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June 2018

It wasn’t unusual for Geoffrey to wander into his cousin’s restaurant, not too far from the Abbey Road recording studio. His parents’ house was an easy distance, and a favorite coffee shop with good WiFi was nearby. He considered it ‘his’ neighborhood, even though most of his friends and both of his lovers lived elsewhere.

Recording artists stumbled into the restaurant with some regularity. Geoffrey didn’t generally write about celebrities or about music – travel articles were his thing, the thing that kept him earning in between novels – but he loved to hear the musicians talk about their experiences. He rarely participated in the discussions, because they didn’t know him and he wasn’t the sort who would walk up and introduce himself to someone simply because they’d landed in the same curry shop. But they tended to be either excited or frustrated after working on a recording, and he never failed to pick up some snippet of conversation that gave him an idea for a scene in a book.

On that particular rainy afternoon, he was sitting at his usual table in the corner of the otherwise-empty restaurant, frowning at his laptop, picking away at a scene that was causing him considerable irritation. Then the door opened and two people came in, and Geoffrey forgot where he was for a moment.

He recognized both of them, though they’d never met. One was Janis Vaughn, a favorite recording artist, an American jazz singer and pianist. He’d known she was in England; he’d gone to her concert at Cambridge. She was – as she almost always seemed to be – with her tour manager Niall Phelps. Geoffrey had that internet-age feeling that he knew them, because he followed Janis’ social media. She and Niall had been working together on tours for nearly four years.

Janis’ life wasn’t precisely an open book, but she posted with sufficient frequency and transparency that Geoffrey knew she was straight and single, having recently ended a long-term relationship back in California. Niall on the other hand was gay and single, having lost his fiancé – the actor Oliver Dunn – to a massive aneurysm in 2013. He’d spoken about it publicly for the first time only that spring. He and Janis were both even more attractive in person than they were on the internet. Geoffrey had always thought she was lovely, and Niall was most definitely his type. 

All the same, he was unprepared for the physical sensation he felt, being in the same room with the two of them. It was something close to the delicious shock of being out for a winter hike and having a tree dump snow down one’s collar. He shivered, realized he was staring, blinked, and realized that Niall was staring back at him. Oh my heavens. Of all the curry shops in all the world, you walked into mine. There was no mistaking Niall’s expression. Geoffrey blinked again and dropped his gaze, reminding himself to breathe.
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You beauty, Niall was thinking, gazing at the handsome young Indian man in the corner. His mind was otherwise blank for a moment until Janis nudged him, told him not to stare, and said something about Iceland. Niall caught up, managed to reply somewhat normally, and utterly failed at not flirting with the young man for the entire time they were in the restaurant. How could he not, when the expression in those startled eyes had been so clear.

Geoffrey had to remind himself to breathe again and again over the next hour. Every time he started to feel he knew what he was about, he’d focus in on that face again and lose track of the conversation. Niall flirted with him continuously, shamelessly, thrillingly. Before he and Janis – who was a complete darling about it, Geoffrey could tell that she was amused, her affection for Niall plain to see – finished their meal, he’d convinced Geoffrey to join them. They all talked together for a while, and then Janis said, “I’m going back to the flat now. Let me know if you’ll be out late.” She stood; Geoffrey stood as well, wondering if they’d passed some sort of signal that he’d missed. 

Niall stood too, to give her a hug. “I’ll send you a text,” he said, then added, “Don’t forget to stretch,” because he had the fullest intention of propositioning their new acquaintance, every intention of making that encounter – should it come to pass – last as long as humanly possible, and thus no intention of being home that night to remind her.

Janis might have read his mind. “I promise. Geoffrey, it was very nice to meet you.”

“You as well, Ms. Vaughn. A pleasure.” He thought for a moment she might be about to say ‘call me Janis,’ but instead she nodded again and smiled. She let Niall help her into her raincoat, picked up the umbrella he’d left by the door, and went out.

“Well I hope the bloody rain lets up before I have to walk back,” Niall remarked, turning to Geoffrey. “Or ought I have gone with her?” The other man seemed to be still processing the fact that he hadn’t.

They kept eye contact for a long moment. Geoffrey didn’t want to make any assumptions, but the energy between them was undeniable. There were other people in the restaurant now, and the next thing he really wanted to say was something he didn’t much want his cousin’s regular customers to hear. “I have an umbrella,” he said eventually. “Would you care to walk out with me?”

“Yes, thanks. Let me settle up.” Niall did that while Geoffrey retrieved the laptop bag he’d left behind the counter before moving to Niall’s table, then said goodbye to his cousin. He went to the door, shrugging into his own raincoat. Niall was there a minute later. Neither of them said anything else until they were outside. Halfway down the block Niall glanced over at Geoffrey and said, “Was I mistaken or might you be interested in spending the evening with me?”

Geoffrey’s heart rejoiced. “You were not mistaken. I know where we could go. It’s not my own, but it is discreet.”

“I’m at your disposal. Lead on, Mr. Anand.” They walked a block without saying anything else. “Forgive me if I go silent. I’m a bit nervy.”

“Do call me Geoffrey. I read your interview, from York. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“It was a long time ago.” Niall glanced over at him again. “But thank you. I haven’t been ... living a full life, one might say, until quite recently. I’m not used to it yet.”

