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  for Kay Rogal/Brenda Longstreth (1966-2014)


   Brenda was a fellow author and dear friend. She was the first person to read this book and encouraged me to publish this story. Her death was wholly unexpected. She will be missed.
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  So far, Raphael Augustine’s ten year career as a comedian consists of a lot of ones: one night gigs, one night stands, and one night in jail. But he’s committed to inking a successful TV deal, nonetheless.  He’s not looking for a relationship and certainly doesn’t expect to have his briefs tied in a knot by a prim and proper woman from Connecticut.


  There’s not much to laugh about in Daisy Fletcher’s life. She never thought an Ivy League degree would land her work as an adult webmaster. Years later, fake chat room dates are her only companions, and a failing business her reward. Her father always told her men only want one thing. By selling that one thing to virtual customers, she’s lost faith in the opposite sex.  


  After Daisy catches Raphael’s shirt during a striptease at a gay bar, she’s tempted. Can a rakish comic change her ideas about love and fortune?


  



  



  



  



  



  1 Daisy


  “This is so outside my wheelhouse,” Nari Yoon said. My best friend was nearly naked in her tiny bra and panties. Disgusted, she threw a heap of clothes on my living room floor. “Why, oh why do you think going to a gay bar is a good idea?”


  “Can you please, please stop using ‘wheelhouse’?” I held up my hand talk show style. “It’s one of those damn words that’s way overused.” Then, as if talking to an impatient three-year-old, I explained it to her again, slowly. “I’m not making as much money on the straight stuff anymore. The old pros in the online forums, fora, whatever. They keep telling me I need to try a few male/male sites. I’m not a gay man. I just want to spend one night trying to put a finger on their tastes. The upside is that no one will hit on you. I promise.” Nari hated going to bars. A Korean woman in a straight L.A. bar was the heat seeking a million penis shaped missiles.


  “Fine,” Nari said, stalking back to my room. She was in. Thank God. I would not have the courage to do that on my own. “So what do I wear to a gay bar?” she yelled. I didn’t answer. She’d work it out fine. Nari did not need my help with fashion.


  Twenty minutes later, Nari emerged from my bedroom, this time fully dressed in a body skimming, grey silk mini dress with a stand-up collar, and some kind of embroidered flower down the front. 


  “Um, that kind of screams Asian,” I said. This was a woman who did not like to be boxed into a stereotype.


  “I like the dress. My mom got it made for me in Singapore a few years ago. I never get to wear it. If no one is going to hit on us, I can be as Asian as I want, capisce?”


  “That’s Italian.” I fished in my always full, Neverfull tote and pulled out the crumpled list I’d printed earlier. I looked at my watch. “So do you want to go to Big Fat Dick Friday or Fresh Meat Friday?”


  Nari snatched the list from my hand. “Daisy Fletcher! Would you talk to your mother with that mouth?”


  I shook my head, but the truth was that my mother would probably relish that kind of talk. She thought I was a prude. “Big dicks or fresh meat?” She put a red press-on nail to her matching ruby lips. “Are they both in Boystown?”


  I shook my head. “Nope. One is right here. MJ’s is on Hyperion.”


  “That settles it. A mile drive is doable. Plus there won’t be any cruising on Rowena. Sunset is a bitch on weekends.”


  “We’re already here?” Nari asked seventeen minutes later.


  It had taken us longer to get down the elevator, into the car, and out of the garage of my condo complex than to drive to the club. I was lucky and found a spot on a residential street around the corner, squeezing my twenty-year-old Mercedes between two hulking SUVs. 


  How had I never noticed the club before? I’d been on that street a thousand times, buying shit wine at Trader Joe's, less shitty wine at Gelson’s, or really expensive wine at Say Cheese next door. 


  Despite all those alcohol runs, the nondescript gray stucco building had never registered on my radar. I’d even been to that Burrito King across the street without noticing it. I looked around the streets of Los Feliz. Nothing about the upscale Los Angeles neighborhood screamed debauchery.


  “Do you like this car? Seriously?” Nari liked her bling new and shiny. Any Mercedes older than a lease term was not on her approved list.


  “It has airbags.” It was a tank. Even with soccer mom SUVs and Hummers barreling down the road, I felt safe in the car.


  “You will never pick up a guy in this thing.”


  “I don’t want to pick up a guy.” I’d seen the worst of men in my chosen profession. I did not need one in my life.


  She looked up and down at my choice of clothes. “That’s obvious.”


  I didn’t think I’d done too badly. I was wearing a Ralph Lauren black silkish jumper with spaghetti straps and a matching faux-fur collar jacket. Modest pumps. My Connecticut born-and-bred mother would have been proud. “It’s appropriate,” I said.


  “You dress like that Charlotte from Sex and the City, only with less, um, sex in this city,” she laughed at her own joke. It was a high pitched cackle of a laugh. I started to think dragging Nari along was not a good idea. She would not be incognito at MJ’s.


