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THE STRANGER

It was a lazy Friday afternoon at the bookstore on Park Street, Bristol, the sunlit hours stretching endlessly ahead. Jem was on his knees in the romance section, reshelving the books in alphabetical order, when a shadow fell across him. The sunshine cut off. Jem looked up, startled.

A stranger was standing over him, haloed in light. He must be tall; from this angle he towered over Jem, who was more on a level with the polished-leather scent of his shoes. 

Jem had a highly developed sense of personal space. This man had abruptly invaded it. Jem jumped back and had to catch himself on the shelf.

The stranger chuckled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He had a dark chocolate voice, rich and smooth. He offered his hand to help Jem up.

Jem hesitated. He didn’t normally touch strangers—in fact, he was careful not to. But the man was watching him in a way that made him a little daring. Jem risked it, and took his hand.

A delicious tingle ran through him. The warm fingers twined through his, palm rough, grip strong. The man lifted him easily to his feet, the muscles in his shoulders bunching.

Jem touched people so rarely that the slightest brush of the stranger’s thumb against his sensitive palm made him catch his breath. Heat surged, making the pit of his stomach tighten. He became suddenly, sharply aware of the other man.

Now Jem was standing, the man was still taller than him. He was easily over six feet and with his broad shoulders could have been intimidating if not for his disarming smile. He was darkly handsome with clean, sharp looks. His eyes were a striking pale colour, his clothes casually expensive. 

His slow smile deepened, bringing out a little dimple, and Jem reddened. He was convinced that the man could tell how desperately attracted he was. 

They were still holding hands. The man didn’t seem in any hurry to let go. Jem dropped his hand hastily and stepped back from temptation.

For some reason he was breathless, a shiver just on the edge of running through him. His palm still tingled where that thumb had stroked ever so briefly. He rubbed his palm on his jacket so it wouldn’t distract him.

“Can I, um...” He cleared his throat. “Can I help you?”

“I’m certainly hoping so.” The man looked him up and down in a way that made Jem even hotter. “I’m looking for a book for a science fiction fan. She liked Blade Runner, if that helps.”

Like all good booksellers, Jem was an expert in picking the right book, and he took the cute guy to the SF section and suggested William Gibson’s cyberpunk classic Neuromancer. “Is it for a girlfriend?” Jem tried to make it light.

The man smiled knowingly. Jem went even redder. “My little sister,” he said. “I’m Carlton.”

“Jem.” Jem did his best to recover from his state of embarrassment. Carlton was so unfairly handsome that Jem was tripping over himself. He kept stealing glances at him as he scanned the book, trying to memorise that square jaw, the flash of that teasing dimple.

“Are you a student?” Carlton was studying him with open curiosity as he paid for the book.

Jem got asked that a lot here in the shadow of the great tower of Bristol University. With his black-framed glasses and his slightly curly hair, he looked bookish. Boyish. Always had done. He looked down at the beige carpet. “No, I dropped out.” He wasn’t sure why he was telling Carlton that, it was private. He added hastily, “I like the bookstore. The bookstore is nice.”

“It is. Can’t go wrong with bookstores.” Carlton’s smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. Jem was helpless to resist. “Thanks for Neuromancer. My sister will be happy.” He took the book back with careful hands and smoothed his palm across the blue cover. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Jem.”

“Thanks.” Jem wasn’t sure what to do with his hands; he put them behind his back. It tugged at him to think that this man was going to disappear. He wavered, torn, took a breath to speak, then told himself to shut up. Carlton was way too handsome and way too smooth to want him. Jem should let him walk out.

Carlton waited for him to speak with an air of expectation. His face fell slightly when Jem said nothing. “Have a good day.” With a polite smile, he turned to leave.

He brushed past Jem, the merest of touches, and Jem swallowed down a surge of longing. Jem had always been so careful not to touch anyone. Too careful for this.

Stupid of him to even think about it. Carlton probably didn’t even like men. Jem must have been imagining the slow stroke of his thumb across his palm.

Carlton stopped ten feet away and turned. Jem was caught staring after him like a puppy. “Just one thing,” said Carlton with his disarming smile. “When do you get off work tonight?”

“When do I—” Jem stumbled over the words. A slow warmth started to light him up, hope and delight. “Seven,” he said breathlessly.

“Can I interest you in dinner?”

Carlton could interest him in pretty much anything. “I’d like that.” His smile kept escaping, he couldn’t hide it.

“Fantastic. See you tonight.” Carlton tipped him a wink and left, moving smoothly between the customers, slipping out into the street outside.

Jem found himself clutching a shelf for balance. He was flustered to the point of dizziness. The unspoken promise in Carlton’s gaze, his voice, his lingering touch, made him light-headed with anticipation.

See you tonight. His face hurt from smiling.

His state of dazed happiness lasted until he realised what he’d just agreed to.