There was so much Geoffrey wanted to say to that. The other man – taller, older, and in Geoffrey’s opinion quite devastatingly handsome – could have taken him against an alley wall and he would have called the day good. The thought startled him; it was a thought he’d never had before. You don’t really know him, he reminded himself. But that Niall was nervous, perhaps in need of comfort, and capable of saying so made Geoffrey feel ... important, he realized. Trusted. Valued. Eventually he said, “Mr. Phelps, I should consider it an honor to provide any comfort you require.”

“Do call me Niall.” His voice – a marvelous voice, he might have been an actor, one could quite easily imagine him on stage – was warm. They walked on. Geoffrey didn’t want to hail a cab. It was more discreet to arrive on foot, the place he had in mind wasn’t that far away, and the rhythm of their steps was hypnotic. Niall moved like a racehorse. It was the effortless, almost lazy grace that went with power. Geoffrey couldn’t help imagining the body under the raincoat, under the jeans and the cashmere pullover. The rain had let up, and the sky was still light when they reached their destination. It looked like any other townhouse. Niall didn’t say anything as they went in, as Geoffrey addressed the well-dressed person in the small office inside, or as they went upstairs. The room they went into was a bed-sit, with a sizable bed occupying most of the space and a small couch defining the sitting area. The couch faced a TV screen; on one side of it was a well-stocked bar cart and on the other, the door to a private washroom. “A well-appointed room, Geoffrey. I didn’t know such things existed.”

“They charge by the tot,” Geoffrey said, smiling. “One generally brings a bottle of one’s own.”

Niall laughed. “I’d like a drink. And I’ll pay for it.” The phrase landed between them with a thud. He suddenly wondered if he’d misunderstood. Geoffrey clearly saw that hesitation, that uncertainty. He moved his head a few degrees, smile fading, inviting clarification. Niall quickly reviewed the encounter so far. The other man was dressed much as he was. He’d been working, not soliciting. But this couldn’t be left unsaid; there was Janis to consider. “I’ve not thoroughly misread this, have I?”

“I’m not a prostitute,” Geoffrey said neutrally. “And I don’t generally pick up men at my cousin’s restaurant. I felt I knew you, so I’ve taken the chance of bringing you here. It didn’t occur to me you might think I expected payment.”

“I didn’t. I don’t. I beg your pardon, I’m doing this so badly.” Niall took a step backward, toward the entry door. He didn’t go out, though. 

Geoffrey saw the anxiety on his face, along with the wish for reassurance. He’d had a moment like this before. It was almost to be expected when one was open – within reason, though there was little enough reason behind his present feeling of ‘I must’ – to chance encounters. He held up a hand as if to say ‘wait,’ and went to the bar cart. “Gin, whisky, or port?”

“Whisky, please.”

That was Geoffrey’s drink too. He poured into two glasses, took them over to Niall – still standing by the door – and held one out to him. He took it, studying Geoffrey’s face with an intensity that was almost unnerving. “Niall. Shall we drink to understanding?”

“To understanding.” Niall’s voice was slightly hoarse. They clinked glasses, and drank. Niall never took his gaze from Geoffrey’s face. “Christ, you’re beautiful.”

“I’d the same thought a moment ago.” Geoffrey leaned in a little, lifting his face. Niall closed the distance and kissed him. It would have been so easy to simply ravish each other. The desire – indeed, the intention – was there. But perhaps the understanding that they drank to was already growing. While each put an arm around the other, and each opened his mouth for that enchanting kiss, neither of them pushed or pulled or did anything else to disturb the balance that both felt was delicately held. When Niall lifted his head and they each took a breath, Geoffrey stepped back. “Will you stay?”

“Need you ask?” Niall stepped past him, going to the couch and collapsing onto it. “What a lovely mouth you have.” Geoffrey smiled. He’d actually been told that before. “Why are you single? Or are you?”

“I am.” Geoffrey sat beside him, wishing they were ready to go to bed and knowing they weren’t, quite. “I have lovers, people I’ve known who know me and appreciate my ... difficulties. We see each other as needed. We all prefer it to the club scene. We’re all on rather an extended hiatus from dating.”

He gave ‘dating’ such a revolted emphasis that Niall couldn’t help smiling. He focused on something else. “What difficulties?”

“I live with my parents, for one.” Niall laughed. Geoffrey was still smiling. “London is expensive, my parents have room, and while they can be relied on to present me periodically with a prospective bride, they have yet to present me with an ultimatum.”

“For one,” Niall said. “Mine would be my very minor celebrity. And my connection with Janis. We’re very close.”

“So I’ve gathered, from her social media.” There was a hint of a question in his voice. Niall certainly heard it. “May I inquire?”

“You may.” Niall had been thinking about it - how much to say, because something had to be said - on the way to the hotel. “We are not lovers.” There was more he wanted to say. He stifled the urge. It was far too early for that. He did add, “Her well-being is essential to my own happiness,” because that was true. It also went quite a way toward explaining why he was, himself, still single.

