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We know what we are, but know not what we may be.

—William Shakespeare (Hamlet)


Author’s Note

I just wanted to say thank you for reading my book. With every book I write, I need a reader to conspire with me to bring it to life, so I can’t even begin to say how much I appreciate your spending time with my stories and using your imagination to help create something new where nothing existed before.

If any of the foregoing leads you to wonder if I am who I say I am, the answer is yes. No pen name, no authorial persona. I envy those who have enough imagination left over after they write a novel to create all that too.

I welcome hearing from readers and respond to every email I get personally. Feel free to write me at any time at rickrreedbooks@gmail.com. I’d love to hear from you.

Please visit my website at www.rickrreedreality.blogspot.com to find out more about my books and me.

Join me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/rickrreedbooks and on Twitter at www.twitter.com/rickrreed.


Chapter One

Brandon Wylde faced the form on his iMac screen with something akin to terror. Or maybe the emotion causing his mind to go blank and his heart to beat more swiftly could more rightly be called performance anxiety.

What was causing this fear of failure and quickened breath was the registration page for a gay dating website called OpenHeartOpenMind. Brandon had been all over the Internet, searching for a site that would put him in touch with other gay men looking for romance and the promise of something lasting and not for hookups. Now, there was no shortage of the former—the hookup sites were rampant, and as much as Brandon felt that “to each his own” was a motto worth living by, these sites were not his own. A close-up picture of an asshole (in the literal sense) or a hard dick might be titillating to some, but to Brandon it was simply a bore. How could one tell if one wanted to even “hook up” when seeing only a faceless body part? The idea gave Brandon the creeps. Did we have sex with genitals alone? No, we had sex with entire human beings, for Christ’s sake. No matter how big and thick the dick was or how open and inviting the asshole (literal, again), Brandon couldn’t imagine a meeting of any sort with simply a body part.

His “pickiness,” as his man-whore friend Christian always said, was what kept Brandon alone and yearning at age twenty-nine. “Just go online. You can have a hot guy delivered to your door within an hour, like a pizza, a delicious, mouthwatering pepperoni pizza. Hold the cheese!”

Christian was no stranger to the embraces of many men, culled from sites like Manhunt, Adam4Adam, or Craigslist (or as Margaret Cho referred to it—the Penny Saver of dick) and, more lately, Grindr and Scruff. Christian swore by these electronic connections and, as far as Brandon could tell from their happy-hour conversations, took advantage of their charms on an almost daily basis.

Brandon shook his head and wondered if what Christian was shopping for online was more a fix than a human connection.

Brandon knew what he himself was, what he had, and the condition was incurable.

He was a romantic. As much as his hormones told him that all he really required in this world was a warm place to bury his dick, his more developed senses begged to differ.

Brandon wanted someone with whom he felt a special connection, someone with whom there was that magical spark he read about in the gay romance novels he devoured with increasing frequency, to fill the void missing in his life. Brandon wanted chocolates and flowers. He wanted love poetry. He wanted surprise weekend getaways to remote mountain cabins or quaint bed-and-breakfasts. He wanted someone to curl up next to on the couch, falling asleep together to some old black-and-white movie.

He wanted someone with whom he could share not only his body, but his life.

Christian told him, “You’re never going to find the man of your dreams, unless you bring some of those wet dreams you’re still having at your advanced age to life! Just get laid! No man’s going to buy the merchandise without a free sample.”

Really, Christian? Really? And why are you still alone, then? Brandon knew Christian spent almost all of his free time online. Hell, Brandon could even count on Christian to be on his phone, on Grindr or Scruff, when they were out to dinner or one of the clubs. Brandon would twiddle his thumbs with Christian nearby, oblivious and texting furiously, always on the prowl for his next hookup, who usually lurked somewhere nearby.

Why was the man never satisfied?

Brandon had a secret, one which he had never shared with anyone, especially Christian.

