Is there a god principle in worshipping cock?

        Why can't I feel good without waiting for something bad to happen?

        Why do I always feel excluded when I watch shows like Heated Rivalry?

        Why is there so much racism and lookism in the gay community?

      

      

      My first impulse was to organize, into a guide or social-science monograph, the answers and models gay men and students had already begun to derive by looking at their lives through gay eyes—through gay lifespan development.

      "Don't use your head at the expense of your turn-on," another voice said.
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      I was once a queer, artsy child, born on Shakespeare Avenue in the Bronx, destined to dance and sing. My lower-middle-class, seemingly loving mother frowned at the flowers backstage, so I got the message—and thank the goddess I was blessed with a more acceptable love of reading and writing.

      On the way to a Ph.D. in English, just as the postmodern craze flooded graduate schools, I fell in love with a sexy performance artist—unabashed, excessive, life-changing. At the age of twenty-three, I was on Ground Zero in 1983 as Larry Kramer wrote "1,112 and Counting" in The New York Native, terrified by friends falling ill. I dropped out of the ivory tower, wrote the "City Boy" column for the Native, and eventually helped start a performance art space in Santa Monica, California, to help deal with the crisis.

      The losses, combined with the psychic wreckage handed down by parents demanding heterosexual conformity, left me unmoored, angry, and raw. Gay-affirmative therapy, discovered in my late twenties, returned me to the depths of my unconscious as a reservoir of gay healing and love. As I engaged in performance art, gay beat journalism, book publishing, and street activism with ACT UP, a new theater opened up to me: dreams, disavowed feelings, active imagination.

      In the interior theater of the therapeutic encounter, I learned how to value the voice of an inner authority over the one with which I was raised.

      Another recognition followed: much of the pain that drives tragedy in gay life comes from unresolved authoritarianism battering the child self—training people to submit, to split, to police themselves, to mistake obedience for safety. That realization shifted my work toward clinical training and a doctorate, eventually leading me to run the first LGBT Specialization in Clinical Psychology in the country. I amassed thousands of pages of notes, clinical material, poems, and unfinished books detailing the questions listed above—and the remarkable answers many gay men had already come up with, but which remained locked away in journals and isolated systems.
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      Okay, now what?

      When I entered my sixties, and felt I had given my all to the daimon that required me to work in the salt mines of gay trauma and healing, another voice said: more singing, more dancing—not in a literal sense, silly—but what about your writing?

      The late Felice Picano—editor, mentor, and longtime father figure—helped clarify the path. After reading hundreds of pages, he singled out a small monograph about gay men in group therapy. "Write this," he said. "Start here. I love their voices." When I worried about writing too close to actual clients, he answered simply: "You're a novelist—make them fictional characters."

      As I followed Felice's guidance—working to complete the book before he died of cancer in March 2025—I came to understand that fiction allowed for compression without betrayal, intimacy without exposure, and a paradoxical precision born of play. Real encounters—sometimes improbable—could be shaped through the demands of drama into moments that may appear curated but are rooted in my phenomenological study of lived experience, so the reader might think, Oh, how funny, and oh, how sad, while also encountering a new model for gay self-development.
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      The group at the center of the book reflects these origins and contradictions. The men bring distinct histories, desires, defenses, and a capacity for camp into the room. At moments, the work rehearses itself into other forms, moving from novel to play and into contemporary modes of enactment—TikTok, podcasts, film—mirroring the ways gay culture circulates insight through gravitas and grandiosity.

      In this sense, the book is less a guide to group technique than a literary study of what happens to desire, shame, authority, and repair when a group of psyches meet in a room—where, as a bittersweet comedy, the stories avert tragedy even as internalized homophobia tempts us toward our culture's appetite for monster stories, and where the sustained effort to heal relationships becomes, in the Shakespearean sense, worthy of a marriage dance.

      But comedy, in this tradition, is never apolitical. What unfolds in the room exposes the structures that shape inner life long before they harden into law or custom.

      In other words, the same structures that sustain fascist social orders—rigid hierarchy, submission to punitive authority, the policing of difference, the demand for perfection—are installed internally through shame and internalized homophobic domination. Their worst effects are largely hidden.

