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Synopsis

Ian Baines seems to have it all—a career as a hotshot
software programmer in Silicon Valley, a beautiful wife and family,
a nice house in an upscale San Francisco neighborhood, and a past
that he’s mostly managed to forget. Life takes an unexpected turn
for Ian when he finds himself in Paris for a three-month work
project where he meets former fashion photographer Luca Sparks. The
unlikely friendship grows and Ian sees a new side to life as Luca
takes him on a journey through the glamorous and lustrous Paris
nightlife. But something strange starts to happen during their
adventures in Paris—the two start to fall in love. Both battle
their own demons on the road to self-discovery, ultimately learning
how to come to peace with their feelings and their pasts.
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Dedication

For my father, who taught me never to waste a
day.


Part One:Well Enough is Alone

The word photography is taken from the combination of
two Greek words—Phos, meaning light, and Graphé, meaning a drawing.
Together, the word literally means a drawing of light. The origin
of the modern word is often disputed, but Wikipedia credits Sir
John Herschel, an Englishman, with formally introducing the word to
the public during a lecture to the Royal Society in London, on
March 14, 1839.


Chapter One—Chrome and Coding

The first time I saw a Mapplethorpe print, I was
twenty years old. It was my junior year in college, and I had gone
with my roommate to New York City on spring break.

I spent my college years in the middle of Vermont, a
few hours north of New York by car. I attended a small private
college, just a cluster of cozy brick buildings tucked into a
valley away from all the big cities of the world and covered by a
blanket of thick, soft, rolling snow for most of the time I was
there.

I can’t say what made me choose that school in
particular. I had never seen it, except in brochures and pamphlets,
before I stepped off a bus at the age of eighteen in the little
town that lay just beyond the boundaries of the campus. I arrived
with a backpack and a single duffle bag that held enough clothes
for a week, a set of notebooks, and a few toiletries.

I only wanted two things out of college at that
point—to study engineering and to get as far away from my native
California as possible. Growing up among the perfectly manicured
lawns of Menlo Park on the San Francisco Peninsula had left me with
a wild urge to get out and break away. I wanted college to be more
than the long sleepy days of fading sun, the endless freeways, and
the dry expanses of the Northern California coast that seemed to
swallow you in one giant gulp. At eighteen, that world seemed like
a fantasy I wanted desperately to grow out of. California was like
a bike with training wheels, and I wanted to get out on my own. I
didn’t figure at the time I’d spend my college years in a Currier
and Ives painting, but I had no way of knowing what it would turn
out to be like.

My parents, who were probably a lot smarter than I
ever gave them credit for, agreed to let me go to Vermont only
after I had made it abundantly clear I wouldn’t be attending any of
the schools they’d presented. Their suggestions included the
majority of the California State University System, all schools
infinitely closer and infinitely more affordable than the one I
ended up picking. They insisted there was a lot to see in
California, and I could surely find whatever I was looking for
without crossing the country. But I wanted to be different. I knew
there was more to the world, and I wanted to see it, taste it,
touch it, be part of it. When I was accepted to the tiny
engineering program at a small Vermont school nestled in the Green
Mountains, I jumped at the chance without a second thought about
anything. Including the snow.

The snow in Vermont starts in the first weeks of
October or sometimes even in late September. At school, the first
few dustings of white always brought a sense of romance with them,
setting the campus into a deep Robert Frost spell. We would bundle
up in our winter jackets or sit around the cafeteria with hot cups
of coffee, studying and looking out the windows at the magic of
stars floating silently to earth. By the time Christmas break
rolled around, the snow sat along the edges of the streets and
campus walkways in waist-high piles. Everybody’s feet were a little
soggy and a little cold, but still we all trundled through the
days, living out the stolid ethos of the Vermont Winter.

For those four years, the only break I got from the
Vermont winters was the couple of weeks at Christmas when I went
home to California. The cool rains and cutting winds of the
Northern California winter had once seemed a bit of a hardship, but
after my first December in Vermont, I couldn’t wait to get back to
the relative warmth of the San Francisco Bay. The place I had
longed to escape from had suddenly not seemed so bad, at least not
in the middle of winter.