  “Her character was from Connecticut,” I said in my own defense. After living in Madison for my first eighteen years, and New Haven for four more, there was nothing I knew better than appropriate dress. Political fundraiser, baby shower, high school reunion, I knew exactly what to wear. After Nari, Ann Taylor was my second best friend.


  “You haven’t been in Connecticut in ten years.”


  “I’m thinking of going to our college reunion.”


  “And what are you going to tell them about your day job?”


  “I’m a web designer.”


  She cackled then snorted. “Yeah, whatever. Let me talk to the bouncer. I’ll get us in.”


  MJ’s was, well, wow. In the last ten years I’d seen almost every sort of sexual display there was. But even this, men in full sexual display, was a lot to take in. I hoped I’d remembered my small leather notebook. I could probably make a lot of money in gay porn. Dozens of men loitered outside. Whether they were waiting to go in or waiting to go home with someone was anyone’s guess.


  Nari walked past the line of men and up to one with a clipboard and headset. A few hand gestures from her, and the bouncer sprung the latch and lifted the velvet rope. That was why I’d brought her. She could get into any place in L.A. Me, probably not. Without surgically enhanced tits or a skirt that stopped just below my ass, my appropriately dressed self wasn’t getting in anywhere that opened after dark. Nari was always my ticket in.


  Inside the club was a whole other story. The music was loud and the bass thumping. Men in the teeniest, tiniest underwear imaginable danced on boxes strategically placed around the club. How any man could ever have a conversation in such a place was a mystery. Truth-be-told, there didn’t seem to be much talking going on. 


  Nari dragged me toward an open booth, and I followed her—knocking a few guys in the groin along the way with my poorly placed bag. My face tightened with embarrassment. Oops. I looked down at the tote hanging over my shoulder. Clearly this was a clutch kind of place. I mouthed ‘sorry,’ and shoved the purse as far into the booth as possible.


  Nari volunteered to get us drinks. While she was gone, I watched. I itched to get that notebook out, but didn’t want to look like a gawker at the zoo. I was as liberal as the next person in L.A., but didn’t have any gay male friends. I hadn’t even been to the infamous West Hollywood Halloween parade, even though I’d always secretly wanted to go. Except for various billboards along Santa Monica Boulevard promoting condom use, warning against meth use, or urging HIV testing, I didn’t know a damn thing about the city’s gay culture.


  “What the heck took you so long?” I shouted, sipping the Manhattan she’d brought me.


  “‘Cute Asian Girl’ does not work here,” she shouted back. Nari put her glass of red wine on the table and we checked out the show. Not a single soul bothered us for at least an hour as the club filled to capacity. I kept trying to count heads, checking my numbers against the official limit on the fire marshal sign. I swore I’d leave, research or not, if the club looked like it exceeded capacity by too much.


  A group of four or five guys pressed against the table, nearly upsetting the dregs of my drink. 


  “Can we share the booth?” the oldest looking one asked. His few gray hairs made me wonder what he was doing in this club.


  Nari looked like she was going to shake her head. I intervened. This would be research gold. 


  “Sure.” I pulled Nari’s arm and scooted us to the top of the horseshoe shaped booth. The men piled in on both sides, except the asker, who went for drinks. I looked them over a little more closely. 


  “We’re here for his bachelor party,” one of the men said, jabbing a thumb toward another. 


  I wasn’t the most savvy person in the world, but two gay men having their stag party in the same place seemed counterintuitive. So was one of them not gay? I smiled tentatively.


  “So who’s the groom?” Nari asked what I couldn’t.


  “I’m Scott, the straight guy,” the blonde said, raising his hand. Political correctness crisis averted. “My fiancé figured I couldn’t get in trouble here. So she enlisted Rafe and Gabe to bring me out.”


  I studied the guys for the first time. They were your run-of-the-mill above average L.A. guys, except the guy next to me. His arm brushed against mine, and our eyes locked. He looked good enough to eat. Too bad he was gay, and too bad I didn’t date. I pulled my right hand from my lap and extended it toward him. “I’m Daisy.”


  “Rafe,” he said, grabbing the whisky or bourbon one of the guys had brought to the table. They’d got served a hell of a lot quicker than Nari. I put my outstretched hand back in my lap. Scott pointed, introducing each man in turn. They downed their drinks and left for the dance floor.


  “Save our seats,” the one called Arturo said.


  “O-okay,” I said. They disappeared into the gyrating mass of male flesh.


  Half an hour later, they came back sweaty and far more tipsy than they’d been when we first met them. Drinks appeared again.


  Nari looked at Gabriel and hot Rafe in turn.


  “Are you Korean? Rafe?” She didn’t keep the disdain from her voice when pronouncing his name. I shoved my right leg against hers.


  They looked at each other. “It’s Raphael, actually.” Rafe/Raphael answered. “Our mom is from Incheon.”


  Nari said something in Korean. To my ears it sounded like “An-yŏng-ha-se-yo,” which even I knew to be ‘hello.’ I watched a lot of Korean drama. It was quickly becoming a second language.