He was almost a virgin. He had only two pathetic sexual experiences on his résumé. First, there was an embarrassing, guilt-ridden “affair” back in high school that had lasted for all of two weeks (although Brandon wished for more). And the one time, back in college, when he had met his second paramour in the basement men’s room of King Library on the Miami University (Ohio) campus. The guy wanted Brandon simply to kneel down between the stalls so he could blow him, but Brandon was far too fearful to engage in such an act and even then, he wanted more—like to see his cocksucker’s face. Besides, Brandon wasn’t even sure why the guy kept putting his hand under the stall, not knowing then it was a signal for him to kneel on the floor. So Brandon, romantic at heart that he was, simply grasped the signaling hand and held it.

This prompted his tearoom trick to flee the bathroom—and Brandon followed him outside.

Somehow, in the stairwell outside the men’s room, Brandon convinced his bathroom suitor to take him home, to an off-campus apartment where the two young men quickly and furtively got one another off, worried about the imminent arrival of the guy’s straight roommate.

That experience, sordid and unsatisfying as it was, left in Brandon a desire to chase windmills, if that’s what his idealism could be called. Brandon was not going to settle. If he couldn’t have the whole enchilada (the enchilada being a relationship that was satisfying not only on a physical level, but also on an emotional one), he wanted none of it.

Unfortunately for Brandon, he had come of age during a time when Internet and even smartphone connections made hooking up fast and efficient. Brandon conceded those connections might possess those benefits, but they were not for him.

He was interested in both of a man’s heads, thank you very much. And he would not settle for less.

He believed a man who thought the same was out there. Somewhere.

Which is what brought him, right now, to the registration site for OpenHeartOpenMind. When he had finally landed upon the dating website, he was thrilled to find their mission statement on the home page, one that dovetailed with his own inclinations.

It read:

We here at OpenHeartOpenMind believe in old-fashioned romance. If you’re looking for impersonal, easy sex and lots of it, there are plenty of other sites that cater to your interests. Go for them.

OpenHeartOpenMind is for the man who wants to date, who knows that sometimes delayed gratification can make the rewards all the sweeter.

OpenHeartOpenMind is for gay men who think the road to love is paved not just with physical attraction (although we’d be lying if we said that doesn’t play a big part!), but with mutual respect, shared interests, and the common goal of wanting more than just merging genitals, but merging hearts and minds as well.

Good luck on your dating journey!

Below the mission statement were icons that urged the potential user to sign up and the current user to sign in.

When Brandon read those words, he quickly clicked on “sign up” because, in a way, he had already “signed up” for the very attributes the website promoted.

So now he began filling in the editable boxes on the site with his particulars: name, age, city and state: Seattle, WA, height: 6’1”, weight: 198, body type: athletic. Brandon was nothing if not honest, so he quickly changed “athletic” to “beefy.” He went on. Eyes: hazel, hair: dark brown, body hair: hairy, facial hair: full beard.

Brandon was relieved that OpenHeartOpenMind did not ask, as most of the other sites did, for his dick size or if he was top or bottom (although he definitely leaned more toward the former, but, as he had found, it was hard to top oneself).

Brandon came at last to the part where it asked for a headline and a short ad describing what one was looking for. And this was really the section that was giving him fits.

How do you describe your heart’s desire in 200 words or less? How can you just post what you hope to find in a man on the Internet for all the world to see? Can it possibly work? Is this really the way I want to meet someone?

Thoughts like these crowded his brain, urging the more insecure part of himself to simply abandon the exercise. If he was a true, old-fashioned romantic, would he really be looking online for his true love? Wouldn’t they meet casually somewhere, like a café or bookstore, where shy glances and almost covert smiles resulted in perhaps a quick conversation confirming that they might exchange email addresses, if not phone numbers? Or shouldn’t they meet humorously, thumping melons down at the neighborhood Safeway? Or maybe by coincidence in, say, a fender bender at rush hour?

You are just letting your performance anxiety get to you. This is 2013, buddy, and online is how it’s done these days. Although it’s certainly possible you could meet a man at the grocery store, Starbucks, or jogging on the trails that surround Green Lake, this way is much more likely to get some results. And even if it doesn’t, what do you have to lose? This site is not costing you anything, except for maybe some time, and by doing this, you may just be aligning the universe to give you what you’ve been searching for.

As your mom always told you when you went off to school, when you went off for your first job interview, or your first date back in high school, “Just be yourself.”

