

    
        
          A Little Turn

        

        
        
          A.Y. Caluen

        

        
          Published by Alexandra Caluen, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A LITTLE TURN

    

    
      First edition. November 18, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 A.Y. Caluen.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223387831

    

    
    
      Written by A.Y. Caluen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Sign up for A.Y. Caluen's Mailing List

Also By A.Y. Caluen

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


April 2010

Bob Anderson stood in the gym, staring at the woman he’d proposed to the night before, the woman who’d just put the ring box in his hand. He felt almost detached, as if he were watching this play out with two different people. As if it were a scene in a movie, the part of the rom-com where there’s a big misunderstanding, but you know they’ll get together in the end. Those scenes were never this final.

She was saying, “I shouldn’t have let this go so far. The truth is I’m in love with somebody else.” 

It didn’t matter, but he asked anyway. “Who?”

“Someone I can’t be with. I thought I should try, and I tried, but it isn’t fair to you. I’m sorry.” There was a pause, as if she thought she should say something else, or maybe as if she expected him to say something. What on earth could he say? “So. I’d better go.”

“Yeah. Well.” He looked at the ring box. “It was worth a try.” Did he really say that? What did it even mean? Did he mean for Sharon, or himself?

“You’ll find someone who deserves that ring.” She popped up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, then turned around and left. He stood there, feeling cold, until he became aware that he was being stared at. He hated that. Put this in the gym bag and pretend it never happened. Maybe someone would steal it, and he really could pretend that.

A bit less than two hours later, he was in the bar at Callender’s, for no other reason than that it was the only bar close to his apartment that he’d ever been in before. He was wearing his business suit for no other reason than that he couldn’t exactly go to a bar in his sweaty gym clothes. Those were sweatier than usual because after Sharon gave him the ring back, he had to work out harder than usual. He was, in fact, feeling a little shaky. Exhausted, hungry, and upset. All the reasons why he was upset were jangling around in his head. Having a drink or two and some greasy bar food was exactly the wrong thing to do in this situation. Going back to his apartment alone didn’t seem any better.

There was nobody to talk to about it. He hadn’t told his family that he was proposing. Had only mentioned in passing that he was seeing someone. Maybe he knew all along that Sharon didn’t want to marry him. They’d only been dating for a few weeks, it was too soon, but that didn’t matter because she was in love with someone else anyway. At least, that’s what she said. And why shouldn’t it be true? She was blonde, beautiful, smart, funny. Everything an up-and-coming sports agent in Los Angeles could want. Everything any man should want. He was convinced that he wanted her, as much as he’d ever wanted a woman. Did I actually want her.

That was the question he’d asked himself every time a relationship didn’t work out. He did the right things, or so he thought. Good manners, decent clothes, a clean car. A careful progression of dates that he always paid for. He took them to bed once an indication of willingness was given. What happened in bed was a mystery. Who did a guy talk to about how to make love to a girl? Was he doing it right? They always acted like it was all right. Was every one of them faking it? How was he supposed to know? If he asked whether they had a good time and they said yes, was he supposed to assume they were lying?

He liked the kissing part. Liked being touched, being close to someone, skin to skin. Actual intercourse was not all that inspiring. All the reasons why that might be weren’t jangling. They were buzzing at the bottom of the jangle, like an overloaded power line, or a computer hard drive that was about to self-destruct.

The bar was too exposed. He couldn’t sit with his back to the room. After a few minutes, the host found a booth for him at the inside end of the bar, a few feet away from the piano that nobody was playing at this hour. He had no idea if anybody ever played that piano. Maybe it was for Sunday brunch. He’d never been here for that.

The server who showed up a few minutes later coached him through a drink selection and suggested some food to go with it. Bob didn’t care. Anything was better than nothing, he didn’t have any food allergies, he didn’t care. He drank whatever was in the glass, ate whatever was on the plate, let the server suggest another drink for him. He was sitting there staring at it when someone sat down across from him. “You look like you’ve had a shitty day.”

