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  CHAPTER ONE




   




   




  IAN PARKER flushed the urinal and returned the toilet brush to its bucket. He knew there were better ways for a grown man to spend a Friday night, but he hated getting dinged on Yelp for not having clean bathrooms. He bent his knees, checked himself in the mirror, and fluffed his thinning hair. His beard looked a little scraggly, and he hadn’t been to the gym in over a week. For a man on the brink of forty, he needed to do better.




  Ian returned the cleaning supplies to the utility closet and then slipped behind the counter to check on Matthew, a college senior and his newest employee. Ian found him fumbling with the espresso machine while three people waited in line.




  “Let me handle that,” Ian said. “You take the orders. What is this supposed to be, anyway?”




  “A single decaf soy latte, for here.”




  “Then why do you have the regular milk out?”




  “I couldn’t find the soy.” Matthew turned to the first person in line and said, “Welcome to La Tazza Magica. What can I get for you this evening?”




  Ian swapped milks and went to work. He placed a shot of decaf espresso into one of La Tazza’s tall, stainless steel glasses and added the steamed soy milk. He set it on the counter, and a young woman stepped forward to claim it. She nodded to Ian, as if to say “Thanks for saving the day.” Matthew relayed three more beverage orders, and Ian expedited them in quick succession.




  As a young man in a Killers T-shirt picked up the last drink, Matthew turned to Ian and said, “Sorry about that, boss. I don’t think the machine likes me.”




  “I should be the one apologizing. I’m sorry I snapped at you. I know the machine is temperamental, but it makes the best cup of espresso in Austin. You’ll get the hang of it eventually. Remember, when your line gets to three, call for help.”




  “I did, but you were cleaning the bathroom with the door closed. I don’t think you heard me.”




  “Okay. Well, that’s my mistake, then. No harm done. Could you bus and wash the dishes now?”




  “Sure thing.” Matthew pulled out his phone and scrolled through his notifications screen. Ian saw how many text messages he had, at least ten. On a good day, Ian felt lucky if he got one or two. Matthew plugged his phone into the sound system. “This is the new Dime Box album. I downloaded it this morning. Did you know the lead singer is gay?”




  “No,” Ian said. “What’s his name?”




  “Topher Manning.” Matthew left the bar area and began collecting cups, plates, and glasses. Ian looked at the clock. Almost seven and a customer occupied every table, except for the large one in the corner with a “Reserved” sign on it. Ian did that for a freshman study group that came in every week. He scanned the room and thought about the day five years earlier when he bought the building that would become La Tazza Magica.




  Located north of the UT campus on one of Austin’s main thoroughfares, the former thrift shop proved to be the perfect size for a European-inspired café. With its vaulted twenty-foot tin ceiling and expansive windows, Ian transformed the space into a haven for students, writers, and the occasional chess player. In one corner, he set up a small living room with two identical black sofas facing each other and a red Queen Anne-style coffee table in between. In the opposite corner, he installed a dessert case and wooden bar, for an old-world pub feeling. A fifteen-foot wine rack stood like a tower behind the bar, and Ian suspended another rack from the ceiling for glasses and beer mugs.




  He filled the central seating area with a variety of tables, both large and small, some regular height and others of the taller bistro style but all made of dark wood. He painted the plaster walls a deep mahogany and trimmed the windowpanes in black. He updated the electrical system and tripled the number of outlets, in order to accommodate laptop and phone chargers. He found a vintage corner bookcase at an antique fair and stocked it with classic literature and board games like Monopoly, Life, Risk, and Trivial Pursuit. He hung paintings of Italian cafés on the slivers of wall between the windows and surrounded the building with a U-shaped stone patio for outdoor seating.




  For food, Ian designed a simple menu of sandwiches and salads, with an accent on seasonal, fresh, and local. He served wine, beer, and the best espresso in town. He named the place after his favorite café in Florence, La Tazza Fresca, but changed the adjective. Most nights he had a packed house, and at peak times, Ian would introduce strangers to each other and encourage them to share a table. He posted his prime directive on a sign above the east door:




  Buy something




  Stay as long as you want




  Don’t be a dick




  The barista on duty always had the final say over music selection, but Ian encouraged an eclectic and low-key atmosphere. During job interviews he grilled potential candidates about their musical tastes, so as not to hire a Belieber or anyone with a Wagner obsession. What he ended up with surprised him—anything from Johnny Cash to Billie Holiday to Justin Timberlake to Mozart to the Carpenters to this new band called Dime Box.




  The freshman study group burst through the east door and waved hello. They removed the “Reserved” sign and claimed their table. The same five students came in every Friday night, and Ian knew each of them by name—Jessica, Tyler, Ashley, Emily, and Quentin, the ringleader who had been coming into La Tazza since it opened.