      The most insidious form of heterosexism's internalization employs the voice of so-called "reason" to render gayness as nothing more than a negotiable, transitory category: you are no different from heterosexuals except for what you do in bed, so don't bother learning about your ancestors, because you have none; once we have acceptance, we won't need the term at all.

      When the dynamic complexities of the gay mind—the vulnerable self, the attacking self, the erotic self, for example—are collapsed into the capitalistic logic of assimilation, whether through heterosexism or postmodern deconstruction for its own sake, the blueprints for cultivating these selves lie dormant, their sprouting seeds denied water and care.

      Many of the clients and students over the last three decades whose experiences inform this book recognized a crucial sticking point: without confronting this internal reduction head-on in therapy, gay liberation—as an experience of prolonged healing—cannot evolve. Developing a shared model for inner work thus became not only therapeutic but ethical and, ultimately, activist: a refusal to cooperate with authoritarianism at the level of both action and consciousness.

      To honor the work of these clients and students, I give you Harry, John, Andy, Bobby—and Dr. Glitter. The story of how five men come together in therapy and decide to make some trouble for themselves leads them toward refreshing new models and new performances of self and soul—and even the more randy of the Greek classics. This includes tears, high drama, fights, reparation, and yes, disco—yes, singing—yes, dancing, if we all love a dance. Social science just doesn't do "Ring That Bell" the way the men in this book do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OVERTURE—FOOLS RUSH IN

          

        

      

    

    
      The liquid from a French kiss gathered at the front of Andy's palate and, almost with a will of its own, urged him to place his lips an inch from his Grindr hookup's face—just close enough to launch a stinging thread of saliva across the slender man's chapped lips, which were dying for respite.

      Sharing this later in individual therapy, Andy put a finger to the very lips he meant—mum's the word to the guys in the group.
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      Settling into my chair—the therapist's throne, or so they tease me—I scanned the familiar faces of the weekly Queer Creatives Therapy Support Group in my Hollywood, California office.

      A decade ago, we began as a boisterous gathering for writers, artists and actors to process feelings of being mistreated in the movie business while sharing their own creative material before feeding it to the sharks.

      Over time, the collectivity evolved into weekly group therapy for lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people who wanted to heal in a deep and lasting way from the impact of familial and societal homophobia.

      During the COVID-19 lockdown, people elected to meet on Zoom.

      When the world reopened, the group endured, now in person. With attrition, three gay men remained.

      Turning sixty-five, I felt reluctant to add new group members, as an ex-lover from my AIDS-activist days—still family—grew ill and my aging mother began winding down, pulling me back to New York more often.

      Meanwhile, the three men had fashioned a small family here, holding one another through their crises. When they began calling each other Dorothy, Blanche, and Rose, it was funny—comforting, even. But home, even in therapy, can start to close in.
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      The live wire was Bobby—a self-proclaimed Southern belle and renowned film and television art director, able to electrify a room with a single cutting remark, his fake pearls always within reach whenever he caused—or attempted, simultaneously, to avert—a brouhaha.

      
        
        Can we please stop yappin' about how hard it is to work in this godforsaken industry, and the state of our lonely, abusive childhoods, and start talkin' about cock, dick, and balls? Pardon my Francais. Monogamy, open relationships, top and bottom, cut and uncut, kink and vanilla—and all the freaky in-between. Like—sugar, you tell your partner you might not be a total pussy bottom after all, and he storms out of the house like a lil bitch. Or what if you're ancient like me and just want to cuddle, not fuck like bunnies, or you'd like your man to change how he kisses you after ten years of swallowing his tongue and gagging for all the wrong reasons?

      

      

      "Please, Dr. Glitter," Bobby added—a name he'd plucked from a photo of me dancing to disco in the '70s, which he guessed was either Born to Be Alive or Let's Groove. Now I was Glitter to all the guys and their cohorts, partly to keep me from playing doctor and partly to remind me of our theatrical roots.

      "Find us someone hot enough to pop our not-so-figured-out cherry."

      He unzipped Clara, named by Bobby after a Black neighbor in Clarksdale who had looked after him when no one else quite did: "the only one," he always said, "who gave me love."