But the real impatience didn’t start to set in until
we were all back after January break. Winter dragged on and on,
keeping us in its clutches, forcing us to withdraw into the early
evenings and dark nights. Our campus, and, indeed, the entire state
of Vermont, was still covered by several feet of snow in late March
when Spring Break finally arrived. The surrounding country, a
carpet of spruce and maple and oak covered hills, rolled on
forever, separating us from civilization and giving us the
insulation we needed to develop our minds and train for whatever
the real world was going to throw at us after four years of
study.

I remember a sense of suspended reality from those
days, as if the world were being held at a distance and everything
that happened at that tiny campus was shielded in rooms of oak
paneling and faded oriental rugs like a set of dollhouses in a
child’s playroom.

I first met Vince very briefly, early in my freshman
year at school. We were in the same incoming class. During freshman
orientation, we were grouped together in an ice-breaker where we
introduced ourselves and told everyone something special about
ourselves, a truly terrifying experience for a group of
self-conscious eighteen year olds.

Vince was a short and rather stocky guy with broad
swimmer’s shoulders and just a little bit of a belly, the vestiges
of a formerly athletic physique. He was stout, but not pudgy, and
he had dirty brown hair and light brown eyes that glistened even in
the dark. He had a way of staring at things as if he was taking
them apart in his head. His ancestry was some sort of eastern
European, which gave his skin a light olive tone even in the
darkest Vermont winters. We spoke a little bit at orientation and
then only occasionally after that when we would meet in hallways or
sidewalks crossing the campus. He was one of a handful of art
students at the college. When I did see him, he was usually heading
somewhere in paint-stained jeans and a dark sweatshirt, carrying a
toolbox full of paints or a blank canvas. If we had been at a
bigger school, I probably wouldn’t have remembered him at all.

We were assigned to the same dorm room our third
year. As juniors, we should have each had a single room, but the
college’s housing was stretched to capacity that year and we were
grouped together. I arrived at school that August to find Vince
already sitting on the bed closest to the window with his back
propped up against the wall and a giant black duffle bag on the
foot of the bed.

“Cigarette?” he said, holding out an opened package
of Camels as a peace offering.

“No thanks,” I replied, my tone barely civil. I had
been through two years of roommates, and as a Junior, I felt
entitled to a single room. I had been looking forward to a little
privacy, and instead here I had to live with an art student.

At first I detested him. I hated his smoking and the
fact that he was studying something as useless as painting. But
really, I just hated having to live with someone. I tried to keep
my attitude to myself. If I didn’t succeed, Vince was good about
pretending no animosity existed between us.

But to my surprise, Vince ended up being a good
roommate. He wasn’t messy, he never had anyone over, he pitched in
for things like cleaning supplies and paper towels, and he never
stole anything. Compared to the nightmare roommates I’d found
myself with for my freshman and sophomore years, Vince was a pretty
good deal. After a few weeks of carefully maneuvering around each
other, we actually started to become friends.

Vince was exactly the type of person I never would
have met on my own. Well, let me rephrase that. I may have met
someone like Vince, but I never would have been friends with him.
Of course, I was so shy in those days, I had a hard time
gravitating toward anyone. The small group of friends I did have
consisted of fellow engineering students I’d met through course
work or study groups. While I did see them outside of the college’s
single Sciences Building for meals and the occasional beer, I
wasn’t much of a social butterfly. There were the weekly dorm room
parties, where everyone who lived on campus seemed to coagulate.
They usually popped up on Thursday or Friday nights. I participated
in those get-togethers, though I never stayed long. People did a
lot of drinking, and I had no desire to be around when things got
messy.

Slowly, I began to realize that Vince and I had some
similarities. He wasn’t exactly a calculator-carrying member of the
engineering crowd, but we had almost the same hours. While I spent
all day at my equations and proofs, he spent all day at the Art
Studios building on our campus, where he supposedly painted. I say
supposedly because I never really saw anything of his, and he
rarely, if ever, talked about his own artwork. During the crunch
time around midterms and finals, neither one of us showed our face
except for meals in the dining hall and again at night.

