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David Westin stared down at the blank page, lost in thought and mired in a private world he had never shared with anyone. The words in his mind, swirling in clutter, aching for resolution, wanted out. He picked up a pen and began to write.
I can’t remember the day I noticed the center of my loins had taken on the mature dimensions of a man, or when that unnamed ghost passed through me to leave its secret imprint on my fibers—it must have been in my mother’s womb. When it came into my consciousness in the form of an inherent heat, I tried to ignore it, for there were other codes and laws that governed me, laws of greater weight and codes that did not curl society’s stoic lips. Now at forty-three, that phantom more often touches my skin.
“Want some pizza for lunch, Mr. Westin?”
He looked up from the page, utterly preoccupied, suddenly aware his young receptionist had stepped into his office without him hearing her, and was looking at him as if she had interrupted something. The words that had absently formed on the pad defined him. They had flowed from him through the pen like the pain of loneliness leaching from a conflicted soul.
“Pizza?” he said, disoriented.
“Yeah. We’re ordering in,” Janie said, rubbing her pierced eyebrow.
“Uh, no thanks. I’m meeting James Cooper for lunch.”
Janie smiled and backed quietly out of the room.
David looked at the yellow pad, then tore off the top sheet and put it through the shredder. Writing out his emotions brought little relief. He got up from behind the desk and walked over to the plate glass window and stared out. The Dallas skyline loomed less than two miles away. Sixteen floors below the eclectic uptown streets bustled with midday traffic. Oak Lawn, Dallas’ liberal stronghold, his favorite part of the city. He felt comfortable here: old and new architecture side-by-side, restaurants and shops, people of every persuasion. He and his wife had remodeled a home on one of its tree-lined streets not five years ago.
Next door the girders and I-beams of yet another tower rose higher every day. His gaze shifted to a certain construction worker a couple of floors below. Naked above the waist, sinewy shoulders bronzed by sun, the young stud carried on with his work, his mind on God knows what.
Nightclubs. That’s what you’re thinking about. Beer and hot women. You’re like those hounds in beer commercials on TV.
One among a dozen nurturing the skeletal frame, he sat astride an I-beam, riveting it into place. It wasn’t the first time David had watched him work.
Do your women know how beautiful you are?
Nothing about the construction worker escaped David’s attention: the jeans damp and clinging, the sweat streaking in dirty rivulets down his back, the thin streak of black hair trailing down his belly. The image fired his imagination and a hair-trigger fantasy that had intensified in recent months. He felt it in his hands, an awareness potent enough to have pulled him to the window to see if the young buck was still there.
How did I get like this? Why does it haunt me everyday?
It was different during the early years, when his fast paced life and the love he shared with his wife displaced the haunting urges. But now, at times like this, it could become an all-consuming hunger. Having it bottled inside for so long, David had come to wits end. He felt desperate, desperate to talk to someone, and he planned to. Though the risk felt like acid in his belly, he intended to confide in his best friend. Just get it out. Just talk. Have his secret heard by a supportive ear.
Who else would understand? James would never be judgmental.
David twisted his head to work out the tension.
Why after twenty years of marriage? Why would I love to bring that guy up here and devour him?
What caused his predisposition had never been clear; but as he came to realize he would not live forever, a sense of urgency had incubated inside him. He found himself thinking about the masculine form from the moment his eyes first opened most mornings. He was older. His company in recent years had taken on its own momentum—less demand on his time and energy. There was time to think. His days, free of the endless tasks of days gone by, provided occasion to reflect, to ponder the riddles of his soul.
Riddles; how else can it be described? The vexing riddles of a man’s sexuality—those nagging hints that issue from the damp hollows of his underarms, and from the taut tendons of his neck to the fluctuating weight of his penis which constantly divert his thoughts. The phantom demanded attention, and grew angrier each time it was forced to retreat. This time, bolstered by his decision to talk to James, the tension had set in with irreversible momentum.
Staring at his reflection in the glass, he saw more than the sandy brown hair and blue-green eyes and the scratchy jaw-line of a man he wasn’t sure he knew. He saw a man whose youth had begun to fade, even though routine weight lifting in the gym kept his body firm—fine shape, he thought, for forty-three. People often told him he looked younger, but that didn’t compensate for all those years that had simply disappeared.
Now this. This ripening inside. These urges that distract him from everyday life, even from his career in commercial real estate, which began with a decade of challenge and had finally evolved to provide a comfortable life.
But then, how much of that really mattered, when over the years his material ambitions had receded further and further behind the important things in life, those things that require space in the heart and have nothing to do with expensive watches or private clubs or new cars.
His hands turned into fists. He felt anxious to talk to James, to get his reaction, to get it over with. He hoped for relief. If James would just listen, perhaps offer reassurance, it would mean more to him than his best friend could possibly know. If it also meant risking a life long friendship and sharing a secret that could destroy his life, so be it—the alternative seemed like insanity.
A crane lowered another I-beam. The construction worker guided it from below and held it steady while the man above riveted it in place. Reaching over his head, the young buck’s shoulder muscles flexed. His unbelted jeans barely clung to his hips. David would leave his office thinking about those muscles ... and dreading the very real possibility of losing his best friend.
He glanced at his watch.
I’ll leave now. Get there early. Find a secluded table. Someplace I can talk without being overheard. He paused at the door and looked at his hands, then closed his eyes with a hard swallow. Oh God ... help me get through this.
* * *
James Cooper entered the busy restaurant thinking about his best friend. They had played golf Sunday. David’s mind had wandered all day. Almost like a personality in transition, David’s lack of concentration had been a growing concern for several months. As his lawyer, James represented his real estate transactions. As his friend, he had noticed him wandering from matters at hand during closings and negotiations. James was glad David had invited him to lunch. He planned to clear the air.
James paused just inside the front door to let his eyes adjust to the dim light in the room. Two or three heads turned in his direction. An attorney of considerable success, at forty-one he easily looked five years younger; at six-foot-two he towered over most. His dark eyes carried a gaze of perpetual wonder, his broad nose flared slightly as he breathed, and his full lips were an undeniable proclamation of his African heritage. Casting the demeanor of a dominant male, he walked and conducted his affairs with an air of authority. Over the years his legal maneuvers had intimidated more than a few, aided no doubt by his muscular stature, distinguished good looks and sharp wit.
He circled the dining room, scanning faces, watching for David’s blond hair. He spotted him at a corner table. Approaching, he slipped off his blazer and draped it across the back of the chair. James knew him well. He had been involved in deals with David for fifteen years. They lifted weights for an hour or so three times a week. They were partners in a couple of joint ventures and routinely vacationed together with their wives. He knew something was wrong. With one quick glance he recognized that familiar distance in David’s eyes.
“Been here long?”
David shook his head.
“I’m famished.” James scooted his chair under the table, noting his friend’s furtive glances. “What’s good here?”
A silence passed.
“David, did you hear me?”
“Uh ... yeah, sorry. The shrimp salads are good.” David lifted the menu absently.
“Okay, that’s it. I’m tired of hanging out with a zombie. So what is it? What’s been on your mind these past few weeks?”
Everyone’s asking me that. Can’t be that obvious.
“I’ve seen something like this before,” James said. “A guy in our office. Just turned forty when he learned his wife was pregnant. He walked around in a daze, mumbling something about how he was going to spend the rest of his life raising kids, then die.” James paused to study him for a moment. “Is Linda pregnant?”
“You trying to ruin my lunch?”
“Okay then. What is it? We played golf Sunday. Your mind was somewhere else all day. Two weeks ago you lost a big remodel contract. You forgot the most important meeting. Remember that? The guy planned to give us his decision at that meeting. You simply forgot about it. So I’m not backing off until you tell me what the hell’s bothering you.”
David’s face suddenly felt hot. He glanced around the dining room, his eyes unable to settle. His stomach was churning. James was coming on in an impatient huff. How would he react to something he couldn’t possibly be expecting?
The waiter appeared. David, staring at the table, didn’t notice. James shifted his eyes to the waiter. “Two shrimp salads and two beers. Guinness.” The young man jotted down the order and moved on to another table.
“I’m waiting for an answer, David.”
David drew a breath. “Can you keep something from your wife?”
Bewildered, James studied him for a moment. “Why would you ask that?”
“Can you?”
James looked away in thought. “Well, right off hand I can’t think of anything I’d keep from Shasha. Certainly not anything that might have a negative impact on her.”
“I’m not talking about anything like that. It’s about me, something personal.”
James studied him a moment longer. Whatever was troubling David, he didn’t want it repeated, not even to Shasha. “You haven’t been unfaithful?”
“You know me better than that! It’s just that I can’t ...”
“You can’t what?”
“I can’t talk to Linda about this.”
“Well try this, just spit it out.”
“I can’t talk to you either, unless you swear to keep it between us. James ... I’m on the edge, but I can’t tell you why if you don’t promise to keep your mouth shut.” He paused and exhaled a frustrated breath through his nose. “All I want to know is if I can confide in you without Shasha finding out.”
James realized David was more of an emotional wreck than he had assumed. Watching him, concerned, he said: “Sure you can. Consider it attorney client privilege.”
“Okay.” Another deep breath. “I’ve known about this since high school. Even before that really. Back then I figured it would pass. Thought it was some kind of a phase. To some degree it did pass. I was too busy in college to dwell on it. Working to pay tuition and all of that. After college ... well you know, you were there. Life was a whirlwind. Deals, deadlines, real estate crashes, raising kids." David broke off with second thoughts.
“I remember.”
The moment stretched as David labored for a place to begin. “James, I believe ... no, I’m worried this might impact our relationship. I don’t wanna lose my best friend.”
“You make it sound like you’ve been exposing yourself in church parking lots,” he said lightly, then took on an expression of sincerity. “Seriously, I’m a little put off you said that. Nothing will ever change our friendship. That just won’t happen. You have a problem —I’m the one you talk to.” He noticed David’s fidgeting hands.
