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New York, September 2001

St. Michael's Orphanage and Foster Home

A frigid shock ripped him from sleep. "Wake up!" The words were an icy torrent, drenching him. He gasped, lungs burning, and shot upright in bed as a chorus of shrill laughter exploded around him. Their glee felt like a physical blow. The darkened bedroom door slid open, spilling harsh light into the room and silhouetting a gaunt, long-clad figure.

"Again? Haven't you got anything better to do at daybreak?" The voice warbled, thin and edged with annoyance, but the children only giggled louder. The woman strode to the small boy, who hunched, shivering, a puddle forming beneath him. He scrubbed at his face, cheeks flaming, as tremors started in his limbs. She loomed over him, hands planted on her hips, her gaze a cold weight.
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He lay on his side, a heavy sigh rattling from his chest. His gaze drifted to the latticed window, the glass blurred by unshed tears. Outside, the day was bright, a cruel contrast to the chill seeping into his bones. He pictured his friends laughing, playing, while he cowered beneath the thin blanket, his body trembling, each breath a struggle. It was always the same. Winter, summer, autumn, spring—it didn't matter. The flu, another viral infection. He was smaller than the others, his limbs too thin, his resistance nonexistent. Maybe that's why they targeted him.

A faint creak of the door, then a soft shuffle of steps, made him gasp. His head spun as he turned, his eyes unfocusing for a moment. At the foot of his bed, a small figure stood, face smudged with a streak of brown, a hint of mischief in his large, gold-brown eyes.

"I got you some of today's cookies." The boy edged closer, placing a chocolate cookie, barely two bites wide, on the worn bedside stand. The sick child tried to speak, but only a wet cough tore through him. He managed a weak smile, his gaze still watery.

"You've got a miserable body, you know..." The other boy's little hands brushed through his friend's blond curls. "Sister Beatrix told me you'll never be adopted." He pulled his hand back, then added with sudden cheerfulness, "Get well quickly! Let's go play soccer! And if no one else will, I'll adopt you!"
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October 2007, Paris

Lycée International - American Section

The dining room pulsed with the roar of a hundred conversations, every table overflowing. A girlish-faced lad, late to the chaos, stood frozen at the doorway, his gaze lost in the teeming mass of students. He retrieved a tray, then slowly turned, his shoulders slumping. There wasn't an empty seat, not even a sliver of space. He moved with a deliberate, heavy shuffle, his oversized denim pooling around his ankles. The suit jacket stretched taut across his broad shoulders as he pivoted, seeking refuge in the men's bathroom. He sank onto the lowered toilet lid, a shuddering sigh escaping his lips. His dinner sat untouched on the tray, blurring before his eyes. A wave of heat washed over him, his heart hammering against his ribs as if he'd just sprinted a mile. Each move of his large body felt like pulling against quicksand. It was too much.

The bathroom door swung open, crashing against the wall. One of his schoolmates stood there, a sneer twisting his tall, thin adolescent face. "Hm, here to feed yourself again?" He shrugged, a dismissive gesture. "That look on your face, you've earned it! No surprise no one loves you!" The bully stepped closer, snatched the tray from his grasp, then clamped a cruel hand around his soft, reddening face.

"Why—why do you do that to me?" The words tore from his throat, a raw plea.

"Oh, my goodness," the adolescent feigned simpering pity, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "I wonder, does it really hurt so bad? Vhi-vhi, you crybaby! Oh, no! Grunting pig! You are only good for teasing! Or not that either..." The door slammed shut, the sound of their laughter echoing mockingly. He clenched his eyelids, squeezing them tight against the rising flood of sorrow. Tears welled, thick and hot, beneath his long lashes, tracing wet paths down his burning cheeks.
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He lay in bed, the glow of the TV a dull comfort. On the sports channel, a basketball team soared across the screen. He knew, with a familiar ache, he’d never be as tall, never as quick.

"Move it! Move it!" A sharp female voice sliced through the air, finding him slouched in his patched uniform. "You’ll never be wanted if you can’t at least get yourself cleaned up! Clean it up if it’s soiled!" Her gaze was a stinging lash across his face. "Wretch!" she spat, then stormed from the room.