Any stranger would be forgiven for looking at the two
of us and seeing only caricatures. We were the two loners, Vince
with his ripped, stained jeans and constant cigarette smoking, and
me with my graphing calculator and multiple pens in my shirt
pocket. But neither one of us were really loners. We were just at
an awkward stage somewhere between childhood and adulthood.

Vince was a much better conversationalist than I was
once you got to know him. He could talk to anyone about anything,
and he liked to listen to people. As the ice between us began to
thaw, we started to connect and our quick conversations about
schedules and cleaning duties evolved into bigger discussions about
life. By the middle of the fall semester, we often spent long
nights talking about things that college students talk about:
religion, the government, what we were going to do with our lives
so that we wouldn’t end up trapped like our parents in an ordinary
world that we couldn’t or wouldn’t want to escape from.

These conversations always took place in front of our
open dorm room window in the middle of the Vermont winter. Smoking
hadn’t been outlawed in the dorms yet, so Vince would lean out into
the cold Vermont air to exhale. I would sit on the edge of the desk
next to him, trying not to shiver. I’d listen to him talk about
Miró’s painting, or he would listen to me talk about Moore’s Law.
Needless to say, our room stank like the ass-end of an ashtray.

Shortly after Thanksgiving of that year, I learned
Vince had a secret he’d been living with for some time. It wasn’t a
bad secret, and I don’t think he would have hidden it if I or
anyone else asked him about it. He just had to catch the rest of us
up, and that required the right timing. Unfortunately for Vince,
the timing didn’t work so well with everyone in his life.

We had almost a week off of school at Thanksgiving,
the Wednesday before through the Monday following the holiday. It
was a lot of time off, but not everyone could get home over the
break, so the campus stayed open. I could not afford the flight
back to San Francisco, so I ended up spending Thanksgiving in the
dorms. But Vince only lived across the border in New Hampshire,
about fifty miles away. He’d spent the week before the break
complaining about having to go home, but I didn’t ask why.

I knew something had gone very badly at home when he
returned to the dorm the Friday after Thanksgiving, almost a full
four days before classes started up again. He had a black eye and a
semi-circle of bruises on his neck. His face was swollen and red,
and it didn’t take a genius to see he’d been crying on the drive
back.

“Hey,” he said, walking into the room and throwing
his duffle bag on the foot of his bed before landing beside it in
an exhausted harrumph.

“Hey,” I said, looking up from the engineering
textbook I’d been struggling to get through. But he didn’t say
anything more. He just sat there, mute. I knew I should probably do
something, but I didn’t know exactly what, so Vince stared at the
wall and I stared at him. Finally after a few minutes, I closed the
book and sat up on my bed facing him, just a couple of feet
separating us. Our dorm room seemed to close in around us, and I
reached out and touched his chin, gently moving his head to one
side to get a better view of the bruising around his eye. “You need
some ice for that,” I said. “Do you want me to go down to the
cafeteria and get some?”

Vince waited for a few seconds, eventually nodding in
a slow, drowsy, mechanical way, without speaking. I grabbed my keys
and campus ID card off the desk and silently walked out of the
room, closing the door behind me. Halfway to the cafeteria, I
cursed myself for not thinking to take my coat.The November wind
bit viciously at my skin through the thin sweatshirt I had on, but
I didn’t go back for the coat. When I returned with the ice ten
minutes later, my hands were blue and my nose was running. Vince
was still in the same spot as when I’d left.

“Here,” I said, handing him the plastic bag full of
ice. “Lean back and put this on your face.

He stared at the bag of ice for a few seconds before
reaching out slowly to take it from me. “Thanks,” he croaked. He
took the bag of ice from me, scooted up to his pillow gingerly and
slowly leaned back.

I went back to my engineering book and let him be for
the better part of the next hour. The occasional shift of the
melting ice on Vince’s face and the rustle of my page turning were
the only sounds in the room as I waited and gave him space. When he
finally sat up and set the bag of melted ice gently on the floor
beside his bed, I looked over at him. “Must have been some fight,”
I said, sitting up and swinging my legs over the edge of my bed to
face him again.

“It wasn’t a fight.”

“Oh.” I nodded, unsure of what to say.

“My dad.”

I caught my breath. I wasn’t sure I had heard him
correctly. “Your dad?”