Mom was right. He would just be his honest self, and the words would come.

Down-to-Earth Honest Man Seeks Same

I’m not looking for fireworks, just the potential.

I am a twentysomething guy, told I’m good-looking and in okay shape (kept that way not by eating right, but by logging twenty-five miles a week or so running). I have all my teeth and all my hair. My body functions normally for a twenty-nine-year-old. I don’t have gas (well, not much).

I like horror movies, romantic comedies, and family dramas. I cry at the drop of a hat and laugh easily and am proud of both. I like classic jazz: Sarah Vaughn, Duke Ellington, Oscar Peterson. I love to read: gay romance, thrillers, and memoirs. I don’t like sci-fi, reality TV, or selfishness. I will eat just about anything, but appreciate good food, good wine, and good restaurants.

I live in Seattle’s Green Lake neighborhood, and if you can’t find me at home, I am usually running around the lake—sometimes more than once.

The only thing I have that’s incurable is a romantic heart. If you’re afflicted with the same condition, maybe we’re a match.

Want to know more? Ask me. I promise to answer…honestly.

It took a little trial and error, and while Brandon didn’t think he was going to win the Nobel Prize for literature, he thought his ad made him come off okay, or at least normal. More importantly, he was pleased he had captured at least the essence of himself. There was no pretense, so he was optimistic that whatever the ad might snare, it would at least be someone who knew him for who he was.

His final task was to upload a picture of himself. He opened the file of photos on his computer called, simply, “me,” and began searching for just the right one. At last he settled on one that his mom—God bless her—had taken last summer, when the two of them had taken the ferry from downtown over to Vashon Island for a picnic on the rocky, driftwood-strewn beach. In it, Brandon squinted against the sun, with Puget Sound in the background. He was tan, with a little rose along the bridge of his nose and the tops of his cheeks, and he looked happy, his dark hair sticking up against a backdrop of a blue and cloudless sky. He thought anyone could see the hope in his hazel eyes.

He clicked on it to load it to the site, waited for it to appear, and then saved his profile. He got a message telling him it would post within a few hours, after moderator review.

Well, here goes nothing, Brandon thought. Or, maybe, just maybe, if the timing is right, the stars are aligned, and I’m very lucky—something.


Chapter Two

The girls were a little drunk. But that was okay. It was Saturday night, and they were safe in Hannah’s Capitol Hill town house near Volunteer Park. No one had to get up the next morning, and—since Marilyn had planned to stay over—no one had to drive later on.

Hannah and Marilyn had become friends when Hannah, laid off from Washington Mutual Bank in the economic downturn of 2008, had accepted a position at the front desk of Aloha Dog and Cat Clinic. Hannah, with her pixieish good looks, boundless energy, carrot-red hair, and welcoming smile, was an immediate hit with animals, clients, and veterinarians alike.

She was also a big hit with Marilyn, the grande dame of the five women who, in rotating shifts, manned the front desk of the busy veterinary practice. She had brought Hannah under her wing, taking it upon herself to train Hannah on the practice’s computer system, end-of-day cashing-out procedures, billing, scheduling, filing, and how to deal with fractious cats, overly amorous dogs, and demanding owners.

The women had become fast friends and now spent almost every weekend together. As their time together expanded beyond the employee lunchroom and the pair began going out for happy hours, movies, and shopping excursions to discount outlets like T.J. Maxx and Nordstrom Rack, they became almost inseparable.

Then they found they had a shared interest: gay men.

Marilyn, with her dyed-black hair, cat-woman glasses, rose-tattooed shoulder, and penchant for all-black attire, was the first to bring up the topic. It was back when Hannah came in the employee lunchroom to find her reading a gay romance, a genre that Hannah, in spite of having a live-in gay brother, Nate, had never heard of.

“What are you reading?” Hannah sat down with her Tupperware container of lettuce, radishes, cucumbers, and tomatoes, and proceeded to squirt some homemade lemon tahini dressing atop the salad.

“Chase in Shadow,” Marilyn had replied, displaying the bright-red cover with a close-up of a handsome blond man. Marilyn had returned to her reading, taking quick bites of her Subway sandwich. “I love me some hot man-on-man stories, especially ones like this one with so much angst!”

