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FALLING HARD
Stories of Men in Love

Dale Cameron Lowry
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WANTED, THE AD said. Bartender for
office holiday party. Should be easygoing, LGBT-friendly, and have
server’s license and great references.
Competitive remuneration.
Damian clicked on the show
contact info link at the end of the
Craigslist ad. Up came a phone
number, email address and the name
Alma.
“Alma,” Damian said out loud,
enjoying how the Spanish consonants
moved in his mouth. It had been too
long since he’d spoken the language
at length, but it still felt right on his
tongue. He could almost hear his
mother’s voice as he repeated the
word: “Alma.”
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“Hijo de mi alma,” she would call
him when he had needed it most
—child of my soul. When he was
small, he’d been plagued by night
terrors and nightmares, often waking
up in pitch blackness to the sound of
his own blood-curdling screams. His
mother would pull him to her lap,
whispering into his feverish scalp,
“Hijo de mi alma, no te preocupes.
Mami está aquí.”
Child of my soul, don’t worry.
Mommy is here.
He never doubted her love, not for
one minute—not until he was twelve
and it suddenly dawned on him what
his fascination with Francisco
Pimentel down the street actually
meant. He let this knowledge about
himself simmer, his fear growing
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every Sunday when she dragged him
to mass for the sacrament. But it was
too much for a boy to hold, and his
lid blew off one Saturday afternoon
when she teased him for the
umpteenth time about the cute gordita
who lived next door and made
swoony eyes at him whenever he
walked by.
“Why you always so mean to
Elena? She’s such a sweet girl, and
smart. Nice curves, too. You’d think
a boy would notice that.” She looked
down at the cutting board of plantains
she’d just finished slicing. “Hand me
a spoon, would you?”
Everything inside Damian was
roiling. It had roiled before, set his lid
to shaking. But he’d held on,
managed to keep it tight and locked
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in place. He tried so hard to hold on
again this time. He pulled the wooden
spoon from the drawer.
Something inside him burst.
“Shut up about Elena already!”
He slammed the spoon against the
counter. “Don’t you get it? I don’t
care about her curves! I don’t care
about any girl’s curves. I’m a—” He
choked on the word, started to cry
like a little boy. “I’m a fag, Mami.
Soy cundango.”
He couldn’t even look at her, but
it didn’t matter. In two seconds flat
she had her arms around him, pulling
him close, her hands messy from the
plantains but her body warm and
comforting. “Tu eres el hijo de mi
alma. Te quiero por siempre.” You
are the child of my soul. I will always
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love you.
None of this meant the Alma lady
who’d placed the ad was Latina. He’d
read a book once about pioneers in
1800s Montana with an Anglo
heroine who inexplicably had Alma
as her name. Maybe this Alma was
white, too, named for some such
ancestor. He pictured a sturdy old
dyke with strong arms and knobby
hands, arthritic from years of manual
labor.
In the end, it didn’t matter who
she was or what she looked like, as
long as she paid what she promised.
Damian had just started work at a
new place—a swanky joint that was a
move up from his previous job. But
with the lowest seniority, he hadn’t
managed to snag any of the most
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lucrative shifts yet. Mostly he’d be
working days, a crappy time for tips
even at Christmas. He could use the
money.
He picked up his phone and dialed
the number.
“Hello, this is Alma Larsen,” a
voice said on the other end of the
line. Damian startled. The voice was
deep, and not a womanly deep. Not
Nina Simone or a grandma who’d
smoked three packs a day her entire
life. It was Barry White deep, the
kind of voice that made a man’s balls
stir and his big toe shoot up in his
boot.
“Y-yes, hello,” Damian
stammered. Damian never
stammered. He was smooth and
collected. Nothing could blow his

Loggerhead
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I MET JAKE when I was writing a
piece about culinary professionals
who had entered the trade mid-career.
I swear I didn’t have a kink for men
in chef’s uniforms, but when he
walked out of the kitchen in his black
pants and white double-breasted shirt,
with a big smile that wrinkled the
corners of his brown eyes into a
conglomerate of crow’s feet – well, I
almost swooned.
I followed Jake around the kitchen
as he worked, inspecting the
deliveries and showing the line cooks
the right way to cut celery root so that
it curled into spirals as fine as angel
hair. In between his other tasks, and
sometimes during, he answered my
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questions. The other chefs would be
curt at times like this, distracted by
their daily chores and the latest
emergency to arise before the
restaurant opened for the day. They’d
be sparing with their words – until
one of the kitchen staff made a
beginner’s mistake and I’d learn just
how much, and how loudly, a chef
could talk.
