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      Some legends never die.

      Killian Desmond met his end in the fiery crash that killed his band, or so the newspapers say. Now a nameless drifter, he plays one pick-up gig after another in a haze of pain and regret, moving on the minute someone says, “You sound like that guy from Trickster.”

      Getting outed cost Mike Rose his musical family. A bassist without a band, he’ll play any kind of music to earn a paycheck, but Trickster’s music provides light during the darkest moments of his life.

      A chance meeting brings together two lost souls who spark enough heat to set their guitars on fire. Their chemistry, both onstage and off, feels like something written in the words of a song and gives them courage to face life again.

      But to seize their future, they have to confront their past.

      Every damned, ugly inch of it.
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      For everyone who's ever lost themselves in a book or found themselves in a song, this one’s for you.

      

      A special thank you to P.D. Singer, Feliz Faber, and Renee Stevens. Your encouragement helped this story see the light of day.
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      The throbbing beat blended with screams from the crowd, a crowd hidden by bright lights. Sweat and cologne and beer filled Killian Desmond’s nose. Familiar sounds. Familiar scents.

      Home.

      Did he love this life or hate it? Who cared? He’d never known another. Back to back with his brother Elliot, he shredded his electric acoustic guitar, improvising for the fans. The strings bent to his callused fingertips, note after note falling from his guitar.

      Elliot kept up. Elliot always kept up. Others might get lost in Killy’s musical fantasies, but El gauged Killy’s intentions by the way he moved, held his shoulders, or gestured, like pausing to flip his sweat-dampened hair out of his eyes.

      The drummer and keyboardist faded away, letting El set the tone with a deep bass beat.

      Killy strutted to the front of the stage. Hot lights illuminated him from behind, shining on sweat-soaked skin. “What you wanna hear?” He didn’t need the words to know they’d be sticking to their prearranged lineup. At their manager’s urging, he’d saved the best for last.

      “Highway!” roared through the arena.

      He grinned and cupped a hand to one ear. “What’s that? I can’t hear you.”

      “Highway!” roughly six thousand voices cried out in unison, louder this time.

      “Aw, c’mon, now,” Killy teased. “We’ll play whatever you want, but you gotta tell us.”

      The thunderous chant of “Highway! Highway! Highway!” threatened to blow the roof off the building.

      Strolling over a few paces and throwing an arm around his brother, Killy said, “Well, I reckon we better do as they say.”

      “Since when have you ever taken orders?” Elliot shot back.

      Faster than most could follow, Killy slung his guitar back into place and launched into their best-known riff.

      The screaming nearly deafened him. He tried again. On his sixth attempt the crowd settled enough to begin.

      He grinned. Adoration and energy flowed from the crowd, straight into his veins, to gather strength and escape through his fingers and his voice.

      His deep growl purred through the arena, pouring out the melody he’d written in a single night in a hotel room God knew where. High on life, cheap vodka, and the rush of their first big show, he’d settled onto the bed in the dark, except for the flickering image of a black and white movie on the TV, sound turned down, and began strumming.

      The words flowed out of him unbidden, leaving him raw, shaken, and in possession of a number one hit.

      He didn’t sing or play Highway—the melody made him its bitch, possessing him, demanding release into the world.

      Who was he to refuse?

      
        
        “Some were born to sand and wind, on the sea they make their home

        Some may live a hermit’s life, on a mountain all alone

        Or in a glass and metal cage, high up in the sky

        Packed in tight with a thousand souls, all trying to get by

      

      

      
        
        Nine to five may work for some, but that don’t work for me

        Saddled to day in day out, no, I need to be free

        Living a life all on my own, free of family, lover or friend

        On the highway I was born, it’s there I’ll meet my end.”

      

      

      Alone, just him and the highway, until the chorus.

      
        
        “On the highway I was born, it’s there I’ll meet my end.”

      

      

      Elliot’s sweet tenor wrapped around Killy’s pack-a-day growl, blending together seamlessly.

      The audience joined in, chanting, “Highway! Highway! Live and die on the highway!”

      Rob kept pace on the drums, a musician not really worthy of the band they’d become, and Ace, a friend and one hell of a musician, wound his way through the twists and turns on his keyboards.

      
        
        “The only home I’ll ever know stretches from sea to sea

        No start, no end, no in between, just miles of road and me

        Living a life all on my own free of family, lover or friend

        On the highway I was born, it’s there I’ll meet my end.

      

      

      
        
        Highway! Highway! Live and die on the highway!

        Highway! Highway! Live and die on the highway!