He nodded.

Something started to ring in my ears as I imagined
Vince’s father slamming a fist into the side of his face. A sick
feeling grew in my stomach. I thought about my own dad and all the
disagreements we’d had, especially during my high school years. I’m
sure I’d made him as angry as anybody ever had, but he’d never once
laid a hand on me. The thought made my skin shiver.

“You’re surprised.” Vince read the look on my face.
He shook his head slowly, the blackish blue of his bruised eye
glossy against the grey November afternoon light. “It’s okay. I was
surprised, too. It was the first time he ever hit me.” After a few
seconds, he added, “it’s the first time anybody’s ever hit me.”

“Oh,” was all I could manage.

“You might as well know what started it,” he
said.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay,” I
said.

Vince shook his head. “I told him I’m gay.”

“Okay,” I said. Somewhere off in the distance, I
could hear people shouting. It sounded vaguely like the guys from
the maintenance staff, their garbled voices too far away to make
out. “What happened then?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Vince stared at me vacantly. “I
told him.” His hands flopped loosely on his lap. “Then he hit me
and tried to strangle me. It was so strange. It wasn’t even him. He
blanked out.” Vince laughed, a short, almost choking sound coming
from his chest. “I don’t think he meant to do it. He just shot up
from the table when I told him. Everyone was screaming, and my mom
was hitting him and then he stopped. He seemed to come to, and he
started to apologize.”

“What did you do then?” I asked.

“I left. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.
That was this morning. I left and came here.”

I nodded.

Vince returned my nod and left to go to the men’s
room down the hall. When he got back to the room, he stood for a
moment at the end of his bed before finally deciding to lay down.
“I’m going to sleep for a little while,” he said.

“Okay.” I picked up my engineering book. “Do you want
me to go to the library and give you some space?”

“No,” he shook his head slightly against the pillow.
“But don’t bother to wake me up for dinner. I just want to
sleep.”

“You didn’t take anything did you?”

“No,” he smiled. “I didn’t take anything. I just want
to sleep.”

I nodded and let him drift off. He slept for the rest
of that day and into the night. When I got up from reading to go to
supper, I quietly checked his breathing and found it to be normal,
so I didn’t worry about him. When he rose the next morning, he
looked at himself in the mirror and gently touched the puffy
bruises around his eye. By this time, the color was starting to
change, turning from dark blue-ish black to shades of deep red and
even a little yellow around the lids of his eye. Neither one of us
ever spoke about Vince’s father again.

Vince was the first gay man I had ever met. I know
what that sounds like now. I’m sure I’d met gay people, but none
who had ever been openly gay. We live in a very different world
today. That was the mid 1990s, and Bill Clinton had just cemented
“don’t ask, don’t tell” into our national consciousness as an
acceptable way of thinking of and classifying those whom we had
previously branded deviants or perverts.

I thought of myself as a liberal in those days;
indeed I voted for Clinton in his second term. At the time, I
thought “don’t ask, don’t tell” was a satisfactory compromise. What
business is it of the government’s who did what in their private
lives? That tells you all you need to know about where I came from
and what my perspective on the world was at that point. It never
occurred to me that everyone should have equal rights in regard to
whom they love or that “don’t ask” was just a slightly more
compassionate way of telling people they couldn’t be themselves in
public.

I didn’t stop to recognize it was actually a mandate
for people to be silent about their very nature. And more
importantly, it never occurred to me that a silent population could
never have equal rights. But I’m getting ahead of myself, or I’m
going off on a tangent. Either way, it doesn’t really matter to
this story, except that after the day Vince arrived back in the
dorm with a black eye, he became the first openly gay person I’d
ever met.

“Did I freak you out the other day?” he asked about a
week after Thanksgiving. “About the whole gay thing?”

We were sitting at the two small desks in the room,
facing away from one another. Final exams were coming up in a
couple of weeks, and we were both heads down in our respective
studies.

“The gay thing?” I said after a few seconds. “I don’t
know. I wasn’t freaked about it. I’m cool with it.”

“Okay.” He was quiet for a while. “We’re still
friends?”