  “Sorry,” Rafe shook his head. “My Korean is shit.”


  Nari sat back. “Oh.” Although she’d been born in New Jersey, her parents spoke strictly Korean in her house. Their only friends were from the small, tight-knit immigrant community in Riverside. To her, Raphael not speaking the language would make him one of those who dismissed their heritage like so much detritus. She hated those kinds of Koreans.


  He looked at me. I’d been ignorable before. Now, in light of the evil looks shooting from Nari’s eyes like laser beams, I was a likely refuge. “So, you’re Daisy.” Undeservedly elated, I nodded. “What are you gals doing here?”


  “Just wanted a girls’ night out without the guy pressure.” I invoked our cover story.


  “Guess that’s not a problem in here. Do you live out this way?”


  “Yep, I’m a Los Feliz girl.” I did my gringo pronunciation, making it sound like Felix the cat. “You?”


  “West Hollywood. Rent control. My brother lives in the same building.” Well, that was expected.


  “Is it crazy, living there?” My face flushed hot. I didn’t want him to think I assumed every night in every apartment in West Hollywood a den of iniquity. 


  “No, it’s a pretty quiet street, except for the tour buses.” He accepted another drink, slammed it back, then looked at me again. More closely this time. That stare made me shiver. It was too bad he was gay, because we had a spark. I started wondering just how gay he was then shrugged it off. 


  People are born gay, it’s not a ‘lifestyle’ choice, I admonished myself. My not so magic vajayjay wasn’t going to turn him straight. I looked back into those chocolate brown eyes, trying not to get lost in their depths. He answered a question I hadn’t asked. “F. Scott Fitzgerald died in my building. Huge tourist stop.”


  “He died in your building in West Hollywood. The Great Gatsby guy?”


  “Yep. Keeled over of a heart attack.” He turned away again. I wanted to do anything to keep him talking. The warmth of his leather-clad leg against mine was what I’d been missing all night. I just hadn’t known it.


  “What do you do?” I asked. He hesitated for a bit. Hope burgeoned in my chest. Maybe he had a job like mine. Something you couldn’t quite tell anyone about until you sussed them out. Radical feminists and religious zealots never got the straight dope. 


  “I’m a comic.”


  I could barely hear him above the latest song, louder than the last. Did he draw comics, like the funny papers?


  “How does that work? I keep hearing newspapers are dead.”


  He squinched his very even black brows and gave me a funny look.


  “Rafe, you have to do it!” Arturo yelled.


  “C’mon, you’re famous for it,” one of the other guys chimed in.


  “You know I’ve retired Rafe,” he said. 


  Rafe or Raphael, which was it? Inside jokes were the hardest for those on the outside. I settled in to watch the back and forth. This was going to be good. I could tell.


  Finally, the fiancé went for the kill. “It’s my last day as a single man. You have to do this for me. All the fun is about to get sucked out of my life.” He gave a little boy pout that seemed incongruous on a guy built like a linebacker.


  Rafe acquiesced. “I need another drink for this.” He snatched fiancé Scott’s. “Lindsay will thank me for this.” He downed it in one swallow like the others that preceded it. In the hot club, the swish of air turned my leg cold as he stepped from the booth and went to confer with the DJ. No matter how I craned my neck, I could no longer see Rafe. 


  Madonna’s Vogue replaced Beyoncé on the turntable. The club suddenly went black. A single spotlight appeared on one of the dancing platforms and Rafe stood there in skin tight black leather pants and a black silk, button-down shirt. Clothes that had looked ordinary moments ago were sexy as hell under that light.


  The din that had been constant, plummeted to a low murmur. I looked at the guys’ expectant faces. Then shivered in anticipation. What the hell was going to happen? Then the music got loud again.


  “Strike a pose,” Madonna said. 


  And Rafe did. It was an incredibly sexy pose which I should have expected. I’d been in that damn club for nearly three hours. It had been nothing but posing from incredibly hot, incredibly unavailable men. With every beat of the music, she sang and Rafe undid one button after another. 


  The shirt sailed toward the table. I dreaded it touching the alcohol that had spilled on the wood. Real silk wouldn’t survive it. So I stood and caught it in mid air. I was rewarded with a broad wink. I pulled the shirt to my chest, and I couldn’t help noticing the heady scent that rose from it. Nari glared at me. After sending a brief apology to the dry cleaner who was going to have to fix it, I balled the shirt up and pushed it deep into my lap.


  Lyrics got suggestive. The tight ribbed black tank Rafe was wearing close to his skin, came off as well. I didn’t try to grab for it this time. I was already in for a stiff lecture. 


  Bumping and grinding, Rafe was butt down on the platform undulating to the beat, the tight leather pants obscuring nothing. The names of movie and sports stars blasted from the speakers. The top two buttons of his pants came undone. Hollywood’s female icons thumped with the bass. The zipper came down. 