        Highway! Highway! Live and die on the highway!”

      

      

      The mass of humanity might have started chanting again for all Killy knew. His world boiled down to this moment, the music, his brother, his friend, and the life laid out for him long ago, the first time his mother brought him and Elliot onstage.

      They’d stayed. She’d gone.

      Here they still stood, though she didn’t.

      Never would again.

      Nope, no bad thoughts. Just the music.

      Note after note poured from him like rain, blocking thought and feeling.

      He crashed to his knees, striking a chord and letting his guitar speak for him. Caught in the spotlight, he leaned back in a signature move his manager made him practice, making his shirt ride up to show some skin, while his hair fell back, glittering like gold in a strategically placed spotlight.

      The blue streak, his own addition, voiced his defiance at being a commodity.

      He should’ve been exhausted after the show they’d put on, but in that moment, he swore he could go all night.

      He jumped to his feet, racing across the stage and running through part of the guitar solo for those seated to the left of the stage, then reversed course to the right, repeating the solo.

      Arms reached for him, a thousand voices calling his name.

      Rejoining Elliot centerstage, he launched into the chorus and let the others join him.

      After extending the song by two more choruses, he finally wound down.

      An announcer stepped up on stage, to catcalls, whistles and ear-splitting shouts. “Let’s hear it for Trickster!”

      More screaming and stomping now.

      “You want another song?” the announcer yelled over the noise.

      The pandemonium hit nearly frightening levels.

      “What do you want to hear?”

      Oh, fuck no! Killy hadn’t said the announcer could offer another song, especially since the only fan-favorite they hadn’t yet performed was… Had Gus given permission? Just wait until he saw his pain in the ass manager.

      “After!” the crowd screamed, thousands of voices blended to one. “After! After! After!”

      Fuck.

      Sucking in a lungful of air along with his anger, Killy prepared to stomp over to the announcer and scream, “Hell the fuck, no!”

      He’d made a single step in the direction of shutting down a clusterfuck, when Rob started tapping out the beat on his drums. Ace shrugged, gave Killy a “what the fuck should I do?” face, and relented when Killy blew out his breath.

      An avalanche bore down on him, one he couldn’t outrun.

      A glance at Elliot showed a scrunched brow and a gaze firmly riveted on the bass in his hands. He wouldn’t make the call. Never made the call.

      Never stood up for himself.

      Leaving Killy to do the defending.

      Still not looking at Killy, El began playing, leaving Killian no choice but to follow. Killy strung out the introduction, eyeing his brother. If El so much as flinched…

      Clever hands and a generous spackling of makeup hid the bruising on the side of Elliot’s face, and long sleeves covered even more. Still, Elliot opened his mouth and belted out the words to the love song he and Killy had written back when Rob first joined the band. When El believed he’d found the love of his life.

      Before the anger, the beatings, the drugs, the cheating.

      Back before Rob smacked Elliot down so far even Killy couldn’t reach him.

      Rob and Elliot sang to each other, and Killy fought the urge to bash his guitar onto Rob’s head. How could he dare utter words like “cherish” and “devotion”?

      If only Elliot would say the words “no more,” the asshole would be out of the band so damned fast.

      But he wouldn’t.

      “He didn’t mean it, Killy, he was just upset about…”

      Upset about being on the road, upset about not being on the road, upset because a possum ran out in front of the bus, upset because it was motherfucking Tuesday!

      If he wouldn’t alienate his brother, Killy would’ve dropped Rob off a cliff. He’d been adequate when they’d started off, playing to a handful of people in seedy bars, but now Rob thought himself above the band, too good for them, and he blew one hell of a lot of money on drugs.

      He also performed like an amateur.

      Tonight, after the show, Killy would try talking to Elliot one more time.

      
        
        “When the world turns its back on me

        When no one else will care

        It’s then I find my place with you

        In the shelter of your arms

      

      

      
        
        After, always after, forever after always you

      

      

      
        
        I cherish you, you cherish me

        We’ll never be alone

        After all is said and done

        It’s you who’ll take me home

      

      

      
        
        After, always after, forever after always you.”

      

      

      Killy remained on the sidelines, strumming his guitar simply because he couldn’t stand idly by with his brother singing his heart out.

      
        
        “My deep devotion never ends

        Though the world around us falls

        All I need is me and you

        You’ll be my all in all

      

      

      
        
        After, always after, forever after always you.”

      

      

      How fucking drunk had Killian been the night he’d let his brother talk him into co-writing this piece of shit? Love? Really? Who actually believed in those fairy tales?