Jake was different. There was no
yelling, and the hubbub of the kitchen
never boiled into chaos. He was
charming and expansive. Even as he
carefully dissected halibut heads for
their prized cheeks, I felt like all his
attention was on me.
He was a better first date than
most of my actual first dates.
After the article went up, I
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grumbled to my editor, “Too bad it’s
against journalistic ethics to sleep
with an interviewee.”
She looked up from her computer,
her eyebrows curved like the tops of
two question marks. “Jake Park?”
“Am I that obvious?”
She smirked. “Just a hunch.” Then
she added, “Restaurants aren’t your
usual beat. I think it’s okay for you to
fall in love with him as long as you
don’t write about him again.”
“Who said anything about falling
in love?”
“You didn’t have to,” she said. “I
know how to read between the lines.”
***
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The first time I slept over at his place
was during one of those four-foot
snow dumps the Eastern seaboard
weather pattern bestowed upon New
York every few years. Transit had
trickled down to a bare minimum,
and if I left his apartment there was a
risk I wouldn’t see him again for
days.
It wasn’t a risk I was willing to
take.
I woke up that morning with
Jake’s head against my chest and his
tortoiseshell cat curled around my
ankles. I watched Jake’s head rise and
fall with each breath I took. Here he
was, trusting me not to harm him
while he lay unconscious and
defenseless in his own bed. Sleeping
beside someone was, in some ways, a
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more intimate act than having sex
with them.
The light coming through the
window was gray. It was hard to tell
if it was still night or just dark
because of the clouds. I got up and
pulled on the sweats Jake had gotten
out for me the night before. The
sweatshirt was dusky blue, faded
from years of washings. He’d told me
it was from his days running highschool track in Florida. On the front
was a line-drawing of a massive turtle
and the words “Langford
Loggerheads” printed in green
beneath it.
Jake stirred, grumbling something
under his breath as he turned onto his
back and opened his eyes. When he
saw me, he smiled. “You’re here,” he
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said with a degree of awe usually
reserved for fireworks and the Grand
Canyon.
“Of course I am.”
“I like seeing you in my clothes,”
he said.
“I like being in them.” I couldn’t
hold eye contact with him anymore. I
wasn’t used to being looked at like
one of the Seven Natural Wonders of
the World.
I pointed to the turtle on the front
of his shirt. “Ever seen one in the
wild?” I said.
“I was a turtle guide for a few
years before moving up here. You?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never been
far south enough. I’ve always been
curious, though. Ever since I read
about them in Ranger Rick.”
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“You read Ranger Rick when you
were a kid, too? I knew you were
perfect.”
I blushed. “Shut up.”
“I’m serious.” He sat up in bed
and reached for my hips, pulling me
back into the sheets with him. “We
should go on a turtle walk sometime.
I’ll take you back home for nesting
season.”
“Take me home with you?” I
teased. “Aren’t you moving a little
fast?”
“No,” he said with the solid
confidence only a thirty-five-year-old
in love can have. “Not at all.”
***

Reading the Signs
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TWENTY-THREE-YEAR-old Theo De
Jong was in trouble. Deep, deep
trouble.
Here he was, five thousand miles
from home at the University of New
Mexico, for a rare opportunity to
study with a few hundred of the
world’s most brilliant linguists.
And instead of paying attention on
his first day of the summer session,
his mind—and eyes—kept wandering
over to the man two desks ahead of
him.
“Alfonso Grossman,” the man
had said when they’d introduced
themselves before class, speaking and
fingerspelling his name at the same
time.
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“I know who you are,” Theo had
answered in English, his heart almost
beating out of his chest as he shook
Alfonso’s hand. Dr. Grossman was
an American linguist who’d been
traveling to Nicaragua for almost two
decades to help document the
evolution of the country’s sign
language. “I’ve read your papers.
I’m a bit of a fanboy.” Theo bit his
tongue after the last word slipped out,
but it was too late. Besides, it was
true. “Intellectually speaking, of
course.” That was also true. Theo
had never seen a photo of Alfonso
before, and in his wildest dreams
couldn’t have imagined how
appealing the American would be,
with his head full of salt-and-pepper
curls and crow’s feet at the corners of
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his eyes that made him look like he
was perpetually smiling.
The crow’s feet grew deeper as
Alfonso broke into an actual grin. It
was a nice look on him. Adorable.
Theo felt something tug at his heart.
“What’s your area?” Alfonso said.
“Dutch Sign Language. My
parents are deaf, so it’s my first
language. I’m doing a comparative
study of the dialects for my master’s
thesis.”