“Dude.” I turned around to face him, my oak chair
scraping loudly against the wooden floor as I did. He was still
looking down at whatever book was in front of him on the desk. “Of
course we’re still friends. What the hell? I don’t care who you do
it with.”

He faced me after a few seconds, a flood of relief in
his eyes. “Cool,” he said. Then after a few seconds longer. “No
one, um, no one really knows here. So, I think maybe if you
wouldn’t say anything…”

“Oh, so you’re not out?” I asked.

“No,” he shook his head. “It’s enough being an
artist. Everyone expects you to be a fag.” He looked as if he were
staring back over a very long road. “I’ve learned not to wear it on
my sleeve.”

“Don’t worry. It’s your business. I won’t say a word
about it.”

“I suppose you know a lot of, you know, gay people.”
He paused. “I mean coming from San Francisco and all?”

I shook my head before I could even stop to think.
“Not really. I mean, we see them in the city all the time. But I
don’t know anyone who’s gay. You’re the first I’ve ever met.”

“Oh.” He looked a little surprised.

I didn’t know exactly what to say next, so I asked,
“do you have a boyfriend or anything?”

“No.” He shook his head and got up from the desk,
pacing back and forth for a second before sitting down on the
bed.

“Oh.”

“There’s not exactly a lot to pick from at this
school,” he said. “But it’s all right. I don’t need to have a
boyfriend right now. I’m not here for that.”

I nodded. But I couldn’t think of anything to say,
and the conversation stalled. Vince shifted and tapped one foot on
the floor as he sat on the end of his bed. I could tell he was
uneasy, and I wanted to say it was a lot to take in, but I was okay
with it. He didn’t need to worry about me. I was still his friend.
I wanted to say I admired him for not being afraid to break the
rules, to go against the grain of what everyone expected him to
be.

But I didn’t know how to say any of that, so I sat at
my desk, half facing him and letting the quietness of the room
drown both of us. Finally, when I couldn’t take the tapping of his
foot any longer I said, “You know it’s okay with me if you want to
bring somebody back to the room. Just, you know, let me know
somehow—a note or something. I’m totally cool giving you your
privacy.”

He nodded and smirked. “A sock on the door type of
thing?”

“What?”

“Like in the movies,” he said. “They always leave a
sock on the door, and the roommate can’t go in the room.”

“Oh yeah.” I smiled.

“Well, don’t worry about it,” he said. “I don’t think
that will happen any time soon, but thanks for that. Really.” He
let out a full on laugh. “How sad is that? I never ever even
thought of the possibility of a hook up here.”

The conversation pretty much died after that, and we
each focused on our own studies. I felt as if I had somehow reached
one of those milestones along the way to adulthood. Here was
someone who was vastly different from my suburban California roots.
There were still things I didn’t ask and Vince didn’t tell me
about. I’m still not sure how or if he resolved things with his
parents. I don’t know where he went for Christmas break that year,
but I almost didn’t want to know.

I felt bad I couldn’t offer my own parents’ home for
him to go to, but they wouldn’t have understood why someone who
lived fifty miles from the college wouldn’t go home for the
holiday. They would have been curious, and their questions would
have been so uncomfortable that the whole thing would have just
been miserable for everyone. But wherever he went, he made it back
to school after the break with no black eyes or visible
bruises.

Later that year, we went to New York for Spring
Break. It was a last minute decision. Neither one of us had many
friends at school, and the few I did have were headed to Cancun or
Florida or somewhere that required a flight, which I could not
afford. My parents and I had recently had the harrowing discussion
about the next year’s tuition and they’d been firm with me about
money. We weren’t exactly flush with cash in those days, and a
plane ticket anywhere before summer break was not going to
happen.

It was my first trip to New York City. For Vince, it
was a return to a place he knew well. We decided to leave the night
after our last class. He drove, and we split the gas money. We
found a gritty room in the Hotel 17, a rundown place that looked a
lot like a vestige of the 1950s in a state of glamorous decay. The
hotel had been the setting for a Woody Allen film and several photo
shoots for magazines, including Vogue. Madonna had supposedly lived
there before she became famous, and all of the guidebooks we’d
looked at said it was an adventure. The place had a single bathroom
at the end of each hall and our room was wallpapered with faded
green and gold paper that looked to me like something out of an Old
West bordello.