  I knew what was coming. How could I not? I couldn’t look away. I could look all day. Looking was okay. Like the black and white video of the song, lights pulsed, throwing the club into black and white relief. 


  A quick black out, and the pants were gone. I must have missed the shoes and socks, because Rafe was gyrating on the platform almost as naked as the day he was born, save for some black boxer briefs shot through with silver threads. 


  Those threads were only on the front center, and back of the shorts, highlighting what was underneath. Before I knew it, he was letting his body go with the flow. It was a nice flow. His skin was golden, and bathed in a sheen of sweat. The lights cast blue, red, and ended in gold on him. Silence. A single beat. And it went dark again.


  I didn’t care if Nari thought I was crazy. I clapped and hooted as loudly as his friends and those around me. The lights and music started again, but Rafe was gone. Another of the interchangeable hot go-go guys took to the platform. The replacement dancer’s nearly naked form cooled me down right quick.


  I pulled at Gabe’s sleeve. “Wow, your brother was great out there.”


  He laughed. “It used to be part of his show. But he stopped doing it a couple of years ago.”


  His show? Did he draw cartoons while dancing? I didn’t get to ask anything further. Rafe came back to the table dressed in his tank and pants. He looked around the table at everyone. “That is the absolute L-A-S-T time I do the ‘Rafe’ thing.” He looked at the guys with a devilish squint. “Merry Christmas, L’Shana Tova, Gung Hei Fat Choy. I am officially retired.”


  He sat back and crossed his arms. The guys all laughed. “Lovely meeting you ladies,” Scott said, and they all piled out of the booth. And just that quickly they were gone. If I hadn’t been holding Raphael’s shirt in my hands, I wouldn’t have believed he’d ever been there.


  After ten more minutes, music and lights that hadn’t bothered me before, started driving me crazy.


  “I’ve had enough. Let’s go get something to eat.” I shoved Rafe’s shirt into my bag. I’d gotten some research done and landed a souvenir. Not a bad night all around.


  “I’m all over that,” Nari said. She had a hollow leg.


  We pushed through the crowd and out the door. A heavy hand come down on my shoulder.


  “Are you Daisy?” I nodded hesitantly at the bouncer. I wasn’t moving until he was done. At least he didn’t have a gun and a badge. I had a not-so-irrational fear of the police. I wondered what faux pas I could have committed in there, other than having a vagina. 


  Maybe they were going to ban me forever for the purse injuries? The bouncer slipped something from the spring loaded clip on his board and thrust it into my hands. It read Raphael Augustine and had a 323 number. “This guy wants his shirt back.”


  “I vote for Alcove,” Nari said five minutes later, swinging her legs into the passenger seat of my car.


  “C’mon. Let’s go to K-Town,” I whined. “Bugeoguk would be perfect right now.”


  “You’re not hungover, Daisy. I don’t think one drink in three hours is going to put you down. I want red velvet.”


  “Fine.” I drove over to Hillhurst and parked on the street. We stood in line behind inebriated late night partygoers and ordered our food. Nari got enough to feed a family of four, and I got a plate of hummus and chips. The after-dark menu was designed to soak up the night’s alcohol. The Alcove did not do late-night salad.


  Nari rebuffed the advances of no less than four different men between the cash register and the table. Fortunately, we found a small unoccupied table on the patio, posted our number stands, and waited for our food.


  “If we’d gone to Koreatown, maybe you wouldn’t have been hit on.”


  Nari waved a hand. “Can’t win. I don’t want to date any of these men—white men with a fetish or Korean men whose families want me for my degree. Whatever.” She eyed my bag, tucked halfway under the table. “Do not call Rafe.”


  “But he’ll need his shirt back.”


  “You’re attracted to him.” How could she tell? I’d had two boyfriends and maybe three dates in the years we’d known each other. Not enough men for her to type me.


  “He’s gay. So I’ll drop off the shirt, and that’ll be it. I swear.”


  “Drop off?” Nari started fishing in my bag. Her muffled voice came up from under the table. “Have you heard of the U.S. Mail?”


  “What are you doing in my purse?” I asked, poking my head under the table. We came back up when the server brought our food to the table.


  “I want to see if this is even worth it.” She pulled the seriously crumpled shirt out, shook it, and peered at the label in the dark. “Damn,” she muttered. Nari picked up her phone off the table, hit a button, and used the light from the screen to read the label. This time her ‘damn’ was a drawn out, three syllable affair. “It’s a Just Cavalli. Three hundred dollars easy at Neiman Marcus. He’s gonna want this back.”


  “Just what? Why do you know that?”


  “You know J. Crew. I know Rodeo Drive.”


  “Isn’t Neiman on Wilshire and Roxbury?” I knew enough to know Neiman’s hulking department store girth was not on Rodeo Drive.


  “You get my point. Call him. Get his address. Mail the shirt. Lose his number.”


  “Why do you feel so strongly about this?”


  “Because my gaydar is gyrating like there’s a lightning storm.”


  “And you think I’m that hard up?”