Geoffrey nodded. That might not have been all Niall meant to say, but it was all Geoffrey needed to hear. He was having a rather fantastical thought, and it was far too early to share it. Perhaps after he and Niall made love, after they knew if this was to be a one-time affair or if they might make more of it. Except Geoffrey had to leave the next day. He was going to Wales to work on an article, and would be gone for the better part of a week. So, recklessly, he said, “My other difficulty is that I like to be made love to by men, and I also like to make love to women. When I say ‘lovers’ I actually mean two people, the same people, a man and a woman. I’ve known them for years. They know about each other. We’re all friends, in fact.” He stopped talking, because Niall’s face had gone blank and Geoffrey didn’t know him well enough to know what that might portend. Hell, he thought. Hell and shit and bloody damnation. “I’m sorry,” he said, and gulped some whisky. “I can’t imagine that’s what you wanted to hear.”

You have no idea, Niall thought. He set down his own glass, took Geoffrey’s out of his hand and set it aside, and pulled the other man to him. The next time they separated, it was only to move over to the bed. “How do you stay so fit,” Niall said absently, some time later. They were both naked, both thoroughly aroused. Taking a moment to see, and to touch, the entirety of each other. Geoffrey had seen and enjoyed those long limbs, the pale skin contrasting deliciously with his own. Now Niall ran both hands down Geoffrey’s back, then his legs, caressing a calf, bending to kiss the back of a knee. He lingered there. Geoffrey made a sound that said he wanted more. “Your answer, if you please, sir.”

Geoffrey laughed into the pillow. “An answer for every kiss. I write adventure stories.” His reward was another lingering kiss, behind the other knee. “I have to do research. One can’t write about a person skiing the Alps without at least attempting to ski the Alps.” Another kiss, ascending the back of a thigh.

“One actually could,” Niall pointed out. “If one assumed that one’s reader had never skied the Alps.” He kissed the other thigh, apparently a bonus.

“Most people haven’t,” Geoffrey agreed. “I like to know that of which I speak. It’s led me up mountains and down rivers.” Another kiss, higher up the back of his leg. Tongue and teeth and hot breath. God, he thought, feeling his cock twitch against the sheet. “Across glaciers and deserts. I don’t care for deserts.” Another kiss, on the other leg, accompanied by a soft laugh. Geoffrey was losing his mind. “I like beaches. Ocean or lake. Perhaps it’s water I like. God, Niall, I can’t think when you do that.” Niall’s mouth was at the top of his thigh, open as if about to take a bite of his arse, and then he did. Geoffrey uttered a sound that wasn’t a word, hips jerking against the bed.

“Oh, you like that, my lovely. So do I.” Niall was on him then, hips pressed to Geoffrey’s, erection thrust between his thighs. He had his teeth in Geoffrey’s trapezius a moment later, not too hard. Enough to remind them both what animals they were. Geoffrey pushed up against him, getting his hips right up off the bed so that Niall’s cock slid against his own. “Holy mother of God.”

Geoffrey laughed out loud. “I want you in.”

“I shouldn’t. I didn’t plan. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. On the nightstand.” Lube, next to a condom.

“Where’d that come from?” Niall hadn’t been noticing much in his haste to get his kit off. “Travel with it, do you?” He reached over to get both things, prayerfully glad to see them since he hadn’t even thought of it. Of course, he hadn’t been expecting anything like this today. “Thank God for you.”

Geoffrey pushed up again, hearing the condom wrapper rip. Get in me, you beautiful man. “Had a thought I’d visit my friend later.”

“He’ll miss you.” Niall had the lube now. A little in his hand, and then his hand around Geoffrey’s cock. Slowly, as if he really liked the way it felt. Brushing his thumb across the tip. Geoffrey bucked underneath him, gasping into the pillow. “Will you spend in my hand, love?”

“Yes, but after. After. Now. Niall.” Geoffrey knew he sounded desperate, and perhaps senseless. Evidently Niall got the sense of it. He took his hand away, and then it was at Geoffrey’s arse. First the lube alone, then a thumb. Geoffrey’s head went back, neck arching.

“Choirs of angels, you’re a lovely creature. Shall I have you?” Another caress with the lube, then a push. Slow. Killingly slow. “Your back, love. You’re like a gazelle.” Niall braced himself on one hand, swept the other up into Geoffrey’s hair, then down his spine. “Arch for me, sweetheart.” Geoffrey made an animal sound and complied. Niall pushed further in, leaning forward to get one arm around Geoffrey’s ribs, pulling him up to hands and knees in a surge of unexpected strength. Niall was breathing harshly, past speaking, and Geoffrey was past thinking. Only wanting. He pushed back, wanting it deeper, spreading his legs to accept Niall’s strokes. He was close to climax himself, but he wanted that first, he wanted all of it. Niall was gripping his hips, holding him steady. Suddenly he said “Jesus!” and Geoffrey felt him go, the pulse of him, the curve of his body against Geoffrey’s backside. He was motionless for a moment, panting. Then, still inside, he reached around and took Geoffrey in hand again. “You utter beauty. Let’s have you. There, my lovely. Holy Christ, give it to me, there, now.” Geoffrey convulsed, coming hard. He might have collapsed if not for Niall’s arm around his ribs again, holding him up. Another moment without moving. “All right, sweetheart?”