We arrived just around midnight, and found the hotel
had given us a single queen-sized bed rather than the two twin beds
we had requested. When we protested, the clerk at the dingy
reception desk behind a pane of bulletproof glass just shook his
head and told us it was the only room they had left. We grimaced
but didn’t think too much of it. We were both exhausted, so we went
up to the room and fell asleep almost immediately.

Sometime around three that morning, I woke up to a
scream down at the end of our hall. I’m not sure what or who it
was, but it brought me up out of a dead slumber. As soon as I was
awake, all I could hear were the noises of the city: the traffic
outside on the street, a garbage truck at the end of the block, a
couple arguing down on the sidewalk outside the hotel. All of it
was so much louder than the cool Vermont nights. I rolled over,
stole a pillow from Vince’s side of the bed, and squeezed it down
over my head to try and drown out the noise.

Vince and I spent the next day walking through the
West Village, taking in the gritty excitement of the city. Even
after all these years, I still remember the smells and sights and
sounds of the city that day. Voices clashed all around me, a
hundred different languages yelling all at the same time, the rush
of traffic in wave after wave of horns and sirens, and jackhammers
and constructions sites and the street musicians—the sounds of
millions of people all crowded into the same few blocks. It was
exciting and frightening and electric all at once, and it was such
a drastic contrast to our snowy little Vermont college or my
suburban California home. We walked on and on, past brick stoops
and graffiti-covered walls. The clear glass buildings of midtown
seemed to stretch up into the horizon for miles.

Vince was an expert at New York, and he knew his way
around the neighborhoods, the bars, the shops, and the clubs. We
largely ignored the major tourist attractions and headed to the
trendier Bohemian parts of town. We spent the day searching for
bootleg CDs in hard-to-find indie record stores and looking through
bookshops that resembled small warehouses instead of the clean,
neatly arranged shops of my California home.

New York today is a very different place than it was
back then. Today, in this new century, the city has a carefulness
about it. While it’s not exactly a quiet city, I often feel more on
guard about the energy of the place whenever I go back now. That
wasn’t the case back then, on my first trip there with Vince. There
had been no September 11th in those days and there was a sense of
invincibility.

Vince was a patient tour guide with me. As an
engineering geek, most of my life had been spent in physics and
math books. My childhood had been full of science fairs and Erector
Sets and computer camps. I hadn’t had the exposure to all the
culture that Vince had. So he helped me out, guiding me through the
Village with little hints on what books were absolutely necessary
to purchase and what CDs were really worth buying and which ones
would be out of fashion in the next few weeks.

That evening was warm for spring in New York, and we
had wandered quite a way from our hotel. We decided we would be
frugal and find something for dinner to bring back to the hotel. We
were vigorously discussing the merits of a small Italian deli that
looked like someplace we could afford, when Vince stopped and
pointed eagerly at a shop window across the street. He realized it
was a photography gallery he had read about, and he wanted to take
a look since we were there. I was getting hungry, but that day
wasn’t a day for rushing things and so I nodded in agreement.

I wasn’t a photography buff. Besides using my
parents’ camera on a few vacations, I knew almost nothing about
taking or, for that matter, looking at photographs. But I wasn’t
going to say any of that. Vince already knew I was a cave man when
it came to art appreciation. So I kept quiet and followed him. I
strolled the length of the shotgun gallery while he went his own
way. I stared blankly at the walls of cheap painted sheetrock,
listening to the creaky wooden floors underneath my feet, letting
my friend take his time on each photograph.

I didn’t see the Mapplethorpe print until I got to
the back of the shop. Even then, it may have been the six-digit
price tag that got my attention first, I can’t honestly say
anymore. The picture was titled Couple Dancing, a black and
white print of two men holding each other close. Both men were
naked except for ornate golden crowns on their heads—at least, in
my mind they were golden. The picture struck me with its gaunt
elegance, one man shorter than the other, leaning into his
partner’s shoulder, eyes closed, a serene expression on his face.
The picture had such beauty, such symmetry. Neither one of the men
was looking at the camera, but Mapplethorpe had somehow captured
the power of the moment without the need for a direct interaction
with his subjects.