  “No, I think he’s got your catnip triumvirate. He’s cute, he’s Korean, and he’s unobtainable.”


  



  



  2 Raphael


  I needed a few hairs of the big ol’ mangy cur that bit me. And I needed my favorite Just Cavalli shirt back. But first things first. I looked at the address I’d logged into my phone weeks before. That looked about right. I pulled through the gates of some party facility in the Topanga National Forest. What had happened to Malibu beach weddings? 


  I walked across the gravel parking lot and stepped into a cavernous wood hall. Various people milled about arranging flowers and chairs and plates, doing all the pre-wedding jazz. I pulled one chick aside. Her blond hair was sleeked back in a ponytail. She wore a black bow tie. I could do things with that strip of silk. Maybe the wedding thing wasn’t going to be so bad after all.


  “Where can I get something to drink?”


  She looked me up and down and gave me a half-smile. Not bad at all. “There’s a lounge over there. The bartender is just getting set up.”


  I tugged at the tie. “Catch you later?”


  Her smile was neither inviting or discouraging. I could turn her around later. That drink was my immediate concern for now.


  Laid on the charm and persuaded the bartender to give me a double shot of Wild Turkey before the bar opened. Hope they didn’t charge Lindsay’s family extra for that. I pulled my sunglasses back down. Too many damn windows in the place. I couldn’t wait for the sun to go down. I was not a daytime person. Could have been a vampire in another life—or the next life. I pulled the little notebook from my other pocket, searching for a pen. I could make a bit out of that.


  I wandered around, rubbing the folded paper nestled deep in my pocket. Hated nights like these. Because my job was to be funny, people thought it okay to enlist me to entertain them at every damn occasion. Last night was case in point. I’d retired Rafe years ago. When my comedy got better, I needed to be naked less. Nudity was for baby comics. But that bit had gone down in infamy. Then there I was hugging the pole like a twink.


  As soon as I learned to say no to that shit, the better. I followed the signs to the dressing room. My Arizona black sunglasses weren’t enough. There had to be about a thousand high wattage bulbs on the wall. I turned off the make-up lights surrounding the mirrors, closed the heavy wood door, and propped my feet on the vanity. Got out a pen and polished up the act. I was on in an hour.


  



  Downed my third drink, sidled up to the mike, ready to go.


  “Fornication,” I pretended to slur. A few titters of nervous laughter went through the crowd. That got their attention. ‘Statlers’ always did. “For an occasion such as this….” I started the real speech. Did the usual thing, thanked the hosts, and the band. “I’m honored to be Scott’s best man. But I did ask him if I’m the ‘best man,’ why isn’t Lindsay marrying me?” Another laugh. Amateur joke.


  The hangover of the night before faded away. I put down the champagne in my hand. Wouldn’t need any more alcohol tonight. “When he first approached me about marriage, I thought he was asking for my hand. I tried to let him down easy because Proposition Eight hadn’t been overturned yet.” Easy liberal crowd. Easy laugh. People always assumed I was gay.


  “Coming up with a best man speech is hard. Thank God for Google. Early yesterday morning, I started researching best man speeches on the Internet.” I paused for a beat. “Five hours later, I started to look for speech ideas.” That got a big laugh. I wonder if they’d think it was funny if they knew it was true.


  “Seriously,” I shook the paper in my hand. “Scott. I’m trying to read this speech, but your handwriting is awful.” More laughter. I looked at Scott’s parents. “I think I’m supposed tell everyone here about your most embarrassing moment.” Stage whisper. “But I think the statute of limitations isn’t up yet on that one. So we’ll skip the criminal justice portion of this speech.” Shit, that one fell flat. I hated doing new material before a crowd that expected a show. Moving on. I did the rest of the speech straight. I’m not a half-bad actor. There were a few tears. But weddings did that to people. They would have cried about almost anything. I could see the natives were getting restless. Time to end this thing.


  “Even Stevie Wonder could see what a great couple Lindsay and Scott are. Wishing you many years of happiness.” Cursing myself for not substituting the arguably more famous Ray Charles, I raised my untouched glass. “Let’s toast the newlyweds.”


  I came off the dais to applause. That attention, that reaction was what I lived for. It was a high like nothing else. I sat restlessly in my seat as the wait staff started serving dinner. The cute blonde waitress came to our table carrying four salads. When she bent down next to me I put a hand on her back. “What’s your name?”


  She assessed me. I knew I was good looking. I didn’t get to the ripe old age of thirty-three without an accurate assessment of my charms. But I was half-Asian, and looked nearly one hundred percent Korean. Gabriel looked way more white than me. It always took a little extra oomph in my game to get women past the tiny penis, Asian men aren’t masculine stereotypes. “I’m Raphael,” I said.


  “Rose,” she whispered. She looked around nervously. Rose probably was supposed to keep hustling.


  “Do you have a break?”


  “After dinner, between dancing and the cake.”


  “I’ll look for you,” I said with finality.