      Trickster fans, apparently. Now they swayed on their feet, holding their cellphones high, their flashlight apps engaged.

      
        
        “After the world has come and gone

        After we’ve lived our lives

        We’ll be as one in the afterlife

        Our love will still survive

      

      

      
        
        After, always after, forever after always you.”

      

      

      And that, boys and girls, is why you never do peyote when you haven’t slept in three days.

      The song ended, and not a moment too soon. Killy wrapped an arm around Elliot’s shoulders and led him offstage. “Hey, dude, wanna hang with me for a while? Go get pizza or something? Gus says there’s a pretty good bar at the hotel.”

      Elliot stopped, craning his neck to catch a glimpse of their bandmates. “No, that’s okay. I think I’ll…”

      Ace caught up, but no Rob. Elliot’s face fell. “I think I’ll go back to the hotel. I’m pretty tired.”

      Tired of waiting up for a no-account asshole, more likely.

      Gus approached in impeccably tailored jeans and button-down shirt, costing hundreds of dollars to look like thrift-store finds. His custom boots likely cost more than Killy’s first car. He caught Killy’s eye, giving a small nod. So, Rob had already found himself a groupie for the night, or maybe more. Probably a fix or two. If the fuckwad really cared, he’d not go out and duplicate the behavior that had taken Killy and Elliot’s mother.

      But no, Rob didn’t care about anyone but himself. He’d drag his sorry carcass back to the hotel after sunup, then sleep all day on the bus while Elliot fretted over him.

      And probably miss sound check.

      Again.

      Elliot hadn’t smiled since two months after he’d hooked up with Rob. Oh, if Killian could go back in time, bypass the drummer he’d been impressed with for playing with an up-and-coming band.

      A band he’d later discovered kicked the bastard out.

      Trickster took in their garbage.

      If only Killy could give the refuse back.

      Gus and Ace chatted quietly in the limo on the way to the hotel, their manager’s perfectly styled hair brushing Ace’s shoulder. Killy didn’t trust himself to speak, but once the opportunity presented itself, he’d make things perfectly clear with their manager: no more After. Ever. Strike the song from their play list.

      Elliot jumped out the moment the limo stopped, charging through the revolving glass door and past a startled concierge to the elevators. Oh, no he didn’t!

      Killian ran after him and caught him at the elevator. He kept his voice low. “You know he’s not coming back anytime soon. C’mon. We haven’t hung out in ages.” He pasted on a smile he hoped El saw as genuine.

      “I don’t feel like it,” Elliot snapped. “Would you leave me alone?” The elevator doors opened, he stepped on and pushed the close button, shutting the door in Killy’s face.

      When had Killian turned into his brother’s babysitter? Not too long ago he’d have stuck around after the show, found some willing body for the night. Or a couple.

      Compared notes with the guys the next morning over coffee and laughter.

      Remember that guy from Omaha? Or San Diego. Or Atlanta. Though sometimes Ace hooked up with women instead of men. Or both.

      Now? Now Killy fought hard not to lose his brother to the downward spiral. What could he do? What could he say? He slammed his hand against the wall, making a well-dressed woman jump and take a few steps back. There had to be some way to get through.

      Before he lost another Desmond.
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      The music pounded through Mike Rose, from the soles of his boots to the tips of his fingers. He didn’t have to turn around, his memories provided a clear enough image: David, banging away on the drums, flipping his head to get the fall of black hair out of eyes nearly as dark, Joshua on lead guitar, head down to keep from noticing the crowd, Simon, recently able to see over his keyboards without standing on a box.

      He gave his youngest brother an encouraging smile. Simon smiled back.

      The bass became a living thing in Mike’s hands, and he focused on the notes, the rhythm, not necessarily the words sung by his mother and stepfather, until time to join in on the chorus.

      Easy enough to imagine a packed arena with his eyes closed, playing with the band of his dreams. Not that he didn’t love his family—this just wasn’t his preferred style of music or his preferred venue.

      Here he was, stuck under a steeply pitched roof, crammed onto a small platform instead of a proper stage—a platform his stepfather might wear a hole in one day. The scent of lemon furniture polish and way too many colognes teased his nose, overlaid with the scent of old wood.

      In his dreams he played for thousands, not the six hundred or so packed elbow to elbow in his stepfather’s church.

      He opened his eyes to clapping and cheering, so deep in his daydreams that spotting stained-glass windows, a group of suited men and women in dresses—and not teens in jeans and T-shirts—almost jarred him into missing a note.

