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Finding Courage

Gail Marlowe

Why did the man I couldn’t take my eyes off have to be
so old?

I couldn’t go over to him.

So he was in the Gay and Lesbian Studies section of
Borders and reading a book he’d picked up from a shelf
there—that didn’t mean he was gay. Maybe he had a gay
son or nephew or friend, or maybe he was looking at a
book about lesbians because his daughter was one, or
maybe he was just curious. And even if he was gay, he
wore his suit as though he wore one all the time and
liked it, so he was probably a professor or a
businessman or someone uptight I’d never get along
with.

And he was too old for me. He was probably my
dad’s age.

No, I couldn’t go over to him and strike up a
conversation. [ couldn’t ask him to have coffee with
me. And I definitely couldn’t ask him to have sex with
me, even though I wanted to.

Every time I had been attracted to a guy, all through
high school and all through college and now when I had
a real job and made real money, he ended up being
someone I couldn’t go after. No, wouldn’t go after.

I was sick of it.

Why couldn’t I find an attractive guy and just see if
he was into guys? Could it be that hard?

Well, yeah, it sure seemed to be. I’d known since |
was a kid and thought that Batman and Superman were
hot, not Catwoman or Supergirl, that I preferred guys,
and I knew now I wanted to have sex with a guy, but I
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couldn’t get up the courage to approach any guys.

Pitiful. That was me.

I moved to get a better angle while staying where 1
was pretty sure he couldn’t see me, but I still couldn’t
see the cover of the book. Then the man in the suit
tucked the book under his arm with the other books he
was carrying and strode toward the register. Damn.
Now I’d never know what he’d been reading.

I watched him as he bought his books. No, I wasn’t
going to go up to him and see if he wanted to have
coffee with me or anything else. I was too much of a
coward. But I was going to drink him in and later, when
I was home, I’d imagine him watching me as I jerked
off, and maybe even imagine his hands working my
cock instead of my own.

Really pitiful.

He left the store without a look around or back. I
took a deep breath, then another and another, and felt my
cock start to soften. Then I marched over to the Gay and
Lesbian Section and pulled out the first book that caught
my eye, titled “The Joy of Gay Sex.” I started browsing
through it and was hard again almost immediately. Wow.
Those pictures...I shivered. Why had I waited so long to
check this section out? Because I’d been scared of
doing anything in public that might show I was gay,
since all my life I’d heard from my father, my uncles,
my cousins, and most of the people I knew too many
jokes about gay guys and how unmanly they were.
Well, no more. I was a man, no matter who I wanted to
go to bed with, and I was definitely buying this book.

I closed the book and scanned the titles of the other
books in the section. Maybe I could find one that would
help me get over my issues about approaching men, give
me some tips, anything. Just because I was ordinary
looking on a good day and shy and wore big, dark-
framed glasses didn’t mean I had to be alone forever,
did it? I hoped not. I really wanted to find someone to
do some of those things the pictures demonstrated.

Hell, I was going to find someone. Weren’t there
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Finding Courage

gay bars somewhere around? I was in Boston, for god’s
sake. Men married men here. There had to be gay bars,
and they’d have to advertise. I’d seen free papers in
Harvard Square. I’d go there and pick up some and see
if they had any ads aimed at gay men, like me.

I was sick and tired of being a coward.

I skimmed through a few books and picked out two
that looked interesting, put them on top of “The Joy of
Gay Sex”, and carried them toward the registers. Thank
goodness [ wasn’t so hard now.

There was a line—should I flip open one of the books
and start reading? No, that wouldn’t be a good idea—it
wasn’t that long a line and it would probably start
moving just as I got to a good part. I’d use the time to
think about where I’d go next. Somewhere with coffee
was a given. Coffee was good. Wait, this Borders had a
café. I could sit there and have coffee and read. I'd
look for the free papers later, on the way home.

“Hey.” I blinked. “Hey. I’m open here. I’ll ring
you up.”