His sister. Only two years older. He let out a ragged sigh, the effort of sitting up in bed a monumental task. Always like this. Always. He glanced at the mirror, the loose black shirt doing nothing to disguise his form. No one would ever truly want him. He remembered being a thin kid, all angles and bones. But adolescence had transformed him into... this. While others got acne or the first hint of stubble, he’d become an elephant-footed, chubby, girlish-faced lump. His fair skin, flushed with shame, made a stark contrast against his dark hair. He groaned, the sound raw and low, his eyes fixed on the fluid movements of the basketball player on screen. He had to lose this weight. Somehow.
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January 28, 2008, Manhattan

NYC Flatiron Studio Rental

"Let's see a gorgeous smile, baby," the voice purred. On the bed, she turned languidly, her white silk nightdress shimmering. She tossed her luscious black locks, biting her lip, dark eyes alight with a hunger that burned straight into the camera. "Just like that!" The camera flashed, but the temptation was a tangible, suffocating force in the room. The blond young man bit his own lip, his gaze darting, puzzled, to the man behind him: her husband. A perilous smile played on the husband's face.

"You want some, eh?" he murmured, lifting a glass of whisky to his lips, the ice clinking softly. The only reply was a wide, knowing smile on the cameraman's face before he turned back to her. She drew a slow, deliberate tongue across her lips, eyes gleaming with hungry anticipation. Her pale body stretched across the crumpled covers, a white silhouette as she slowly, deliberately, pulled the nightdress higher, revealing long, elegant legs. "From what I can see, she is very much into a threesome..." He rose from behind the cameraman, his fingers already unbuttoning his shirt, one slow button at a time.
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July 2011

Rue Beethoven, 75016 Paris, France

Paris. The city of love, fashion, and delicious whispers. Home of dreams and sweeping romanticism, where couples laced fingers and pressed close in sun-dappled gardens. So many attractions beckoned, promising exquisite sensations: inspiration blooming, bodies swaying to phantom music, words of love murmured low... and then, the shattering crescendo of a French argument.

"What on earth is wrong with you? You're coming at me with this nonsense, out of nowhere!" The female voice was a razor's edge.

"It's not nonsense!" A quieter, deeper voice, struggling to be heard.

"Lord God! What do you mean you're gay? That's insane! You take one thought, and just when your life is about to get back on the right track, you choose to screw it up and ruin everything for the future!"

"It's..."

"Shut up! Quiet! Silence!" A sharp, nervous sigh cut him off. "No way, I swear! You're always in trouble! I cannot even look at you anymore! I just wish you had never been born!"
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December 7, 2019, somewhere in Paris...

"I guess... I want more..." The words were a muffled moan, swallowed by the cushion his face was pressed into. His cheeks burned.

"What do you mean, more? More than just this?" The dark-skinned man stared, his shiny eyes wide and unblinking. "You just came, didn't you?" The only reply was the slight turn of a head, burying deeper into the pillow. The other man's prone ears were a furious, burning red. The dark-skinned man rose, tugging his underwear up with a dismissive jerk. "Are you going to cry? Stop being so fucking sentimental! What are you? A cry-baby? I can't do it with you like this. You are pathetic!" The door clicked shut.

The man clutched the pillow to his chest, hugging it like a lifeline. He screamed, a silent, guttural sound, so no one would hear the jagged edges of his pain.
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December 11, 2019, 10:20 AM, Paris, France

Life sucked. That was his singular, suffocating focus. A tall, dark-haired man stared blankly ahead, the steam from his hot coffee warming his chilled fingers through his mittens, misting his chiseled face. A damned city, he thought, sipping the bitter brew. The Palace of Versailles remained shrouded in mist in the distance. A blasted city... He was Remie André, the one man in the world who truly hated Paris. He must be collecting material for an article, but the words felt hollow, unreachable. You are pathetic...

Just like that, his three-week affair had imploded. No surprise, really. He hadn't expected it to last a month. In his world, unfortunately, this was the predictable cycle: arrive, test the waters, leave. There was no room for a fight. For love? Never. Only needs what they have. Fickle curiosities.

Find a mate, a couple of days, weeks in better cases, and then change.

It's been like that for as long as he can remember. Or should I say, ever since he plummeted into this whole world of his own making. The phone had been vibrating, a persistent hum against his jacket for a long time. He let out a weary sigh and pulled it out.

"Oui?" a low tone grumbled from him.

"Hey, Remie! Want to play?" the voice on the other line, also deep, boomed.

"I'm busy at work."

"We're actually playing against Shakespeare." Remie paused, the name hanging in the air. He stared down at the damp grass in front of him, sighing.

"OK, I'm going!" He snapped the phone shut and stared at the Palace for a long minute. Cursed city...
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He slammed the door to the locker room. Enzo met him at the threshold, the only player on their team taller than Remie today.

