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New Year’s Day

Waking up in the morning had never been Michael Jensen’s strong suit. It always took him a while to get going. Black coffee with a can of Mountain Dew as a chaser usually jolted him into full wakefulness, and he almost never smiled before he was fully awake. This morning was different. He was hung over, yes, but his head didn’t hurt or feel like it was stuffed with packing peanuts. He felt pleasantly numb. He even smiled experimentally as he sat up in bed alone.

This isn’t right, he thought. He wasn’t supposed to be alone. 

He looked around wildly. He was in his bedroom. Almost everything looked in place, but something was missing. Leander was supposed to spend the night, but there was no sign of him and no indication that he had slept over. Last night was New Year’s Eve. Where is he? Michael closed his eyes. He figured he must really be hung over, because he was having a very hard time retrieving even fragments of memories from the night before. He and Leander must have gone to a party. He had a vague recollection of a long drive. Of the party itself, Michael couldn’t recall a thing. And where was Leander? Before flicking the blanket and bed sheet away, he caught a glimpse of his right hand. He brought it up close to his face to get a good look at it. 

Yes. That was glitter nail polish on his middle finger. It was a deep evergreen with blue, green and gold glitter sparkles. Not his usual style. He rubbed at it. How am I gonna get this crap off?

He slid out of bed, naked. His brown hair flopped into his eyes. Shuffling to the bathroom, he took a few more quick looks at his right middle finger. The nail polish was still there with its glitter sparkling, mocking him. He relieved himself and washed his hands. The nail polish, of course, did not come off. He vaguely remembered seeing bottles of nail polish remover at the corner store. He would get some later, if it was open. It was New Year’s Day. He wasn’t sure.

After he pushed his hair out of his eyes and pulled on a pair of sweatpants, he shuffled into the kitchen and stepped on something leathery. He lifted his foot and looked down. It was his wallet. He didn’t usually leave it on the kitchen floor. He always left it on the little table near the front door, so he could grab it on the way out. His money and various cards were still there. Nothing appeared to be missing. He set it on the kitchen table and wondered again where Leander could be. Michael went back to his bedroom and retrieved his cell phone from the nightstand. Interesting. There was a necklace there, a silver disk on a pink string. They must have had quite a night. He hadn’t worn nail polish since an unfortunate punk phase in high school, and he owned almost no jewelry. 

He dialed Leander’s number. Voicemail. He didn’t hang up immediately because he adored Leander’s deep, silky voice. When he heard the beep that was the signal for him to leave a message, he hung up and sent Leander a text. A knock on the door startled him.

He opened the door to one of his neighbors, a prickly woman who tended to be nosy. 

“Yes?” He could never remember her name.

“Are you going to eat that or throw it away? Or should I throw it away for you?” she asked.

“I’m sorry. Throw what away?” He really needed some coffee. He didn’t even know what time it was, although the weak winter sunlight peeking through his window did suggest that it was midday. 

“That!” She pointed at the floor.

Michael’s gaze followed her index finger, and he saw a pizza box. Pizza? Did I order pizza? He stooped down and picked it up. It was still warm. The receipt had his name and address, but also another name—Godfrey. He didn’t know any Godfrey. Leander had never mentioned anyone by that name. 

“I’ll take care of it,” he said and shut the door. The pizza had sausage, onions and mushrooms on it, his favorite. He tossed it onto the kitchen table next to his wallet. After pouring himself a cup of coffee and opening a can of Mountain Dew, he sat down, still puzzled. 
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New Year’s Eve

Michael was ecstatic. His boyfriend Leander had finally agreed to let him meet his family. Michael had met Leander at a Bastille Day party about a year and a half ago. On his friend’s deck, the July sun was hot, and the cocktails, all named after famous French fashion designers, were cool. The white shirt with the top three buttons unbuttoned that Leander had worn provided a sensual contrast to his much darker skin. His clear blue eyes drew Michael in even further. Michael was glad that he had been spending lots of time outdoors because his skin was no longer winter white, although he was nowhere near as dark as Leander. The two men were introduced by a mutual friend. 

Michael tasted Leander’s drink, a mix of chocolate liqueur and vodka named after Coco Chanel. Leander had some of Michael’s Christian Dior, a mix of lemon vodka, lemonade, and mint leaves. They had been inseparable ever since. Leander had met Michael’s family in the spring at Michael’s brother’s wedding. His family had been staggered by Leander’s beauty, his smooth, mahogany skin and deep blue eyes. Even Michael’s brother, a confirmed straight guy, had gawked at Leander. More importantly, they liked Leander. His charm had completely won them over.

But Michael had never met Leander’s family. This had become an ongoing sticking point that made Michael question whether their relationship had a future. Leander didn’t talk about his family or even that much about his past and evaded any related questions. Michael generally avoided dating closeted men, although he suspected Leander’s evasiveness was more complicated. The little information Michael knew about Leander’s family had been carefully extracted after the best blow job Michael had ever given. He had learned that Leander’s family disapproved of his preferences and lived in a rural area. He had a twin sister and an older brother. He couldn’t get much more out of him before the post-sex glow faded, and Leander, once again, became tight-lipped.

Michael wondered if Leander was embarrassed by him. He nagged Leander until he relented and agreed to take Michael to his family’s New Year’s Eve celebrations. In the week before the big day, Michael spent time selecting his outfit, an ash grey suit jacket with a purple silk dress shirt, and trying to get information from Leander about safe small talk and conversational topics to avoid. Leander wasn’t much help. Clearly exasperated by Michael’s enthusiasm and probing questions, at one point, he blurted out, “Humans!” Michael didn’t know what to make of that comment, so he let it slide.

As Leander drove, he and Michael had some of the usual small talk about work and the people in their lives. Michael was a lawyer specializing in helping parents of adults with special needs structure wills and trusts. It was emotionally taxing but challenging and rewarding. Leander was
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