The voice came from one of the further registers,
which had been closed but now had a guy standing
there.

Oh god.

Forget about the man in the suit. This guy was
seriously gorgeous—like Apollo or some other Greek
god, with his short blond hair glinting in the light and
his smile and his warm green eyes and his face and
his...everything. He looked like he was about my age,
and he was smiling at me.

Probably only because I was a customer, but still...it
didn’t seem that way.

I moved over to his register. I was next in line, after
all.

He was still smiling at me.

I put the books down. I would not apologize for
them. I would not explain. It was my business what I
bought. I’d come in after work to look at books, and I’d
found some to buy. He could think whatever he liked
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about me. I didn’t care.

He grabbed the top one as I was digging out my
wallet. “Oh, this is good. Ilove it.”

He loved it? The book about being shy and gay and
living with that and finding guys?

I handed him my Borders card. “You’ve read it?”
My voice came out in a squeak, and I wanted to sink
through the floor.

He scanned the barcode. “Yup. Lots of good
advice.”

He’d read it. 1 wanted to ask if it was because he
was gay too, but that was just too stupid. Maybe he had
a brother who was gay or a cousin or a close friend.

He scanned the other books. “You have good taste.
Nice to see that. If after you read these, you’d like
some more recs, let me know. I’ve read a lot.”

Well, he sounded like the right person to ask about
gay stuff, like bars. It wouldn’t hurt to try, right?
Right. I"d decided not to be a coward any more. Might
as well start now.

He told me the total, and I handed him my credit
card. “You mind answering a question?”

He swiped it and looked right at me. “Fire away.”

“I want to find a bar where—" I swallowed. If he
turned on me now, it would...I couldn’t think about that.
He was smiling at me, and he’d been friendly, and he’d
made me feel safe talking to him. I was going to trust
him. “Where I can meet guys who like guys.”

He nodded and handed me back my card. “Yeah, I
can tell you the names of some good places.” He wasn’t
going to turn on me. Oh god yes, thank you. “Listen,
I’ve got a break coming. If you’ll hang around, I’ll join
you in a half-hour at most.”

“I’ll wait in the café.”

“Sounds great.” He grinned and pushed the receipt
at me. “But sign that first, please.” I did. “See youin a
little while,” he glanced at the receipt, “David.”

His voice saying my name made me feel warm all
over. “You’re sure?”
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He slid the books into a bag. “We guys who like
guys got to stick together. Plus,” his voice lowered,
“you're cute.”

“Me?”

His smile widened. “You.”

I took the bag and floated through the store back to
the café. He liked guys too. He was coming over to
talk with me. He thought I was cute.

I ordered a decaf mocha and took it and my books to
one of the small tables. Maybe after some coffee, I’d
calm down and be able to read.

He probably just said I was cute to be nice because |
knew perfectly well that I wasn’t cute. And he was just
going to talk to me because he saw my books and felt
sorry for me. Yes, that had to be it.

And really, no way he’d been flirting with me.
There was no reason to believe anything so ridiculous,
even though I wanted to so much. He was so handsome.

We’d talk for the length of his break, if I was lucky.
He might decide he had better things to do than talk to
some guy who didn’t know anything much, and why
shouldn’t he? After all, I wasn’t anything special, and
he was. But if he did stay...I shook myself out of my
thoughts. Whatever happened, he’d go back to work
when he needed to, I’d finish my coffee and leave when
I was ready to, and that would be that.

Unless...

I closed my eyes and breathed.

I had to stop this. So he was gay. Or maybe he was
bisexual. It didn’t mean he was into me.

“Hey, David.”

I opened my eyes, and he was standing there,
holding a big cup of coffee, smiling down at me, so
much better looking than any man, ever. I was really
glad I hadn’t gotten up the courage to approach the man
in the suit earlier.

“I’'m glad you’re still here. I was afraid you might
get bored and decide to take off, so I got Kim—she’s my
boss—to let me take my break now.”
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