“I’m all right.” He had his balance. Niall took his hand away, then his arm, withdrawing with care and stepping off the bed. Geoffrey slid down, letting his mind go blank for a minute. He felt rather than saw Niall return, placing the whisky glasses on the nightstand. Then he was gone again. Geoffrey heard water running. A minute later Niall was there with a warm damp cloth, tending to him.
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Not too much later they were lying together, holding each other loosely, gazing at each other. “This is not what I expected from this day,” Niall said. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-four.” He knew Niall was five years older. “When were you last in London?”

“Before this tour, not since December of 2014. One year after I lost Oliver. That was not a good year.” An understatement, avoiding the confession of just how seductive the Thames had seemed, cold and gray and blessedly final. “If I had not had Janis waiting for me, relying on me, I’m not entirely sure I’d have survived.”

“Poor darling.” Geoffrey brushed a hand up his cheek. “I’m glad you had her. You had each other. Did you know her music before?”

“I didn’t. I went to America on impulse. It was either America or Russia. The people I worked with said, don’t go to Russia unless you want to come home an alcoholic. Of course, they hadn’t seen Janis in a bar.” That got the intended laugh. “You recognized her. Us.”

“I have all her records. I’m mad about her. Went to the concert at Cambridge.” They talked about that, about the tour, about Janis for quite a while. Then Geoffrey said, “Do you always talk like that in bed? I liked it.”

“I’ve never talked so much in my life.” Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure why. “You liked the blasphemy?” Geoffrey laughed, closing his eyes and  shaking his head as if to say ‘the other things, you ninny.’ So Niall said, “You liked being called sweetheart, and lovely, and beauty. You’re all of those.” He was about to say something else, something needy like ‘can I see you again,’ but managed to stop himself.

Geoffrey was studying him. What did you not say. “I have to go to Wales tomorrow. I’ve made arrangements, I have appointments. I’ll be gone most of a week. Research for an article. It’s due in three weeks so I can’t put it off. But could I see you when I’m back in town? Will you still be here?”

Niall knew that if he told Janis he needed more time in London, she wouldn’t even ask why. He also knew that if he woke up the next day feeling the same way he did in this moment, he and Janis might be in deep trouble. It might have been wiser to say ‘maybe,’ and wave it off. Instead he said, “We’ll be here. I’d be delighted to see you again. Do you have to go home tonight?”

“No.” Geoffrey leaned in and kissed him. “How did you come by these?” He traced a finger under Niall’s hazel eyes, golden brown mixed with mossy green, fringed with brown lashes and gazing back at him with concentration. “I’ve never met a red-haired person with dark eyes. Tiger eyes. They’re beautiful.”

“I prefer the term ‘auburn,’ but in view of the compliment I’ll accept ‘red.’ My father’s the same. His hair’s gone sandy now at sixty.” And a bit thin, Niall thought. But the eyes were still the same, and his mother didn’t seem to mind the hair.

“Only twenty-one when you were born?”

“And married with my mother’s father’s foot on his neck.” Geoffrey laughed again. “She was eighteen. They managed, though. Once they got over the shock of being married, they realized they rather liked it. He works in a brewery, and she as a bookkeeper. I have a brother and a sister, Allan and Marianne. He works in Aberdeen. She’s a veterinary nurse in Newmarket.” It was a lot of detail. He’d never told a lover so much at all, let alone so much so early. Except for Oliver.

Geoffrey didn’t know if Niall usually spoke so openly. He doubted it, and therefore appreciated it. The confidences added to his feeling of being trusted, of being important. “I have a brother as well, he’s two years older. His name is Wellington, poor bastard.” It was Niall’s turn to laugh, imagining the nicknames. “He’s a banker like my father, he’s married and has two children.”

“Your parents must be happy. Mine were ecstatic when Allan and his wife hatched a chick.” That was enough about his family. He wanted – maybe needed – to see if there were points where he and this mysterious man might converge. “They’ve never quite grasped what it is I do. Neither of them has the slightest inclination to travel.”

“My parents have been home to India twice since coming to England. They don’t go anywhere else. They think I’m mad to travel all over, alone. My mother does a lot of volunteer work with immigrants, she hears such terrible things. She says, why can’t you write poetry, you can do that at home. My father likes my books, though.”

“I shall have to look them up.” There were so many things Niall wanted to say. He could lie here all night gazing at Geoffrey. The man was stunningly beautiful, temple art made flesh. It was almost unfair that he was also intelligent, well-spoken, charming. Niall realized his fingers were twined with Geoffrey’s. He never wanted to let go. He needed to talk to Janis. 

Geoffrey could tell Niall was thinking hard. He knew the nature of the other man’s work must make any kind of relationship difficult. And then there was Janis. What’s the absolute least of him I could live with, he asked himself, not even wondering why. He felt he could spend the rest of his life in this room, in this bed, with this man, and be happy. They were touching only at the hand now; that alone was enough. “Are you hungry at all, darling?”

“Not enough to matter. I don’t want to go out.” Niall wasn’t sure if that was what Geoffrey had been getting at. He wasn’t sure what ‘darling’ meant. It didn’t seem the casual, almost careless name-substitute one commonly heard from actors, or musicians, or those who traveled with them. He wasn’t sure what he’d meant when he called the younger man ‘love,’ either. That was an endearment previously applied only to two people: Oliver and Janis. He suddenly felt the need to say that. This is not what I usually do, this is not how I usually am, if this is what I believe – what I fear – it is, he has to know. “You asked a question earlier. I didn’t fully answer. No, I don’t usually talk in bed. And I haven’t called anyone sweetheart, or love, since Oliver. Except Janis,” he added, because he wanted to be honest. 