“Oh God!” David moaned. He still couldn’t decide if telling James was a good idea. He couldn’t find the courage to come out and say it.
“You all right?”
“Yeah, I suppose. I knew this would be hard. Just didn’t realize how hard.”
“Well, knowing about it since high school eliminates financial trouble.” Then it struck James. “Did you get someone pregnant back then? That’s it … you have another kid running around.”
“Wish it was that simple.” David shook his head with frustration. “I was so sure I could talk to you about this, but ...”
“You’re pissing me off. You asked me here to talk about something that’s bothering you, so dammit, tell me!”
David closed his eyes and released a breath. “I’m ... I’m bisexual.” He said it. Now he was falling through space.
James stared at him. The expression on his face wasn’t revulsion, more like disbelief, like he had been jarred awake in the middle of a dream, unsettled.
“You heard right. I’m attracted to men. Sometimes it really gets to me.”
James’s heart was pounding harder. A small panic swelled in his chest. An urge to stand, to move, to think, came over him. It was the last thing he expected to hear David admit to. A problem with the IRS—maybe. Over leveraged borrowing—no big surprise. Attracted to men—never. David was as hard driving and masculine as any man he had ever known.
James stood, his thoughts swirling like leaves on a windy day. He ran his hand down the back of his head. Unaware of his own movements, he turned toward the potted plants near the table, staring absently. A memory formed in his mind, from college, an undying ghost from the past.
Surrounded by the commotion of a busy restaurant, David felt abandoned and confused. He couldn’t interpret James’s reaction. As he waited for him to sit back down, his morale sank lower than he had expected. He already regretted the outcome.
When James returned to his chair, the waiter walked up with salads and beer, placed the food on the table, then hurried away. Momentarily lost in his own thoughts, James stared at his friend, aware of the angst that had drained his face of color. He thought of Linda, David’s wife, who was also his own dear friend. Everyone who knew David knew he cherished her. Not only had their marriage flourished for twenty years, David and Linda were buddies. They even enjoyed working together. She had participated in many of his projects over the years. She would never be able to deal with this. James could hardly think of anything to say.
“Uh ... I ...”
“So I said it.” David’s voice hinted defiance. “Should I be worried?”
“Worried?”
“You and me. Our friendship.”
“No, no, I’m just ...”
“Shocked?”
“Well, yeah. Shocked. That’s a good word.”
As he sat in the heartfelt grip of David’s pleading eyes, James’s state-of-mind was like a handful of marbles that had been thrown against a wall. It seemed their conversation had mired in tar. James found himself at a complete loss, though his friend obviously needed reassurance. But this issue affected him personally. It lived in his past and, by virtue of David’s confession, had suddenly brought him to a state of anxiety, which wore the mask of a strange new kind of fear.
David closed his eyes. By declaring his bisexuality he had gotten through perhaps the most difficult ordeal he had ever faced. It had been impossible to predict James’s reaction. He could have been indignant or put-off, but what David saw on his face looked worse than that. David glanced at a young couple getting up from their table and watched the man toss a few bills near the check. Feeling defensive, he wasn’t sure what to do or say.
“I was afraid you wouldn’t understand.”
“No ... that’s not it, David. I’m not sure how to explain it. I can’t explain it. I wasn’t prepared for anything like this.”
“If that’s not it, why do you look like you just found out your father is Jack the Ripper?”
James’s eyes darted around as if he were looking for words that couldn’t be found. He suddenly reached for his cell phone. “Hold on a second,” he said, looking for a number on the speed dial. He pushed the number and then stared at the table awaiting an answer. “Yes, Hank Thompson please. ...Hank, James Cooper here. ...Fine, how are you? ...Good. Hank, I’d like a favor. It’ll sound strange, but give me a hand with this and I’ll explain later. I need to get away for a while. ...Yes, I want to come out to San Diego. Call my secretary and tell her you want me out there to help you on a complicated partnership development. ...Yeah. Tell her it’ll take a week. ...Can you call as soon as we hang up? ...Good. Thanks. Talk to you soon.”
He put the phone back into his pocket and glanced at David.
Bewildered, David deeply regretted the confession. He had anticipated the possibility of a radical reaction, but he had not expected to be sitting across the table from someone he hardly knew.
James looked at his salad. “Guess I just thought I was hungry.” He pushed the plate aside, reached for the beer and took a long swallow.
“It was a mistake. I shouldn’t have talked to you about this. It’s obvious. Now I feel emptier than I did before.” He wanted to get up and leave but held back. “I’m scared, James. I feel I’m losing my best friend over something I can’t help.”
The words stabbed James’s heart. In spite of his own anxiety, he couldn’t allow his friend to dwell in such despair. “David, I’m sorry. God forgive me. Everything I said before you told me you’re ... well, everything I said earlier is true. I’ve always been your best friend. Always will.” A tear formed in his eye as he looked at David. “You know how I feel about you. It’s just that I don’t ...” James looked at the table, his words lost.
David stared at him a moment. Buried in colliding emotions, he felt anger more than anything else. “If bringing it up wasn’t a mistake, why did you suddenly make plans to go to California? A week for God’s sake!”
James couldn’t think of a way to explain his reaction without being drawn into something he couldn’t talk about. Trying to mask it didn’t help. “It has nothing to do with you. Seems like things have been piling up lately, and now this. I’ve got to sort it out, that’s all. There’s no peace around my house with three daughters and Shasha’s energy, so I’m going out to San Diego for a few days.”
“All of a sudden!” said David indignantly. “Just like that! Just after I bring up my situation? Bullshit! It’s because of what I just told you.”
James’s shoulders dropped. “Does that matter?” he said, exasperated.
“As-a-matter-of-fact, it does. If you have to be alone to re-evaluate our friendship or how you feel about me as a man, it matters a lot. Telling you about this was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. You can’t imagine how much it matters.”
James looked down at his uneaten salad. He could not escape the desperation in his friend’s eyes. “David, please. Don’t read in the wrong message.” He looked back up. “This has to do with me, not how I feel about you as a man. I’m not being judgmental. Our friendship hasn’t changed. It’s me. I just have to figure out how to deal with it.”
“Guess I wasn’t expecting it to have this kind of impact on you. I didn’t know what your position would be. Still don’t. It sure looks negative. You’re gonna be gone for a week and I’ll be wondering what’s going on.”
“Give me a break, David. You’ve known about this for a long time. I’m just now hearing it.” James sat quietly for a moment, staring at nothing. “You don’t seem like the type. There’s never been a clue. It’s like something you must have realized here recently.”
“A man doesn’t suddenly realize he’s attracted to other men. I told you I knew before high school. It affects you differently when you get older. I think about it more now. It’s like being who I am on one hand, but then there’s another part of me demanding attention. It’s not that I’m attracted to men—that feels normal to me—it’s the conflict it causes.” He studied James’s troubled expression, then looked away in thought, rubbing his forehead with his fingertips. His hand fell into his lap. “I shouldn’t have pushed this on you. It’s made me feel vulnerable.”
David’s confession had registered in James’s mind as a complicated and undeniable truth. He felt a rush of adrenaline. He had always assumed a man would suffer any indignity before admitting a fondness for men, especially a man like him. He himself would have never been able to do it. Now everything seemed different. David had somehow altered his perspective. Nevertheless, an old demon had once again taken its place on his shoulders. He needed time to think, to come to an understanding how this revelation might affect their future; and most important of all, to decide if this subject should ever come up again.
As his eyes sought refuge on the palms of his hands, his voice sounded like a thought spoken out loud. “Perhaps I understand better than you think.” James looked up, then quietly came to his feet. “I have to go.”
David, the ache in his heart unbearable, watched his best friend move deliberately through the cramped tables as he made his way to the front of the dining room. His silhouette merged with the glare of sun as he opened the door and disappeared from view.
At three o’clock that afternoon David’s last appointment of the day had arrived in the front office, an architect and a restaurateur. He was gazing out the window when Janie opened his office door. He turned when she spoke his name the third time, his face weighted with gloom.
“Sorry, Janie. My mind’s on a million things today.”
“Mr. Brubaker and Mr. Dagady are here.”
He glanced at his watch before starting for the door. “Ask Betty to join us,” he said. “Tell her we’re organizing a new project this afternoon. She’ll want to start a new file.”
The young lady looked at him with concern, her brow furrowed. “You okay, Mr. Westin?” Despite her preoccupied youth, she had noticed his dire mood. She cared. He never made an issue of her short skirts or tattoo, and he was funny. She had told her friends just the night before how cool it was to work in his office.
He looked over her shoulder at the men sitting in the front office, then his eyes dropped back down and he smiled. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry I didn’t hear you when you first came in.”
“No problem,” she said, breaking into a grin when he comically reached up and twisted his finger in his ear. “I’ll talk louder next time.”
“Good idea. You have to make allowances for the old guys.”
She returned to her desk and picked up the phone. David approached Mr. Brubaker, his hand extended. After a brief greeting, they went into David’s office. Betty, his secretary, walked in a moment later. They joined her at the conference table.
Though an unyielding melancholy had settled over him, David proceeded with all the charade he could muster. “Mr. Brubaker, have you found time to look at any of those projects I mentioned on the phone the other day?”
“Please call me John, and yes I have. Three. The restored house in Highland Park was exquisite. If I had six million dollars to spend on a house, I’d have bought it on the spot. The steak house on Greenville Avenue shows your understanding of the restaurant business. But that country club dining room in Fort Worth. Unbelievable. I’ve never seen anything like it. I spent two hours there, amazed by the incredible attention to detail.”
David smiled, though he felt more like walking out of the room. He continued, calling upon his well-honed business acumen to proceed under adverse circumstances. “That was the only project I ever worked on with an unlimited budget. The owner’s an eccentric fast food millionaire. That clubhouse is his passion. He went over the original estimate by five hundred a square foot, mostly due to his hair-trigger change orders. Money was virtually no object.”