I must have been staring at the photo for a very long
time, because at last I felt Vince behind me.

“It’s a beautiful print,” Vince whispered.

I nodded, not knowing what exactly to say. Something
about that picture struck a chord in me. I felt like I had never
really witnessed passion and loneliness before that moment. The
powerful black and white images, the ghost of hope in the men’s
faces, the way Mapplethorpe captured a split second in time and
used it to illustrate love and lust and loneliness and comfort all
at once—it was a revelation to me.

“What do you like so much about it?” Vince asked me
as we stood in the shop together, the silence of the room nearly
drowning us, forcing us to whisper instead of speak.

“I’m not sure. I think all the emotion and the sense
of impending loss,” I said.

Vince swallowed silently. “That’s Mapplethorpe for
you, especially around 1984.”

Vince’s shoulder touched mine. Instead of moving
away, I kept still and absorbed the feeling of him next to me.
Something changed between us in those moments, giving me a new
sense of closeness with him. I can’t say how long we stared at the
photo, but at some point I began to focus on Vince instead of the
picture. His shoulder was warm next to mine, and I could feel his
skin on my skin where our arms touched at the elbow. I could feel
my breathing speed up and a thin dampness of perspiration all down
my back.

Finally I stepped away from him, unable to maintain
the closeness. I moved closer to the photo. “I just don’t get it
though. They’re both men, and there’s this deep intimacy.”

“And?” Vince stood where he was.

“Well,” I waited for a few seconds, unsure of exactly
what I wanted to say next, and a little worried I might offend
Vince. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised it doesn’t make me
uncomfortable.”

“It’s okay,” Vince laughed. “It just means you’re not
a bigot.”

I laughed with him. “I guess.”

“Besides,” Vince continued, “the thing I like about
Mapplethorpe is he shows intimacy on a continuum, and that’s really
what I think it’s all about for us, at the heart of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Mapplethorpe shows men and women, men and
men, women and women. He shows you the truth of human nature, not
some Western ideal of what love should be. I mean, really, when it
comes down to it, you’re bound to fall in love with who you fall in
love with. We’re all somewhere along this great big spectrum, and
when we meet someone we truly love, it shouldn’t matter what sex
they are.”

I kept my eyes focused on the picture, suddenly
feeling very vulnerable.

Vince shook his head. “Come on. Unless you’re going
to shell out a hundred grand for that picture, I don’t think any of
it really matters. Let’s go get dinner.”

 


We stuck to our budget that night and headed back to
the Hotel 17 with a six-pack of Bud Light and a couple of deli subs
from the Italian place we’d been looking at earlier. Vince took one
look at them and assured me they were unlike anything I would have
ever tasted in California. We sat up late that night going through
the compact discs and the books that we had bought during the day.
Vince had brought his portable CD player and a set of tiny little
travel speakers, so we lay on the bed, listening to the noisy
live-recordings of Nirvana and Pearl Jam in low fidelity while we
ate our subs and worked our way through the six pack.

The bed was crowded with chips and Saran Wrap and CD
covers, and we lay on our elbows facing each other over an
obviously Xeroxed copy of liner notes to Pearl Jam’s Ten,
trying to read along as we listened to the songs.

“It’s not bad for a bootleg,” Vince said, setting
down his half-eaten sub delicately on the bed and adjusting one of
the speakers that sat between us. The fuzzy quality of the cd
improved a little, but his elbow slipped and he shoved the CD
player into my chest, causing it to skip violently. When Vince went
to grab the player, he grazed my chest with his hand, resting it
for a moment just above my heart.

“Sorry,” he said quietly, moving his hand away. The
CD player had stopped altogether for a few seconds, and the room
was quiet for a heartbeat before my ears adjusted, and the sounds
of the city night bubbled up through the window casement. Our eyes
met, and the energy of the room shifted. I often look back at those
few seconds and ask myself exactly what changed. I don’t know if
I’ll ever understand what happened, why it was any different at
that moment than it had been looking at his face the thousands of
other times I’d seen him. But something was definitely not the
same.