Hannah had not wanted to interrupt, but she was intrigued. The cover model’s blue eyes had snared her. “What’s it about?”

Marilyn looked up, smiling patiently, and told her a quick summary of the story of a sexually confused young man and his forays into attempted suicide and gay porn in his quest for true love.

“So it’s a gay book?” Hannah shoveled a forkful of what her brother called “rabbit food” into her mouth.

“What is that? Like when one book is attracted to another book? They hook up by entering through the back cover?” Marilyn snorted with laughter.

Hannah rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Sure, I guess so. Although it’s more popularly known as m/m, or male/male, romance. You’ve never heard of it? I thought Nate was gay.”

“He is; he is. But he doesn’t read much. I didn’t know you had an interest in this sort of thing.”

“Well, honey, I’ve been reading ‘this sort of thing’ for quite a few years now and, let me tell you, there’s a ton of good stuff out there. Take your pick from hot, sexy man action or sweet romance, you can find it. I dunno—I’ve always been a huge romance fan, but I was getting bored with the hetero stuff. And then I stumbled on m/m and became a huge fan.” Marilyn shrugged. “I think maybe I like the power dynamic of two guys falling for each other. It’s usually more equitable. It’s certainly hotter.” Marilyn winked. “More dick!”

After she was finished with Chase in Shadow, Marilyn loaned it to Hannah, and she had, without trying, brought a new reader into the genre. That first loan led to many more, and soon both of the women were contemplating attending GayRomLit Retreat, the big gay romance fan convention held every year, so they could meet and fawn over their favorite authors.

But tonight, at this impromptu sleepover at Hannah’s, the girls weren’t reading. They were drinking, gossiping over their coworkers at the clinic, and despairing about their bad luck in the romance department.

Hannah envied her brother his good fortune. She said, “My brother! He needs a welcome mat in front of his bedroom door and maybe one of those turnstile thingies in the entrance, you know, like they have at admission gates?”

Marilyn cocked her head, a twinkle in her dark-brown eyes. “Nate’s gettin’ a lot?”

“Oh Lord, sometimes I think he brings a different one home every night! I never know who’s gonna be at the breakfast table next morning! And if he isn’t out on the prowl at the bars, he’s in his room, on his damn laptop. Apparently, finding guys online, at least for gay men, is as easy as rolling off a log.”

“Or straddling one,” Marilyn quipped. “Straddling and sliding down on it slowly.” She got up to demonstrate, pantomiming straddling and then inching down on something large—and delicious—testing the endurance of her black stretch leggings, which sent both of the women into gales of snorting, hysterical laughter.

The girls were more than a little drunk.

After they had wiped the tears from their eyes and reined in their mirth, Hannah said, “Let me show you.” She got up unsteadily and moved to the dining room, where her own laptop sat in permanent residence on the table. She unplugged it from the wall and brought it back over to the couch, plopping down next to Marilyn. “You should see some of these sites he goes to! And the pictures. Girl, get ready to have your hair curled.”

Hannah’s fingers flew over the keyboard while Marilyn looked on. Soon they were gazing down at the opening page of Manhunt. A gorgeous shirtless man smiled out at the two women, welcoming, and the home page told them that there were more than 60,000 men online at that very moment.

“That’s more dicks than at a convention of Richards!” Marilyn screamed.

“I think my brother has tried every last one of them,” Hannah said, which sent them both into howls of laughter again.

Marilyn refilled their wineglasses. “Can we see some of the guys?” She leaned close to the screen, almost as though she was waiting for one to pop out of the screen.

“I shouldn’t do this,” Hannah whispered. “It’s really an invasion of privacy. But we can’t see much unless we log on. And my brother, God bless him, uses password1981 for almost everything. I bet he does here too. He already told me his user name. How could I forget a name like BottomFeeder69?” Again, the women hugged each other, laughing.

Marilyn confessed, giggling, “I might have peed a little.”

Hannah chose to ignore Marilyn’s admission and resisted the urge to run to the hall closet for a towel and spot remover. “Should I do it? Sign us in?”