  She scurried off. Rose was intrigued. I could tell. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. The chase was on.


  The minute dinner was cleared, and the band started in on the dancing, I was out of there. The previous night’s dancing was enough. It was the last I was going to do for a while. I went to the door nearest the kitchen and followed the scent of cigarette smoke. 


  The sea of white oxford shirts made it easy to spot the employees on break in the nascent moonlight. Rose was standing by herself, downing a shot of something. Tequila, mostly likely. She sucked a lime I hadn’t seen and licked salt from the back of her hand. That was hot. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her around the side of the building. 


  “Hey—” Her protest was half-hearted.


  “Hey, yourself.” We walked back in another door, and I grabbed a candle from a ravaged appetizer display. I pulled her into the dressing room, shut the lights and closed the door.


  I leaned against the rough plaster wall, and pulled her up against me, hard. I laid one on her lips. Yep, it had been tequila and a good one from the taste of it.


  “How old are you, Rose?”


  “Twenty-one,” she said, not blinking. As I watched her pupils dilate and obliterate the blue from her eyes, I knew I had her. And I did.


  My timing was perfect. I was back just in time for the cake cutting. Scott and Lindsay stood there looking nervous, posing for pictures they’d have to live with for the rest of their lives. I felt, rather than saw my brother sidling up next to me. “Where have you been?”


  “Around.”


  “You always do this shit, Raphael. Did you forget that you were supposed to dance with the matron of honor or Scott’s mom? He picked you instead of me because you’re good with people.”


  I was immediately pissed. “So I was runner up?” Gabriel and Scott were a year ahead of me in school. The groom had been friends with both of us since we’d moved from K-Town to La Crescenta when I was eleven and Gabriel twelve and a half.


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “So why didn’t he pick you, then?”


  “Because Lindsay’s family doesn’t really do gay.” Gabriel was as flaming as a torch. Had been for as long as I could remember.


  Lindsay’s family had settled in Pasadena well before the first Rose Bowl. Their attitudes hadn’t evolved much since the early part of the twentieth century. “Then fuck ‘em. Why should I try to make everything perfect for them? It’s a big world out there.”


  “Because it’s a wedding,” Gabriel said with exasperation. I’d always found it ironic that he was the most traditional in our family. He’d been the biggest advocate of ‘No on 8’ because he’d been dreaming of going down the aisle since we were kids marrying off my G.I. Joes and his Ken dolls.


  I didn’t want to argue with him. I wanted to go home and relive that dressing room experience one or two more times. I apologized profusely then shucked and jived the best I could to make up for my absence. I did what I was supposed to do. And when the cake was done, I was done.


  I popped Scott and Lindsay into their limo. Took Scott’s tuxedo for drop off. And got into my car. As I was about to pull out, Rose ran across the gravel parking lot. For a moment, I thought about stopping her and getting her number. I rarely did a repeat, but maybe I could make an exception one time. Then she slid into the backseat of a Volvo SUV. The driver looked like somebody’s mom. And there was a little boy in the passenger seat. For a moment, I got a queasy feeling in my gut, but I dismissed it as the ill effects of alcohol. Like so many of the others, I’d never have to see Rose again.


  



  



  3 Daisy


  “Did you call him?” The inquisition came after the hug. Nari took off her shoes, helped herself to a glass of water and wandered into the alcove off the living room—my ‘office.’ I lived in there. The living room, not so much.


  I looked around the apartment, empty save for the two of us, and played dumb. “Who?”


  “Cut the bullshit. Did you call that guy from the bar?”


  I looked across the living area. I was sitting in my favorite office chair, and the freshly laundered shirt was hanging on the balcony door. I could barely see the subtle design on the shirtfront through the dry cleaner’s plastic. I’d pinned the card with his number to the plastic and paper covering the garment.


  “Not yet.”


  “Call him. Get it over with. Otherwise you’ll build this up.”


  Nari would annoy me the entire night. And I wanted my Korean barbecue sooner, rather than later. “Fine.” I walked from behind the desk, past the couch, and oh-so-deliberately plucked the card from the garment bag, picked up the phone and dialed. The phone rang a few times before I got voicemail. Raphael Augustine, here. If you’re interested in booking me, call my manager. The disembodied voice recited a number. If you need me, leave a message.


  Looking away from Nari’s expectant face, I stuttered the beginning of my message. “Hello. Um, hi. This is Daisy Fletcher. I’m the girl, I mean woman who caught your shirt the other night at MJ’s. I dry-cleaned it. I have it here. Let me know when you can get it. It looks expensive. Oh, my number is three-two-three…” I looked at the ceiling. Why did I forget the number I’d had for ten years at the oddest times? I hurriedly blurted the rest of the number before I had a second brain fart. “In case I didn’t mention it, I’m Daisy Fletcher. Spelled the regular way.” The computer cut me off before I could make a bigger fool of myself. When it asked if I wanted to rerecord, I itched to press ‘1’ and try again, but just hit ‘talk,’ ending the call.