      The duffel held arts-and-crafts necessities. Out spilled the tools of improvised belief: rolls of tape clouded with lint, half-used paint pens rattling like pills, silk scarves knotted together and warm with old cologne. He grabbed a special collage he had made of a Tom of Finland surrounded by painted faeries, the man bearing a resemblance to a previous Latino lover.

      "We're horny for the Truth like she's our long-lost daddy."

      "Careful," Andy warned—fluent in Chinese, French, and the gutter. "Oedipus took that looking-for-daddy road—patricide, incest. Très dangereux."

      "You want the truth?" John said, bone-dry, looking up briefly from his journal. "She may show up in a prom dress. Covered in pig's blood."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Around this time, I had been paying attention to a crop of Gen Z and Gen Alpha creators on Instagram and TikTok whose sexual confidence came with an unapologetic middle finger to homophobia—young queer men who had come of age after medication dramatically reduced the risk of HIV and who had, for better or worse, returned to the sexual-liberation ethos of the wild generation before mine.

      One of them, with the handle Brujo Bro, posted short videos urging gay men to respect the discipline of fasting bottoms and to "get the fuck over anonymity" and "racial profiling shit." Funny, sharply produced, with real acting training under the hood, he drew a sizable following. In one TikTok, he peeled off his shirt to reveal a tattooed, worked-for body, shot in his personal car-and-workshop crib. In Spanglish-inflected Gen Alpha cadence, he said, "If yo parents give yah shit for being queer"—then, after a beat, miming hands at an invisible partner's hips—"fuck 'em."

      I felt inspired to comment: Thank you for your activism.

      He replied ASAP—gracias, y tú también—and began following my TikToks on the queer hero's journey. He mentioned, in several DMs, anxiety and bad dreams. He had seen posts I'd shared about services at a Queer Youth Clinic I founded. Could I help him get an intake? Could he speak to me?

      I gave him my work number. He called instantly.

      On the phone, Brujo Bro introduced himself as Harry, calling me "Doctor" and "Sir." He'd just turned twenty-six; I had to tell him he'd aged out of Colors, the queer youth clinic I had founded. I opened my laptop to offer referrals to low-cost clinics. He listened, then brushed them aside, as if it were already understood—by him—that I was his clinician.

      Harry—respectful in the way people from good families often are—began opening up: loneliness, sadness, emptiness. By then, he had done a deep dive into ancient performance-art videos and ACT UP demonstrations I made before becoming a community therapist.

      Could he come in for a trial session? Did I have student rates?

      His father, a leader in the 1968 Chicano Student Walkouts, had gone on to become a successful businessman in the San Gabriel Valley.

      "Yeah, my pops got bread now," he said. "But, not gunna lie, no more generous daddy checkios to keep me close, you feel me?"

      I already carried several low-fee clients and was concerned I might need to spend more time back East. However kind or self-aware someone seems at first, real care requires time and consistency. One voice said no—to something already complex and perhaps too close for comfort. Another said Harry seemed exactly like the young person who deserved solid gay-affirmative therapy—and, who knows, might one day be right for the group.

      He lived in Altadena with his parents and latched onto the fact that I offered Zoom sessions. He taught yoga and worked, as he put it, as a "sexual brujo"—which he explained as "a skilled masseur who uses plant medicine." Okay. Points for transparency.

      My task was not to suppress my reaction but to monitor it—to notice my countertransference without becoming the very moral authority Gay Liberation had fought against.

      He never missed a session—always punctual, always Zelle-ing me before we began. Each week, he took copious notes in a battered leather notebook thick with Post-its.

      Three months in, I mentioned the existence of the group, that the group had no fixed end, though I might need to leave town on occasion.

      He practically jumped out of his Zoom frame. "Please, Doctor—I need a group like this, with my artist peers, low-key healing energy."

      I warned him that access to the circle of the remaining gay men—war veterans of trauma and homophobia—might not come without a tussle.

      He flashed a smile—lascivious, undeterred—as if ready to make an unholy meal of every one of them, fake pearls and all.
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      Harry arrived for his first in-person group—the first time I had seen him live. He came ruddy from the motorcycle ride on the 10 Freeway from Altadena, black-and-gold helmet pressed to his chest, tote bag sagging from one shoulder. Black hair grazed his rounded shoulders; a faint mustache bracketed his goatee. He moved with the shy bravado of someone used to being larger than the rooms he entered, his beauty opening doors—and locking him inside once it did.