“Oh!” Alfonso bounced on his
toes and brought his hands together
in an excited clap. “I need to hear
more about that. I adore dialectology,
Mr. —” He glanced at Theo’s name
tag. “Mr. De Jong.”
“You don’t need to be so formal.”
“Only I don’t know how to say
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your first name. Is it ‘tay-o’ or ‘theeo’?”
“‘Tay-o’ is how we say it in
Holland, but whatever’s easiest for
you.”
Alfonso beamed. “I like ‘tay-o.’”
Theo felt himself blushing. He
hoped his sunburn camouflaged it.
Now, Theo sat at his desk in his
Comparative Syntax of Signed
Languages seminar, gazing at
Alfonso’s curls and the nape of his
neck and the way his T-shirt clung to
his shoulders. His intellectual crush
was fast transforming into a fullblown one.
Ah, well. Maybe there was
nothing wrong with a harmless
infatuation. As long as it didn’t
distract from—
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A movement from the front of the
room got Theo’s attention. It was
their professor, and she was gesturing
at him. “What country are you
from?” she said in American Sign
Language. An interpreter echoed her
words in English.
“The Netherlands. Holland,” Theo
answered in English. He’d studied
ASL online for months in preparation
for this trip, but the sign suddenly
escaped him.
“Can you give us an example of a
possible classifier in Dutch Sign
Language?”
Thank goodness she’d asked an
easy question, because he hadn’t
processed a word of what she’d
signed before that point. He stood up
and walked to the front of the room
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so the rest of the class could see,
trying not to pay attention to Alfonso
turning in his seat, his dark brown
eyes fixed on Theo’s face.
“I’ll show you an instance where a
classifier can be used to indicate
eyeglasses, as in ‘The eyeglasses fell
off my face,’” Theo said in English,
pausing for the interpreter to repeat
his statement in ASL before he began
signing in his mother language.
“Neat,” was the professor’s
response. “Let’s get some examples
from Japanese Sign Language next.”
Theo went back to his desk as
another student took his place at the
front of the room. Out of the corner
of his eye, he thought he saw
Alfonso’s head moving with him,
following him right back to his desk.
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But when Theo looked over,
Alfonso’s face was buried in his
notebook.
Theo resolved not to waste any
more time staring at Alfonso. He was
only in the United States for six
weeks and could surely survive
without harboring a stupid crush.
But then the professor called
Alfonso to the front to show
examples from Nicaraguan Sign
Language, and Theo noticed that in
addition to the crow’s feet, a dimple
formed in Alfonso’s right cheek when
he smiled.
He was so verrukkelijk, as they
say in Dutch. Gorgeous.
Theo was fucked.
***

Born of Fire
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HUNDREDS OF YEARS ago, when
Ireland was still under the rule of its
old laws, a plague of changelings
struck the peninsula of Fanad in
County Donegal on the country’s
northern shore. It seemed a newborn
couldn’t be around longer than a few
months before the fairies switched it
with one of their own elderly people
who, though aged and decrepit, could
not at first be distinguished from the
human babe it replaced. Only after
several weeks would the switch
become apparent as the changeling’s
deceptive magic wore off and its
body, though still in the form of a
child, would begin to reveal its age,
its skin turning gray and withering to
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wrinkles, and its flesh wasting away
until it seemed a mere skeleton.
So when cholera turned the
widowed Bridget Carr’s baby into a
bag of bones, it was natural for her to
think he was no longer truly her baby
but a changeling, with the real fruit of
her womb kidnapped to some fairy
mound far away.
When the fairies took a child,
there was only one way to get it back:
put the changeling on the fire as if it
were a log, letting the flames lick
until it cried out and swooped up the
chimney to escape the pain. With the
spell broken, the fairies had no choice
but to immediately return the family’s
rightful child to its cradle. In this
way, Sinead McIntyre had been
returned to her parents, as had Jamie
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Callahan and Letitia Freel.
Bridget went about the
preparations, throwing peat on the
hearth until the flames roared. She
took her baby from his cradle and
lowered him to the flame, praying, “If
of the devil, burn away from my
home, and if of God and the saints,
show you mean no harm.”
The baby cried as the heat grew
nearer. Bridget thought this must
mean the spell was working and soon
the changeling would flee. But when
his booties and bonnet caught fire and
he let out a shrill shriek, kicking and
flailing, his gray skin turning pink
with fury, she realized her error. This
was the point when the changeling
ought to sprout wings and evaporate
up the chimney, but the baby stayed a
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solid presence in her arms, despite his
clothes tonguing with flame.
“Ach, child of my womb!”