Jem had always known that he was different. He had an intense need for the familiar and the routine. He had carefully marked out his home ground: the tiny flat where he lived, the bookstore where he worked, the familiar streets in between. Inside those limits he was safe. Outside lay a terrifying world of thundering traffic and jostling crowds. Whenever he screwed up his courage and ventured out he ended up counting the seconds until he could escape home again.

Over the years he had adapted to his condition, learning to minimise contact with the outside world. He even got his groceries delivered to the door so he wouldn’t have to brave the supermarket. He could go for days without having to set foot outside his limits. Now he had agreed to a date. With a stranger.

The prospect was starting to make his chest tight, his breath coming faster. It would be a restaurant he didn’t know, people he’d never met. Carlton seemed to like him now, but once he realised that Jem was different, what would he think? Not many people understood. That was why he liked working at the bookstore, because his coworkers got it. They let him stay on home ground.

Carlton was strange, unexplored territory, promising new thrills, but also a world of danger. Jem had no doubt that somebody so charming had the power to enthrall him only to crush him utterly. Jem would never be able to hold his interest for long. Better to spare himself the humiliation.

His coworkers crowded round to congratulate him on scoring a date with the cute guy. They teased him so much that he hid in the children’s section all afternoon. He was too embarrassed to explain to them that it had been a moment of dazzled madness he had already talked himself out of.

As seven o’clock drew near, his dread grew as he faced standing Carlton up. He clocked out but hesitated on the threshold of the bookstore, caught between the safe and the dangerous, the familiar and the unexpected. Outside terrified him. He was sick with nerves.

“Hi, Jem.” Carlton stepped out of the gathering shadows with a smile, bright and warm. Jem’s heart turned over and he badly wanted to make him smile some more.

His coworkers were whispering encouragement behind him. He shut his eyes and got it out in a rush. “I can’t go out on a date with you.”

He dared to open his eyes. Carlton’s face fell. “Why not?”

“I...” He stopped, grasping for words.

Carlton glanced around, then took him by the wrist to draw him to one side. The light pressure of Carlton’s fingertips against his wrist transfixed him; he imagined that the heat of Carlton’s touch would sear through the cuff of his shirt. Carlton sneaked him into a shadowed niche beside the bookstore, closed away from watchful eyes. He didn’t let go. “Jem,” he said in a gentle voice. “What’s wrong? You seemed so excited.”

Jem had been excited all right. Now he just felt sick. “I don’t... I don’t do this. New people. Strange places. I get scared. I shouldn’t have said yes. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I can help you.”

“You can’t help me. I’m really sorry.” Jem tugged half-heartedly at Carlton’s grip, not wanting him to let go.

“Yes, I can.” Carlton put his other hand against the wall beside Jem’s head. Jem tensed immediately, but it gave him a strange thrill: he felt not trapped but shielded from the world. Nobody could see him, nobody could hear what they said. “I’ll be right next to you the whole time. I won’t leave you. I know a good restaurant, everybody will be thrilled to meet you. Just like I am.” He began stroking the inside of Jem’s wrist gently with his thumb, a slow, lingering, tantalising touch that told Jem he hadn’t imagined Carlton stroking his palm at all. It brought Jem to tingling awareness so fast that he caught his breath. “Let me take you out tonight. I’ll bring you safely home. Trust me.”

Jem wanted very much to trust him. He had been on a few dates over the last few years, but nobody had been so intensely focused on him, so gentle with his fears. “You’ll be here the whole time?”

“Every moment.” Carlton’s smile brightened his face. He truly was beautiful.

Jem’s heart skipped and leaped like a kite into flight. “Okay.”

Carlton reached up and touched his cheek very lightly, the brush of his thumb at once brief and intimate. Jem froze. “Let’s go,” Carlton murmured, his eyes dropping to Jem’s mouth. This close, Jem could see that his eyes were grey, the colour of a winter sky, darkening as Jem watched. “Before we get distracted.”

Jem was feeling inexplicably hot and flustered. “Um—let’s.”

The restaurant was a cosy little place tucked into green countryside a few miles outside Bristol. Standing outside, Jem could see the lights of the city, cupped in the valley like a handful of jewels in a palm. The sky above was brilliant with stars. Carlton put a hand at his back; in the dark, they could have been the only two people in the world. “Are we okay?”

“Yep.” Jem smiled at him. He could feel the warmth of his touch through his shirt.

Carlton escorted him under an archway alive and sweet with climbing roses and into the restaurant itself. It was some kind of old cottage, with exposed black beams, old photographs on the wall. The staff all seemed to know Carlton, and they lit up to see him; Carlton greeted them with a friendly word, apparently knowing everybody’s names. Jem edged in tight against his side, surrounded by hostile strangers in a scary unknown place.

Carlton dropped his hand from his
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