“I don’t call anyone darling, either.” Geoffrey pressed close, tucking his face into the curve of Niall’s neck. “I’m feeling rather overwhelmed.”

“So am I.”

They slept for a while. When they woke, they kissed again for quite a while. There was no urgency. They made love in a different way, a way that again suited them both right down to the ground. They talked again, and slept again. When the window was pale with dawn light, Niall turned his head to see Geoffrey gazing at him, those soft dark eyes full of contentment, and worry, and something painfully close to love. “There’s something you should know,” he said. Geoffrey closed his eyes for a moment, as if he were afraid this was going to be ‘I can’t stay,’ or ‘I won’t come back,’ or perhaps simply ‘once more, then goodbye.’ Niall couldn’t have said any of those things under torture. “Janis and I. I told you we are not lovers. But we are in love. It’s a frightful situation and neither of us knows what to do.”

I do, Geoffrey thought on a flood of sudden hope. He couldn’t say it. Not until – or unless – by some miracle Niall invited him to meet Janis again.
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It was still early when they left the hotel and began the walk back to St. John’s Wood. Niall tried to watch Geoffrey without watching, dreading the moment they’d part. He would miss that feeling of rightness, of fitting together, of ease. And, of course, his beauty. He really is like a gazelle, he thought. Taller than average, though not as tall as Niall. Light-framed and graceful, with an alertness that promised a quick escape from the wrong approach. He must have left countless frustrated pursuers in his wake. Yet he’d yielded to Niall, in every sense, with complete and irresistible abandon.

Geoffrey wanted to hold Niall’s hand. He wanted to cancel his trip. He wanted to say ‘run away with me.’ He did none of those things. Then they were at a corner, and Niall stopped walking. “I’m this way,” he said, indicating a change of direction. “Shall I call you later?”

“I wish you would.” They’d exchanged numbers. Geoffrey would have asked, if Niall hadn’t. “I’ll be on the train to Cardiff. Nothing to do but think of you.” That was too much, too desperate; he almost said something else to wave it away. 

But Niall leaned close and kissed him, the merest brush of his mouth across Geoffrey’s. “May I speak to Janis about you? I want her to know.” Geoffrey’s smile was all the answer he needed. Throwing caution to the winds, Niall took the other man’s head between his hands, stroking his thumbs up Geoffrey’s cheekbones, kissing his eyebrows and his nose and then his mouth. “If I don’t back away now we’ll be nicked for indecency. I’ll call you.” He let go, stood away, took another step back. Geoffrey couldn’t speak. Niall sketched a wave, walked backward for a few steps, may have seen from Geoffrey’s expression that he was about to collide with a signpost. He stopped, said “Be off with you or you’ll miss your train,” with almost visible effort turned around, and walked away.
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Geoffrey let himself into his parents’ house, hoping to achieve his room before they saw him – he was in a state clearly indicative of the manner in which he’d spent the night, a manner which his parents both preferred to pretend he never indulged – but walked straight into the pair of them coming through the hall. “Good morning,” he said, dodging all questions, and fled up the stairs. By the time he was showered, dressed, and packed his father had left for work and his mother was on the phone with an embassy. Geoffrey leaned in to kiss her, mimed ‘I’ll call you,’ and made his escape.

All the way to the station Geoffrey knew he wanted to write, something in verse, as soon as the train was away. He hadn’t written about a relationship for years. He wasn’t even sure this was a relationship, but he generally went where the writing impulse took him. The only problem was that as soon as they were off, he realized the words coming to him weren’t his own. ‘Whoever loved that loved not at first sight.’

****
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Meanwhile Niall had texted Janis to let her know he was en route. His mind was racing. He was nearly certain that Geoffrey felt the same way he did, nearly certain that there was a way they could make this work. ‘Nearly certain’ wasn’t enough. Thank God we don’t have to travel right now. They had no commitments. They had time to sort it out, if by some miracle Janis was willing to try. He was nearly certain that Geoffrey would be.

She was waiting for him, failing to hide her anxiety. They had coffee and breakfast. Niall told her a lot about the night, without telling her everything about his night’s companion. Then she said, “Would you please stop dodging and tell me what’s going on? I’m in a panic that you’re about to run off and leave me.”

“I know you are.” Niall turned away from the basin, drying his hands. He leaned against the counter. “I’ll remind you his name is Geoffrey Anand. He’s thirty-four, he’s a writer. A novelist, and writes travel pieces for the glossies. He owns every one of your records, he’s bi, and he thinks you’re lovely. We talked about you half the night.”

Janis stared at him. “What are you telling me?” 

“Well it’s everything but the effing guitar, isn’t it?” He saw her remember the not-even-half-serious conversation they’d had eighteen months ago, the first time they openly acknowledged that they loved each other, and not simply in the way of friends. The conversation in which they had each articulated the wish for a third person, someone whose love they could share, someone who might make it possible for them to stay together. They had never spoken of it since. It had never seemed truly possible. He waited half a minute for her to say something. “Would you meet him again?”