      Andy leaned toward me. Bobby will not like this, he said under his breath, in French. "Be careful what you ask for," John added, deadpan. "Especially if she's wearing a prom dress soaked in blood."

      A silver ring caught the light as Harry tried to settle into the room's only uncomfortable seat. The ring had a small Gpicked out in diamonds. His left knee kept time as he placed the helmet carefully at his feet, then rummaged for anchors: The Drama of the Gifted Child, a collection of poems by Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, the leather notebook.

      Scholarly, Andy noted. Hot, John thought.

      As we were leaving, John gave Harry a quick fist bump.

      Bobby clocked it too and raised his eyebrows at me, as if to say: I couldn't help but wonder… is this how it starts?
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      To help Harry get up to speed over the next weeks, I explained that we usually began with a ten-minute check-in. Each man had that time to share how the week had gone or what was top of mind. Since we started as a Queer Creatives Support Group, topics could include creative projects, even though it had been a while since we'd done versions of "show and tell," "name that tune," or "perform this scene."

      Andy skipped the details of his recent spittle breakthrough and spoke instead of guilt—about not going back to Ohio for his sister's pregnancy, and about the larger drift he was in after Yale when a screenplay he wrote for shit and giggles was picked up too fast by the wrong executive, money that came wrapped in violence and contempt. He'd bought his family a house in Columbus, himself a new body, and none of it felt like he was meeting the current moment.

      Bobby kept his entrance safe, describing his ambition to take over the art department from the current director, a man he said had "as much taste as a pageant queen who forgets her gown while her replacement waits in the wings dressed like a cooked turkey in couture." He spared Harry, for now, the long-suffering saga of life with Ezra and their Elizabeth Taylor–Richard Burton feuds where children live and die.

      John went last, quietly, about seeing his ex again after years of fracture. Their transition had changed the weather between them; grief had softened into something like friendship. His language loosened as he spoke—less guarded, more street—and both Andy and Bobby clocked the code-switching.

      All eyes turned to the new arrival, who—obviously—was not fooling anyone by cosplaying "shy."

      Keeping his share "short and sweet," Harry said he was "down to work on his shit" and "show up as an artist." Then, with a crooked grin and a quick salute, he closed: "Viva la resistencia."

      "Oh, dear young man," Bobby said, "speaking of resistance, you must reveal more—how else will we be able to cook you?"

      I spoke over Bobby, reassuring Harry that there was no pressure. Bobby, however, spoke right over me.

      "We three have spent several centuries discoursing about when we felt—how to say—different as tiny gay tots," he said. "Perhaps you could enlighten us about your own particular saga in being diferente."
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      "Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz," Harry said, cautiously. "Poet. Scholar. Colonial Mexico. Wrote love poems to women, no cap. Found her shit in the Church library when I was eight."

      Bobby squinted like a queen at court when a foreigner spoke a language she hadn't yet mastered.

      "You're the wunderkind, Andy, honey. Ever heard of Sor?"

      "How could one not," Andy replied. "The Shakespeare of New Spain—in the tradition of Sappho."

      Harry smacked his forehead in mock shock. That gave him permission to read aloud a peculiar stanza:

      
        
        My divine Lysis: do forgive my daring, if so I address you, unworthy though I am to be known as yours. I cannot think it bold to call you so, well knowing you’ve ample thunderbolts to shatter any overweening of mine.

      

      

      The room held still, the words floating like Church incense. John tried hard not to feel struck. Bobby, breaking the silence, leaned forward, plastic purple-and-pink pearls catching the light, his lips curling into a half-smile.

      "Careful, Harry, our new novitiate," Bobby said. "Thunderbolts don't just belong to Zeus—or poets—or dead nuns. They belong to whoever dares to throw them. And beauty—well, beauty strikes where it pleases. Once it does, and I speak on behalf of my tender heart, and perhaps not just mine, one is never quite the same."

      No one spoke.

      John finally exhaled. "Fuck me royal."

      Andy crossed his arms. "Language."

      Harry looked at them—all of them—then shook his head, half-amused, half-astonished.