A handshake. "Let's get them on the scoreboard!"

"I'm on it. I'm on it." It's a hobby. Everyone has hobbies. Remie's was basketball. He'd played his freshman year of university. This court, a few blocks from his place in the 14th Ward of the capital, was a quiet sanctuary. They jogged onto the court, a couple of fans waving from the sidelines. After all, who doesn't like tall guys? It was just family members and friends, not a grand spectacle. Just a few college friends, a handful of strangers who came because they loved the game.

Remie stretched his arms high, touching the ceiling. He didn't care who was on the bench. Nobody was ever really there for him. Never had been. Enzo blew a sharp blast on his whistle, and the court erupted as play began. He’d started playing during his freshman year, at nineteen, after a sudden growth spurt had shot him up to 198 cm. He passed, driving deep into the opponents' area. He and Noah were the Red Dogs' best shooters, the team that had come together seven years ago. Just a hobby. They all held jobs, none of them professional players. They weren’t trying to be. So it was good. They were just enjoying the game, playing with a team of professors from other universities, or just on their own, on the weekends, to relax.

The 60 minutes vanished in a blur, their mission a resounding success. Remie netted a basket: 33 points. Enzo signaled the end of the game. At last! Even on cold winter days, Remie’s gray track outfit clung to him, soaked with sweat, his chest heaving, desperate for air. "Man..." Remie sighed, a heavy, exhausted sound, as Enzo stood beside him and tousled his damp, black locks.

"Are you out of breath?" he said tiredly, and Remie just gave him a nod.

"Just a bit."

"That's how it is when you don't exercise enough!" Enzo lofted a towel from the bench, arcing it through the air towards him.

The guys drifted from the pitch with a low murmur of satisfaction.

"We won!" Lucas, just 24, whooped, his laughter bubbling over. He was the youngest on the squad, but fast enough to be Remie's shadow. He was a happy kid, the "let's go to the walls" type, embracing life’s fleeting moments. He peeled off his wet t-shirt, wiggling his bare torso, unashamed. "We beat the crap out of them! You, Remie!" He pointed two triumphant fingers, arms outstretched towards Remie. "We wouldn't have done it without you!"

"Stupid!" Remie snapped, flinging his shoe at him. Enzo cracked open a beer beside him.

"He's right!" He settled onto the bench as Remie's shoe came flying back. He grabbed it, then opened his locker. "Right, Mathias?" He nodded to his other partner.

"That's the truth. You and Noah are unstoppable!"

"It's called teamwork," he said, taking out his bag and placing it on the bench. He began to dress. Enzo took a long, satisfying sip of his beer.

"What are you writing about now?"
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"Sights to see," came the slightly bored reply.

"Well, there's Paris!"

"There is..." Remie sighed and slipped into a dry T-shirt.

"Aren't you going to take a shower?" Noah, the tall Brazilian demi-god, stood next to him, towel wrapped low on his hips. He rubbed his dark, wet hair, his green eyes glinting down at Remie.

"I live just two minutes away," Remie replied, and zipped his bag shut. He clasped Enzo's hand, then those of the other boys, and headed for the door. Two minutes. No more, no less. Especially if you've got a Jaguar and know all the shortcuts...
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The doors of the small apartment creaked open slowly. Light flooded the entryway as Remie tossed his sports gear into the small bathroom shower stall. He padded to the kitchen, reaching into the fridge. A portion of his Milanese from last night still waited. He pulled it out, microwaved it, and while the small, dark machine hummed, heating his dinner, he leaned against the wall, staring out the window. It was a peaceful place. Apart from the neighbors. The microwave beeped a sharp protest, and Remie took out the plate. A big man, one might think he'd eat a lot, but he didn't. He was the kind of man who ate half of everything. He’d been eating half since he was 16: 5'4”, 220 lbs. Yes. So overweight that the doctors said his heart wouldn't take it. One of hundreds of worries. What kind of career did you choose? Another question he shrugged off. His mom said he was too lazy. So he'd never have friends. His father said he'd never have family. His older sister told him bluntly, "There’s no chance in living hell of having a girl who wants you." That's not the answer. No. If someone is to be motivated to change, they need to be encouraged, helped. Find out how you can help them. Not to look down on them, blow them off every day.

Half a dose still on the plate, he walked to the bathroom. Funny. He's 28 years old and heading right for where his family told him he'd be. No friends, no family, no girls. In fact, at this point, he doesn't have any relationships. He's more handsome than ever. The job pays well, and he likes it. He's got a small flat and a black Jaguar – but life still sucked for him.