      Almost. He recovered, and nearly lost another note at the sultry smile turned his way, framed by the face of an angel set on a way too tempting body. Probably no one else knew Keith wasn’t merely overly enthusiastic about Raptured Roses, or the sermon Reverend Rose planned to deliver.

      A flash fire spread up Mike’s cheeks. Keith. In the audience. What was he doing here? He normally didn’t come to hear Mike play.

      “Church ain’t my thing, man.” No, church wouldn’t be the ideal place for a guy more comfortable on a skateboard than in a suit, or swilling down beer instead of the grape juice offered during communion.

      Not that Mike blamed him. Who under the age of thirty would be in church on a school night for revival?

      Mike and his brothers, that was who, though the younger Roses didn’t seem to mind. He hadn’t either when he’d been their ages, but now, a few weeks before his nineteenth birthday, he’d rather be hanging out with friends—what few he had. Being a preacher’s kid, even a stepchild, kinda kept everyone at bay, too worried Reverend Rose might lecture them on the evils of the world.

      Mike didn’t need a lecture. He’d memorized all the major ones by now, about drugs, sex outside of marriage, the dangers of alcohol, how rock music was of the devil. iPods might have gone out of fashion, but the one Mike found at a church yard sale contained plenty of his favorite tunes. As long as he kept the device hidden.

      Funny, though, a member of his stepfather’s congregation loading an iPod with hard rock music.

      The song ended. Mike and his brothers put their instruments down and crowded onto the front pew, playing the role of obedient sons. Mike cast a glance over his shoulder at Keith. How he wished he could go and sit in the back with the guy, but his stepfather would never allow him to make a decision on his own.

      And if the authoritarian found out Keith wasn’t “just a friend…” Serpents twisted in Mike’s guts.

      No, we don’t handle snakes at my church, he responded each time Keith teased him. Though he did handle something possibly more dangerous: his truth.

      Once again, his conscience warred inside him. He’d sat through his share of sermons on the evils of homosexuality. No matter how hard he tried, how much he prayed, nothing changed. The nice girl his mother wanted for him would never happen. Instead…

      He took a peek at Keith again while the congregation closed their eyes in prayer. Bouncing one leg, he waited for the sermon to end. Twice his mother glared at him to be still, but he couldn’t. Too much waited for him at the end of this hour.

      She treated him like a twelve-year-old, though he’d legally voted in the last election and signed up for the draft.

      The slowest hour in history crept by.

      The sermon wound down and the hymn of invitation began. Each person who stood and walked down the aisle to pray with Reverend Rose added another few minutes to Mike’s agony.

      Man, did Mrs. Jackson need praying over again?

      Finally, the last prayer ended and the congregation shuffled toward the exits. Mike darted toward the back of the church.

      To be stopped by a firm grip on his shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Out… I…” Crap! He’d come so close to escaping.

      Reverend Thaddeus Rose stared down his long nose at Mike. “Michael, you’re supposed to be manning the table. I expect you to do your part.”

      “But it’s…”

      “I don’t care if it’s your brother’s turn. I said for you to get over there.”

      Darn it! He’d almost escaped. Instead, he trudged to the vestibule and rounded a table full of Raptured Roses CDs. Who even bothered with CDs these days?

      “How much?” a woman asked, lifting a CD case to her nose. Her purse nearly hung on the price list she conveniently ignored.

      “Ten each or three for twenty.”  He’d recited the speech so often he probably muttered the words in his sleep.

      She hogged the table, keeping others at bay until they gave up and wandered off—then left herself, empty-handed. Oh, the preacher wouldn’t be happy.

      Several more people stopped by, most to ogle, make sure Mike’s stepfather saw them perusing and assuming they were buying CDs. Raptured Roses made pretty good money for appearances and merchandise, not that Mike saw a penny of the proceeds.

      “We’re putting it up for your college fund,” his stepfather always told him when he asked. Yet, here Mike was, nearly nineteen, and attending community college instead of an out-of-state university, like he’d done in his dreams.

      Would he ever escape this life, when someone else planned every single moment of his time?

      The preacher, formerly Thaddeus Stout, had struck gold when he’d found a young widow and four sons, all possessing musical talents. Thanks to Dad, who’d taught Mike how to play a variety of instruments and ride horses like a pro. If only his father were still here.

      The small-time preacher had been a nobody until he’d charmed the widow and took her last name because it had a memorable ring to it—what wouldn’t sound better than “Stout?” —and it kept him from having to adopt four boys for them to all have the same last name.

      Now the Reverend Rose preached all over Texas, and Raptured Roses performed for larger audiences, even on televised religious events.