      "Y'all goofy as fuck."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACT I — THE INFERNO

          

        

      

    

    
      Four men let down their hair—and their defenses—to face their shadows and reopen a long-lost gay thunderbolt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CANTO 1: FUCK YOU, TOXIC SHAME

          

        

      

    

    
      In the weeks that followed, no nuclear war—despite Andy's Oracle of Delphi prediction. Things settled down, maybe too much. Harry grew anxious about opening up to the "established gays," men whom he felt had turned rebellion too easily into gay marriage and gay cruises.

      The fellows, meanwhile, spoke as if the new recruit weren't there—though each privately found him stunningly mysterioso, and John, who prided himself on composure, found his timing just off.

      "How does everyone feel about Harry being part of our group?" I asked.

      Bobby rolled his eyes. "We're one group check-in away from a Golden Girls reboot. John's Dorothy, I'm Blanche, Andy's Rose—and Harry? He's dessert."

      "Dessert," Harry said, with a hint of giving away a big secret, "covered in goddam pig's blood."

      "Dr. Glitter!" Bobby said, dropping his knitting needles. "Telling on us!"

      Harry snorted, taking his sweet time before fucking with them.

      To draw him in, I turned the conversation toward spirituality—territory that usually caught everyone's interest, including Andy, despite his arch cynicism. We were in Los Angeles, after all—the birthplace of both the Mattachine Society and the Radical Faeries.

      "What we lacked in pretentious literary savoir-faire—and public transportation," Andy would say, "we have more than compensated for with a taste for the cosmic."
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      When the room grew quiet, I said, “Let’s show Harry how we talk about gay identity—how we each came to it.”

      “I’d like to know if anyone came last night,” Andy said. “Silence = Death.”

      “In church,” Bobby said, turning teacher’s pet for a change—rather than Andy’s. “When I was sucking off the Deacon’s son, I made believe I was Jonathan to his David.”

      John lifted his eyes, almost reverent. “And Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was on him and gave it to David⁠—”

      “Where’s my belt?” Andy muttered, fingering his Saint Laurent.

      “—and his armor, and even his sword and his bow and his belt,” John finished gently, as if reading bedtime scripture.

      Bobby leaned back. “And Jesus, of course, doing the hustle with his disciples.”
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      Harry clocked Andy’s eye-roll and jumped in.

      “That Jesus shit is delulu.”

      Bobby recoiled. “Now don’t get it twisted. We are not dyed-in-the-wool Christians. Lord have mercy. We’re camping, card-carrying homosexuals from the world of theaaaatrreee. This began as a support group for artists trying to get back to their craft—before you were born.”

      “That’s why I’m here too,” Harry said. “No cap.”

      Then, unable to resist, Harry added, mimicking, “Jesus, of course, doing the hustle with his disciples,” before collapsing into the giggles that had made him TikTok-famous.

      “Andy,” Bobby said, snapping back into form, “I assume you’ll be distributing a glossary for this young man’s Vulgar English.”

      “And one for yours,” Harry suggested. “Vulgah Engulish.”

      Bobby smiled thinly. “Speaking of definitions—could you clarify something? In our five sessions together, you have not once actually come out to us as⁠—”

      “A homo,” John said.

      “Gay, gay, gay,” Bobby added.

      “Don’t really fuck with labels,” Harry said. “They box people in.”

      “Box them in,” Bobby echoed.

      “So you’re DL?” John asked, sweetly.

      “We asked for cock,” Bobby said to me. “And you brought in vagina.”

      “Bobby,” Andy snapped. “We really going to drive another homie out?”

      John leaned toward Andy. “Our Dirty Harry here—more hair on his chest than most.”

      Harry, just to play along, lifted his T-shirt—revealing a chest that had never known a razor. Bobby and John peered over their progressive lenses.

      Andy exhaled. “Are we talking about sex—or Harry’s chest hair, or lack thereof? Because I predict John—who likes feminine boys and rough trade—is already halfway there.”

      “Calling me rough trade or fem?” Harry said lightly. “Why so either/or?”

      Andy smirked. “Guess we are talking about sex. In our own fucked-up way.”

      “Gay sex,” Bobby insisted.

      “Stop it, Mother,” Andy said.