  “Hey, Ian,” Quentin said as he approached the bar. “Nice tunes.”




  “You should tell Matthew. He’s the DJ tonight.”




  “Thanks for saving the table.”




  “You’re welcome, Q, as always. What’s on the agenda tonight?”




  “Econ and our Shakespeare survey course. Finals start in two weeks.”




  “You ready?”




  “I’m a B minus student with an A plus personality. That’s gotta count for something, right?” Quentin pulled out a credit card and set it on the bar. “Let’s open a tab, since Ben still pays my American Express bill. How about five bottles of ice-cold Shiner Bock?”




  “Nice try, buddy, but you’re not twenty-one yet, and your brother will sue me if he finds out I’m serving booze to minors.”




  “Hey, it was worth a shot. Let’s start with the usual, then.”




  “Skim lattes for Jessica and Ashley, a skim mocha for Emily, and straight espressos for you and Tyler.”




  “You’re the man.”




  Ian swiped the credit card and handed it back to Quentin, then crossed to the machine and prepared the first drink. “Have you decided on a major yet?”




  “No,” Quentin said. “I have another year. I like my art classes, but it doesn’t seem practical as a major. Ashley thinks I’d make a good counselor, but I hate listening to other people’s problems. I’m way too self-absorbed for that.”




  Ian finished the second latte and started on the mocha. “I saw Ben on the news the other night. Something to do with a death penalty case?”




  “He loves playing the big shot, doesn’t he? Thirty years old and already arguing in front of the Texas Court of Appeals. Frankly I think they should fry the dude for what he did, but big brother says the state shouldn’t be in the business of killing its own citizens.”




  “He’s got a point.” Ian finished the mocha and set it on the counter, then turned back to the machine to make the espressos. “How are Travis and your other brothers doing?”




  “Jason’s freaking a little because his boyfriend’s moving to New York in the fall. And it’s baseball season, so that’s pretty much all Cade and Travis talk about. Speaking of Cade, we’re having a huge blowout at the house for his sixteenth birthday. You should come by.”




  “When is it?”




  “Memorial Day weekend. I can text you the details closer to the time.”




  Ian pulled out his phone, unlocked the welcome screen, and handed it to Quentin. “Put your number in there and then call yourself. That way you’ll have mine. How are things with you and Ashley?”




  “Awesome,” Quentin said as he typed in his information. “She finally met my big gay family last week and loved them. She and Jason are going shopping tomorrow, and she wants Travis to teach her how to make chicken and dumplings.” Quentin tapped the screen and put Ian’s phone to his ear. After a few seconds, he said, “Hey, douchebag. Stop watching so much porn and get some studying done.” He turned off the phone and handed it back.




  Ian laughed as he put it into his pocket. He placed the five drinks on a tray and slid it across the bar. “There you go—two skim lattes, one skim mocha, and two espressos.”




  “Thank you, sir.”




  “Will the Walsh clan be joining us for Jeopardy Pursuit Night next month? You boys have a title to defend.”




  “We wouldn’t miss it. All I have to do is whisper ‘returning champion’ into Ben’s ear and he’ll be there.”




  Quentin picked up the tray and carried the drinks to the group’s corner table. The north door opened, and Bartley James, another of La Tazza’s regulars, walked in. Bartley was Ian’s customer crush, but with his all-American good looks and clean-cut appeal, he was also out of Ian’s league—or at least that’s what Ian believed. His nerves kicked into high gear as Bartley approached the counter.




  “Hi, Ian. Can I get a double skim, please?”




  “For here or to go?”




  Bartley brushed a lock of golden-blond hair out of his eyes. “I need it to go tonight. I’m heading back to the office to finish the blueprints for the new house. We’re breaking ground tomorrow.”




  “This the house you designed for the couple in Westlake?”




  “One and the same. I’ve finally graduated from being an assistant to a full-fledged architect.”




  “Sounds like you’ll need some food, then. Let me throw a sandwich together for you.”




  “I only brought in enough cash for the latte.”




  Ian turned to the espresso machine to make Bartley’s double skim. “The sandwich is on the house. You’re in here almost every day. It’s the least I can do to help celebrate your big project.”




  “Well, thanks. I suppose food would be a good idea. I’m used to running on caffeine at times like this.”




  “You ever have our Pilgrim sandwich? I got the idea from a deli in P-town. You ever been there?”




  “Provincetown? Mason and I went last summer, before everything fell…. Never mind. I need to stop…. What’s on the sandwich?”




  “Turkey, dressing, and homemade cranberry sauce. It’s like Thanksgiving dinner.”