      Mike would rather still be on the farm, helping Daddy haul hay, or seeing his father on the sidelines, gripping the corral railing during Mike’s junior rodeo events. Or sitting on a hard bench in the sweltering sun, watching the man he so admired riding a hellion on four hooves for longer than eight seconds.

      Until he’d met his match.

      No, Mike wouldn’t think about that day, the horror of seeing his father airborne.

      And trampled.

      No, no, no.

      “Hey!” Keith’s grin bloomed on his beautiful face. How could a mere mortal look like an angel? “You sounded good tonight. Can you get away?”

      Mike sighed. “Sorry. My stepdad makes me earn my keep.” Like he didn’t do enough around the house, or for members of the congregation, to prove the minister’s family performed good deeds.

      If only he had the money he should have been paid for all the yards he mowed, all the little old ladies he’d run errands for. All the times he’d been forced to babysit for someone who never even bothered to thank him.

      Two more weeks. In two more weeks, he’d be nineteen. He’d hidden what money he had managed to squirrel away. He had his dad’s old Bronco. Nothing said he had to stay here. He could take Keith and go somewhere else, start his own life far from Nowhere, Texas, play for one of the rock bands his stepfather forbade him to listen to.

      Keith shrugged. “That’s okay. Meet me later?”

      Mike’s heart ached to be with Keith, kissing him, holding him—seeing what came next. But no.

      “He’s really strict. No way I can sneak out of the house.” Most of the guys he’d gone to school with came and went as they pleased, or moved out of the parental house into their own place.

      The Roses kept their boys on the shortest leashes imaginable.

      Keith let out a disgusted snort. “Dude, do you live in a house or a maximum-security facility?”

      Mike smiled at the far too accurate image. “Definitely the second one.”

      “Any chance of you getting time off for good behavior?” Keith waggled his brows.

      Did he dare risk a meeting? So far, they’d done nothing but talk, kissing occasionally when they found a quiet moment.

      If he didn’t make more of an effort, would Keith get bored and go find someone else? Someone not so closely watched.

      No. Mike needed to take a chance. For Keith. For himself.

      “My last class tomorrow ends at five. What are you doing after that? I can always tell them I’m staying over at the library.” He’d never really lied to his parents. Hadn’t dared. Lightning might strike him dead for trying.

      How pathetic to be eighteen and have to sneak out for a few moments of unchaperoned time.

      “Your stepdad’s a real prick, isn’t he?”

      Was he? “He’s not mean or anything, he just expects us to act better than everyone else ‘cause he’s the preacher.” Life was so much easier being a farmer’s son. Of course, if he and his brothers misbehaved and churchgoers found out, they might not want the Reverend Rose and his family preaching sermons and selling them CDs. He’d even held out hope they’d make the Dove awards this year.

      For one of Mike’s songs.

      Keith sent a scathing glare toward the preacher, too busy smiling and shaking hands to notice. “He uses the hell out of you, you know.”

      Mike whipped his head right and left. “Shhh… If anyone heard you cuss in church.” He didn’t care much for Keith cussing in church either. Keith might look down on the religious as being superstitious, but Mike’s faith meant something to him, had gotten him through those dark days after his father’s death.

      Knowing he’d never be alone brought him comfort.

      “Tomorrow, then.” Keith ran a finger over Mike’s hand under the guise of checking out a CD case.

      Mike barely hid a shiver.

      Tomorrow couldn’t get here soon enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Mike hung back, tugging on Keith’s hand.

      “Sure! My friends used to hang out here all the time during high school.” Keith’s smile made Mike want to believe. But, “during high school”? For all the freedom Mike had, he might as well be a high school freshman again.

      Still, at Keith’s reassuring words, Mike relaxed some. “Okay.” Deeper they went into the shaded trees. This late in November, the weather wasn’t really cool in South Texas, but the sun would soon set. He’d have to be getting home.

      Surely a little while longer wouldn’t hurt.

      “Aren’t we far enough?” If Keith deserted Mike now, he’d never find his way out of the unfamiliar woods. Keith and his friends might’ve come here a lot, but Mike usually walked straight home after school—if his mother didn’t pick him up.

      That practice hadn’t ended with his switch from high school to community college.

      Sad when he had to lie to get ten minutes without someone keeping tabs on him.

      “Now we are.” Keith grinned and backed Mike against a tree. “I thought I’d never get you alone.” He ran his hands under Mike’s T-shirt. Goosebumps formed wherever he touched.