It's hardly ten o'clock when he dropped onto his bed, still damp from the shower, and just stared at the ceiling. How come? A question his mother used to cry when he was 20. Can’t you be normal? He’d had a hard time shedding a few extra pounds at 18. And then nature started working its miracles out of nowhere. Remie began to stretch. As he grew taller, his weight seemed to melt away. His doctor said it happens, that by the end of puberty, growth hormones would surge. Jump. It did. However, there was something else too. Something was wrong with him. There was something that was making him terribly nervous. For some strange reason, he was seeing everything differently. People, especially. He closes his eyes and lets out a sigh. He was looking at the world with different eyes.
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He was in his twenties when he told his mother he was gay. At first she laughed and stirred the soup some more. Then, when she realized what he was saying, her hand froze on the ladle, her gaze snapping to his face. It had been a heated debate. Or should I say, it was just the stinging echoes of his mother's voice ringing through the house. He hadn't spoken to his family in over eight years. No sister, no father, no mother. He'd been nothing but trouble since the day he was born.
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You would not believe how many gay groups there are in the public media. How many clubs, how many pages... A place where anyone can go at any time and most probably not get what they're looking for. It's because this world is invisible. It takes an eye to see what's behind everything. Behind every word, behind every person. Because the stories are long. Perhaps not all black or white, maybe one in a hundred where homosexuality was not a disease. Where the parents didn't disown the child, where everybody was accepted for who they are. Remie's family is far too conservative in these matters. His sister called it a fad. Yeah, some people try it as a fashion fad, but it gets you in the face very quickly. Sex is a thing. A lot of people try it. After all, pleasure is pleasure. One gives, the other receives. You have to try things in life. But it's a lot more than with whom you go to bed. It isn't just chemistry. Of course, some people are very well brought up, and the mere idea of being attractive to one's own sex is stomach-churning for them.

A kiss is a kiss. A sweet, luscious play of lips. A hug is a hug. It requires arms. And erotica is also erotica. The result is pleasure—in most and best cases. The two bodies should fit together in the same way. "Friend," "lover," "friend with benefits," "partner," "bedmate," "husband," "wife," "boyfriend," "girlfriend," the list goes on—the same ordinary relationships that everyone else is in. In a monogamous way or not. This is not new in today's modern societies. Man is a social creature. One, or more... but a social one. Yet... it can be missing something, that more, just as in any relationship. One that builds, holds you together and, most important, keeps us happy.
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Remie's eyes snapped open at the noise of the disturbing bells. He was groggily sitting up on the bed in darkness. He dragged himself to the window and pulled the blinds back a fraction. It was a garish shade of green outside. A group of youths streaked down the street on Mobi city bicycles.

"Yoo-hoo!" he yelled, raising one hand in the air, but his handlebars swerved, narrowly missing a lamp post. Remie looked at the digital clock. 03:17.

"Screw you... Go to sleep," he raked a hand through his hair and went back to bed.
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What's great about his job is he doesn't have to be in the publishing house much. Particularly if he doesn't have an editorial job. His laptop is excellent for this job. And then there is his notepad, the world's most brilliant discovery for him. At 8:30, he rolled onto his stomach on the bed.

"SOPHIAAA! GO NOW!" The neighbor above him shrieked, her voice tearing through the ceiling as her daughter was shooed off to school.

"Your mother, that one!" Remie muttered, pulling the pillow over his head and burying himself in the silence.
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It's even cooler. He's just standing outside the Musée d'Orsay, the cold air biting. Perhaps the early winter weather means few people come here. And for nearly half of the French, Paris is a dull, damned city. Or it is for him, mostly. It has been that for a long time. Nothing here. Or too much, which is the problem. All the colors of Paris. The big city of l'amour, where everybody loves everybody and then goes their own way. His phone buzzed, vibrating against his thigh.

'Annabelle' flashed across the screen, and Remie answered with a sigh that tasted of resignation.

"Yes."

"Where are you?"

"Orsay."

"How is it?"

"Gray and boring..."

"Hm... You'll get another job then!" the bright female voice chirped.

"Tell me it's not something editorial!"

"Remie André. Yes! A super novella, but long..." Remie pinched the bridge of his nose. "Double payment..." Annabelle’s voice sang.

"Time?" Remie asked softly.

"700 pages, two months."

Remie snorted a laugh, a short, disbelieving sound.

"What sort of a maniac would write 700 pages?!"