Bob looked up. It was almost like looking in a mirror, and yet nothing like that at all. Slim blond white man with good bones. Wearing not a suit, but an aggressively trendy casual shirt. Hair not in a businesslike cut but swept back, brushing his collar, and highlighted. Half a dozen colors, from platinum to spicy reddish-brown. One ear pierced. Shaped and tinted eyebrows. And was that eyeliner? Maybe he frowned. The other man pressed his lips together as if suppressing a smile. He reached across the table. Bob reflexively extended his own hand, realized that the offered hand was palm-down, thought what the fuck am I supposed to do with this, and made a confused sound.
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Jade would have been shocked if the guy in the suit actually did what his offered hand invited, and kissed the back of it. He did the usual thing, which was to take it in a hesitant way, let go of it as soon as possible, and retrieve his own hand. Jade learned long ago that this was the very best way to avoid having his hands damaged by an overly-aggressive grip. Some men wouldn’t touch his hand at all when he presented it that way. “My name is Jade Derecha.”

“Bob Anderson. You don’t look Latino.” The second he said it Bob cringed. Of all the clumsy things to say.

“I’m not. Before I changed it, the name was Jake Wright. Wright, right, derecha. I’m from Ohio.”

“I’m from Utah.”

“What are you doing in Los Angeles?”

“I live here.” Bob couldn’t have been more confused if they were speaking Martian.

Jade heroically suppressed a laugh. At least now the guy wasn’t staring at his drink as if he wished it were hemlock. Instead he was staring at Jade trying to figure out why they were talking. It wasn’t the first time he got that reaction. “I live here too. I’m a stylist. What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a sports agent.”

The agent part wasn’t surprising. The sports part kind of was, but Jade rolled with it. “And instead of being out with some athlete talking about how to make the both of you some money, or out with a team from your office talking about who’s making the most money, or out with the hot Los Angelena who is surely somewhere waiting for a good-looking guy in a suit, you’re at Callender’s by yourself looking like you want to go find a fast-moving bus to stand in front of.”

Bob closed his eyes, hoping that when he opened them again this completely inappropriate person would be gone. Maybe it was his imagination. Maybe this was his brain projecting a version of his subconscious, telling him what was going on. Except he still didn’t know what was going on. Maybe he should simply play along. Keeping his eyes closed, he dug in his pocket and pulled out the ring box. He only even had it because he didn’t want to send it through the wash with his gym clothes by accident. Set it on the table. Sat back and opened his eyes to see what happened.

Jade picked up the box, opened it, took a moment to appreciate the tastefully-huge diamond ring inside. Not the average boring solitaire on a slim gold band; this was a platinum filigree band, nearly three millimeters wide. A trio of stones were set across the top, a square-cut one point five carat (if he were any judge, which he was; he’d seen a lot of fine jewelry) in the middle, flanked with half-carat triangles. He thought wistfully about how good that would look on his own graceful hand. Then he thought screw it and took it out of the box. Was it the right size? He slid it onto his ring finger. It fit as if it belonged there.

Across the table, Bob’s mouth actually dropped open for a second. What the hell was this guy doing? How could that – okay, it did fit, his hands were fine-boned, but – what the hell. Had it fit Sharon? He couldn’t remember, but surely not. That couldn’t have helped with the yes-or-no decision. Except it didn’t matter.

Jade was aware of the speechless incredulity on the other side of the table. He took the ring off regretfully, inserted it in that pillowy slot, closed the box again. Set it down and nudged it toward the other man. “I take it you offered this to some woman who said no thank you. Did she at least say thank you?”

Ordinarily Bob would have put the box back in his pocket. He left it sitting there because it didn’t matter. And instead of saying ‘what the hell was that about’ he said, “I don’t remember. She said she was in love with someone else.”

“And are you crushed? Ruined for life? Suicidal?”

“I’m confused.” Bob couldn’t figure out why he was talking to this person at all, much less telling the truth. “I felt like, oh God not again, another one bites the dust, what do I keep doing wrong. And then I was ... relieved.”

“Do you make a habit out of proposing?”

“No, this was the first time. I thought it was time. I’m thirty-six.”

“I’m thirty-five. I’ve never proposed to anybody.”

Of course you haven’t, Bob thought, if you’re not gay I’m Elizabeth Taylor. Then he shook his head as if to dislodge that thought. Why the fuck was it always a woman’s name when he had a thought like that? Why did he not think, if you’re not whatever I’m Muhammad Ali? And why did he buy a ring like that instead of a nice safe delicate solitaire? Why a ring that looked right on a man’s hand? “Oh fuck me,” he said, awash with horror.