Bridget clutched the baby to her
breast, wrapping her shawl around
him to quench the flames, and doused
him with water from the tub. But
much damage was already done. His
right ear was badly singed and the
skin of his right foot and ankle
burned away. Bridget felt terrible and
could barely dress the wounds
because of her crying.
Still, he was able to suckle, and
that was the key to his survival. His
mother called him Aodhán to mean
“born of fire.” He lived, though with
his body forever altered. When the
skin healed, it was pink and ugly,
gnarled in some places like tree bark,
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smooth and hairless elsewhere. His
right ear was just a little knob, and
burn scars ran down his neck and the
edge of his cheek. The new skin that
grew over his foot was tight and
rigid, and his toes became tiny,
immobile stubs. He was never able to
run or walk as well as the other
children in the village.
Aodhán deemed himself lucky.
Death was not uncommon where he
lived, and death among children was
a regular occurrence. He had survived
infancy, and that was enough for him.
He considered it an extra bonus that
everyone in the village was too poor
to have stairs in their houses, so the
only time he had to climb up and
down them with his inflexible foot
was when going to Mass on Sundays.

Ghost of a Chance
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THE NIGHT I met Frank had been a
slow one at the university library.
Most of the students were too drunk
to be studying. We’d won our
homecoming game against our
archrivals that afternoon,
transforming the evening into a
campus-wide bacchanal. Even up
where I was on the library’s fourth
floor, with all the windows tightly
shut, I could hear celebratory hornblowing and jingoistic chants floating
up from the street. I managed to
ignore them, focusing instead on the
soothing whoosh-whoosh of the air
blowing through the HVAC pipes
above my head as I tapped away at
my laptop, occasionally pausing to
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consult one of the many books spread
out on the table in front of me.
I was a serious senior who didn’t
care much for my university’s
consistent ranking in Campus
magazine’s top ten list of party
schools. I enrolled because it also
consistently ranked in US News &
World Report’s top ten list of public
research universities. Besides, I was
from in-state, and the tuition was
relatively cheap. All my major life
decisions up to that point had been
based on logic and prudence. I didn’t
party, and I didn’t date much. My
parents joked I had been an old man
since the day I was born. I preferred
to say I was mature beyond my years.
Several of the fluorescent ceiling
lights flickered off as they always did
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around midnight—part of the
campus’ effort to save electricity. I
always felt a little spooked at that
hour as my eyes adjusted to the new
dimness. Back when I’d been little
and spent every summer with my
grandparents, my bubbe liked to
entertain me with stories of spirits
both terrifying and benevolent—
ghosts, demons, dybbuks, golems,
and ibbur. Being alone at this late
hour tended to get me thinking about
the terrifying ones. I turned the table
lamp on to chase away my
trepidation. The library was open
until two in the morning, and I
intended to stay until closing.
As I turned back to my computer,
I heard someone humming from amid
the stacks. It was a tune I recognized
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but couldn’t put a finger on—classic
big-band music from an earlier era. It
sounded to me like something Frank
Sinatra had made famous once upon a
time, or maybe another member of
the Rat Pack.
Funny. I hadn’t noticed anyone in
the stacks earlier. But I did tend to get
absorbed in my work. I leaned back
in my chair and peeked down the row
of bookshelves. The owner of the
voice stood in the middle of the
classics section, running his fingers
along the spines as if he were reading
the titles in Braille.
He must have felt my eyes on
him, because he looked up. My heart
did a somersault in my chest. He was
a stunning marriage of both
handsome and pretty, with a chiseled
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jaw and delicate blue eyes. His skin
was so pale, it was almost luminous.
“What song is that?” I said.
“I’m sorry, was I singing? I didn’t
realize— Did I disturb you?”
“Not at all. It was nice.”
“Oh. Thank you.” He lowered his
gaze. “‘September Song.’”
“Because it’s September?”
“Always goes through my head
this time of year, ever since I first
heard Sammy Davis Jr. sing it.
Sinatra sang it, too—but I’m partial
to Sammy.” His accent was
distinctive, like something out of a
Hepburn-Tracy movie from the
1940s, each vowel pronounced with a
sweet, gliding weight. It was classic
upper crust New England, a blueblooded voice to go with his blue-
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blooded look: short, dark hair gelled
in place like a young John F.
Kennedy’s; a pink polo shirt tucked
into beige chinos; sockless feet
ensconced in well-oiled penny
loafers; and a white cable knit
sweater hung neatly over his
shoulders, its arms joined together
over his chest like lovers’ clasped
hands.
I realized I was staring and should
probably say something, but the only
things I could remember about
Sammy Davis Jr. at that moment
were that he’d sung “Candy Man”
and was Jewish like me. Neither
seemed the most suave approach. As
overachieving as I was, I had never
mastered the art of conversing with
attractive men. So I changed the
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subject, pointing to the books. “Do
you study Greek?”