      Keith’s hands on his body. Had anything ever felt so good? Oh! Keith brushed his lips over Mike’s neck. He was so hard right now, if Keith didn’t stop, Mike might embarrass himself.

      Keith took Mike’s mouth in a punishing battle, nothing like the sweet kiss Mike imagined, and pressed their bodies together. Hardness met hardness. So good. Too good. Mike couldn’t help bucking back against the guy he’d been dreaming about for two years, seeking friction, chasing the wonder of Keith. Why it took the guy two whole years to look Mike’s way was a mystery he didn’t want solved.

      “I knew you were a wild one,” Keith whispered against Mike’s mouth. “You act all innocent, but I’ll bet you’re a hellcat in bed.” He shoved his hand into Mike’s jeans, palming his cock.

      Oh… Oh! Mike closed his eyes. Too much. Too fast. He couldn’t. Keith squeezed and Mike lost the fight. “Ahhh…” he moaned, hips jerking while he came. “I…”

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Mike froze. What the…

      A man stood in the gloom, lips twisted in disgust. A deacon from the church.

      Mike’s heart dropped to his stomach. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening, Keith said they were safe!

      Keith pulled his hand out of Mike’s jeans and stepped away, eyes wide.

      He turned and fled, feet crunching through leaves.

      Leaving Mike to face fate alone.
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      Mike stood in his stepfather’s office, where he’d been many times. The evidence of his shame stained his pants. What would happen? He’d sinned. Worse, in the preacher’s eyes, he’d sinned with a man.

      Abomination, he’d heard often enough.

      “Who was the boy?” Reverend Rose asked, voice eerily calm. He’d only been Mike’s stepfather for five years, yet he walked a line between father figure and authoritarian dictator. Mike hadn’t been raised to be in church every time the doors opened. He’d gone some, believed in God, prayed, sang in the choir, but not to the fervent extent expected of him now.

      When they’d sold the farm and moved halfway across the state, any hope Mike had of freedom remained with the house he’d grown up in.

      Mike stayed quiet. Keith deserted him, but he wouldn’t throw the guy under the bus. Keith’s family likely wouldn’t care. They pretty much let him and his brothers do whatever they pleased.

      “You will tell me.” No raised voice, which made things even worse. If the man screamed or yelled, Mike would be justified in rebelling. Now, his insides roiled. He’d been caught doing something this man railed against in sermons, saying homosexuals were bound for Hell.

      Mike among them.

      The reverend changed tactics. “Why? Did he force you? Coerce you?”

      Mike found his voice. He’d accept responsibility for his actions. “No, sir. He didn’t force me.”

      “Why did you do such a sinful thing?”

      Mike forced his gaze upward to meet his inquisitor’s eyes. Too many months of hiding, fearful of being found out, came to a head. He shouldn’t have to hide who he was any more than anyone else in their church. “I’m attracted to guys.”

      The color drained from his stepfather’s face. “You can’t be. You’re misguided. You’ve been led astray.”

      “No, I haven’t. This is who I am. Who I’ve always been. Who I’ve known I was since I was twelve.” Twelve, when he’d developed a fascination for a neighbor’s son.

      The quiet grew thick, interrupted only by the tick, tick, tick of the grandfather clock in the corner and the occasional thump from overhead—his brothers bounding around their rooms. “Go to your room and stay there. You’ll not mention your perversion to your mother, your brothers, or anyone. Do you understand me?”

      It’s not a perversion!  “Yes, sir.” Mike nearly ran from the room.

      He lay awake expecting his mother or stepfather to come. They didn’t. They couldn’t let this go.

      Hearing voices, he crept back to the study.

      “It’s for the best,” his stepfather said. “They can deprogram him. Save him. They’ve done wonders with the young men under their care.”

      “But gay conversion therapy?” His mother’s voice wavered. Had she been crying? “I’ve read they can be cruel, abusive.”

      “Sara, you know I care for your sons like my own. I’d never send him somewhere they’d deliberately hurt him. But he needs help, and they can help him.”

      Conversion therapy? Where were they talking about?

      His mother’s sobs tore at Mike’s heart. He nearly darted down the stairs, willing to deny everything to stop her tears. “He’s so young! He’s still a teenager. What if… What if it’s a phase he’ll outgrow? You know how kids today like to experiment. They see so much on TV…”

      Not Mike. He wasn’t allowed to watch TV. Or go to movies. Or surf the Internet.

      “It’s for the best, you’ll see.”

      “I don’t want him to go.” Go, Mom! You tell him!