Jade watched the realization bloom. It wasn’t what he’d expected, but it immediately made sense. His gaydar was usually very accurate. And now he could almost hear the litany of denial, denunciation, desperation. Could almost have spoken it out loud, confident that he wouldn’t miss a thing. Decades of cultural abhorrence, brainwashing, and fear. This poor guy. “Could I call you Robert?”

“What?” It was faint, a reflex more than conscious speech.

“Mr. Anderson. I don’t think you look like a Bob. I’d love to make you look like a Bertie, actually. I think you’re perfect for the Edwardian style. Hey.” The guy made eye contact. It looked as though it was painful. Jade leaned in a little, with his elbows on the table, and spoke very low. “I can guess what’s going through your mind right now. You don’t know me, but I’ve been where you are. Please believe you will be okay. You are a decent, worthwhile person, and whatever happened today doesn’t change that.” He was making some assumptions there, but this was not the time to say ‘you’re probably a decent, worthwhile person.’

Bob was nearly in tears. This was the worst thing in the world. The worst conversation. The worst thoughts to be having. He clutched at a life preserver. “It can’t be true.” Didn’t mean to say that out loud.

“Why not?” Jade was still leaning in. The last thing this guy needed was for anyone to move away. How many people had left him before tonight’s girl? How many times had he watched someone walk away and thought, what’s wrong with me? “There is nothing wrong with you.” A movement caught his attention. The server was hovering. “Could we get the check please?” It came quickly. Jade took it before the other guy could. Pushed the ring box toward him, watched to make sure it landed in the suit pocket.

A few minutes later they were outside. Jade had a strong impression that Bob ugh no I hate that name barely remembered where he lived at the moment, much less how to get there. “Where’s your car, Mr. Anderson.”

Some struggling instinct to deal with things made him say, “Call me Robert.” A desperate need to connect with someone who seemed to recognize him, and wasn’t walking away.

He was processing; that was good. Plus the full name was much too Matrix. All too close to home, really; the guy had clearly been living in an artificial world. Now he was trying to find his footing. Jade didn’t want to leave him alone. He had a friend who got him through that first awful week. Who did this poor fucker have? “Your car,” he prompted.

“It’s over there.” Bob pointed randomly. He couldn’t think of himself as Robert right now. He’d always been Bob. But Bob wasn’t real. 

“Robert, I have a suggestion. I live nearby. I walked over here. There is a place we can park your car. I think you should come with me. I don’t think you should be alone.”

“You didn’t even eat.”

Thinking about someone else: that was another good sign. Jade had met his share of agents. The ones he liked all had the helper personality, underneath the mercenary hustle and the sharks-with-lasers focus. “I was really only there to get a whiff of pie. Once a month or so I let myself have a slice. Come on, take me to your car. I’ll drive.”

Robert started moving. Not so much because he wanted to, more because the other man was offering to help, and he seemed to actually understand what was going on, which was more than Robert could. Or maybe he could understand, simply didn’t want to. Didn’t want to look at his whole thirty-six years of life and wonder how much of it was actually his. Who was Bob Anderson? Who is Robert Anderson? Oh sweet Jesus am I gay? How could you do this to me? He handed over his keys as if someone else were controlling his body. Got in the passenger seat. Noticed that Jade had to move the driver’s seat up a notch; he was a couple inches shorter. He didn’t say a word during the short drive. Jade was talking, in a soothing tone, about his day. Robert let it wash over him. He didn’t pay much attention to models, actors, Hollywood events. His clients, even the ones who had advertising deals, didn’t move in that world. He knew this was only to make the point that he wasn’t alone. If he hadn’t been wallowing in misery, he would have said ‘thank you.’