He shook his head. “I used to, but
not anymore. Just thought I’d come
down here and browse the shelves for
old times’ sake.”
“Find anything interesting?”
The young man’s pale blue eyes
met mine. He smiled without averting
his gaze. “Perhaps I have.”
Did he mean me? My face went
warm, but I tried to act as if men said
such things to me every day. I
scooted out of my chair and walked
over to where he stood. “I’m Jeremy.
Jeremy Anderson”
I started to reach out for a shake,
but at the exact same moment he
shoved his hands in his pockets. I
saved face by patting my fingers over

Far From Home
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“CONNECT WITH MATEO,” Rajiv said
to his rig, pulling it from his ear and
holding it an inch in front of his left
eye. It scanned his retina with
soothing blue light. Rajiv had
programmed the device to verify his
identity by retinal scan back when
they were dating, just before Rajiv
sent Mateo their first sext. The last
thing he wanted was to drop his rig
somewhere and have a random
person access their entire online sex
life.
Rajiv reinserted the rig into his
right earlobe and checked it in the
mirror as he waited for the call to
connect. It was a simple-looking rig,
a gold stud the same finish as his
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wedding ring. He’d preferred a gold
rig ever since reading in his college
historical anthropology course about
gay men of the late twentieth century
wearing earrings in the right lobe to
identify each other. Although gay
men hardly needed to hide any
longer, he liked the way something as
current as a rig could connect him to
the past.
“Hello, love. Can you see me? I
see you.” Mateo’s voice came
through before his image, which
slowly transpired in three dimensions
on the empty square of floor in front
of Rajiv’s lounge chair.
“Not quite yet,” said Rajiv. Warpspeed communications technology
had improved in recent years, but
holographic images were still slow in
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coming online during live chats.
Mateo appeared first as a cluster of
rough yellow, brown, and gray
octagons that subdivided into smaller
pixels until finally they formed
distinct, lifelike lines. Then the colors
diversified, transforming a sepia
image into a colorful and mostly
lifelike replica of a reality taking
place 250 million miles away.
Mateo sat on a foldout chair next
to a pop-up desk, the sorts of
temporary furniture that were
hallmarks of a new outpost. The
camera and relay gave Mateo’s
brown skin an artificially bluish tinge
despite the beige-y afternoon sunlight
coming in through his window, and a
thin halo of colored pixels radiated
from his body like specks of dust
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brightened by a polychromatic sun. If
Rajiv unfocused his eyes, the pixels
disappeared and Rajiv could almost
convince himself that Mateo was
really in the room with him, body as
well as soul.
Rajiv didn’t let his vision blur,
though. Mateo’s shirt was off, his
muscular chest chiseled like fine
sandstone, and his more private
embellishments bulging against the
front of gray sweatpants. Rajiv didn’t
want to miss any of those details. “I
see you now, hot stuff.”
“So, it’s going to be that kind of
night?”
“It can if you want it to be.” Rajiv
had the urge to brush his hand over
the flannel-covered lump, to feel its
heat as it grew beneath his touch.

Sweeter Than Blood
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I WAS A vegan before John turned me
into a bloodsucker, and I still like my
beet juice as much as I did back then.
So when John finishes his night shift
at the hospital, we usually meet at the
gay district’s twenty-four–hour juice
bar. That’s where we are now, at a
table by the window, John counseling
me on how to be a less miserable
vampire.
He sets his glass down with a
flourish, as if he’s about to make a
pronouncement. “Keith, you’re a
masochist to work in a barbershop.”
“Am I?”
He nods and widens his eyes.
“The temptation must be agonizing
with all those razor blades around.
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Don’t you sometimes want to press a
little too hard when you’re shaving an
unsuspecting customer? Make the
slightest nick?” He leans in
conspiratorially. “I know I would.”
Of course it tempts me. Still, I’m
not without scruples. I no longer have
a soul, but its presence or absence
shouldn’t make a difference since I
never believed in souls when I had
one. Besides, nicking customers
would be bad for business. The
undead have to pay the rent somehow
if they don’t want to dwell in sewers
and old cemeteries. I was a barber
before I became a vampire, and I’m a
barber now. Not everything has to
change with death.
I take a sip of my beet juice. It’s
sweet and iron-rich like blood, and it
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stains my tongue the same deep color.
With a little salt added, it’s heavenly.
“Maybe you should have taken my
work into account before you
changed me. Or provided some sort
of vocational rehabilitation to ease
the transition.”