      Bobby dabbed his eyes with a Kleenex.

      “Andy,” John explained, “says we’re too Sex and the City and not enough X-Men.”

      “So does that make Andy Phoenix?” Harry asked. “Or Samantha?”
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      “Samantha,” Andy said, clucking. “How did you know?”

      “Obvio, homie,” Harry said. “Que tú eres un pig.”

      “Pinche pig,” Andy muttered.

      “Bro, I be smelling some pheromones.”

      “You don’t say,” Andy said.

      “Show the fucking world what a dirty slut you really are.”

      “Not our Andy,” Bobby said, mock-horrified.

      “Yes, our Andy,” John said, watching Andy turn red.

      “Bet,” Harry said.

      “Bet?” Bobby recoiled. “What are we betting on?”

      Andy flushed. “Despite processing my shame with Dr. G., I still see my mother on Bobby. My aunt on Father John.”

      “We’re moving too fast,” I said. “To feel anything—let alone shame.”

      Everyone turned on me.

      “I love it when the perfect doctor fumbles,” Bobby said. “Thank God he interrupted before we cooked Andy, which would’ve made Andy cook me, which would’ve⁠—”

      Andy’s face went red.

      “I feel like beating you with a belt.”

      “The belt!” Bobby gasped. “Again!”

      I glanced at Harry. He looked torn—he got Bobby’s alarm.

      “Harry,” I said. “How yah doing?”

      “Andy’s stuck, Doctor,” Harry observed. “I sense the homie is hiding some shit. Ain’t that what we talk about in therapy? Naming that shitty feeling—that baddie, The Shame Kid?”

      The room tightened.

      “Will you please shut the hell up about my shame?” Andy burst out. “And that goes for you, Doctor!”

      “Ohhh,” Harry said, leaning in. “Standing up to the doctor.”

      “Gonna scream,” Andy threatened.

      “Wanna borrow my spare earbuds?” Bobby asked Harry.

      Harry helped himself.

      Andy cupped his hands, but only a whisper came out.

      Bobby rolled his eyes. “I’ve heard church ladies do better at bingo.”

      Then Andy let go.

      The sound ripped through him—high, keening.

      
        
        
        Fuck you, Toxic Shame!

        Leave Little Weilin alone!

      

      

      

      John removed an earbud. So did Harry and Bobby.

      “Almost Mariah Carey level,” John said.

      “Our little Lamb,” Bobby added.

      Andy blew his nose, cleared his throat, and straightened his crotch. “Anyone got a cigarette?”

      Harry offered a vape, then realized it was more a turn of speech.

      “Yup,” Andy said, regaining his composure. “Harry was right. I was hiding something. So—to finish my story, sans my overbearing mother and father—here goes. This DL Asian bro hit me up on Grindr—wired nipples, Yankees cap, jockstrap. Just as we were about to cum, he opened his mouth. I never did that shit before, but I spat right in his face, then slapped him, and we both came hard as fuck—like the Big Bang, type of shit.”

      “That’s some hard shit,” Harry said, giving a sly thumbs up.

      Bobby clutched his fake pearls, ice clinking in an iced coffee before it melts in a Mississippi afternoon. “Hard? Shit. Hardshit? I don’t like the smell of this hard shit one bit.”

      Harry, under his breath: “You finna learn to love it.”

      Nobody answered. They knew they were about to face some hard shit—love it or leave it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CANTO 2: STRANGERS IN THE NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I text the guys an hour before session: running late today. Please wait in the lobby.

      Naturally, Bobby does not.

      Thirty minutes early, Bobby posts up at the Natural Foods café, where he can clock everything that matters: which car John is driving. whether Andy has gone to the ICE demonstration downtown, his new thing, apparently. And of course, our Southern diva keeps one eye peeled for the masked man on the motorcycle.

      Andy jogs in—Eton suit traded for activist wear: jeans, mask, bomber jacket, mustache coiffed, hair pomaded.

      John arrives solo—lighter than last week—soft, collarless indigo tunic with kente trim, dark jeans cuffed over polished desert boots, journal and a few books in hand, unusually dapper, perhaps inspired by Harry’s Sor Who?