Jade didn’t expect a ‘thank you.’ He was hoping this silent distress was as bad as it got. It was going to be a while before Robert felt like thanking anybody for anything. He was at rock bottom right now. On the way up there might be rage. If so, whoever was nearby was likely to be in the line of fire, which meant taking him home was probably really stupid. He parked the car, got the guy out of it, and walked him into the building. Still talking. He knew Robert wasn’t listening. The only reason to talk was to consciously engage. Yes you are with a person, yes this person sees you, yes this person is interacting with you, yes you deserve it. Upstairs to the apartment, unlocking the door, moving the guy through the kitchen and into the small living room. “Robert, I suggest you get as comfortable as possible. Take off your shoes. Take off whatever you want, actually. I’m not going to make a pass at you. Nobody’s going to mess with you. This is a safe place.” Then, more prosaically, “The bathroom’s over there.”

Robert didn’t move for a few seconds. Then he started on his tie. 
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Jade darted into the bathroom himself, washed up with much less attention to detail than usual, and made it back to the living room in time to see Robert placing his shoes with exaggerated precision under the coffee table. His suit jacket was draped over the back of one of the chairs in the breakfast nook, the tie folded neatly into the chest pocket. Jade gave him an expectant look. Robert nodded, walking past him to the bathroom. There was a brand-new toothbrush, still in its package, on the vanity. 

He refreshed himself, somewhat mechanically. Noted the way the bathroom was actually designed, much as the bathroom in any given woman’s apartment had been. Nothing was overtly feminine, but nothing was random. There weren’t multiples, the way there were in his own bathroom, because he sometimes forgot exactly what he usually used and ended up buying something else that he didn’t like as much, but never threw out the unsatisfactory product. And everything went together. No off-the-shelf bottle of hand soap here, or naked box of tissues. Those containers coordinated pleasantly with the towels, the rug, even the light-switch plate. Wanting to learn more about this situation he was in, he opened the medicine cabinet. Told himself it was simply to find the toothpaste. Examined the other contents, somewhat clinically. There were a lot more products than he used. Some were products he’d noticed at the drugstore and thought ‘I wonder if I should be using something like that.’ None were cosmetics. Maybe his host kept those somewhere else. He was a stylist. Maybe he kept things at his ... not an office. A salon?

Robert dismissed the temptation to think about his host instead of his own situation. He had to figure this out, and he might as well start with what was in front of him. Maybe his own bathroom was so unplanned because he never wanted to think too hard about these things. Never wanted to examine the implications. It wasn’t a great theory; he knew a lot of straight men who were obsessed with grooming. But it was a theory, one that made more sense the more he thought about things. He remembered the way the server coached him through the menu tonight. He’d been letting people do that forever, maybe because on some level he didn’t care to ask himself what he wanted. Even about something as innocuous as what to eat.

He closed the cabinet and brushed his teeth, staring at himself. Maybe he should be absolutely freaking out right now, but he wasn’t. The initial avalanche of horrified WTF had settled. Now his brain was working, sorting through the jangle from earlier in the evening. Applying ‘because this’ to answer a lot of questions. He’d never had anything close to an answer before. And he wasn’t convinced about this answer, but if he really was gay, then there was an actual reason why none of those relationships with girls worked out. They weren’t supposed to. Maybe the girls realized it somehow. Maybe they knew he would never be a perfect husband, because he didn’t actually want them. 

But how could he be gay and not know it? He’d never kissed a man. Barely even hugged a man. The bro hug, sure. He couldn’t remember hugging his father, or his brother. He’d never wanted a man. Or at least not to the point that he recognized the feeling. Watching with appreciation, okay, but desire? He’d been inside an awful lot of locker rooms. Had played sports himself starting at age four, even though he was always a bit on the delicate side. Five eleven and one-sixty now, which made a suit look great but had surprised more than one woman. It was a turn-off for some. There had been more than one sharp-edged joke about looking fat next to him. Of course they didn’t, and he didn’t care anyway. His focus was always on their faces and personalities. Because ... fuck.

Jade must weigh one-fifty, tops. Robert thought about it, very deliberately. Was he attracted to this person. Accept the possibility and conduct the analysis from there. If he was gay, then he was gay. Everything he’d been told growing up led him to absolute revulsion, but how much of that was true? If he was actually gay, then he was what a gay person was. And he was not a pedophile, or an exhibitionist, or a rapist. He was not any of those awful things. There was nothing wrong with his brain, he believed he was capable of love – he did love, he loved his family and his friends and some of his clients – and he was obviously not promiscuous. Since he’d made it to thirty-six without even asking himself if he might be gay, he was either a master of control or a master of denial. Maybe both. He would need to come back to this and look for context clues he must have missed.