“I would, if the Vampyre Guild
offered insurance for this sort of
situation.” John’s smile at his own
joke exposes his eyeteeth. They don’t
look much sharper than a normal
human’s. No wonder I fell prey to
him so easily that night.
“If only there were a Vampyre
Guild. Satanic rituals at cemeteries,
live sacrifices, plans for world
domination—sounds a lot sexier than
the life I’m leading now.” I look
around the juice bar. Customers file
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in and out for hangover-preventing
vitamin-and-mineral fixes after allnight benders. Drunk people smell
terrible. Their blood is all piss and
bitterness.
John rolls his eyes. “As if you’d
like that any better. You’re too much
of a softie for that kind of thing. Most
of us are.”
“Just saying. Think how much
you all could accomplish if you allied
yourselves with the Dark Lord.”
“It’s not ‘them,’ Keith. It’s ‘us.’
You need to start accepting that.”
“I don’t have to accept anything I
don’t want to.” I try to believe it,
even though an ache grows at the
back of my tongue as we speak, a
longing for blood that can only be
ameliorated, but not slaked, by the
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beet juice I keep sipping.
John reaches across the table and
takes my hand. “You know I didn’t
mean to change you, darling. You
were just so sexy. All I could think
about was making you come. I’m
sorry I got carried away. If I could
travel back in time, you know I
would.” He pouts. It’s not an act.
For a moment I remember what I
saw in him that first night. He was
pretty. Pale. Anemic but not sickly.
He looked like a piece of fine china,
his skin almost translucent and offset
by thick black eyelashes and a dark
brown head of hair. Later, when I
came to on the tile floor of the
bathroom stall, his beauty was no
longer so haunting. His skin was
ruddy and opaque, his cheeks stained
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with tears. He buried his curls into
my shoulder and cried I’m sorry, I’m
sorry until the words lost their
meaning.
“I know, but ‘sorry’ won’t
improve my situation. And don’t call
me ‘darling.’”
“I wish you wouldn’t be so cold.
We’re in the same boat. Why not be
friends instead of just sire and
spawn?”
In spite of myself, I give his hand
a soft squeeze. “Be patient. After a
few hundred years my resentment
might fade enough that I can look at
you without wanting to punch you in
the face.”
“I guess that’s something.” He
pulls his hand back and looks down at
his own glass: also beet, but laced

Rough Love
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MICHAEL AND I weren’t virgins when
we met, but we were each other’s first
serious boyfriends. It was inevitable
there would be missteps along the
way.
I thought I could predict some of
them. We were from wildly different
backgrounds: he was East Coast and I
was Far West. He was urban and I
was rural. He was black and I was
white. He was Jewish and I’d been
raised in a little town where the first
question anyone asked when they met
you was, “What church do you go
to?” It was almost inevitable our
differences would result in some kind
of misunderstanding.
But our first big kerfuffle bowled
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me over all the same.
I met him the second day of my
junior year at college, in a morning
Shakespeare seminar I’d managed to
sneak into my schedule even though
it was technically for English majors
and I was doubling in history of art
and chemistry. I was getting my
tablet out when he strolled in. I swear
I stopped breathing as soon as I
looked up and saw him.
Or rather, his ass. My eyes
stopped before they could go any
higher. He was wearing a pair of
mustard-colored stretch jeans with a
back seam that perfectly split his
behind into two succulent buns as
round and steaming as a pair of
dinner rolls fresh out of the oven.
I like to tell people I fell in love
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with him at first sight. But let’s be
honest: it was pure, unadulterated
lust. I’d never seen such an
appetizing ass, and it wasn’t for want
of looking. I’d spent my freshman
year shaking off my conservative
Idaho upbringing and transforming
myself into a proud gay slut, burying
my sheathed cock in as many manly
bottoms as presented themselves to
me. My favorites were the repressed
macho football player-types who
pretended to be tops until the clothes
came off, then begged for a good
pounding as soon as I skirted a spitslicked finger over their puckers. If
they wanted me to spank and bite
their pretty keisters, well, all the
better. I loved the springiness of a
well-muscled tush and would have
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been happy to prod and poke the best
of them for hours, if only my dick
would last so long.
But Michael’s ass was even better
than a quarterback’s rippling derrière.
No amount of working out could
have created such perky perfection. It
was a gift from God, more beautiful
than the smooth marble rump of
Michelangelo’s David.
“Um, hello?” A voice came from
somewhere above my head. The
person owning the flawless backside
turned around, removing it from my
field of vision and replacing it with
an equally flawless front side. I’m
pretty sure my gasp was audible. He
had a bulge as big as Mount Rainier.