Janis closed her eyes for a moment as if she were reconnecting with reality. She inhaled audibly and looked back up at Niall. “Are you proposing that we ... ménage?”

He crossed the room in a rush and knelt at her feet. “Could we perhaps start with a proper dîner à trois? Would you consider it? I do love you so.”

“I love you too.” She bent to kiss his forehead, then his mouth. He took her hands in his, lifted them to his lips for kisses. He knew she saw the hope in his heart. “Call him, sweetheart. Let’s have dinner.”
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Chapter 2
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Geoffrey was on the platform at Cardiff before his phone buzzed with a text notification. He’d begun to think that Niall had had second thoughts, that ‘I’ll call you’ had meant the opposite. He should have known better. Hello sweetheart, Janis and I had a chat this morning. She’d like to invite you to dine with us when you’re back in town. Might you be willing?

Geoffrey texted back immediately: I’d be delighted. What does one bring to dinner with one’s favorite musician?

Only your lovely person. How is Wales today? We’ve bloody rain a-bloody-gain

Geoffrey laughed. Sunny today. It won’t last. Console yourself with the vision of me on a motorbike in the inevitable downpour

A motorbike?! Are you mad? You’ve managed to derail my thoughts of joining you with a single word

I could rent a car instead

Niall was all too tempted to say ‘do.’ Get on with you. Hurry up and write. He almost added ‘come back to me’ but settled for Be safe, my dear sir.

Geoffrey replied with I will, talk to you soon, did not add ‘I’ll miss you,’ and went to see about his transport.

Wales was one of his favorite places, and he knew it well. Which was a good thing, because his attention to his itinerary was continually interrupted by memories of his night with Niall, and speculation about meeting Janis again. She called, on his second night away. Niall had given Geoffrey her number, a mark of profound trust. He picked up as soon as he saw the caller ID. “Good evening, Ms. Vaughn. I hope you’re well.”

“I’m great,” she said. “How’s Wales?”

“Tell Mr. Phelps if it rains any harder I’ll need a snorkel.”

She laughed. “He’ll be so happy to hear that. We’ve been underwater all week. Listen, I think he mentioned to you that I’d like to meet you again. Could you come to dinner next week?” She mentioned a day and a time. “I do not cook and you really don’t want him to, so we’ll have it catered at our flat.”

“I’d be delighted,” he told her, as he’d told Niall. It was all the more true now that he knew it would be a dinner at home. That made him wonder if Niall might have had the same thought he’d had himself. If the three of them might find things to discuss that were best discussed in private. “Can I contribute?”

“You can tell me all about Wales. I’ve never been there, or Ireland. But don’t let me take up all your time, I know you’re working.  We’ll see you next week. Oh, and I’ll call you to re-confirm.”

No need, he thought. Nothing would get between him and this meeting. But he said, “I look forward to speaking with you again.” They ended the call, and he went straight to the bar, downstairs from his room, for a whisky. All he wanted to do was call Niall and ask what this really meant. Instead he had his drink, then went back upstairs to write. He was working on three separate things. One was the article for the travel magazine. The second was a draft of a new novel. The third was a journal of his thoughts about Niall, and about Janis, and about the future.
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On Geoffrey’s last day in Wales, Janis called again and they confirmed the dinner date. An hour later, Niall called. “Hello love. Will you make your deadline?”

“The article’s nearly finished,” Geoffrey said. They’d spoken every day. Each time, he knew, they had come closer to saying things that were probably premature. Talking about work was their so-far-successful strategy to avoid toppling off a cliff together before they knew they had a safe place to land. “These things never take long once I’ve done the legwork. This new novel is a blooming nightmare, though.”

“Why, what’s happening?” Niall couldn’t keep the laugh out of his voice.

“This hero of mine. He was meant to be one sort of person, and now he’s said no, sorry, I’m buggering off this direction instead and you’ll come along and like it.” He sighed, but he was smiling, because Niall was laughing. “I’ve all this research for his back story and now the bastard’s simply sauntered away from it, two fingers up, laughing in my face. I’ll have a hell of a time rewriting.”

“You can’t give him a good shake and put him back where he belongs?”

“I really can’t. Once a character comes to life I know I’ve got something. So I have to make the story fit him, not the other way round. I tried, you know, once before.”

“Had another who was noncompliant?”

“Like trying to put a sodding squid in a box,” Geoffrey said, with feeling. “Tentacles flailing about taking hold of everything he oughtn’t. Anyway I forced the issue, and it was an abject failure. I learned that my readers don’t give a toss about plot if they love a character.  The comments were instructive. So, since I did love the squid, I rewrote the thing to suit him, and now it’s one of my best-reviewed.”

Niall had been trying to stifle more laughter since ‘squid,’ and failed at its second occurrence. He got himself in order. “Which one was that?” Geoffrey told him. “I’ll read it again, see if I can tell where he took over.”

“You’ve read it?”

“Angel eyes, I’ve read them all. What else was I to do?”

God, you piece of utter perfection. It was all Geoffrey could do not to say ‘love me forever.’ Instead he said, “Back in town tomorrow. See you the day after.”