“Why not?” Marilyn slurred. “He’s not due back anytime soon, is he?”

“Nah,” Hannah said. “It’s Saturday night. We may not see him until the morning.”

“Then let’s see us some hot mens!” Marilyn leaned forward, eager.

“Girl, put your tongue back in your mouth,” Hannah said.

Hannah typed in the user name and password she was pretty sure would be the keys to the man kingdom, and just like that, she was in.

Disneyland might be the magical kingdom for children and wholesome families, but Manhunt was the magical kingdom, apparently, for gay horndogs. Hannah and Marilyn scrolled through page after page of tiny thumbnail photos of men in various stages of dress—and arousal. Marilyn gasped at a close-up of a huge dick, next to a beer can to demonstrate relative size, a rivulet of come leaking down its shaft. Marilyn gasped, “Good God, woman! They’re allowed to post shit like that?” Marilyn looked away from the photo, and then back again, and then away, and then back once more. She gasped when she saw the headline for the beer can guy was “Looking for a Husband.”

“Yeah, right,” Marilyn snorted. “With a pic like that, I’m sure he attracts the serious-minded fellas in droves.”

Hannah found the opposite of beer can guy a couple pages over. Here was a photo of a guy in what looked like a red Columbia GORE-TEX jacket. He was cute in a burnished, outdoorsy sort of way, with light-brown, medium-length hair, a scruffy beard, and a sweet smile. He posed in front of a range of snowcapped mountains.

“Ah, here’s one even a girl could fall in love with. Isn’t he just adorable? Puppy dog! A guy you could bring home to Mom…”

And then she looked at his ad headline, which read, “Into the five F’s (in order): Fingering, Fucking, Fisting, Felching, Forgetting.” His ad described him as an “insatiable pig” and “sometimes toilet” who enjoyed being “used and abused.”

“Oh my!” gasped Marilyn, looking over at Hannah. “What’s felching?”

They hopped over to Google and typed in the term. When they saw what it was, both women unleashed uncomfortable titters, clutching each other for support.

Hannah clicked out of Manhunt. “I think we’ve seen enough.”

Marilyn said, “Aw, come on. We didn’t even see your brother’s profile.”

“And we’re not going to. I decided before we even invaded his account that I would not look at anything tied directly to him, like reading his messages.”

“We could have read his messages?” Marilyn wondered. “That might have been eye-opening. Let’s just take a lil’ peek. It’ll be educational.”

Hannah shook her head. “No. I couldn’t do that to Nate. Living with him is about as up-in-his-business as I want to be.”

Hannah and Marilyn were getting tired and quiet as the hour grew late and the wine they had drunk began to have a soporific effect. As they both gazed into the pillar candle flickering before them on the coffee table, being lulled by the trancelike music of Moby, Marilyn wondered, “Are they all like that?”

“What? Gay men?”

“No, silly. The sites—where gay men connect. I mean, that one was so out there, so focused on sex alone. I’ve posted and gone online looking for love myself, but all the ones I’ve been to are usually more about dating, common interests, stuff like that. Look, I’m not judging or saying we’re all not looking to do the nasty, but with the straight sites—at least the ones I’m familiar with—there aren’t pics of spurting dicks, or God forbid, wide-stretched va-jay-jays. Usually, it’s just your run-of-the-mill headshot. And let me be clear—by head shot, I mean facial close-up.

“I just wonder if there’s a gay equivalent. You know, a place where gay men look to find someone to maybe go out to dinner with, rather than eat for dinner.” Marilyn shrugged. “A place where a gay man can find another man to just date. You know, like back in the olden days.”

Hannah slurred, “Where’s the fun in that?” Then she laughed. “Just kidding.”

“Doesn’t Nate date?”

Hannah giggled; it was time for her to get to bed. “Nate. Date. You’re a poet and don’t know it.” Then her face grew serious as she pondered her friend’s question. “Gee, now that you mention it, I don’t know. Date? I don’t think so.” Hannah grew quiet for a moment, frowning. “He has lots of sex. He has guys over all the time, which I wish he wouldn’t because most of the time he doesn’t know these men from Adam.” She snorted. “Or Adam4Adam.”