Do I think he’s attractive. Well, of course. Anybody would. But did that mean Robert was attracted to him? The two things weren’t necessarily the same. All he was sure of was that Jade was none of those awful things either. He was a person who saw someone having a shitty day and came to see if he could help.
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“Everything okay in there?” Jade didn’t like to hover, and it wasn’t as though there was an obvious way for a person to do himself an injury in the bathroom (the kitchen was another matter), but it was awfully quiet.

Robert opened the door. “Thanks for the toothbrush. And everything.”

Already at thank you. That was both surprising and reassuring. “You’re welcome. How are you doing?”

“I don’t know. Am I gay?” Might as well ask. This guy seemed to have recognized something.

Jade shook his head. “Only you can answer that question, my friend. Do you want to sit down and talk about it? Don’t worry about how late it is. I don’t think you should go to work tomorrow and I don’t have anything till noon.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“Because somebody helped me. Come and sit down.” Jade led the way, as if Robert could possibly have forgotten where the living room was. Looking back to make sure he was following. If the guy’s process had already arrived at this point, maybe this wouldn’t be a disaster. Robert looked a lot calmer than he had at Callender’s, that was for sure. Jade told himself not to think about the way he looked. The way he moved. The shapely forearms and wrists, accented by golden hair and a stylish watch, exposed now that the man had rolled up his sleeves. They sat down. “What made you say oh fuck me at the bar.”

Robert huffed out something close to a laugh. “You said that thing about how you never proposed to anybody, and I thought of course you haven’t, if you’re not gay I’m Elizabeth Taylor.” Jade laughed. “And then I thought wait one fucking minute. Why do I always put some glamorous woman’s name there? Why not, like, Mike Tyson?”

“And you realized?”

“I’m not sure if I could call this realization. I’m still questioning. How could I not have known who I am for all these years?” He was quiet for a minute, absorbing the fact that he’d said ‘who’ and not ‘what.’ On some level, it seemed, he never had believed all those bad things. “How did you know?”

“I was fifteen,” Jade said. “I grew up in a religious household. I noticed other boys. I watched Luke and Han, instead of Leia. They were just more interesting. It wasn’t until later that I realized why. I thought if I ever touched another boy I was going to hell. But somebody touched me.”

“In a bad way?”

“Mmm.” Jade shook his head. “It was a friend. I did makeup and costume for everything at the school. My parents told their friends I was artistic. I was on the baseball team, too. Had a paper route, rode all over on my bike. I was enough of a guy that I guess they didn’t see the signs. Lucky for me,” he added. “Anyway, I was cleaning up the dressing room when this friend, a musician for a play we were doing, came in and closed the door. I was all, did you need something? And he said yes, I need to kiss you. I thought fucking what?”

Robert smiled. It was the first smile he’d managed since he saw Sharon at the gym, before she gave back the ring. “You didn’t run for your life?”

“I stood there like my feet were nailed to the floor. I didn’t know what to do.”

“Stood there until he kissed you.”

“Mm-hmm. It might have been his first kiss too. He sure wasn’t very good at it, at least not at first. Then it started getting good, and I realized I was getting turned on, and I pushed him away. He said Jake, it’s okay. I won’t tell anybody. I just love you, that’s all. And I started crying because nobody ever said that to me.”

“Nobody?” Robert was horrified all over again, for a completely different reason. At least his parents did say that. His siblings. He heard ‘God loves you’ a lot more often than he heard ‘I love you,’ but he did at least hear it. Maybe not from here on out. The thought hurt.

Jade saw the flinch and thought he knew what that was about. He also saw the sympathy, and appreciated it. This guy was definitely handling things better. Well, he was older. Maybe wiser. And maybe even though his first thought was ‘oh fuck me’ his second was ‘well now everything makes sense.’ He couldn’t help wondering how fast the process was going to be. Robert was already at roughly day four of Jade’s process. “It took about a week to come to terms with it. The only person I could possibly talk to was my friend, and it had to be in private, and privacy barely existed in that community. It was a small town.” Robert nodded comprehension. Jade took a calming breath. He hadn’t told anyone this story for years. “We ended up going for these long walks. I ditched baseball, he ditched band. I was angry, upset, couldn’t keep my temper. I felt like God had betrayed me. Because I didn’t go looking for that, you know? I was trying to be who I thought I was supposed to be. I got in trouble at school, got in trouble at home. Finally told my parents I thought I was gay, and my father hit me.”