      In the same quiet voice he’d used to address Mike, his stepfather said, “I’m afraid in this, I must insist. I’ve already made arrangements. I’ll take him in the morning.”

      What? No! Mike ran up the stairs to his bedroom, not caring who heard. Gay conversion therapy? He didn’t need curing. There was nothing wrong with him. His dad would’ve understood.

      He locked his bedroom door, something he’d always been forbidden to do.

      But his dad wasn’t here. Would never be again. He grabbed clothes at random, throwing them into a duffle bag. Too small! He pushed the covers off the bed and piled his belongings on the sheet, pausing to wipe at his teary eyes with the back of his hand. He didn’t know where he’d go, what he’d do, but he had to leave.

      He tied up the four corners of the bedsheet and struggled into jeans, a T-shirt, and the first shoes he found, to the sound of knocking.

      His desk drawer yielded up his truck title and a few awards he’d won for songwriting. The title he took. The awards he left.

      The same spookily even voice from the office spoke. “Michael. Open the door. Your mother and I need to talk to you.”

      Mike snatched up the keys to his Bronco and reached beneath the dresser for the handful of bills he’d managed to hide.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry! Jumping from his window might hurt, but he’d live. He yanked up the glass and tossed his filled sheet through the opening, dropping his guitar cases on top of the mound. The door behind him popped open. Mike spun. “You’re not sending me to that place.”

      His mother gave him a sad smile. “Don’t you want to get help? They can cure you there.” She took a step toward him. Like he hadn’t heard his stepfather talking her into this course of action moments before.

      Cure him? Like who he loved was some sort of disease?

      Mike took a step back, pressing his spine against the window frame. Giving up his fight for dignity, he scrubbed at his eyes, giving away his crying. “I don’t want to be cured. I don’t need to be cured. There’s nothing wrong with me.” Blinking hard didn’t soothe his burning eyes. A ball of hot tears formed in his throat. A hard swallow didn’t help him breathe.

      “Then what will you do?” His stepfather put an arm around his mother, stopping her from approaching.

      Mike wanted to punch his stepfather, anything to get him to raise his voice or speak in something other than those mild, rational tones.

      Nothing about this moment struck him as rational.

      “I don’t know. I don’t care. Just away from here!” Mike would yell, even if nobody else did.

      His mother gasped. “No! You can’t!”

      “Keep your voice down,” his stepfather murmured. “Do you want your brothers to overhear?”

      “I don’t care if they do. This is who I am. I don’t need changing.” Mike jingled his keys. “Now move. I’m leaving.”

      “You’re not taking the Bronco,” the man who’d never be his real father said. “Your brothers—”

      “My father left it to me! It’s mine! You can’t have it.” He might not own much, but no one, absolutely no one, would take what little he had.

      “Baby, please…” Tears streaked his mother’s face.

      “I’ll handle this.” Mike’s stepfather took a step closer. “If you leave this house, you won’t be coming back, do you understand? We’re trying to do what’s best for you, but if you insist on living a life of sin, you’ll not corrupt your brothers. I won’t have it. And you won’t besmirch the family’s good name.”

      His mother finally found her voice. “Thaddeus, no. That’s my son you’re talking to.”

      The preacher finally raised his voice. “You are my wife, this is my house. He’s not going to pollute my home with his vile nature.”

      While the parental units faced off, Mike snatched his father’s Stetson off the dresser and darted between them, heading for the stairs. His mother’s screams to stop followed him into the night.

      The reverend poked his head out of Mike’s bedroom window while Mike retrieved his things. “So be it. You’re never to contact your mother or brothers again.”

      For a moment he stopped. Never see his brothers again? His heart ached. Then he recalled all the horror stories he’d heard about conversation therapy, though the tales had been “triumphs” involving lots of praise.

      Mike saw the broken souls claiming to have been cured, a part of themselves missing.

      No. He couldn’t do that. Not even for his brothers. Please let them understand. If only he could talk to them.

      “David! Joshua! Simon! I love you!” he screamed at the house.

      He picked up his bundle, shoved it into the back of the Bronco, and waited.  No replies came from the house, no one came running out to him.

      Tears flowing freely down his cheeks, Mike drove away.

      What had he done?
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      Please, please let Keith be home. Never being allowed a cellphone meant Mike couldn’t call. He pulled into the house he thought was Keith’s, dread prickling his stomach. Lights blazed and sparks shot to the sky from a bonfire behind the house.

      This wasn’t a part of town he’d been to before, with rundown row houses and street names he’d learned from the six o’clock news, on the few occasions he’d taken a peek at the TV his stepfather watched.