  “Wow, that couldn’t have gone any worse,” Nari said. She folded her impossibly thin self into a more comfortable position on the couch. “Let me know when you’re ready.”


  I went back behind the desk and shut down the computer in one click. “I’m ready.”


  Nari looked like she’d half dozed off while flicking through her phone. “Oh, wow. Okay.”


  Her surprise was warranted. I usually took forever to leave the apartment. It was the one hazard of working from home. Once I sat down in that damned chair, I always had the urge to tweak a website, or look at my stats. And if I opened my e-mail or the GoFuckYourself.com website, I was sucked down the rabbit hole, only to return hours later. But I was done for the night. I wanted food, I didn’t have to cook.


  “So my honorary Korean sister, where are we going?”


  “You know how Soot Bul Gu Rim number 2 on Vermont closed?” Nari nodded. “Well the word on the street is that the owners opened a new place, Cho Dae Bak in the same place.”


  “Same owners, same location?” Nari asked. I nodded. “So how is it not the same restaurant?”


  “I don’t know. But I want innards and it had—has a special platter.”


  Nari faked going for her phone. “I’m going to call my mother and tell her we were switched at birth. You are so the daughter she would have loved.”


  “C’mon. You know how hard it is to get anyone to eat Korean food with me.” I was whining but didn’t care. “Everyone in L.A. has gone vegan or has some kind of soy allergy.”


  Nari came along. She always did. I knew she felt guilty about leading a super non-Korean life, save for the doctor job, and if she called her mom and told her about dinner, it would win her points. In what game, I don’t know, but points were always good. Plus, I got the bonus of having a native speaker order food. As far as I was concerned, it was a win-win situation. 


  



  Koreatown was more crowded than usual. The parking was always bad in that part of the city, but not every restaurant was crowded to the gills like they were tonight. Even the valets were waving me away.


  “What’s going on tonight?” I asked Nari as I circled the block for the third time, looking for a space for my car.


  While I waited with crossed fingers for someone to back out of a space, she looked at me like I hadn’t graduated kindergarten. “It’s Valentine’s Day.”


  My head fell back against the tan leather headrest. I should have guessed that. Traffic had been down, way down today. My usual customers weren’t sitting around surfing the internet, looking for ‘love.’ They’d been out with their real-life wives and girlfriends experiencing actual relationships. 


  I’d have to get hustling tomorrow morning. The letdown from all that real world contact would lead to a boost in traffic. Maybe tonight I’d throw up a quick page targeted to all that Valentine’s disappointment in time to be picked up by the ever crawling search engine bots.


  Once we got into the restaurant, the wait wasn’t too long for a seat at the counter. Unlike the endless couples holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes, we didn’t need a booth for privacy. Before our order of various meat and innards came to the table, the smell of grilling meat made my mouth water. 


  Nothing I’d grown up with in Connecticut compared to the sights, smells, and tastes of Koreatown. I didn’t think I’d be sorry if I woke up Korean one day. Coming from a homogeneous culture with a lauded food history seemed so much better than the crap beer and worse burgers that accounted for American fare. Once the waitress brought our order and started cooking meat on the grill, Nari started in on me. 


  “When are you gonna quit this and get a real job?” Sometimes she was worse than a nagging mother.


  “I can’t believe you’re bringing this up.” She hadn’t bothered me about it in a couple of years. I thought we’d put it behind us for good. “You sound like someone’s Korean mom.” It was my best shot. I hoped it would keep her out of my hair for the night.


  “Cheap shot.” I guess it wasn’t my best. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned sideways, away from the verbal onslaught. “Answer my question.”


  “I make an honest living. I’m not hurting anyone. Why should I give up my job?”


  Nari expertly flipped meat with chopsticks, gently resting cooked pieces in cups of lettuce on my plate and hers. “Um, because you can’t tell anyone about it. Because you’re not making what you used to. Morality aside, it’s a dying business.”


  “Drying up, my ass. It’s a hundred billion dollar industry. And that figure has more than doubled since I started.”


  “Would you get into newspapers, or magazines, or television? I’m sure all of those make a zillion dollars for Rupert Murdoch. He doesn’t like to share.”


  I tried to stop my eyes from rolling. “Well no, obviously.” Nari looked like she was going to cross her arms in triumph. “But if I had one of those jobs slaving for that Aussie come lately, I’d sure as hell hold onto it.”


  “You can’t even tell your mother what you do.”


  I added ssamjang to some meat, wrapped it in a leaf and took a bite. Eating kept me from squirming in my seat. Her inquisition was having the desired effect. “If I told my mother, she’d want to help.” Not one cackle at my attempt at levity. Damn, she was on a tear. 


  “If it’s all so above board, why is it a secret? I think you’re ashamed—”


  “I’m not ashamed!” I wasn’t exactly proud, either. “If I worked in corporate at Wal-Mart, I probably wouldn’t tell anyone. Big tobacco, nope. Maybe not even big Pharma. “You’ve been to a cocktail party in L.A. I’d be eaten alive by the morality police if I admitted to doing the big corporate thing. The same people who think nothing of exploiting folks on reality TV would be all over my ass about the activities of consenting adults.”