“Well, that’s not quite the case with Tri-State Development. We have a pretty liberal budget but it does have limits. Nevertheless, I’m convinced you have a unique ability to bring stone, wood and plaster together.”
David nodded at his colleague. “That’s why Don’s here. He was involved in both of those restaurant projects. He brings the stone and wood together. We provide the means. Don’s one of the most reputable architects in Dallas.”
Don Dagady leaned forward. “I wouldn’t know about that, but David does keep me busy with these wonderful projects.”
“Well gentlemen,” said John Brubaker, “we have a budget of one point three million for this restaurant, excluding the real estate of course. We believe it’s an exciting concept. If it works, it’ll be the prototype for future locations.”
The meeting continued. David left the room just once to splash cold water on his face. Two hours later, he concluded by saying: “Looks like we’ve covered the preliminary details gentlemen.” Flipping through the papers before him, he had reached the point in the meeting where he knew he had gotten through it. “The time table, the budget, the required estimates for the bankers ...” He looked up. “That’s all we need to get started.” He looked at Don Dagady. “You have a good idea of what John’s looking for?” Don nodded. David paused, wondering if he had overlooked anything, wondering if anyone other than Janie had noticed his distraction. He looked at John Brubaker. “Will you need time to look around a little before we proceed?”
“Oh no,” Brubaker said, stuffing documents back into his briefcase. “I’m sold. I want you to get started as quickly as possible.”
“Okay then. My attorney is out of town ... “ David nearly lost his composure. He’ll be gone a week. David pictured his best friend, the man he had confided in, walking abruptly out of the restaurant. What if he shuns me when he returns? How would I explain that to Linda? He had a compelling urge to stand, to get away, but only a few seconds remained. Get this over with. Scanning the faces watching him, he drew a calming breath and carried on. “My attorney will be back in a week to draw up the contract. But that won’t cause a delay. Don will start the design blueprints right away. We can fret over the contract later next week.”
The men stood and shook hands. All but David started toward the door. Clutching the files in her arm, Betty glanced back from the doorframe.
“Something bothering you, David?” A middle-age, no nonsense kind of woman, her voice hinted concern.
David wished she had walked out with the others. Evidently he had not been as composed as he thought. He was in no mood to explain.
“Nothing to worry about, Betty. Got a few things on my mind.”
She knew by his tone he didn’t want to talk, but she also knew he hadn’t been himself for a while now. “Then you haven’t forgotten how to smile?”
He forced a smile. “There’s nothing to worry about. Thanks for asking, though.”
She looked at him a moment longer. “Anything you need before I leave?”
“No. I’m out of here in a few minutes myself.” He knew why he was so preoccupied these last few days—he had been thinking about finding someone, maybe a married guy, someone like him, which usually affected his ability to focus on anything else. It was a question of how to go about it. And now this thing with James.
He drifted over to the window when she closed the door and looked down at the deserted construction site. The crew had left for the day. He stood transfixed, wondering how the day’s events were going to affect the rest of his life. If only he had kept his mouth shut. If only he could get in the car and drive, get away for a few days—like James.
* * *
James entered his house through the kitchen door at five-thirty. It had been a long and unnerving afternoon rearranging his schedule for the benefit of a secluded week in San Diego. Thinking about packing a light suitcase, he nearly walked past his wife without noticing her. He had paid full fare for the last flight out to San Diego and would be in the air by ten PM.
Shasha looked up when he opened the door and watched him cross the kitchen. His expression suggested thoughts a million miles away. “I’ve seen that look before,” she said just as he was about to walk out of the kitchen. “Guess your nose will be glued to a contract until two o’clock again.”
He turned toward the sound of her voice. “Oh ... hi,” he said wearily. He started toward her, closing his arms around her waist as he neared. “No reading tonight. Got a call from San Diego this afternoon. Hank Thompson. Thinks he has an emergency. Sorry babe, I have to go out there.”
“When?” she asked warily.
“Now, tonight.” He shrugged with a hapless smile, as if to remind her of a lawyer’s thankless responsibilities.
Disappointment washed over her face. She looked over at the counter, at the food set out for dinner. “Do you have time to eat?”
“Afraid not. My flight leaves at ten. I need to pack.”
Shasha hated this. He already looked exhausted and instead of a moment’s rest, he had to fly out to California. Sometimes she wished he had chosen a different career; but he loved his work and never complained. “How long will you be gone?”
Dreading her reaction, he stated it quickly. “A week.”
“A week! What kind of an emergency takes that long for crying out loud? You’re not even licensed in California.”
James had agonized over lying to his wife all afternoon, but he had not realized the full impact of actually doing it. A wave of guilt came over him and he tasted it in his throat. Now he had to build on the lie and it felt like an iron fist squeezing his heart. “I know, honey. But ever since I caught that late-fee penalty that his own lawyers overlooked, he always calls me on complicated deals. This one’s complicated. Negotiations included. It’ll take a week.”
“It’s just that I hate not seeing you everyday, even if it’s no more than your shiny head behind a contract.” She turned toward the counter to continue cutting lettuce for the salads. Their three daughters would be down for dinner any minute. She looked at him over her shoulder, apologetically, and said: “I know, I’m being selfish.”
“Look at it this way: When the girls are grown, you and I’ll be going on these trips together.”
She smiled and nodded, wondering if it was really in him to slow down enough to enjoy having his wife along on a business trip.
His eyes swept over her. Ponytail, lips their usual red, she was wearing tight shorts and a Spanish style blouse that tied in the middle and left her navel peeking out. With no effort at all she was beautiful. Her only complaint—her hips, which had expanded a couple of inches over the years; a subject that made James smile inwardly every time she failed to resist a bowl of chocolate ice cream.
“I’ll be upstairs, packing.”
Ten minutes later Shasha entered the bedroom, strolled toward the bed and looked at the small suitcase he was packing: shaving kit, pair of sandals, blue jeans, casual shorts and a few folded pullover shirts. She looked up when he walked out of the bathroom, his tie off, his shirt unbuttoned.
“You’re packing this stuff for business meetings?” she said, bewildered.
He glanced at the suitcase, suddenly aware his packing didn’t match the lie. The dread he felt in the kitchen turned to instant panic. He stared wide-eyed at the small case as he grappled for a supplement to the ever-expanding lie. “Uh ... thought I’d use the garment bag for my suits.”
She dumped the suitcase on the bed. “Why not put this stuff in the garment bag, too? I’ll help.” She thought for a moment, then asked: “Think two suits will do?”
“Sure,” he said, hiding relief.
Mired in self-contempt, he turned away from her and reached up to rub his neck. Oh God! I’m lying like a dog. She came up to help me pack. You’re no good at this, asshole.
She went into the closet and returned moments later with the garment bag in one hand and two suits in the other.
“Looks like Janet might have a new boy friend,” she said, speaking casually of their middle daughter as she organized his clothes inside the bag.
He looked at her for a moment to reorient his thoughts. “That’s supposed to be great news?” he said sarcastically.
“I for one think it is great news. I don’t like the girls focusing on one boy too long.”
“I don’t like them focusing on one boy, ever.”
Shasha looked at him, incredulous. She had yet to get through his thick head that his daughters were growing up. “Anyway, I listened to part of her phone conversation when she was ...”
“You picked up the extension!”
“James! Of course not! Now would you shut-up and listen?” She placed the casual clothes he had gathered into the pockets of the garment bag as she continued. “I simply overheard her talking to a friend. Seems a new boy enrolled near the end of the semester. The conversation included all the customary giggling. Didn’t hear much because she noticed me and started talking in a lower tone.”
“So she knows you eavesdrop?”
“Of course she does. They all three know their mother.” She glanced him over. “Sure you don’t have time for dinner?”
“You know airport security these days. Never can predict how long it’ll take. I better get on over there.” In fact he did have a little extra time, but the day’s events had unnerved him. Dealing with David’s emotional confession, then rearranging a complicated calendar at the office, and now lying to Shasha—it took considerable effort to remain composed. It was weighing on him; otherwise he would not have overlooked the need to pack a bag that matched the lie.
He watched how carefully she packed the garment bag, thinking about how much he loved her. They had shared life’s challenges longer than he could remember; but from the beginning, though he considered doing so a thousand times, he never talked to her about his bisexuality; he couldn’t. He remembered the phone call he received from his roommate three years after graduation. Randal had taken a job in New York and his company’s annual convention was being held in Dallas. He had called to find out if James might be interested in getting together when he got to town. It wasn’t easy, but he declined, including even a casual lunch. At the time Shasha was pregnant with their second daughter, which made her his only priority. James knew, by setting eyes on his old roommate again, the likelihood of an ill-advised rendezvous.
His thoughts returned to matters at hand. Shasha was looking at him, her head tilted quizzically.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked.
“Oh, nothing really. Just how tired I am tonight.”
“I can’t believe they expect you to fly all the way to California after working all day. Can’t it wait ‘til morning?”
“Hank wants to get an early start. Sorry, honey.”
Shasha shook her head, exasperated. “So what do you want to wear on the plane?”
“Something comfortable. Khakis and a pull-over.”
She went into the closet and returned to a husband standing near the bed in a pair of white cotton briefs. Her eyes took on that sensuous gleam that never failed to redirect his train of thought. “I suddenly remember why I’m going to miss you this week, big guy.”
Tossing the khakis and shirt on the bed, she came up behind him when he leaned forward to zip the garment bag. He felt her hands slide down his back, the heat of her body against his. Her hands rounded his waist and came up over his stomach and chest. The conflicts in his brain collided like fighting rams. He closed his eyes, tempted with second thoughts about leaving; but no, he had to go. He had to be alone for a while, to figure out how to deal with the circumstances David had imposed.