  “Sounds good,” Bartley said. “But how do you get all that onto one sandwich?”




  “Well, it can be a little messy, I admit, but it’s bloody delicious.”




  “Bloody?”




  Ian cringed. This was usually the part where he started blabbering about something of no importance. All his attempts to be cool around Bartley ultimately ended in failure. He knew he should shut up, but instead he launched into the inevitable explanation. “I’ve been watching this British soap called Hollyoaks. Twenty-three minutes a day, five days a week. Totally addictive, crazy show, and I’m not exaggerating. Half the characters belong in a mental institution. One of them named his kids Lucas and Leah. You know, after the Star Wars characters? There are these five insanely hot Roscoe brothers. The two things I’ve picked up are ‘bloody’ and ‘sort it.’”




  “What do you mean by ‘sort it’?”




  “Well, in Texas, when we have a problem, we fix it or handle it or deal with it. But in England, they sort it. I swear to God, they’re constantly sorting things. And if you go to court, you don’t testify, you give evidence.”




  “Hmm. What made you start watching a British soap opera?”




  Ian finished the latte, handed it to Bartley, and then turned his attention to the sandwich. “It has a lot of gay characters. I’m a little obsessed with gay stories on television shows.”




  “Did you find it on BBC America or something?”




  “No, YouTube. That’s where all the good stuff is. People edit together the gay storylines from European soaps and add English subtitles. They’re called ‘trims.’ Max and Iago from El Cor de la Ciutat. Lenny and Carsten from Gute Zeiten, schlechte Zeiten. Christian and Oliver from Verbotene Liebe.”




  Bartley laughed. “Forbidden Love?”




  “Very good. Americans only know Brian and Justin from Queer As Folk, or Will and Sonny, of course, but there are all these other gay supercouples out there they’ve never even heard of, let alone seen. I recently lost an entire Saturday afternoon to Elias and Lari.”




  “Where are they from?”




  “Finland. I can’t pronounce the original title, but it translates as Secret Lives. Did you know people in Finland have saunas in their apartment buildings?”




  “I didn’t know that.” Bartley took a sip of his latte. “You got any big plans for the weekend?”




  “My friend Mark is taking me to Denver for my birthday.”




  “Today’s your birthday?”




  “No, tomorrow.”




  “Happy early birthday. How old?”




  Ian hesitated as he spooned some dressing onto the sandwich. “Forty.”




  “Ouch. I’m coming up on thirty next year, and that’s scary enough. I can’t imagine what forty must feel like. Why Denver?”




  “Mark is a big pothead. Sunday is April 20, and he wants to be there for the first legal 420 celebration and rally.”




  “So you’re going somewhere for him on your birthday weekend?”




  “I know. I do want to see what it’s like at this stage, though, before it gets all commercialized.”




  “Do you smoke, yourself?”




  Ian nodded. “Occasionally.”




  Matthew walked up to the counter with his busing tub. He grabbed two glasses and said, “I’m going into the back to start these.”




  Bartley smiled and said, “Hi, Matt.”




  “Hey, Mr. James.”




  Matthew turned away, and Ian tried not to laugh when he saw Bartley’s ashen face. Once Matthew turned the corner, Ian said, “That’s what forty feels like. I see you’ve already introduced yourself.”




  “Where did you find him, anyway?”




  “He filled out an application like everyone else.”




  “And I suppose the fact that he looks like Andrew Garfield had nothing to do with why you hired him.”




  “Please,” Ian said. “I’m old enough to be his father.”




  “I wasn’t suggesting you want to sleep with him. I meant he’s a good business decision. A lot of your young female customers will specifically choose this place over Starbucks because of him.”




  “And I hope a lot of the young male ones too. For his sake.”




  “Is he gay?”




  Ian finished the sandwich and sliced it in half. “I asked him on the second day if he had a girlfriend—you know, almost in passing—and he said, ‘Nope, I’m gay.’ No hesitation whatsoever. It’s a different world for these kids today. But if you plan on asking him out, stop calling him Matt. He hates that.”




  “Ask him out? No, that’s not my plan. But why didn’t he correct me?”




  “Because people who work for tips aren’t in the habit of contradicting customers.” Ian wrapped the sandwich and handed it to Bartley. “That’s four twenty-five for the latte.” Bartley gave him a five dollar bill, and Ian noticed a large bandage on the inside of his right forearm. “What’s that?”




  Bartley sat the sandwich on the bar next to his double skim and peeled back the bandage. He displayed a fresh tattoo of a single Chinese symbol. “I just got it last night.”




  “What does it mean?” Ian asked.




  “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m keeping that a secret for now.”




  “No, that’s cool. I totally understand. Every man should be entitled to a little mystery.” Ian carefully examined the tattoo as he handed Bartley his change. “Where did you get it done?”