Something in the darkness, some trick of the shaded
light from the single ancient hotel lamp and its dirty yellow haze.
Something had upset the balance between us. I felt my skin tingling
where he had touched me. A heat emanated from his hand and spread
like the feeling of warm water across my chest and down into my
stomach.

We lay still for few seconds. Vince started to pull
his hand back, but he stopped. He must have known what I was
feeling. I must have had some look in my eyes I hadn’t known was
there. When he looked up at me, I leaned down and kissed him.

When the music started again, Eddie Vedder’s raspy
voice startled me, and I jerked my head back a little too quickly.
He backed away too, but our eyes remained locked on one another,
and he leaned over and we kissed again, more deeply this time.
Thinking back over that night, I search for clues to how I felt. I
look for inklings of guilt or some sense of foreboding as we lay
there on that dingy hotel bed, knocking CD cases and bags of chips
to the floor, discovering each other’s bodies. But I had none.
There was no sense of doom or shame, not until the next
morning.

The dawn seeped through the window in streaky grey
streams of light that next morning. I lay awake with Vince curled
up naked beside me, snoring quietly. The heavy hotel blanket lay
bunched up at the end of the bed, and only the threadbare sheet
covered his body. He was beautiful, cords of muscles, remnants of
the athlete he had been in high school, rippled through his broad
shoulders and thick arms. His olive skin glistened with the slight
sheen of sweat, and his brown hair had an almost chocolate luster
in the grey light of the morning. But as I looked at him, I began
to feel a dawning sense I had done something deeply wrong. I had
somehow committed myself to some agreement I could not let myself
fulfill.

I sat up as quietly as I could and swung my legs over
the side of the bed to the floor. But before I could get up, I
heard him roll over. I felt his hand on my back.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I shook my head and looked back at him, his
golden-brown eyes still deep with sleepiness, pillow lines etching
a star under the corner of his left eye.

I shook my head. “It’s not your fault,” I said.

I headed to the bathroom and brushed my teeth,
getting ready to somehow face the day ahead. The night between us
was over, and as we looked at each other that morning, I could feel
the gulf grow between us. All I could think of was that
Mapplethorpe photo we had seen the evening before. But now it
didn’t seem beautiful at all to me. Instead, it haunted me. It made
me feel as if something was hanging right above me, just out of my
reach, ready to cloud over my entire future.

We quickly made excuses that morning and went about
the rest of the day. What had happened really had been an accident,
and I had been just as much to blame as him. In fact I didn’t blame
him at all, really.

In the days following that night, Vince did what any
good friend at that stage in life is supposed to do—he avoided all
awkward conversations. The next evening, he took a pillow and
volunteered to sleep on the floor. I should have argued. Something
inside of me wanted to argue deeply, but I didn’t. The morning
after that, I was extremely thankful for his kindness.

It enabled us to enjoy the rest of our trip without
the weight overhead of a deep discussion I might regret or come to
view as some sort of soft coercion after a period of time. After
that first night, we abandoned our sense of thrift and spent the
week heading out to bars and dance clubs, sleeping late and
slumming it in greasy spoon diners for breakfast and lunch, and
finally returning to school in Vermont with almost no money left
for the rest of the semester.

*

I read somewhere that Mapplethorpe once said, “I am
obsessed with beauty. I want everything to be perfect, and of
course it isn’t. And that’s a tough place to be because you’re
never satisfied.” Mapplethorpe did more than simply put a mirror up
in front of people at exactly the right time, he constructed what
he captured. He created a truth that he wanted to see.

As for Vince, I didn’t see him much after that year.
Although we vowed to stay in touch, we both had single rooms our
senior year, and we were both so absorbed in our own studies, we
didn’t have much time left over for socializing. We’re Facebook
friends now, and we’ll occasionally message each other or like one
another’s photos. But I doubt I will ever see him in person again,
let alone have another night full of smoky conversations about the
meaning of life with him.

The lasting impression of that week, the first thing
I still remember about it after all these years, isn’t sleeping
with Vince. It’s the Mapplethorpe print in that little gallery.
That photo made me realize what a thin line we walk between being
lost and really alive. That was the dance, that was what the title
“Couple Dancing” meant to me. The dance was the combination of
beauty, confusion, and chaos that
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