“Trying to make me forget I have to leave?”
“Think I could?” she asked, sliding her hand under the waistband of his briefs.
“Resorting to those tactics, maybe.”
Twenty impassioned but awkward minutes later he was on his way to the airport.
* * *
David was home by six-thirty.
He took a bottle of beer from the refrigerator and walked absently through the kitchen and on to the bedroom. After pulling off his work clothes, he stepped into a favorite pair of cotton shorts with a comfortable elastic waistband and went out to the back yard through the den. He crossed the deck and stretched out on a chase lounge near the pool, still lost in a fog of gloom. His world had evolved into a state of change, now that James knew his lifelong secret. His best friend’s alarming reaction haunted him, another weight to bear. He had wanted someone to talk to, only it didn’t go as he had hoped. Instead of a sense of relief, he faced a new dilemma which did nothing to ease the tension in his shoulders.
Leaning forward to scratch the back of his neck, he watched Linda rearrange the deck for their outdoor dinner. She looked up and smiled, a good sign his preoccupation hadn’t drawn her attention, at least for the moment. His wife was among the growing number expressing concern.
Guess I ought to walk around smiling all the time.
It stood to reason those in his life would comment if his behavior had changed. It’s just that he didn’t realize it had become that obvious. Perhaps he should be more conscious of the mood swings and how they affected the way people observed him.
And then there was guilt. He felt its sinister effect every time he looked at her. Simply admitting his secret to James seemed like an act of infidelity. Guilt; every time he noticed of a pair of broad shoulders, or forearms darkened with hair, or sweat streaking down a construction worker’s back. It came in being a man his wife didn’t know, in harboring a secret he could never share. What would become of his marriage if she knew of his inclination for a man’s firmer contours and masculine smell? And now this thing with James. He felt alone when the one man he thought he could confide in walked out of the restaurant. He felt isolated, and possessed by a need to know why James suddenly had to disappear for a week.
A whole week. An unbearable eternity that promised to be the longest seven days he ever lived through, with questions haunting him every minute of every day. Nothing would keep him from dwelling on it. The hours would drag into days. He had not expected James to react that way, and now there was no one else to turn to.
At least nothing had changed concerning his feelings for Linda. He watched her fire up the grill, wearing those tight, faded blue-jeans that so delightfully accentuated the curve of her hips. He felt a rush of affection, coupled with the confirmation that she stirred him as always. Though it had never been a staggering concern, he had wondered if a sexual experience with a man might somehow diminish his attraction for her. But along with her sensual nuances and the suggestive clothes she often wore around the house, the blue jeans effectively dispelled that particular concern.
Even after twenty years, David not only still loved her; he loved to look at her, to watch her go about her routines. He considered her the perfect woman, as youthful and sexy at forty-two as the day they married: lovely average sized breasts, waist narrow, hips appealingly mature; a natural beauty with a ruddy complexion rarely enhanced by makeup. She wore her straight, sandy brown hair short, without a lot of fuss. It matched her auburn eyes and gave her a carefree, feisty look. Pregnant with their son, she had dropped out of college and spent much of her time after that assisting with his early construction projects, never bothered by the grit and noise and heat. He remembered being enchanted by her attention to detail, her intensity in choosing colors and materials to finish out a job.
Watching her go back into the house, he could have easily followed her in for an hour in bed that very moment. Given a choice, he would never carry a secret that couldn’t be shared with the woman who had supported him, who had steeled herself and believed in him through his years of risk-taking, who had loved him in spite of everything for two decades.
He reached for the beer and took a long swallow. Beyond the new circumstances with James, the problem was to find a way to deal with the guilt. He leaned back and stared past the glint of evening sun across the pool. They would be eighty years old one day. He would tell her that he’s bisexual. She would laugh and say she never had a clue. They would be too old to be concerned by such things. Until then, he’d have to live with his silent demons and quit allowing it to be written on his face.
The door swung opened and Linda stepped back out. She walked over to join him.
“I’ll give the grill a few minutes to heat up,” she said, taking the chair next to him.
He looked at her feet. She had painted her toenails red.
“How was your day?” she asked.
“We got the contract on that restaurant construction.”
She looked up into the low limbs of the live oak that shaded the shallow end of the pool. “I’m glad to hear you’re not forgetting all your business meetings these days,” she said, partly teasing him, partly letting him know that she was concerned about his recent absentmindedness.
He turned and looked at her a moment. “You know about that?”
Her eyes met his. “You didn’t want me to know?”
“Well, I wasn’t keeping it from you, but I am curious how you heard about it.”
“I had lunch with Shasha today.”
David’s gaze fell back over the water. Shasha knew! James told her. Why? Why did I talk to him today? I should have known.
“David? Did you hear me?”
“Uh, yeah. You and Shasha had lunch.”
She studied him for a moment. “Honey, why have you been so preoccupied lately? You weren’t watching that movie last night; you were staring at the wall. I had to throw a pillow to get your attention. And I’m not the only one who’s noticed it. Betty mentioned it the other day. Shasha brought it up today during lunch.”
“Betty mentioned it?”
“The other day when I called you at the office. She answered the phone. Not that she sounded worried—she just mentioned you seem to have a lot on your mind these days.”
“Shasha knew I missed that meeting?”
“James talked to her about it. I think he’s concerned about you. He couldn’t believe you forgot an important meeting.” She brought her knee up, leaned forward and brushed something off the top of her bare foot. “It’s like something’s bothering you. People have to repeat themselves two or three times before it registers. You always blow it off. Now even James is talking about it.”
“I saw him today. He brought it up.” He looked across the pool, reminded again of James’s quick decision to go to California. The anxiety began creeping back in. He didn’t want to talk about any of this just now, then remembered something he had been thinking about that would divert the conversation.
“It’s nothing. Maybe it’s time we spend a couple of days on a beach somewhere. Actually, I’ve been a little burned out at work lately. Been thinking about slowing down some. Maybe buy one of those new Thunderbirds you like so much. You and me hit the road now and then.”
Her eyes brightened. “Well David, if you’re asking my opinion, I’m all for it.” Her head tilted with curiosity. “What do you mean by slowing down?”
“Take more time off. I’m getting tired of the same old routine. Now that Jeff’s in college, it seems like we should have more time to spend together.” He watched the concern fade from her eyes. The diversion had brightened her mood as well as his.
She smiled and leaned forward to kiss him, as if the two of them spending more time together was exactly what she had been waiting for. “This is downright exciting.” She thought for a moment. “Couldn’t you phase out some of those mundane projects? Store-fronts, things like that. It would free up your time and it might keep you from feeling burned-out.”
“I thought about that. It’s a good idea, but those routine projects usually bring in the best income. You know, less fickle clients, fewer change orders, and it’s always easier to line out subcontractors on those jobs. If we’re going to start buying convertibles and living a carefree lifestyle, I’d rather not give up the bigger margins.”
“Then maybe its time to let Johnny handle those jobs. He’s been with us long enough. He can handle it, especially with Betty to fall back on. She knows how you think and she knows how to make a decision.”
As if the same idea had been waiting in his subconscious, he liked the sound of it immediately. He reached out and ran his hand over her leg and smiled. “That’s a perfect approach.” His gaze shifted thoughtfully. “He’s been hinting for a raise lately. This would give me an opportunity to give him one, along with some additional responsibilities.” He pondered the idea for a moment, then added: “I could hire a new site supervisor to take over what he’s doing now. If all I have to worry about is closing deals and special projects, I could plan around what you and I want to do.”
She swooshed her hand at a honeybee buzzing her hair.
“Don’t swat at it and it won’t sting you,” he suggested.
When the bee flew away, she looked at him with a gleam in her eyes. “I’m excited about this, David. I had no idea you were thinking about taking more time off. Shasha’s been talking about Destin beach. We could all go together.”
This brought his mind back to James. After their disastrous lunch together, would James be willing to vacation together? Unlikely, considering that abrupt departure and the sudden need to be alone for a week. Why? Was it that disturbing to learn his best friend is bisexual? More than anything, he feared James would come home at odds with his sexuality.
When Linda stood up, David’s eyes dropped to her ass. Twenty years and he still enjoyed looking at it. “Those jeans shrink when you washed ‘um last time?”
“What?” She quickly looked down and lifted the lower seam of her blouse.
David realized immediately he had asked a question no man should ask a forty-two year old woman.
“Does it look like I’ve gained weight?” Alarmed, she sucked in her belly, the tight waistband imbedded in soft flesh.
“Uh ...”
“I’ve only had these three years.” She looked at him, distraught. “Do they look too tight?”
After twenty years of marriage, he had finally learned the art of fast thinking. “They’re too sexy. You know better than to turn-on a middle-aged man before dinner. Bad for the heart.”
A doubtful smile formed on her lips. “Bullshit.”
“What’re we having?”
“Rib-eyes and salad.”
He remembered the lunch he didn’t eat and his stomach growled. “Sounds perfect,” he said, eyeing the jeans. “I’ll be looking forward to dessert, too.”
She shook her head and turned to go check the grill.
Watching her, torn by conflict, he sighed. Confiding in James had been tougher than he had imagined. It had only made things worse. What could he do but wait, get through the week and hope their relationship would balance in time. Maybe James would find a way to accept his gay side and let their lives eventually get back to normal.
* * *
James was awake by seven o’clock the next morning. He had taken a suite on the beach across the bay from downtown San Diego. The second floor balcony overlooked a popular jogging trail, beyond which a crowded beach stretched as far as the eye could see. The balcony provided a perfect view of the Pacific Ocean.
He crawled out of bed and slipped on a pair of shorts, then went out to sit on the balcony with his first cup of coffee. He sat staring down at the path, at the endless flow of people jogging, biking and strolling among the reckless antics of young boys on skate boards—oblivious to it all. Tunes from an oldies radio station wafted up from an open window across the way, mingling with the soothing sound of nearby waves. The ocean breeze that settled on his skin was pleasantly unlike the sticky heat in Dallas.