      Bobby’s thrift couture runs black Levi’s from the sixties, Daddy’s lone fishing-trip tee, Granny’s gray sweater, buzz cut growing into reddish-gray curls, silver-horned glasses hiding the bags.

      A GMC Sierra Denali noses in. Out steps a tall, clean-cut prof type—slicked black hair pulled straight back, faint silver at the temples, long ring flashing, classic brown attaché, gray suit and tie. He makes a beeline—not to the front door.

      —but to Bobby.

      It’s Harry?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Oh,” Bobby says—shocked, then recalibrating—“well, hello, hello.”

      Harry shakes, not too hard, returning the Southern-belle greeting with a pleasant echo. “Hello, hello.”

      Trying to free his hand, Bobby says, “Decided to code-switch today? From street to suit-and-tie? Good taste, dare I say.”

      “Bad taste,” John murmurs—referring to Bobby—making sure Maria the barista hears.

      “Microaggression,” Andy corrects, curt.

      “Podcast,” Harry interjects, meeting Bobby’s appraisal with a sunny shrug. “Popular one. About code-switching, believe it or not.”

      “I’m a believer,” Bobby sings.

      Andy raises a finger. “Shhh. Dr. G doesn’t love us getting chummy outside the room. He likes the boundaries clean.”

      Bobby rolls his eyes. The cat’s already on the counter, licking itself.

      A text from Dr. Glitter: Didn’t see anyone in the waiting room?

      Andy looks up. Oh merde, he says in French. “Let’s head back to the Medical Building.”

      Harry—slightly disoriented, having never entered the therapy office through the café—takes a hit from his vape, then hustles ahead to open the heavy metal-and-glass door.

      “Finally, a gentleman,” Bobby murmurs, waltzing through.

      As Bobby and John head down the long corridor, Bobby grabs John’s hand, sister-style, and stage-whispers, “Dr. Glitter wouldn’t bring in a boy just because he’s pretty. He wouldn’t do that. Not to us. Not to himself. Right?”

      John shrugs, clearing his throat. “Of course not.”
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      Harry stands back, offering the others the better seats.

      I ask who’d like to begin.

      Andy mutters, “J’suis pas prêt.” Not Andy.

      John says, “We did leave with a bang…”

      Andy waves him off. “You go. Or the new guy.”

      Bobby leans toward Harry. “Andrew uses languages like a shield. I can’t even ask my housekeeper to slow down—‘María, habla más despacio’—when what I want to say is, ‘God, grant her selective mutism.’”

      “Bad taste,” John says.

      “Microaggression,” Andy echoes.

      I step in. “Let’s honor Andy’s boundary. And let’s not throw Harry into the fire just yet. Bobby? John?”

      Bobby zips his lips. John sets a timer on his Apple Watch.

      Harry raises his hand. I nod.

      “Fuck it, bro. If you fools won’t go, I will. I got shit to say and do.”

      Bobby gestures like a flight attendant. “One anal explosive here”—nodding at Harry—“and one anal-retentive there”—nodding at Andy.

      Harry clocks Andy jotting pieces of his dialogue into his journal.

      “The doctor brought me,” Harry starts, making sure the scribe gets each word, “to provoke y’all outta your trauma codependency bubbles. Mean Girls cock-blocking energy.”

      “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? would’ve been the classier reference,” Bobby chirps.

      Andy turns to me. “You did not divulge to Harry that we suffer from cock-blocking disorder?”

      John: “Pretty sure he’s quoting Dr. Glitter—out of context.”

      Me: “Verbatim.”

      Bobby grins. “Oh, we’ll give you provocation.” Then, turning to John, “Ready?”
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      John: “It’s time to put the son to bed.”

      Bobby: “No. No, we can’t.”

      John: “We must.”

      Bobby: “I won’t let you kill him.”

      John: “Someday, baby—some night, some lazy, soft night—he’ll come home, drag his tired feet up the stairs, into your room. And he’ll be dead.”

      Bobby: “You can’t do that.”

      John: “Yes, I can. We have to, Martha.”

      Bobby: “No! I love him.”

      John: “You can’t have him. He’s mine. Our son is dead.”
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      “What the hell?” Harry says. “Quoting a play whose words I can’t follow?”

      He catches Andy covering his mouth, giggling.