“I look forward to it.” Niall’s voice was low, warm, caressing. “Travel safe home.” He disconnected without another word. He’d heard ‘love me’ in Geoffrey’s voice, and it was all he could do not to say ‘I will.’
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It was Niall, not Janis, who met Geoffrey at the door. So after a civil greeting, and after the door was closed, it was possible that they could kiss hello. “I’ve missed your mouth,” Niall said a minute later, very softly, as if he knew they might be overheard.

“The same.” Geoffrey stood away.

“Come through to the parlor.” Then there was Janis, and she was gracious. Better than gracious: she was friendly, introducing the subject of her tours with Niall without delay, almost as if to say ‘he is essential to me.’ Geoffrey had the distinct impression that the subtext was ‘and thus you are of interest to me.’ He did wonder what she already knew. Niall was telling road stories, managing the conversation as well as he must manage the tours. Geoffrey listened to everything that was unsaid.

After a while Janis suggested dinner, so they all went through to the dining room where they were served by a polite helper. Now Janis asked questions about Geoffrey and his history, which somehow led to talk of marriage. He told her about his parents and their gentle but inexorable pressure. “You haven’t wanted to?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, with a glance at Niall, “there are reasons a traditional marriage would be difficult for me.” He paused for a sip of champagne. Then he went for it. “A partner such as, for example, Mr. Phelps would not be the partner my parents would choose.”

“Do call me Niall, pet.” Niall appreciated the implication that he might be the partner Geoffrey would choose. He didn’t intentionally make his voice sound that way, the way it had when his mouth was on Geoffrey’s skin. Janis glanced over at him, though, with an expression between merriment and apprehension.

Geoffrey smiled. “And the partner of my parents’ choice would most likely not welcome the presence of Niall in my life. But having met Niall, I’m not at all sure I could do without him.” Geoffrey’s hand was on the table. Niall’s hand covered it.

“Holy wow,” Janis said. “Geoffrey, have you been in love before? Oh my God, I’m sorry, that’s so much none of my business.” She buried her nose in her glass.

“It is your business though,” he said. “I’ve an idea how important Niall is to you. I’ve spoken with touring artists before, I know how difficult that life is. And the answer is yes. I had my heart broken at university. It was a good experience.” In the sense of ‘instructive.’

“I had one of those too,” she said. “And it was good experience. I recently got out of a long-term off-and-on thing with a man back in California, another musician, a teacher.”

Geoffrey nodded. “Mr. Goldman.” She looked surprised. “I read the liner notes. I understand you’re in England indefinitely?”

“I just started discussing the possibility of a USO tour. Niall and I spoke about that this week, while you were away. Not even close to deciding when, or for how long, or where we would be going. There is some unfinished business for us both here, and frankly, Geoffrey, you’re part of that.” He was startled; it surely showed on his face. “Because I am relatively certain that Niall couldn’t do without you, either.”

“Janis!” It was as close to a yelp as Niall had ever heard come out of his mouth. Oh my Christ what are you doing Janis not yet -

“I’m sorry, precious, I know I’m overstepping. Forget I said that,” she told Geoffrey.

“How could I?” He was looking at Niall. “The thing about having been in love,” he said slowly, “is that one knows what it feels like. I haven’t gone looking for it. It came to me before as a surprise. Not unlike being in a curry shop on a rainy day, and seeing the sun come in.”

After a moment in which none of them moved or spoke, Janis said, “Do you write romance novels? Because you totally should.”

Geoffrey gazed at Niall, who seemed on the verge of tears. “I write about overcoming obstacles. Adventure stories. But I think my next will have a romance.”

Niall stood up and said to Janis, while looking at Geoffrey, “Darling, would you excuse us for a moment?” She said something that appeared to be affirmative, but neither man really heard her. Niall took hold of Geoffrey’s hand as soon as they were through the dining-room door. A few seconds later they were through another door, and then the door was closed. Geoffrey’s back was against the wall. Niall’s hands were in his hair and they were kissing, open-mouthed and desperate. 

Geoffrey’s hands were on Niall’s face and he could feel that yes, there were tears. “Don’t cry,” he managed. “I love you. I know it’s too soon. I love you.”

“I love you too. Oh God, what are we to do.” It sounded like a genuine prayer. More kisses. “I need you.”

“I need you too.” They were both fiercely aroused. The idea of having each other while Janis waited two rooms away made it worse. Going back in this condition was unthinkable. Not touching each other was impossible. Niall dropped to his knees and a moment later had Geoffrey free, in his hand, and then in his mouth. Geoffrey made some kind of muffled sound, one hand in Niall’s hair and the other arm over his own mouth. It took no time. He’d spent the last week dreaming of this. He was breathing hard, head resting on the wall, when Niall stood up and kissed him again, pressing against him. His urgency was unmistakable. Geoffrey laid a hand on his face, brushed his hair back and said, “Darling. May I?” He had his other hand on Niall now and couldn’t remember undoing his trousers. Perhaps they’d done it together. “In my mouth?” God, he wanted that again, and naked this time, as Niall had done it.

Niall’s own mouth was on Geoffrey’s neck. “I think you could bring me off just saying that.” His voice was a vibration, a shiver, the breeze that lifted a single fallen leaf from the pavement.