  “Bullshit, Daisy. I’m so tired of this. For the past ten years whenever we meet anyone new, you’re this nebulous web developer or brand consultant. It’s pretty sad that your friends and your family are too shallow to delve any further. But if you’re not ashamed of pimping out tits and ass—then I think you need to just let it hang out.”


  This was the weirdest argument we’d ever had. “So you want me to tell everyone or quit? Why are you on me about this?”


  “Because you’re complaining more and more.” 


  “It’s what adults do. We work. We get off on Friday. Then we bitch about our bosses, hours, our crazy coworkers. Then we drink and start all over again on Monday.” To emphasize, I snagged a passing waiter and asked for a bottle of soju. How many times had she complained about the wonky patient record system, or the registered nurse who’d somehow landed a job overseeing all the doctors in her clinic.


  “Don’t forget the gay bar.”


  “Why did that bother you so much?”


  “I don’t know. It’s not like you were carrying a pro gay marriage banner. You’re looking for ways to take money out of gay men’s pockets.”


  “Um, every business owner is looking for ways to take money out of somebody’s pocket. I wasn’t discriminating.” Nari poured me a shot glass of the rice wine liquor. I lifted the spirit with two hands and drank. The forty proof liquid burned fire in my mouth and throat. “If the waitress asks if we want bokkeum bap at the end of our meal, it’s out of the kindness of her heart?”


  “So, you’re going to—what—build your master porn network until you’re—what—fifty, sixty?”


  “It’s only temporary…”


  “You’ve been singing this same song since day one.” 


  “You’re not—”


  She steamrolled over me. “We graduated from college. You decided you weren’t taking any crap New York jobs that would keep you living at your parent’s house forever. Fine, I get that.” She actually paused to take a bite. It was hell keeping that hollow leg filled. “Then you move out here with me. Decide you’re not going to take any crap PA jobs, or live off my parent’s largesse even though you could have lived for free.”


  “It’s not like that…” But it was exactly like that. I didn’t want to stay on the east coast. A million internships and jobs that paid barely more than minimum wage littered New York City like Broadway after a ticker-tape parade. I would have to have lived with a zillion roommates in some bug-infested walk up or even worse, take some really shitty local job and live with my parents. 


  Then one month after graduation, it was as if the heavens had opened up and offered me a solution. Nari’s parents had bought her a condo so she could focus only on medical school, not trying to eke out a student living. It had a second bedroom, she offered, and poof I became a Californian. Her parents loved it even more. I’d been giving off the chaperone vibe since middle school. 


  They were sure with me by her side there’d be no all night raves or live-in boyfriends. “I wish I’d never taken you to that party.” Nari shook her head.


  “But it changed my life for the better. Who was it, by the way? I should probably thank him.”


  “I don’t know. Some guy from the law school, I think. Definitely someone who didn’t have to study as much as I did.”


  “I didn’t have any prospects when I came out here. You know that.”


  “Neither did Isabella Aconi, but now she’s VP of some department at CBS.”


  As I had been taught as a child, I politely excused myself and found the one tiny coed bathroom that probably serviced both employees and patrons. I put the lid on the toilet seat and sat down. Trying to not let the tears pricking my lids come down, I buried my face in my hands. Nari wasn’t being fair. Life had been so hard after college. 


  The country had been in another recession, and except for the weather, L.A. turned out not to be any better than New York. Whenever I’d surfed Monster.com or any of the job sites popular back then, I’d seen nothing but boatloads of unpaid, temporary, and shit jobs. Nari had always been generous, but I couldn’t just live off her parents and mine for the rest of eternity. 


  Then at that party, my luck had turned. We’d been getting a lot drunk and a little bit high at some huge house in the Hollywood Hills. The twenty-something guy throwing the party boasted that the tri-level we were partying at was his. He’d bought it outright at the ripe old age of twenty-eight with proceeds from working in the porn industry.


  Not the seedy, get your hands dirty porn of the San Fernando Valley, but the pristine world of coding and marketing at home from his computer. After I’d come down and sobered up, I shut myself into my corner of Nari’s condo with my laptop, intrigued. I did a little exploration, a lot of research and my so-called career was born.


  I went from sharing ramen noodles and kimchi with Nari, to buying us steaks. It was liberating to go from a phone call away from begging my parents for more money, to the life of a self-sustaining adult. At twenty-three, it had felt good, really good. 


  Throwing cold water on my bloodshot eyes, I flushed and left the single bathroom. I ignored the angry looking men and women in line for the lavatory and took my time getting back to the counter. She looked at me, then looked away, quiet for a spell. 


  “There’s a new doctor at my practice,” Nari said. My body slumped in relief. The serious talk was over. Gossip was our currency.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png
XinX11





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