It was more than my mind could
comprehend at such an early hour. I
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looked for something less
intimidating to focus on, my eyes
skimming over his fitted blue polo
shirt and golden arms until I found
his face. I probably gasped again. The
man was gorgeous, with a plump,
kissable mouth and brown eyes
rimmed with velvety lashes. “Er, hi.”
His lips curled into a lopsided
grin. His teeth showed when he
smiled. They were perfect—not too
big and not too small, and slightly
rounded at the corners instead of
sharp squares. They reminded me of
freshwater pearls. One of his teeth in
the bottom row was slightly crooked,
which lent a laissez-faire sort of joy
to his grin. I liked that. He sat down
next to me, all casual, as if getting
visually groped by other guys was an
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everyday occurrence for him. “You
an ass man, huh?”
Heat spread from my chest to my
ears. When I blush, I turn the
approximate color of a cherry Froot
Loop. Not what I wanted to look like
at the moment—not if I was going to
make a good impression on Mr.
Perfect Ass. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying
to, um, objectify you. Or make you
uncomfortable.”
His smile grew. “I’m not
uncomfortable. As for objectifying
me, we can start the de-objectification
process as soon as class is through if
you let me take you out for coffee.
We’ll get to know each other as the
multifaceted human beings we are.”
He looked me up and down, his eyes
lingering on my chest. I’d been doing
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a lot of weights that summer, and it
was in the best shape it had ever
been. I was glad I’d chosen a tight
gray T-shirt that morning to show off
its contours. He raised one eyebrow
and leaned in close, like he had a
secret to share. “And maybe I’ll learn
to stop objectifying you.”
“Um, sure,” I said, flustered in a
way I hadn’t been in years.
He extended his hand for me to
shake. “Michael Keen.”
I took it. It was warm and strong,
with thin calluses on his fingertips
and the pads of his palms. I’d never
been much of a hand-holder, but I
was overcome by the urge to hang on
to him as long as I could. The way
our hands fit together fascinated me,
the ridges and curves snugging
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against each other like a second skin.
“Blake Peterson,” I said, feigning the
confidence I wished I had.
It turned out we didn’t have to
wait for coffee for the deobjectification process to begin. The
professor believed in interactive
learning, and since we’d been
required to read four of
Shakespeare’s comedies that summer,
we had plenty to talk about. Michael
was a bit of a genius, and funny to
boot. By the time our two hours were
up, I was swooning over his brains as
much as his butt.
“Still up for coffee?” he said when
the professor let us out. “Or did I bore
you too much in class?”
“Yes on the coffee, no on the
boring me. The opposite. I think I

Pacific Rimming

PR
EV
IE

W

THE FIRST TIME we met him was at the
Shorepine Bog in Pacific Rim
National Park Reserve, just a mile in
from Vancouver Island’s western
coast. The bog is a strange piece of
temperate rainforest so different from
the nearby beaches, its waters still
and quiet, nothing like the evermoving, ever-crashing waves of the
shore. Where the beach is sand,
rocks, and the iodine-rich scent of
kelp, the bog is moss, ghostly stunted
pines, and the sweet-sharp smell of
acidic brine.
We arrived just after sunrise. Ken,
my husband, had read it was the best
time to spot birds. The only way to
traverse the bog without sinking into
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it was by stepping onto the boardwalk
that hovered a foot or two above its
mossy surface. And the best way to
see birds was by looking through
binoculars.
Binoculars are great for seeing
things that are far away, but they
block everything else out. That’s how
we managed not to see the young
man until were almost on top of him.
He was crouched at the edge of
the boardwalk just ten yards ahead of
us and peering at something over the
side, as still as a great blue heron
waiting for prey. A bad metaphor for
a bog where no fish live, but that’s
how I thought of him, anyway. The
periwinkle-gray of his T-shirt and his
black, slightly mussed hair only
added to the heron-like effect. A
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cowlick stuck out in the back in an
approximation of the bird’s feathered
crest. His legs were folded like a
heron’s too, tight as a pocketknife,
his arms as close to his sides as
resting wings. Their dark hairs were
delicate plumage against his pale
skin.
He was more stunning than any
other creature I’d spotted that
morning—with the exception of my
husband, of course. I dropped my
binoculars and let them hang against
my chest. I nudged Ken’s elbow and
pointed in the man’s direction. I knew
he’d appreciate the sight as much as I
did.
Ken’s breath did a sharp intake—
loud enough for me to appreciate, but
not loud enough to break the silence
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of the bog. “You’re a good spotter,”
he signed, his hands close to his body
in a whisper, then winked.