"Gabrielle du Francette. Paris' most celebrated fiction author at the moment." Remie's jaw went slack.

He was at a loss for words.

"Annabelle, you must be joking."

"No, I'm not. She asked me, but I'm leaving for America next week for half a year. So, you're the only one who has a job like mine..."

"Any terms?"

"Weekly appointment."

"Just?"

"Just."

"Change?"

"Zero. Just suggestions."

"Right." Remie spun on his heel and started towards the car. Great. With that article, it would have been over anyway. All Parisians know Paris. Nothing new here. He's got no one. So it's time...
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The moment he's faced with Gabrielle's chaotic manuscript. In the author's fantastical world, dragons, angels, and a vampire clashed in a Third Dimension war. Remie just stared, eyes scanning line after dizzying line. The digital white was normally flecked with scarlet from grammar checks, as none of the writers are famous for perfect spelling. And now it's his turn to climb the wall! This is never going to be a published book. He jabbed at his phone, furiously dialing Annabelle.

"Tell me she didn't write this, like a ninth-grade girl..." There's uproarious laughter on the other end of the line, sharp and mocking.

"Yes! Just work on it!"

"Annabelle! It needs to be re-written!"

"Double payment, Remie. Work." Remie glared at the phone, a muscle ticking in his jaw. She hung up. Work on it. In English, rewrite it. Make it marketable!
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Days stretched into an eternity. Suddenly, winter melted into the damp air of Spring. Work felt desperate. Tough language, awful style. No framework—time didn't exist for this author. The past and the present crashed together in a single, convoluted paragraph. Remie covered his face with his hands. "No fucking chance!" He shoved himself away from the computer and left. He had to clear his head.

It's March. Paris is at its noisiest at night. The Seventh District especially. Recently, the vibrant atmosphere of clubs has made things more colorful. This basement club is more vibrant than any other. The BLove bar is silent compared to the rest. They avoid popularity, but still there are lots of people here. The music's good, and so is the service. However, it's mainly about the casuals. There is a reason they come here. For a taste of adventure. To relax... To meet up with people. It's not the first time he's been here. A little bit off, then on... We can also meet here, Nino and Kais. They're like brothers: the same height, brown hair, light eyes. White shirts with black aprons suit them. Nino usually serves, Kais professionally mixes cocktails. It's a crush. He looks around, but sees such a crowd and heads off. Or at least he intends to, but standing in the doorway, Nathan, his "mate" whom he has not seen for months, shows up.

"Long time no see," the muscular black man says. Remie makes no reply. "So you still hold a grudge..." Nathan braces his arm on the door so Remie can't leave.

"Do you miss me?" Remie questions as the man pulls his mouth away and grabs Remie's chin.

"You've got just one inch of... Though... that can be replaced."

"I'm off!" Remie shoves Nathan's hand off and leaves the club. He stops after a few steps. Damned world...


[image: ]


It's not easy. Human connections are not simple at all. Relationships are not easy. After all, man needs a partner. Solitude is terrible after a while. You need to let off a little steam, turn off the brain, try to recharge. Still... Remie is leaning against the bathroom wall. He's used to this kind of emptiness. The emptiness that lingers inside him, in spite of all the pleasures. Nathan is not the man to love anyone, but he is good with him. And that's it. When he leaves the shower, Nathan is in front of his computer. "What the fuck is this?"

"Work," Remie rubs his hair, standing at the window. The dark street slowly creeps in. Raindrops sparkle on the window, caught in the early evening rain. In the distance, light emerges between the city buildings. It's cool, but dawn is breaking...

"All right. I'm off!" Nathan stands up and takes his underwear from the bed. He gets dressed and heads for the door.

That's it. What more do we need? A "see you later"? Perhaps a firm handshake? Oh, a kiss? An "I'm in a hurry to get home" or "See you later"? Remie glances out the window after the departing man. A painful smile crosses his lips. For how long will this continue?
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Nathan is the man who is and isn't. A couple of times, which is fine, then he’s gone. He has enough the moment he should be building the bond further. He's getting bored with it. He's searching for a fresh buzz... Whether he is or not, Remie's like that. He's just boring. He's silent, he never talks very much, and he's hard to get along with. What's the reason? No reasons. He's just the way he is. He's not much of a talker. He never has been. Probably, because there wasn't anyone to open up to. In other words, he never really wanted to open up to anybody. After everybody turned their back on him. After he died for his family. It's hard. No one can imagine what it's like, but in the world of the 21st century, it's all the more isolating. The media is full of homosexual content. There are actors, performers
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