A relentless battle of two images raged in his mind: that of the past, a male lover with whom he had shared an apartment in college; and that of the future, his best friend, taking center stage in every thought his brain produced. The meeting at the restaurant had played out in his mind over and over again, like a reoccurring daydream; or was it a nightmare that threatened to disrupt everything he had so carefully arranged in his life these many years? Thinking about the anxiety etched on David’s face caused an ache to form in his heart, which in turn caused a silent groan. He leaned back in the chair and stretched his muscular legs toward the railing, and he gazed out over the sea, trying in vain to sort out this unanticipated turn of events. His thoughts carried him back to his final semester in graduate school.
The college lover had not been an overly emotional affair, but it confirmed what he had known all along. Though he and Shasha had fallen in love years before, he had always been haunted by a vague knowledge of something unsettled inside, something that made him different. Then he met Randal, and there were a thousand miles separating him from Shasha during his final year in college. When Randal eventually came on to him, he let it happen; and it went on from there, at first an occasional night in bed together which ultimately led to sleeping together every night. Though all through college he never considered the company of another woman, the roommate, he told himself, was a good way to get that inclination out of his system before he and Shasha married.
Now David.
From the moment David uttered the word bisexual, James had not had a coherent thought. He faced dealing with the fact that he and David shared the same weakness for men. What would come of it? How could he continue to suppress the hunger he bore all these years, almost from the day he left college? How could he sit across from David to discuss a contract while trying to ignore the unspoken? How could he shower with him after a workout, when he was already turning his back to that magnificent body to avoid revealing his secret thoughts? How could he deal with any of this, now that he was aware of what David might be thinking; when it was already so difficult to endure in the form of his own private fantasy? Could he continue to deny what he felt for the man he would forever face on a daily basis? And what about the many occasions they spent time together with their wives? The chemistry would always be there, threatening to charge the air when they were together with Shasha and Linda.
His hand tense, he took a sip of coffee, the smooth flavor finding its way down to churn with the acids in his stomach. The answers seemed as elusive as the origins of mankind, the complications more formidable than any legal challenge he ever faced.
He stood and leaned against the railing. A hundred yards past the churning foam, surfers bobbed on their boards awaiting the next wave. Pairs lay on towels in the sand as far as the eye could see. Below, an endless stream of people passed along the path, their expressions reflecting the thoughts of their own private worlds. It was just his first morning in San Diego, his first moment to sit and contemplate in this fine California weather. He still had the rest of the week to reflect, to find a way to adjust to the new circumstances at home, to think of a response for David. So why, he wondered, did a whole week seem like such an impossibly short time?
Four days later, just before he left the office to go home, David stood at the window staring at the downtown skyline. Time was crawling agonizingly slow. He realized the call he longed for was not going to come. The night before, when he could no longer resist, he had picked up the phone to call Shasha. He told her, for business reasons, he needed to know when James planned to return. He just wanted to see if she had heard from him. And of course she had; she described what sounded like a routine business trip that would take three more days.
Three more days.
He had glanced at his watch every five minutes all week. Evenings had been worse than days, a constant fear that Linda would notice his absent behavior. At night, wanting to escape, to pass the time faster with a sound night’s sleep, his eyes refused to stay closed. Though James’s return promised an uncertain outcome, at least it would be better than not knowing. He would have something to accept, to settle into. Maybe then he could find new ground and get on with his daily routines.
He had tried watching television, reading, organizing the garage—nothing distracted him from the uncertainty. So he waited, staring at walls, conscious of what the drug addict must feel when suffering the angry pain of withdrawal.
His gaze shifted to the growing high-rise next door. At least I got one thing accomplished this week. Johnny had been willing and eager to accept the promotion. The young man’s morale rose sky high with the raise. The company gained a new vice president, whose duties would be to oversee all construction crews, what had been the most time consuming and demanding part of David’s job. For David, it was a blessing. Training Johnny for the transition had helped fill the unending hours of waiting.
Linda mentioned the night before that she and Shasha had started planning the vacation, normally an event he would look forward to. Now it loomed in the near future as a potential disaster. Everything seems so unpredictable. What if James came home unable to accept a bisexual friend? Beyond breaking his heart, it threatened Shasha’s and Linda’s friendship. They could never be comfortable entangled in an awkward state of affairs between their husbands. And to make matters worse, if his friendship with James declined, Linda might very well find out why.
He tried to reassure me. Just before he walked out. Said he understood. He said my ... my anomaly would not affect our friendship.
But James’s strange reaction and abrupt departure didn’t translate into understanding. What if he thinks a sexual relationship between men is reprehensible? What if he can’t adjust to it? For God’s sake, he just got up and walked out, suddenly compelled to leave for California.
The cards had been dealt. There was no turning back, no pretending nothing had been said. If he lost his best friend, he would have to accept it and live with the fact that he may never have a friendship its equal. He could only hope their wives don’t end up as co-victims, destined to suffer consequences beyond their control. He had no choice but to play the cards dealt, though he feared his bet had been far too high.
On the hour of James’s return, David fought the urge to go to the airport. He wanted to see him, take his hand, smile and see the smile returned. He had decided the best thing to do was simply wait for James to call, and pray the call would not be long in coming. It was Friday. He knew the plane landed at five PM. Sitting in the den, staring at the television, he heard the phone ring at eight o’clock.
“It’s for you,” Linda called out from the kitchen. “It’s James.”
David walked briskly toward the sound of her voice, trying to mask his apprehension when he took the phone from her hand. When she turned back to the sink he lifted the phone to his ear.
“Hello.”
“It’s me,” said James.
“Uh ... glad you’re home.”
“I hope you can forgive me.”
“What?”
“For leaving the way I did. I left you hanging. I didn’t realize it then, but David, that was the most inconsiderate thing I’ve ever done in my life. And I did it to the best friend I ever had. If you can you forgive me, I think I can make it up to you.”
David turned his back to Linda, in case the tear welling in his eye slipped down his cheek. “James ...” He struggled to keep his voice normal, “uh ... don’t worry about that.”
After a short silence, James said: “Thank God. I wasn’t sure if I could face you. When it finally dawned on me what I did, it was all I could think about.”
“So what’s up?”
“Is Linda nearby?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay. Can you meet me for lunch tomorrow?”
“Yes. Where?”
“That same place be okay?”
“Yeah.”
“Noon?”
“That’s fine,” said David.
“Things might be hectic at the office since I’ve been gone a week. If I’m late I’ll call your cell phone.”
“Okay.”
“See you then.”
David turned when he heard the click. Linda was looking at him. “Then we can go over that contract before Monday,” he said into the dead phone before hanging up.
“What was he worried about?” Linda asked.
“Worried?”
“You said something about he didn’t have to worry.”
“Oh ... uh, that he wasn’t here to do that restaurant contract.”
“Bet he’s glad to be home.”
“Sure he is,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “I’ll be in the den.”
David hurried out of the kitchen and went straight to the downstairs bathroom. He closed the door and turned on the hot water. After wetting a washcloth he buried his face in the damp warmth. He had never felt a stronger sense of relief. James had asked to be forgiven. Incredible. He couldn’t imagine James needing to be forgiven for anything, though one thing was certain—hearing the compassion in James’s voice flooded his sensibilities with some much needed joy.
* * *
The popular eatery was bustling with the usual lunch rush, people anxious to get a table, wait-staff rushing to and fro between tables, laughter and loud conversation. David and James sat glancing at each other for a few moments, their thoughts not yet connected with words.
James spoke first. “Let’s not get out of here today without eating.”
David smiled and nodded.
James continued: “I was relieved you weren’t disappointed in me.” He shook his head with self-contempt. “Still can’t believe I did that to you.”
“James, please, I’m the one who sprung the big surprise.”
“All the same...”
“It was the last thing you ever expected to hear. Just didn’t realize it would impact you that way. When you walked out, I thought you couldn’t deal with it. I felt guilty all week.”
“Guilty? Why?”
“For putting you on the spot.”
“That makes what I did even worse. You came to me in need of a friend. I could see you were desperate to talk; probably have been for God knows how long. And I walked out on you.” James reached over and gave his friend’s nervous hand a fleeting squeeze. “By the time we walk out of here today, I believe you’ll understand why.”
“You don’t owe me any explanations,” said David.
“I disagree. Nevertheless, today I’m the one who needs to talk to someone ... to you. You laid it on the line, so will I.” He paused for a breath. “It happened in law school. Another student. A white guy, same class, planned to be a lawyer in Boston. We played football and shared an apartment that year. The last semester, we shared a bed.”
David’s jaw fell open.
A waiter stepped up with two glasses of water and set them on the table. “Give us a few minutes,” James told him and looked back at David. “Still wonder if I understand?”
David took a sip of water, his thoughts reeling. He stared at James for a moment, then glanced around the restaurant to let this soak in. He felt a rush of lightheadedness. It seemed a million questions had suddenly flooded his mind, but he couldn’t think of the first word to say.
Far better prepared for the course of the conversation, James continued. “That’s why I went to California. It hit me the same way it’s hitting you right now.”
“Maybe I should to go out there for a week.”
James smiled. “I know exactly what you’re going through.” He paused for a moment to look at him, adoringly. “Mainly, you worry you’ll be found out. You fear others will question your masculinity; but you, you’re the most honorable and masculine man I’ve ever known. You fear your wife will somehow learn your secret, when you love her more than she’ll ever know. You fear you’ll go crazy one day trying to live out your life in denial. On the other hand, you’re faced with the worst possible consequences if you ever decide to act on what seems like a natural human instinct.