“In my mouth,” Geoffrey said again, lingering over the words as he meant to linger over the act, feeling Niall’s cock jump in his hand. He moved, took half a step, putting Niall’s back against the wall now. “I’ll have you in my mouth.” Another reaction, and a sound that was close to a whimper. Geoffrey knelt down and put his mouth to that cock. Slow, tantalizing, not wanting to miss a single twitch or shudder or choked breath from the man who was on fire under his touch. He could have taken all night for this, but Janis waited. He bit down gently, heard the gasp from above, then drew away enough to say, “Fuck my mouth, you tiger.” Niall growled as if he’d transform into that very thing, and did what Geoffrey asked. Geoffrey gripped Niall’s hips, Niall held his head, and a minute later it was all over.

“Christ,” Niall said faintly. His knees felt weak; only the wall kept him upright. “How long?” Then, “Shit, I’m sorry, I should have –”

“We’ll deal with it.” A distressed sound. Geoffrey got to his feet, none too steadily. “Darling. To the best of my knowledge I’m free of issues, and I’m not afraid of you. We’ll make certain soon. I couldn’t have waited another second. All right?” Eye contact, a nod. “We’d better go back. Have you a washroom?”

“I do, thank God.” They both giggled then, trying to stifle it, hoping they’d been as quiet as they’d tried to be. They tidied up, settled themselves, and went back to the dining room. There was no concealing what they’d been up to, though they hoped the full extent of it wasn’t clear. Janis didn’t mention it.

As proper as a trio of diplomats, they carried on through dessert and coffee, genteel conversation, and then the suggestion of brandy and music. The helper went away. They went back to the parlor and Janis played the piano, a waltz. Geoffrey mentioned dancing; Janis got excited; Niall denied all knowledge and Geoffrey nearly said ‘I’ll teach you’ to both of them. Then the conversation shifted to what she’d been recording that day at Abbey Road. One of the pieces was a tango, a not-well-known instrumental piece called ‘Un Beso.’ Geoffrey knew it. Janis got excited all over again, and offered to play her version of it. “I mean, if you’d like to hear it. And crap, I hope we’re talking about the same thing.”

He was smiling, one hand on Niall’s leg. “I think we must be, don’t you? Do you have that record?” She nodded. “After you play, would you like me to teach you some tango?” Her face was answer enough. “Niall, I do see why you love her so.”

Janis turned to the piano without another word. She didn’t begin to play immediately. It seemed she was in communion with the instrument. After a minute she turned her head and made eye contact with Niall. He couldn’t help reacting, because in her eyes he saw ‘Is it possible?’ And in his heart was only ‘Please let it be so.’ She began to play, and for the first time Niall was conscious of the song’s title and what it meant: a kiss. Eight minutes later, she stopped playing and looked at Geoffrey. “Oh my Christ,” he said. “If you played that at a milonga, people would weep.” He’d nearly wept himself.
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Not much later, they were dancing. Niall sorted out the music, leaving the room at some point. Geoffrey knew it wasn’t because he couldn’t bear to watch. They’d made eye contact, confirming the few words they’d shared while Janis was out of the room. Events were moving faster than Geoffrey had dared dream. He and Niall had not explicitly discussed Geoffrey’s genuine attraction to Janis, but he was now confident that she was also attracted to him. And she liked him. Two out of three factors essential to a possible future for all of them. Does she want this, he wondered, holding her close. Hoping his body spoke to hers as clearly as her music had spoken to him.

He tuned in to the music again and stopped dancing. They stood still. Geoffrey listened to ‘Un Beso’ and to Janis breathing, slightly shallow, slightly fast. He turned his head a few degrees and kissed her cheek. “You’re a lovely dancer. Should I stand away?” He was aroused too, she had to be aware, and he didn’t want to offend.

“What did Niall tell you?” she asked, very softly.

“He told me that he hoped to stay with you forever. He told me that he loved you very much, and hoped I’d love you too. Then he said he wouldn’t mind if I kissed you, or if you kissed me. Would you mind?”

“God, no.” She turned her head, and he kissed her. She was glorious, passionate, uninhibited. It had been a long time since Geoffrey kissed a woman who cared for another man, who needed him to care for that other man too. If he hadn’t already begun to care for Janis he would still have tried to make this kiss reassure her, not only entice her. This kiss had to tell her that he wouldn’t try to take Niall away from her, that he was there for her too, if she’d have him. They were both trembling when he lifted his head, long minutes later. “Geoffrey.”

“Yes, love.”

“Is Niall here?”

“No.”

“I am inclined to care about you, because he cares about you. And I am inclined to trust you, because he trusts you.” She stopped.

Geoffrey thought he knew what she was trying to say. His hand stroked down her back, then up into her hair. “Likewise.” But he waited. The stakes were too high for guesswork.

She made eye contact. “Would you please go find him, and ask him if it’s all right if I take you to bed?” He didn’t say anything, only kissed her again, and left the room. She was standing there with her eyes closed, arms wrapped around herself, when Niall came in again. He didn’t have to speak. “Precious.”

“You blooming miracle.” He put his arm around her and walked her out of the room. She kept her eyes closed until they were in her room, where Geoffrey waited. Niall wasn’t sure what to do now. “Do you want me to stay?”

“Would you? Could you?” Her voice held the same uncertainty he was feeling.

Niall was relieved that she wanted him there. “Of course. You realize I’ve never done this before either.” Janis leaned back against him, Geoffrey leaned
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