Marilyn gave her a quizzical look.

“It’s another gay hookup site.”

“Oh.”

“But Nate going out on a date? I can’t remember the last time.” And Hannah felt suddenly sad for her brother. It seemed his life was all climax, with no foreplay or buildup. She wondered if all the nameless sex got to be boring, or if he would laugh at her for wondering.

“Wow. Okay,” Marilyn said. She could see the look of sadness on Hannah’s face and didn’t want to take things about Nate any further. Sure, all those hard dicks could be a lot of fun, but what about when you just wanted to talk to someone, share your bad day or your good day, enjoy a meal together, open presents on birthdays or Christmases? Didn’t Nate miss that?

Marilyn went back to her original question. “So, are there gay dating sites? You know, like where guys talk about more than dick size or if they’re tops or bottoms or versatile or whether they’re into groups.” Marilyn snorted. “Or felching. Good Lord!”

Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I can ask Nate when he comes home.”

Marilyn snagged Hannah’s laptop off the coffee table. “Or we could find out ourselves.” She moved her finger over the mouse pad to wake the computer and then went to Google, which was still an open tab. She typed in “gay romantic dating sites.”

Immediately, Google returned with a predictable host of results, many of them more of the same, a la Manhunt. But the search also led them to About.com, which had an article that listed gay dating sites, where one could meet someone for a sandwich of pastrami or turkey, rather than a sandwich a man might make with a Latino and a construction worker with him as the filling.

“Look at this, Hannah. There are gay dating sites, after all. Here’s a whole list of them.” She angled the laptop so Hannah could see.

“Let’s take a look at one of them. I bet you as soon as we get in, we’re gonna see hard dicks, coming dicks, assholes stretched as wide as—well, I don’t know what—the Texas sky?”

“Oh, don’t be such a cynic,” Marilyn chided. She clicked on the hyperlink for one that caught her eye: OpenHeartOpenMind.

The pair leaned close together as they read the mission statement positioned on the home page. Together they looked at the collage of happy male couples, all clothed, doing things like hiking along alpine trails, biking, toasting glasses of wine over a candlelit table, and, of course, the classic cliché of walking hand in hand along a beach, roaring surf and setting sun in the background.

Hannah said, “I think we can safely say that, yes, there are gay dating sites. Even ones that are romantic. Look at all the soft-focus crap. Why, it’s almost G-rated.”

“Should we take a look?” Marilyn asked, moving the cursor around on the home screen, searching for an icon that would open up a tour or show her who might be “online now.”

But there was no such thing.

“Looks like the only way you can get into the site is if you create a profile,” Hannah said, thinking that would put an end to the matter. Thoughts of snuggling under her down comforter were becoming more appealing as the hour grew later. She felt fuzzy-headed and fatigued after all the wine.

“Well, we could do that.”

“Do what?” Hannah asked. And then it dawned on her what her friend was suggesting. “Oh no, I don’t want to travel down that path. That’s dishonest.”

“We’ll just create it for tonight, so we can have a look at this different breed of gay men—a kinder, gentler homosexual. You know, as opposed to the ones who are interested in breeding some hole or being a come dump.” Marilyn found herself quoting Manhunt again.

“I don’t know,” Hannah said.

“Oh, come on.” Marilyn chided, digging a finger into Hannah’s side, tickling. Hannah slapped her hand away.

“Oh, all right! But you have to do all the work. I am in no state to create some online profile.”

“Okay. Just help me out with the questions.” Marilyn clicked on the sign-up icon.

They both surveyed all that would be required of them. Because Hannah was exhausted and wanted to make things go quickly, she suggested they use her brother, Nate, as their model for the online man they were building. That way, they wouldn’t have to stretch to use their imaginations, and it would help keep things straight, so to speak.

So they filled out the personal data with everything about Nate, who was thirty-four, with sandy hair, blue eyes, and an athletic build. They put in their own Capitol Hill zip code. They said he was “naturally smooth” when it asked about body hair. They gave Nate the screen name of Whos2Know because they thought it was an oh-so-clever reference to their antics.

And then they came to the ad.