We both looked. The man must
have been flexible to hold that same
position for so long, so I guessed he
was either younger than us or did a
lot of yoga. I envied his flexibility,
and I also envied the jeans stretched
over his curves and angles like a
second skin, highlighting the muscled
roundness of his ass. It hovered just
inches above the wooden planks of
the boardwalk. If the boardwalk had
been a human, the position would
have been a cruel tease: You’d like to
touch me, but you can’t. My hands
tingled with the longing to feel that
ass, to press against it and part the
solid flesh until the crevice at the
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center opened wide.
Ken and I walked a little closer.
His eyes sparkled with mischief.
“Stop drooling,” he signed. “This
ecosystem is very fragile, and you
might upset the balance of the entire
bog if your spit gets in it.” His lips
had that smug-flirtatious quirk they
always get when he’s teasing.
I played along, swiping the back
of my hand over my mouth to catch
any errant drool. “There. The bog is
safe from my lust.”
Ken laughed—an abrupt,
melodious bark that startled the
stranger. He whipped his head
around, his eyes wide.
They softened as they flicked over
us, registering the matching wedding
bands around our ring fingers. I
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didn’t miss the glance across the front
of our trousers—I was already
sporting a bit of a bulge—or the way
his eyes moved more slowly, calmly
as they moved back up our bodies,
seductive in the way they lingered on
our arms and chests before making
contact with our faces again.
We walked closer and he rose,
gallant and graceful as a bird.
He was definitely younger than
both of us. There was no salt in his
pepper-dark hair, and his smooth skin
barely wrinkled even when he smiled.
I guessed he was ten years our junior,
probably in his late twenties—which
would actually make the age gap
slightly more than ten years,
considering I was turning forty the
next day.
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Forty no longer seemed so old,
with the way the stranger looked at
me.
He gave a small wave. “Good
morning. Nice day, isn’t it?”
“Sure is,” I answered.
Ken turned toward me, hiding his
hands from the stranger. “See the way
he’s looking at us? Totally gay. Tell
him he has a nice butt.”
I rolled my eyes. “You tell him.”
“Sorry, I didn’t realize…” the
young man started, and then his
hands began to move clumsily as if
he really were a bird and trying to
form shapes with the tips of his
wings. “You Deaf? I know American
Sign Language small.” He squeezed
his palms too close together to
emphasize the minuscule size of his
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knowledge, ignorant that his word
choice and syntax had already clued
us in.
Ken’s expression was a mix of
smitten and condescending, similar to
what he gives one of our dogs when
they learn a new trick. “I’m Deaf and
my husband is a hearing child of
Deaf parents. You sign very well.
Where did you learn?” Ken
articulated the words so slowly it
looked like his arms were moving
through molasses, but it was clear the
hottie had never signed with an actual
human being before. His suntanned
face turned pink with exasperation
and he looked ready to faint from
dizziness.
“Sorry, don’t understand.” Hottie
frowned, his plump lower lip jutting
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out slightly. “Never sign. Learn from
i-n-t-e-r-n-e-t.” He fingerspelled the
last word with a dizzying bounce
between each letter.
Ken put a friendly hand on
hottie’s forearm. My husband is both
patient and an incorrigible flirt.
“Don’t worry, I read lips too. And
Mike”—Ken pointed at me—“is
hearing and a certified interpreter.
We’ll do okay. What were you
looking at just now, anyway? We
came here for birds, but all I’ve seen
so far are robins.”
“Which we can see at home,” I
added.
Hottie laughed. “Me too. My
name’s Jason by the way.” He looked
straight at Ken as he spoke to make
the lip-reading easier, which I
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thought was sweet. I could tell Ken
did too, the way his eyes melted a
little.
Ken shook his hand. “Nice to
meet you, Jason. I’m Ken.”
Jason bit his bottom lip. I could
practically see the spark between
them, bursting little flares of heat into
the tepid morning air. Their palms
lingered. My dick rose to half-mast.
“I haven’t seen many birds here,”
Jason said when he finally,
reluctantly, let go of Ken’s hand, then
shook mine. His hand was warm but
dry, the pads of his palms slightly
callused. “But the plants are
awesome. Come, look.” He crouched
back down and we followed, each on
either side of him. He smelled good,
all sun-warmed skin and a trace of
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to Spanish.
When writing in English, it’s
common among American Sign
Language users to capitalize “Deaf”
to refer to a culture or cultural
identity, and to write “deaf” when
referring specifically to a partial or
complete lack of hearing. Similarly,
“Hearing” is often capitalized to refer
to people or cultural practices, but not
capitalized in medical terminology
such as “hearing loss” or “hearing
impaired.” I have reflected these
conventions.