“Last week, when you finally took me into your confidence, everything I’ve tried to hide about myself all these years hit me full force. I was overwhelmed. I didn’t know what to say. All I could think about was getting away to sort things out. What looked utterly inconsiderate to you felt like near insanity to me. Is it any wonder? Look at me, married with three daughters and a career to think about. So why is it, when I notice a good looking hunk, I wonder what he’s like in bed? I figure I’m abnormal or something, like I’m the only guy out there thinking that way.
“Anyway, it came to me a couple of days ago, during one of the long walks I took on the beach. I sat down in the sand and stared into the waves and it hit as plain as day. Realized I have the good fortune of having someone I can talk to. Someone I respect and trust implicitly. Someone I love and want to support and be supported by. Neither one of us ever has to feel alone with this predicament again.” James smiled, then added: “You still looked shocked.”
“What did you say the other day? ‘Shocked? Yes, that’s a good word.’ It’s almost impossible to believe. You slept with a man for a whole semester! You!”
“I know. Both of us. What are the odds?” James glanced around the dining room. “Maybe it’s more common than we think. We’re obviously pretty good at hiding it.”
“You damn sure are.”
James smiled again. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to finally say it and not feel ashamed or perverted. It really is nice to have someone to talk to.” He studied David’s inquisitive expression for a moment. “I can see the questions written on your face.”
“What about now, today? That relationship was a long time ago. You were young. How does it affect you now?”
“It’s always there. Subconsciously most of the time, but there. The right jeans walking down the street, I catch myself taking a second look. What can I say? Three daughters still living at home, you know, you bury it. You don’t think about taking chances, especially these days.”
“You’re talking about AIDS.”
“Of course.” James took a sip of water. “They talk about safe sex. Too risky. Condoms don’t come with guarantees. I’d kill myself before I’d risk Shasha’s health. Besides that, there’s the risk of getting caught. No matter how natural it seems to me, who else would see it that way? Can you imagine your family dealing with something like this?”
“So you haven’t ... since college?”
“No.” James told him about the call he received from his roommate three years after graduation.
“He called to see if you wanted to go to bed with him?”
“What do you think?”
“Do you regret not seeing him?”
“I haven’t figured that out yet.”
A smile warmed David’s face. “You do understand, completely.”
“Afraid so.”
“I can’t believe it. I’ve agonized over talking to you for weeks. You don’t know what a relief this is. I mean, I’m not sure if I’m relieved or concerned that we’re both coping with the same problem. It took weeks to screw up the courage to confide in you. It got to where I had to risk it, or lose my mind.”
“You believed talking about it will help keep you from acting on it.”
“Something like that,” said David, staring at his friend as if he were looking at him for the first time. Curiosity overran his thoughts. “I can’t imagine sleeping with a man every night for a whole semester.”
James let out a sigh. “It’s nice, David. You’re in a special world. You’re sharing something with someone apart from everything else. His name was Randal. I’ll remember that semester as long as I live. Problem is, for guys like you and me anyway, it doesn’t equal building a family and a lifetime of memories with your wife.” James studied David’s enthralled expression for a moment, his own curiosity aroused. “Have you ever...?”
“Nothing as dramatic as sleeping with someone for four months. One time in high school, in the gym showers. A guy I didn’t know was staring at my cock. I got an erection. He started masturbating. We ended up doing each other. It’s a wonder we didn’t get caught.” David looked at his fingernails in thought, recalling another old memory. “One other time in college. At a party, after some significant pot smoking. Three coeds, three hormone sated college boys and a dare. The coeds challenged us to do as we were told for one hour. We accepted. Talk about three girls with remarkable imaginations. They had us strip naked. After we put on a little strip show, they got out a ruler and measured us. I lost that contest. Then they had us jack each other off, but it didn’t stop there. They wanted to see us suck each other for a full sixty seconds. That night I knew for sure I was attracted to men. Sixty seconds wasn’t enough.”
“Not enough open-minded coeds around, were there?”
David laughed.
“Nothing since?” asked James.
“No.” A look of relief rested in David’s eyes as he stared at his friend. “I’ll tell you, James, you’ll never know what this means to me. It’s been like carrying a sack of bricks on my back. I think I’m finally going to have a little peace.”
“It’s life, but it ain’t simple?”
“I know one thing: I’m gonna have to quit walking around in a daze. Linda’s brought it up a couple of times lately. She found out about that meeting I missed.”
“How?”
“Shasha told her.”
“Shit. That’s my fault.”
“Didn’t realize my state-of-mind was stamped on my forehead.”
“I told Shasha I was worried about you and mentioned that meeting. Should’ve known she’d take it to Linda. I’ll straighten it out.”
“Don’t worry about it. I won’t be walking around in a daze any more, thanks to you.”
David reached up to rub the back of his neck, debating something he had not planned to mention. It felt awkward, but he decided to take the chance. “There’s more.”
James sat up a bit straighter, attentive, wondering what else David could possibly add to his latest revelation. “More?”
“The other half of my confession.”
James stared at him for a moment. “I’m all ears.”
“I’m attracted to you. Have been since we met.”
James skipped a breath. His face warmed. His undeniable attraction for David had not led him to assume it would necessarily be mutual. But then, why not? If David’s appetite included men, why not him? It really wasn’t surprising, but it instantly added another complicated element to their relationship, one that would be difficult to deal with. “I’m flattered,” he said. At a loss to add more, he simply asked: “Why me? And in the spirit of this conversation’s momentum, can you possibly imagine anything ever coming of it?”
“Why you? You’re kidding, right? If you like hearing it, I’ll say it, but I think you already know. I don’t believe you can be a damn near perfect specimen of manhood and not know it. Have you ever looked in the mirror and found a single flaw? Found anything you might change about yourself? I doubt it.”
“That’s a bit much, David. I’d easily give up two inches off my waistline.”
“Shit!”
“I would!”
“Okay, that’s fine. Two inches. Big deal.”
“It’s a big deal to me!”
David drew a breath, pondering his next question. “Guess I might as well stick my neck out a little further. I’m wondering, in the spirit of this conversation, are...”
“You want to know if I’m attracted to you, right?”
“Just curious.”
James paused to consider the question. The phrase opening a Pandora’s box had suddenly taken on a very real meaning. “You really think we should venture into territory that risky?”
“Actually, James, it’s more than curiosity. I’d really like to know. I believe we can talk about these things without letting it go any further.”
“Alright,” he said, releasing a long sigh. “Wow. This is like standing on a cliff fifty feet above the water, trying to screw up the courage to dive in. Well, my friend, I’m diving in. ...I’m not only attracted to you, I sometimes get gooseflesh just looking at you.” He paused and rubbed his eyes and then looked up with a weary smile. “We work out together three times a week, right?” David nodded. “Afterwards, we shower before getting dressed. Haven’t you noticed I usually turn my back to you?”
“Yeah, I have.”
“I’m afraid of getting an erection.”
Shivers ran across David’s forearms. “And I thought you were modest or something,” he said. “So you turn your back and I find myself staring at your ass.”
“It won’t be easy showering with you anymore. Jesus, nothing about this is gonna be easy. Maybe talking openly like this will take some of the edge off.”
“Maybe so.” Feeling relaxed for the first time in a week, David slid down in his chair a bit and crossed his ankles under the table. A full week of anxiety had turned into elation. He felt an urge to take James’s hand, but the strength of the temptation reminded him of the taboos they both faced. “All the years we’ve known each other—why didn’t we know?”
“It’s the kind of thing you get real good at hiding, even from your best friend.”
“It’s still hard to believe. I suddenly feel twenty years old.”
“That’s the problem I have with you—you don’t look much older than that. There may be a little gray in your hair, but the average thirty year old would envy your body.” James paused, then added: “Remember last fall when we were in Cancun? One morning I was walking out of the surf. We were wearing those Speedos our wives came up with. The girls were still in the hotel and you were sitting in a beach chair. I caught you staring at me. That look in your eyes. I had the oddest feeling I was picking up some sort of a message.”
“Now you know what I was thinking ... but I didn’t realize I was blatantly staring.”
“You were, and I knew. At least I thought I did. It affected me all day. It was the first time I seriously considered the possibility that ... well, that you might be like me. Before that it was just crazy fantasies, stuff like wondering what it would be like to go to bed with you; but that day ... what I saw in your eyes made it seem like more than a fantasy. I even thought about saying something.”
The waiter approached the table with an order book in hand.
“Chicken salad and Heineken for me,” said David.
“Grilled salmon and coffee,” said James.
David took another sip of water and waited for the waiter to leave. “So you wanted to say something but didn’t?”
“Yeah, but I didn’t. Didn’t have the nerve. I thought about hinting around, try to get a read on you without saying anything specific. Couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t give me away. I would’ve never been the first to confess.” James was fiddling with a spoon. “You didn’t answer the other part of my question.”
“The other part?”
“Can you imagine anything happening between you and me?”
“Yes ... I can.” David paused. He felt a lightness in his chest as he contemplated the answer. “Nothing superficial, but something meaningful. I can imagine our friendship going to a new level, separate from our business affairs. We’d have to be careful not let it interfere with our daily lives; but yes, I can imagine something I would cherish.”
A pleasant chill came to the back of James’s neck. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. “That’s the answer I was afraid of.”
“You didn’t expect me to say it?” said David, relaxed against the chair-back. His whole world had changed in less time than it took to order lunch.
“Guess I did. And that makes us vulnerable because I feel the same way, but...”
The waiter stepped up with coffee.
They sat quietly for a moment. David’s response promised to be the most difficult issue James ever wrestled with. What he had spent a lifetime trying to suppress was now simmering in his hands.
James waited until the waiter moved to the next table: “Now you know how I feel, but I can’t imagine acting on this and then have to face Shasha when I get home. Even if it doesn’t seem wrong to me, it would devastate her. It’s damn easy to predict the consequences if we got caught.”
David nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I hate the most. The concept of worrying about getting caught. It’s too much like a soap opera. Makes you wonder why something that seems so natural has such ugly connotations. It’s got some complicated psychology, and comes with a price. You pay just thinking about it. Guilt.”
“I’ve got a taste of that already,” James replied.
“Well, I’ve tried to pretend it doesn’t exist. But like you said, it’s always there. Then guilt kicks in when Linda enters the equation. It’s like a reoccurring nightmare. I see a tight ass—the fantasies unfold. Next thing I know, I’m sitting across the table from her trying to explain. I don’t even know how she’d interpret it. Infidelity? Unnatural? It’s the worst possible scenario. All I know is it’s there.” He paused then added: “When I talked to you last week, I had just about decided to take the chance.”
James looked down at the table.
“I know what you’re thinking. I swear, I’ve agonized over it. I don’t see it as infidelity. It’s not. Infidelity is the whore-hound looking for another score, or the guy who simply won’t resist a tempting secretary. This is different. It doesn’t reflect on your wife as a woman. It’s an issue in itself. Part of being a man, at least a man like us.”
“I’ve come up with those same arguments a thousand times.”
“Then you know what I mean. Living on the edge is no way to be a good husband. Trying to deny who I am interferes with being the man I’d like to be for her.” David cocked his head sideways. “You’re looking at me funny.”
James shrugged.
“I know ... you think acting on it believing I’d be a better husband sounds insane; but I don’t see why, unless you think denial is a good option.”
“Who are you arguing with, me or yourself?” James asked. “Even if I agree, our wives would see nothing but worthless justifications. To act on it now?” He pressed the bridge of his nose as if a pain rested just behind his eyes. “God David, I don’t know. Think of the risk. Fantasizing about a male lover, about you, is one thing; actually taking the step is another.” He looked down at David’s hand resting on the table. “At least talking about it has given me a sense of relief. Shit, I almost feel dizzy.”
When their lunches arrived, David looked around the loud dining room, the lively buzz of conversation and laughter, the crowd waiting at the door for a table. “No wonder this place is always busy,” he said, picking up his fork. “The food here is delicious.” He watched James take a bite of fish. “Our world sure has changed since we were here last week. I just wanted to get it off my chest. I wanted you to know and accept me for who I am. What a surprise. It’s like we’re out to sea, adrift, and neither one of us knows what to do. One thing is certain though: If I acted on it now, I’d want it to be with you.”
“David ... damn!” James looked away in frustration. “You sure know how to stoke the fire I’ve been trying to put out for a long time. Why not just stake me out on an anthill?”
“But you feel the same way.”
“Think so? Just because I spent a whole day out in California thinking about what it would be like to ... well, to make love with you. We’re both married. That part’s easy to figure out. Shasha might let me live, but it wouldn’t be in her house.”
James sipped his coffee and continued: “I don’t see it as infidelity either. Shasha would. I’d lose her, which is exactly why I’ve been trying to bury this itch. But you can’t bury it. All this time I figured I’ve been saddled with a rare affliction. You hear men joking about sissy boys and queers, and you’re thinking: They’re talking about guys like me. You know what they’d say if they ever found out. But maybe it’s not so rare, or abnormal.” James shrugged. “Things were different in other eras. The Romans for example. They considered it normal. What happened? Two thousand years later we call it abnormal. Fuck that. I’m tired of feeling abnormal. Truth is, in all honesty I’m not so sure I want to go to my grave wondering what might have been.”
David smiled. It wasn’t completely clear yet, but he sensed a special closeness in their future. It seemed, as he sat in his friend’s gaze, they were reading each other’s thoughts.
James’s frustration faded. “David,” he said, his tone heartfelt, “promise you won’t do anything without talking to me first.”
“I won’t.”
“Then we can go through this together? Just you and me?”
David nodded. “That’s right. Just you and me.”
David was half way through his first cup of coffee when Linda entered the kitchen. Saturday morning was his favorite time of the week, a casual ritual at the breakfast table where they sipped coffee and caught up on the week’s news. Since Jeff went off to college, it was the one morning Linda felt free to wear one of the temptations David had picked out for her at Victoria’s Secret. This one was a chiffon see-through with thong panties. Lowering the newspaper, his gaze followed her to the counter where she collected her favorite ingredients and turned on the espresso machine.
“You excited about our trip to Destin Beach next week?” she asked over her shoulder.
David laid the newspaper aside. “Yeah. I cleared Monday and Tuesday so we’d have four days.”
She joined him with her special brew. “Shasha reserved a condo. Two bedrooms, separate kitchen and living room. The balcony overlooks the Gulf.”
“Paradise.”
“There’s a hot tub on the balcony,” she added.
“Ah, good. That’ll take the chill off this summer humidity.”
“We were thinking cold water, actually.” A coy smile formed on her lips. “We’ve planned a surprise for you and James.”
“A surprise? How about a hint.”
“One hint only. You two ain’t gonna believe it.”
He looked at her a moment, delighted by her early morning zeal. A constant source of energy and imagination, he couldn’t understand how he could be drawn in other directions. “Knowing you and Shasha, I bet that’s an understatement,” he said, thinking about the time they were finally going to have together. “Looks like the new arrangement at the office is working out.”
“Figured it would. You’ve worked your ass off for twenty years. You deserve a little time off.”
“Did you look at those convertibles yesterday?”
“They have two over at Big Sky Ford. Are you serious about getting one?”
“Did you pick one out?”
“It’s red.”
“Of course it is.”
“Okay, so I want a red car. Seems like we always end up with blue or white.” She looked at him for a moment and concluded he was serious about buying one. “Wanna drive over and take a look at it?”
“We’ll do better than that. We’ll go over and buy it.”
She tightened up with excitement. “Shasha said you were serious about buying a sports car, but I wasn’t sure. I’m so excited!” She loved his easy smile, realizing she hadn’t seen this kind of calm on his face in weeks. She noticed his eyes drop and rest on her nearly exposed breasts, delighted her old husband was back. All the turmoil she had seen in his eyes during the past few weeks boiled down to a matter of reorganizing their priorities, and it was a transition that made the long years and risks finally worthwhile. “Ready for breakfast?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Pancakes?”
“Sounds good.”
“Shall we go to the dealership after breakfast?”
He glanced over her. “Only if you change clothes before we go.”
She looked down at the negligee. “What’s wrong with this?” she asked quite seriously.
“What if we have a flat tire on the way? You want to change it wearing that?”
“I’ll be ready thirty minutes after we eat.”
Watching her get up and walk to the pantry, he asked: “Maybe we should drive the new car over to Bossier City and spend the night.”
She turned around. “Really!”
“Why not? We can break it in and get in a little gambling at the same time.”
“Then I’ll be ready an hour after we eat. I’ll have to pack a few things.”
She was humming an Elvis tune as she mixed the batter. David knew she wore the negligee because he enjoyed picking them out, and because she wanted to be sexy for her husband. His heart sank. Would she hate him if she knew? Would her love dissolve because of feelings and urges that were beyond his control? Or would the strength of their love carry them through even that kind of storm? He watched her, painfully aware he would not want to live without her, while beneath the calm of this fine Saturday morning he was thinking about James.
* * *
After breakfast James was reading a news magazine on the sofa in the den when his middle daughter, Janet, came bouncing down the stairs in a pair of jeans that appeared to be two sizes too small.
“Young lady, you don’t really think you’re leaving this house dressed like that, do you?” His familiar fatherly voice stopped her in her tracks just before she could scurry into the kitchen.
Her lips curled into an instant pout. “Dad, this is a brand new outfit.”
“Was your mother with you when you bought it?”
“Well, no, but ...”
“Then you can wear it in your room. Not downstairs, and definitely not outside the house!”
“Dad, I don’t have time to change.”
“That’s the one big drawback of being fifteen: You have to do what your father says, even if you don’t have time. Look at what you’re wearing. Your stomach’s exposed, your butt’s about to bust out of those jeans, and that’s not a blouse—it looks more like a glorified brassiere. Go change.”
She turned and stomped back up the stairs.
He rested the magazine on his lap and set a gaze on the artificial carnations in the fireplace. It was the first time fatherhood seemed like a paradox. It had come naturally from the moment his first daughter was born, but now he was a father who harbored a secret, a father trying to resist the temptation of a same-sex lover. It felt strange, an emotional fantasy wrapped in guilt, all brought on by David’s confession and enhanced by doubts looming over his will to resist. He had always loved David. Everyone knew they were best friends. What would they think if they knew the depth of their feelings, now that they seemed to be on the brink of becoming lovers? Without question, when he thought about it honestly, it seemed predetermined. It had kept him awake most of the night.
They had come together in the business world and soon became friends. Now it seemed their destiny all along had a definite end, an end that was a new beginning by way of an uncovered truth, a truth that was no more complicated than it was simply meant to be. And why not? Wouldn’t it be apart from everything else in their lives? Wouldn’t it be as intended? Though guilt crawled on him with a vengeance, he could not fully grasp its justification, when in the end it seemed so simple—the door that had opened should have never been closed. He knew he could take David into his arms with a kind of abandon that seemed to be lying in wait.
Shasha walked into the room, sat down beside him and crossed her legs yoga style.
“That damn dishwasher! Had trouble getting it started again this morning,” she said, frustrated.
“I took a look at it last night,” he said, rubbing his hand over her silky smooth leg.
“You did? Find out what’s wrong with it?”
“Found out law school has its limitations.”
“I’ll call a plumber,” she said dryly, stroking his baldhead. “Scratchy! Want me to shave it tonight?”
He was staring at the carnations.
“James? James dear, did you hear me?”
“Yeah. I do. You’re a lot better at it than me.”
He swallowed hard. David had stolen his mind in the middle of a conversation with Shasha. He’d have to be more careful. Watch the behavior changes.
“Were you talking to Janet a minute ago?” she asked.