“Oh no.” Robert wanted to reach out, as if that injury were fresh instead of twenty years old. Well, that answers the question of whether I’m attracted. What the hell do I do now? And why am I not screaming at myself that this is wrong?

“They didn’t throw me out of the house, but it was a close call. My friend was out to his parents, not to anyone else. I told him what happened. He talked to his parents, they talked to mine, and we came up with a way to get through high school. My part of the deal was that I wouldn’t come out to anyone else. I would have been afraid to anyway. And I had to swear I wouldn’t touch anyone while I was living under my parents’ roof.” He shrugged. “I lied about that.”

Robert was laughing silently, full of admiration and envy and still-jangling dissonant conflict because he simply couldn’t believe this was happening, and yet it was. “It was very kind of you to sit with me tonight.”

“I didn’t know what your trouble was, but it was clear there was something. I am not a guy who minds his own business. That said, if it looked like you were going to throw a punch I’d have skated.”

“I’ve never hit anyone in my life.”

“Well, good. I’ve been in a few fights in my day but it’s not my idea of fun.” He’d dismissed his concerns as soon as Robert said ‘thanks.’ Maybe someday they could talk about how (and why) Jade learned to use elbows, knees, and feet. Don’t be ridiculous, he doesn’t care. You’ll probably never see him again. He glanced down at his manicured hands, startled to realize that he wished that weren’t true. When he looked up again they made eye contact.

Robert gazed at Jade across the width of the couch and asked himself, again, why he wasn’t crouched in a corner with his fingers in his ears yelling No No No. Asked himself if the warmth in those big hazel-green eyes was for him, or if it was simply Jade being Jade. Jade who was beautiful in such a male way. Alluring, but wary and tough. Robert could almost smell the testosterone. This wasn’t a person who would require protection. This was a person who would stand beside you. “Is that when you really knew? When your friend kissed you?”

Oh really, Jade thought, with a frisson of half-alarm, half-delight. The other man’s expression was speculative, not frightened. Curious, not appalled. “I’d say yes to that.” He could have been answering Robert’s spoken question. He could also have been answering the unspoken one.

“You live alone here.”

“Yes. I’m single, if that’s what you’re asking. Have been for a year or so. My last lover moved to Sonoma to be a winemaker. With someone else.”

Robert thought about that for a minute. Jade did not seem heartbroken. But if his last lover was the one who moved, and that was a year or so ago, then he wasn’t only single: he was celibate. That was not something Robert had been taught to associate with gay men. He’d been taught they were all promiscuous. That they’d go with anybody, do anything, anytime or all the time. That sex was all they wanted. And obviously that wasn’t true. If he’d ever really thought about it before, he would have already erased that for the slanderous bullshit it was, because he knew plenty of gay men. Most of them were in committed relationships, the kind that would have been marriages if that were legal. He had not ever thought ‘they should be allowed to get married.’ Had bowed out of those discussions, because it was none of his business, and it was like having an opinion about the conflict between Shiite and Sunni. He wasn’t part of that community, so he shouldn’t judge. “I’m trying to figure out why I’m not up on the roof looking for something spiky to jump onto.”

“Well,” Jade said slowly, drawing it out, “maybe you’ve discovered that you don’t actually believe some of what you were told?”

Robert sat forward, as if to close some of the distance between them. “It’s like, if I am gay, which I’m still not sure but there’s evidence for that conclusion, then I am a representative gay man. And I am not what I was told gay men are, so what I was told has to be wrong. You’re not that either.”

“It’s a small sample size.” Jade couldn’t help smiling.

“Yeah, but I know other gay men. And those men aren’t what I was told either. It’s like I’ve just been hit upside the head with the fact that all these unquestioned statements are based on nothing. There were verses from the Bible, I’m sure you heard all of those too.”