      Harry scans the room. Do I leave? He remembers the rule—let the vulnerable one speak, then let the sexy one growl. Then pounce.

      “Okay,” he says, smoothing his notebook. “I’m gonna let you in on what happened last night. To jolt you homo-normie shawties awake.”

      The word shawties sits in Bobby’s mouth like overcooked asparagus.

      Harry barrels on. “You bitches are gonna get hard when I tell you—or wet, Bobby, as the case may be.”

      A deep inhale. Then he keeps going.
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        I’m a proud Chicano—Aztlán-type shit. I look low-key fly, but the doctor knows—not cappin’—my head spins. I can pull whoever I want, then wake up anxious as hell—this guy, that guy, maybe even a chick. One bottomless pit of empty-as-fuck fuckie.

      

      

      Bobby softens; a Kleenex appears.

      “Bobby’s a Pisces,” Andy says to Harry. “Water, chaos, dissolution⁠—”

      “I’m crying because we have a B,” Bobby says. “By which I mean, bisexual.”

      “Leo Sun, Leo Moon, Scorpio Rising. Venus in Virgo,” Harry says, attempting to win back some queer brownie points.

      “Means you flirt, fight, expand, and spiral like a cosmic Rubik’s Cube,” Bobby decrees. “Finally someone in this group who studies the mystic arts?”

      Harry adds a queer snap.

      Bobby isn’t so easily seduced. “So, Mr. Well-Rounded—can you tell me whether you’re gay or bisexual?”

      “Why so either/or?” Harry says, smiling with a hint of pleasure. “How about both/and.”

      “So now we have Kierkegaard and bisexuality. Lord, give me strength.”

      “Sí, sí,” Harry says.

      “Sí, sí,” Bobby echoes, clocking the rhythm.

      “Back to Harry,” Andy cuts in.

      “Please,” I say.

      
      Harry continues: “So—back to the story”:

      
        
        I’ve been chillin’ with this boo—or bro—Wes. Latino cowboy-model type. Sweet kid. Real name Juan Carlos; stage name Wes. Three months. He says he’s never been to a sex-magic thingamajig, and I’m like—what the fuck? I tell him I’ll initiate him—respectfully. I know the ropes.

      

      

      
      Bobby clasps his wrists.

      Harry slaps his thigh. “I’m so fuckin’ stupid. Wes roped me in!”

      “Why stupid?” Andy asks.

      “You finna see,” Harry says. “Soon enough.”

      “All ears,” Andy says, folding his ears into Vulcan points.

      Harry reclines in his chair, fiddling with his long, flowing hair:

      
        
        We roll in his Mercedes like Imma supposed to be bowled over. Ha, kid doesn’t know shit about cars—he thinks German means grown, like adulting comes with a logo. Mercedes feels low-key sterile: air cold like a morgue, leather so tight it squeaks when you breathe. My pops people came here picking fruit. Now he’s got four whips in Altadena—two silver E-Classes, a black S-Class for church Sundays, and a white G-Wagon that’s pure delulu flex. I say it’s guilt on wheels—for forgetting where he came from. Or maybe the Walkouts forgot him.

      

      

      “That’s why I drive a GMC Sierra Denali,” I tell Wes.

      
        
        Big body. American steel. Smells like pine and burnt rubber. Hums deep at a light. Growls like a good friend we lost to the streets—keeps me grounded. Like I earned the growl.

      

      

      “Friend?” Bobby asks, eyes flicking to Harry’s ring—the initial G.

      
        
        Anyway—we pull up to this house in the hills, pool glowing like sin dressed up as baptism. He’s playing chill, but I see the Bad Boy in his eyes. I tell him: low-key, don’t do the most—easy on the molly, maybe a rose-petal blunt, keep it cute. I don’t touch coke or crystal. Got limits. Boundaries. Self-respect. These are my limits.

      

      

      Andy glares at Bobby and John to cool the side glances.

      
        
        Wes parks himself in the steam room next to a Folsom top—Dr. G’s vintage, full harness—and starts fiddling like they had business in a past life. I see him snort something—the way he started twerking; maybe X. By midnight, I’m not gonna lie, some guys I did not invite to the party had him laid out like an Orozco mural—sweat, struggle, mythic proportions. He
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