“She came down stairs half naked. Looked like a twenty-dollar whore. She’s probably up there pouting. I hope she changes clothes or there’ll be another problem when her friends show up.”
“I agree. We want her to look like a hundred dollar whore.”
James looked at her, incredulous. “That’s not funny. I need your support on this. I come on like the big bastard and their mother is making jokes about it. What’s with that?” He looked over at the stairs. “I don’t know why fifteen year olds these days refuse to look like proper young ladies.”
“These days? Now let’s see ... what did I wear at her age?” Shasha replied, tapping her full red lips with her finger. “Oh yes, I remember. I was half naked, too, but you didn’t seem to mind that sort of thing then.”
James remembered their youthful years. They were an awkward pair in junior high, not really sweethearts, but good friends who could share secrets. Though he had probably fallen in love with her by then, he wasn’t savvy enough to understand it yet. He recalled when he first noticed she had developed feminine curves, the impact it had during a school picnic, when she had somehow gotten out of the house wearing a short skirt and tank top. He caught himself staring at her body that day, which led to their first kiss. Ill at ease as that kiss was, it lodged in his memory as one of the most exciting events of his life. They had been together as long as he could remember, including the two years they were separated when he was in graduate school. His love for her had grown every year since. Thinking about how she looked back then, an image formed in his mind—sexy and young and half naked.
He looked at her. “Why did your father allow you out of the house looking that hot?”
“He didn’t. I wore what he liked over what I wanted to wear until I got down the street. Janet hasn’t learned how to outsmart you yet.”
“I trust you won’t be teaching her.”
“Lord no. Risk sitting through one of your moral sermons. You must be kidding. She’ll out-wit you on her own, or suffer your sense of style the rest of her life.”
One of my moral sermons! Isn’t that enough to choke a horse? He looked at her a moment. Though she had been in his life all these years, to have her beside him still swelled his chest with joy. It was more than her beauty and challenging wit—she had been his motivation from the day they first talked about marriage. “By the way,” he said, “I talked to David about his strange behavior.”
“Oh? Did he acknowledge it?”
“More or less. Doesn’t seem like there’s anything to worry about. I think he’s suffering a little mid-life job burnout. He promoted his key man. Said it would give him more time off for things like the trip to Destin Beach.”
“Wasn’t that a great idea?” A curious smile formed on her lips. “Linda and I have a surprise for you two when we get there.” She batted her eyelashes. “Don’t bother trying to guess what it is. You couldn’t in a million years.”
He looked at her and shook his head.
She looked down at her lap. “Think I’m getting too old to wear a bikini?”
His eyes shifted to her hips. “You didn’t seem too old about two o’clock last night.”
“I’ve been thinking about that all morning, big boy. What happened, wake up from an erotic dream or something?”
“No. No dream. Just woke up and saw these unbelievable curves next to me under the sheet. Couldn’t help myself.”
“Then I’ll try to remember what position I was sleeping in. Nothing sweeter than the weight of my big man in the middle of the night.”
The doorbell rang and Janet came streaking down the stairs, dressed in loose fitting jeans and a blouse with sleeves. “Bye Mom, bye Dad. I’ll be back this afternoon,” she called out, slamming the front door behind her.
“Where’s she going?” James asked.
“Sonya’s mother is driving them to the mall to see a movie.”
James’s brow furrowed with insinuating theories. “Did those clothes look unusually baggy to you?”
“Getting suspicious in your old age, Dad?” Shasha picked up the magazine he had set aside.
He looked back at the carnations as she began flipping pages, feeling a sense of relief. Okay. No problems here. Same kind of thing we talk about every Saturday. She looks as tempting as always. Janet got pissed off as usual. Everything’s normal. …Wonder if David will have time for lunch Monday.
* * *
At ten-thirty the following Saturday morning, Linda sat down on the bed next to her sleeping husband. They were to depart shortly for Destin Beach. David’s eyes fluttered when her weight jarred the bed. He felt an immediate urge to relieve his bladder. When he flipped back the sheet to get up, she leaned over his chest.
“Where you going, sleepy head?” she asked.
“The bathroom.”
“You didn’t get home until after two o’clock last night.”
His mind shifted to the long hours of the meeting. He and James had to finish that restaurant contract before they could leave town for a few days. It wasn’t the nit-picking details or the long hours so much as their close proximity that presented the challenge. Late into the night, side-by-side in the solitude of a deserted office, they had poured over line after line of legalese, laboring over words that seemed to serve no purpose other than to stand in the way of a more urgent calling.
“Had to finish that damn restaurant contract before we could leave for the beach. Brubaker’s expecting it first thing Monday morning.”
“Did James stay all that time?”
“He had to. It was all legal stuff.”
She brushed the day old whiskers on his neck with her fingertips. “Sounds expensive. What’s his hourly rate these days?”
“Normally, four hundred an hour. He bills us three hundred. And now that he’s a partner in his firm, he takes in an additional eight hundred thousand a year.”
“My God! You’d never know that by the way Shasha shops. I’ve never seen her buy anything not on sale.”
“They’re both that way. That Cadillac he drives is six years old. But I think he’s planning to splurge a little. Said he might buy Shasha a new car since you got the new Thunderbird.”
“I love that car! If we had more time we could drive it to Destin.”
She noticed his leg shaking. “You wouldn’t pee on my clean sheets, would you?”
“Any second if you don’t let me up.”
Linda shifted her weight and watched him scoot to the edge of the bed, then scamper across the room. “Don’t see naked men running across the bedroom in the middle of the day very often,” she called out.
He took aim at the bowl and a shiver came to the back of his neck when the stream started. “I’ve been assuming you’ve never seen one.”
“Just the pool man.”
“Ha! That kid! You’re way too much woman for him. Too old for him, too.”
“Too old!” She walked over and leaned against the doorframe. “Shasha talked me into buying a new bikini. We’ll see if you think I look too old when I’m wearing it on the beach.”
He shook off the last drop and flushed the toilet, wondering about his wife’s escalating sense of adventure. He approached and wrapped his arms around her. “So do you really think it’s appropriate for the mother of a college boy to be wearing a bikini in public?”
“Only because there’re no nude beaches around Destin.”
He drew his head back and looked at her. “Nude beaches?” She had never mentioned anything like that before, though it was another example of how unpredictable she had become now that her child rearing days were over. He wondered if this was her way of suggesting a nude beach. “You’d do something like that?”
“Would you?”
He scratched his head. “Well, I don’t know. You’d be naked. There’d be other men looking at my woman.”
“Maybe. Would that be a problem?”
“I’d have to kill every one of ‘um.”
She scoffed. “My husband! Jealous! That’ll be the day.”
“Would you look at the naked men?”
She thought about that for a moment, then said: “I might.”
“So that’s it. You wanna look at naked men. Getting bored with your aging husband, huh?”
Her brows lifted casually. “Thought I’d look for some volunteers for a measuring contest, you know, kind of a counterpart to the wet tee-shirt contest.”
Her statement conjured images of that old college experience, the giggling coeds and their ruler. “I’d lose that one,” he muttered.
“Oh I don’t know.” She reached down with a mischievous grin and gave him a playful tug. His hands fell reflexively.
“Ow! I wasn’t expecting that!”
“Sorry, honey. Couldn’t resist.”
“Well, you might want to resist that nude beach idea. Considering the shriveling effect of cold ocean water, you’d be stuck with the man sporting the smallest display on the beach.”
“I doubt that.” She glanced at his penis. “I’ll never understand why all men want bigger dicks.” Her eyes lifted. “Anyway, now that we’re talking about it, a nude beach might be fun. I’d do it if you would.”
“You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Yeah. Why not?”
“Then plan our next vacation in California. Ain’t many folks gettin’ naked in that part of the south these days. We might as well talk about breakfast instead.”
“I already had breakfast.”
“But I haven’t.”
She turned, leaned forward and flipped up the back of her negligee before starting across the room. His eyes followed her until she disappeared beyond the door.
God I love her.
Brushing his teeth, David thought about his wife. His attraction to men certainly wasn’t caused by a lack of sensual attention from Linda. She was more than a handful, and becoming more so as they moved into middle age together. Having apparently entered an erotic phase of some kind, she had recently suggested that he stop by an adult bookstore and bring home a dirty movie. Intrigued, he had watched her absorb every steamy scene, which led to some of their most passionate sex ever. Pondering her increasing inclination toward sensual adventure, he wondered if he was living up to her needs.
He rinsed the toothbrush and looked into the mirror and saw a man troubled by conflict. He pictured James standing behind him, then felt a stirring below his belly. He wondered what it would be like to be with him intimately, if it was already a foregone conclusion, simply a matter of when and where. He changed that day in the restaurant; James too—he saw it while they were sitting there, the quicker heartbeat when his hand brushed James’s forearm, the closer bond when James revealed his two decades old secret. Even the night before, when the subject had been avoided entirely, those long hours of working so closely together had produced an unspoken communication between them. Yes, things had changed. The air seemed fresher and the sunlight brighter, and two men were suddenly traveling an altogether different road; though the fantasy was one thing and actually allowing something to happen was quite another.
It’s you you’re looking at. It’s who you are. ...Doesn’t matter, does it? You can’t risk breaking her heart.
* * *
The plane was in the air by two-thirty. James and Shasha sat across the aisle from David and Linda. The women, giddy from the moment they set eyes on each other, were oblivious to the tension behind the furtive glances between their husbands. They were talking nonstop across the aisle. David assumed they were excited about the trip, or maybe it had something to do with the big surprise Linda had hinted at.
“David slept until ten-thirty this morning,” said Linda.
“James slept late, too,” Shasha replied. “He didn’t get home until two o’clock. Claimed they were working on a contract all night.”
“At least they got their story straight. Seems to me, if they’re gonna start working all night, you and I need to come up with something to fill the time. Know any professional male escorts?”
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