Hannah said, “Just put ‘Lookin’ for love in all the wrong places.’” She wanted to be done with it. She stared longingly at the stairs opposite the living room.

“Oh, come on. This is just getting interesting.” Marilyn sat for a moment, quiet and pensive, and then her fingers began flying over the keyboard. She would pause, type, pause again, and then return to her task. When she was done, she set the laptop on Hannah’s lap.

“Not too bad for someone who’s a couple sheets to the wind, eh?”

Through bleary eyes, Hannah looked down at the ad that Marilyn had composed, all ready to be sent into cyberspace with the click of the “post now” button below it. She had to admit, Marilyn wasn’t bad at marshaling her faculties even under the influence. This guy sounded nothing like Nate, but he did, however, sound like someone she’d like to meet. In fact, Hannah thought, he sounded a bit like her.

Looking for Love in All the Wrong Places

Okay, here goes. I’m coming up on my midthirties, and I have yet to meet that special guy. I am beginning to wonder if he’s even out there. From my searches of the bars, other online sites, and even places like parks and beaches, the cynic in me is beginning to be convinced he’s not.

So here’s my last-ditch attempt. Are you like me? Maybe a little lonely? Maybe a little hungry for someone to add some spice, but also to add some sustenance to your life menu? I’m looking for a guy who wants to share the good and the bad stuff, who wants to cuddle up under a blanket and watch an old black-and-white movie while a storm rages outside, who wouldn’t mind a hike up a mountain trail on a crisp autumn day, who wants to laugh together, eat together, share the hopes and dreams of the other—who wants to be one. The one.

Hello? Are you out there? If a nice-looking and nice man is out there with the same kind of things on his mind, hit me up. This is Seattle, so we’ll do coffee first.

Hannah looked at Marilyn, seeing a side of her she never knew existed. “Not bad at all. I’d love to see what you’d come up with sober.”

Marilyn waved her away. “It would probably be way worse.” She leaned forward eagerly. “Should we pull the trigger, then?”

“Aren’t we supposed to upload a photo?”

“You have one of Nate on here?” Marilyn giggled, tapping the laptop’s screen.

“Yes, I do. And no, we won’t.” Hannah thought this would be just what Nate needed, even more men vying for his attention. “It says that a photo is optional. Let’s just leave it.”

“Okay.” Marilyn sounded disappointed. But it would be crossing a line for Hannah to post a picture of her brother to go with some imaginary online profile. “So shall we go ahead and post it?”

“Why not?” And Hannah reached over her friend to click on the icon that would post their ad. They were immediately told their ad would be live within the next few hours, after approval.

“And we’re in!” Marilyn laughed as a welcome screen came up, and, indeed, they could see who was online now. They specified they wanted to see ads only from Seattle metro and that they wanted ads that included photos.

Immediately, a page full of ads with thumbnail photos came up, along with their ad copy next to them.

“Aw, look,” Marilyn said. “It’s like going on that PetFinder site. You just want to bring one home.”

The guys on OpenHeartOpenMind were a world apart from the naked and erotic ones they had seen earlier. These guys, for one, were all clothed. Tank tops were about as scantily clad as it got. And, predictably, those favoring that item of apparel leaned toward body builders. But most of the guys on here looked wholesome, clean-cut, with big smiles and eyes that met the camera’s lens, and thus the viewers. Some of the men were in close-up, others full-body shots, either somewhere around the city or in one of the many green spaces surrounding it. The men were dressed in suits and ties, T-shirts and jeans, athletic wear. There was even one dressed in a suede welding coat, plying his trade, sparks flying. Of course, being Seattle, even this relatively wholesome site had more than its fair share of men with tattoos and piercings. In Seattle, Hannah had once remarked (though not at the animal hospital) one could not swing a cat without hitting someone with a tattoo.

It was kind of a relief not to see a picture of a mouth with come dribbling out of its corners or an ass being penetrated bareback.

OpenHeartOpenMind left something to the imagination, something to be found. It was refreshing.

They read through dozens of ads, united by a common theme. These men were all over “the bar scene” or “online hookups.” They all sought a serious connection, something with a potential for partnership, fun, and yes, romance.
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