      Several dozen people, his age or slightly older, milled about the yard. Far too many glanced his way when he climbed out of the truck. They wore jeans and T-shirts, many with rock bands on the front. Some smoked, many had long hair.

      The scent of something like burning hay scorched his nose.

      He appeared a lamb among wolves with his short hair and Christian camp T-shirt.

      “Ha… Have you seen Keith?”

      A rangy man with his arm around a woman barked a laugh. “Hear that? He’s looking for Keith.”

      Mike might have imagined someone saying, “Aren’t they all?”

      “He’s back there,” the guy mumbled around a cigarette, pointing toward the back yard. “Wanna beer?” He extended the one he’d been holding.

      “No, thanks.” Hoots and indecent suggestions chased Mike behind the house. What was that about? “Keith?” Nobody. Then he heard a moan and turned.  What was that? Something writhed on the ground in the shadows of the back porch.

      Mike took a few cautious steps. “Keith?”

      What was… His brain unraveled what he saw. Shock froze him in place. A pair of ass cheeks bobbed up and down. The moan came again, from beneath the body.

      He backed away. “Oh, man, I’m sorry!” Where was Keith?

      The motion stopped and the man on top looked up. “What the fuck…” Keith paused.

      For a moment Mike expected an apology. Instead, Keith resumed pumping into and out of whoever lay beneath him.

      What?

      “Keith. I need to talk to you. My parents kicked me out. I have to leave.” Not the complete truth, but all the words Mike’s overtaxed brain could manage.

      Keith stopped again, glancing over his shoulder. “And that’s my problem, why?”

      The unseen man beneath Keith pushed him off. Keith sat up, dick still hard, while the man took a seat on the grass besides him wearing a T-shirt and nothing else. “Baby, who the hell is this?”

      “Remember that preacher’s kid I told you about?” Unashamed of his nakedness, Keith pulled the other guy into a hug. He wasn’t wearing a condom on his slick cock.

      “The one you bet me would let you fuck him?”

      “Yeah.” Keith grinned at the guy next to him.

      The guy ran appraising eyes up and down Mike’s body. “I’m taking it you owe me twenty bucks.”

      Twenty bucks? Keith’s only interest in Mike was to win a bet?

      Heat flushed his cheeks as cold flowed through the rest of him. A bet. He’d angered his stepfather, hurt his mother, and left home because some jerk made a bet on Mike being an easy fuck?

      Braying laughter trailed Mike back to the Bronco.

      Keith never cared. He’d only used Mike. To think, Mike would have done anything for him, would have let him…

      Win twenty bucks.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid. Never again. If anyone used someone else, it’d be Mike from now on. But no, that wasn’t him. He could never treat someone so badly.

      He didn’t stop crying until he approached the “Welcome to New Mexico” sign. This was it. Once he crossed the state line, he wouldn’t be recrossing for a long time—if ever. Mike forced his posture straighter in the seat, pressed his foot more firmly against the gas pedal, and took a deep breath.

      Heart hammering, he left his childhood behind. He didn’t breathe easier until Texas formed a faint image in his rearview mirror.

      The person he’d counted on didn’t even care. “And that’s my problem, why?” replayed over and over in Mike’s mind, mocking him, forcing him to put distance between himself and shame.

      He’d come out to his family and they’d thought him broken. With no friends to speak of, he was on his own.

      For the first time in his life. Hell, except for Bible camp, he’d never even spent a night away from home since his dad died.

      With no idea where to go, he drove, and drove, and drove, stopping only to fill the gas tank, and spend some of his precious savings for a bite to eat.

      When his strength gave out, he pulled over at a rest stop, and for the first time in his life, didn’t pray before he went to sleep.
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      Mike woke the next morning in the Bronco with a stiff neck from sleeping slumped over in the front seat. What had he done? He’d left his home, his family, his school.

      The guy he’d thought loved him. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Keith, naked and pumping into another man’s body.

      The first guy he’d kissed. The one he considered his boyfriend. The one he’d hoped would be his first.

      He’d lost everything dear to him in a matter of minutes.

      Well, not everything. He still had himself.

      He reached way under the seat, feeling his way to the little hidey-hole he’d made, and pulled out his yard sale iPod.

      Mike hooked the gadget into the Bronco’s stereo and closed his eyes. The lead singer’s voice swept down his spine like a caress, leaving behind goose bumps. The bass thumped low beneath the melody, from a left-handed bassist like himself.

      Killian and Elliot Desmond, who produced music his stepfather forbade, but that spoke to his heart.
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