“Oh, yes.”

“But there’s a lot in the Bible that we don’t believe, or we ignore. My family, the church, the whole freaking state. If you went through it line by line and said is this what we practice, at least half the time the answer would be no. So then I have to ask myself, why is it so important to them. Why are these people demonized. What exactly is the threat here. I mean, in a church where the fundamentalists believe in polygyny, you would think they would want all those unpartnered men to get together.”

“You’re making the jump from confused to politicized awfully fast.”

Robert laughed out loud. He suddenly felt a little bit high. “I’m probably going to be on a rollercoaster for the next week, at least. But.” He stopped.

Jade studied him for a few seconds. “Hang on.” They’d been talking for a while. He went to the kitchen, brought back two glasses of water. “Here.” Sat down again, not so far away. 

Robert drank some water, set down the glass, looked at Jade again. “Out of all the miserable men in bars in Los Angeles, how the hell did you roll up on me?”

“Pie?” Jade offered. “I was really only there for a whiff of pie.” And then I saw you at the end of the bar and couldn’t stay away.

“Would you kiss me?” He blurted it out, then sucked in a breath and held it. Couldn’t believe he said that.

Jade took a mouthful of water, held it for a second, swallowed. Set down his glass, not looking at Robert. Is this even the slightest approximation of a good idea. He had no intention of kissing the man when he brought him here. It was only to give him better odds of surviving the night. Wasn’t it? He glanced over; Robert was still not breathing. “Exhale.” Studied him again. “You want to find out if kissing a man feels right, or if it disgusts you.” It wasn’t a question. Robert nodded anyway. “And you are inclined to not be disgusted by me because I was kind to you, and because you know I’m single and therefore not cheating on anybody.” Another nod, with a faint blush. “I know you’re single. For the record, I’m not disgusted by you. At all. And I won’t be even if kissing me makes you run for the toilet.” That thought had obviously occurred to Robert. “It might be better if you tried kissing me. I’ll stay right here. I won’t touch you.” There was more he could have said.

Robert thought things through for a few seconds. There was something Jade hadn’t said. “You want me to be clear that this is something I’m doing. My choice. Not something being done to me.” A silent nod. Robert wondered what his life would have been like if, some night at summer camp, he turned around and kissed a boy. Had he wanted to? Had he simply not recognized the impulse and the desire? Or had it triggered such immediate rejection that he buried it? Well, here was his chance to find out. With a consenting adult. He was trembling with nerves. He edged closer on the couch.

Jade could feel the tremor, though Robert’s face gave little away. He must be an excellent negotiator. His approach was slow. It was as if each six inches of proximity gain necessitated a moment to regroup. “Robert.” A sharp intake of breath. “Yes, that’s what I was going to say. Keep breathing. And remember, you don’t have to do this. Not with me, not with anybody. Not tonight, not ever.”

“I want to.” His voice was shaking now. “How else will I know? I’d rather know.”

Yes, of course, you want to know if there’s a reason. If this is the reason. Thirty-six, you poor lonely bastard - . Jade’s thoughts cut off abruptly because Robert finally made contact. His lips were trembling, but they were pressed against Jade’s. His eyes were closed, as if he didn’t want to see what was happening. His breath was audibly short. Jade wanted very strongly to touch him, hold him, soothe him. He kept his hands to himself. Didn’t do anything. Simply sat and waited. Robert gasped a little, as if he needed more breath. Of course that meant his lips parted. He closed them, but slowly, because Jade’s lip was between his. It took a real effort of will not to move now. To sit and experience this virginal kiss. The re-shaping of an entire self-image, decades of experience re-framed, all through this nearly-innocent contact. Jade had received more enthusiastic kisses from women. He was momentarily distracted by a flash of memory, his own second kiss. His friend inviting, but letting Jade initiate. He tried to do that now, so focused on Robert’s mouth and on listening for breath – he didn’t want the man to pass out on him – that he missed the moment when Robert put one hand on the back of the couch so he could lean in. He didn’t miss the moment when Robert’s lips parted again. This time it was intentional. A stifled sound, his head angling, and the lightest touch of tongue. Jade thought hazily I never said I wouldn’t respond, and opened his mouth.
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