  “The place over near Airport and Forty-Fifth Street.” Bartley replaced the bandage and deposited the change directly into the tip jar. He picked up his sandwich and latte. After a brief hesitation, he said, “You know, we should get dinner sometime.”




  Ian felt his face get warm. Was Bartley asking him out?




  “As friends.”




  Of course. As friends. In other words, no, Bartley was not asking him out. Not on a date, at least. They were going to be buddies. Wingmen. Bros. Ian plastered a smile on top of his disappointment and said, “I’d enjoy that.”




  “Excellent. Let’s shoot for next week. Thanks again for the sandwich. I’ll see you soon.”




  “Good luck with the groundbreaking tomorrow.”




  Bartley left the shop, and Ian cursed under his breath. He went into the back to relieve Matthew. “I’ll finish the dishes,” Ian told him. “You can go cover the register.”




  “You sure? I don’t mind.”




  “I’m sure.”




  Matthew dried his hands with a towel. “Are you okay? You seem upset about something.”




  “I’m fine, but I’d rather have you up front. It’s a good business decision. I’m trying to pull in the young and hip crowd, and no one thinks young and hip when they see me.”




  Matthew hung the towel on one of the hooks beside the dishwasher. “How old are you, anyway?”




  “I’m glad you asked me that today. I’m thirty-nine.”




  “Why? What happens tomorrow?”




  Ian removed some glasses from a rack and placed them on one of the metal shelves. “I turn forty.”




  “Forty’s not that old.”




  “Thanks, but we both know you’re only saying that because I’m your boss.”




  “No, I’m not.” Matthew ignored Ian’s instructions and began filling an empty rack with dirty cups and glasses. “Do you have a thing for Mr. James?”




  Ian felt himself blushing and turned away. “Why would you ask that?”




  “Because you don’t exactly give free sandwiches to everyone. And I’ve noticed you get nervous around him.”




  “Whether or not I have a thing for Bartley is irrelevant. I’m too old for him.”




  “How do you know that?”




  “I’ve seen the boys he brings in here,” Ian said. “Bartley is out of my league.”




  “Have you ever asked him out?”




  “No, but he just invited me to dinner. As friends.”




  “Oh.” Matthew nodded. “So that’s why you’re upset. You want it to be more than friends.”




  “I didn’t say that.”




  “You didn’t have to. Do you mind if I offer a different perspective?”




  “Sure. Why not? It’s a two penny ante to play.”




  Matthew reached into his pocket, pulled out two pennies, and set them on the counter next to Ian. “Sometimes guys use the ‘as friends’ thing to ward off rejection. Test the waters, so to speak. You know, gauge interest. How long has he been coming in here?”




  “He moved to the neighborhood with his boyfriend last year. He started coming in then.”




  “He has a boyfriend?”




  “No, not anymore. They broke up last fall.”




  Matthew slid the rack of dirty cups and glasses into the dishwasher, closed the steel door, and pressed the red Start button. “And the boys he’s brought in since then? They’ve been younger?”




  “Your age.”




  “And how old was the ex-boyfriend?”




  “In his thirties,” Ian said.




  “Well, that explains it. The twinks were rebound sex. He needed to prove he still has it, you know? But he wasn’t serious about any of them. Now, suppose he wakes up one morning and he is serious. About you, for example. Put yourself in his shoes. He comes in here all the time and thinks you’re a total stud. You’re tall, handsome, well built—you’ve got that whole Al Parker, muscle daddy thing going on.”




  “How do you know who Al Parker is?”




  “I watch a lot of vintage porn, but that’s beside the point. Clearly you have a perception problem, boss. It sounds like you don’t see yourself the way other people see you. Trust me, there’s no reason why Bartley James wouldn’t want to date you. The question is, would you want to date him? Sure, maybe you flirt around, but how does he know you don’t do that with all the customers? How does he know you don’t give them all free sandwiches? You see what I’m saying? You own the place where he gets his coffee. He doesn’t want to make you uncomfortable if you’re just being friendly, so he’s keeping things on ice in case you’re not interested. He’s providing you with a graceful exit, which means he’s at least an above-average guy. He probably thinks he has a better chance with you if the setting is low-key.”




  “Really?”




  “Totally. You should definitely hang out with Mr. James and see where it goes.”




  “So you think he’s into me?” Ian asked.




  “Honestly, I don’t know. All I’m saying is, you can’t rule it out based on him asking you to dinner as friends. If he wants to jump your bones, something tells me he’ll find a way to let you know.”




  “What does that mean?”




  “Come on, boss.” The green light on the dishwasher started to blink, and Matthew lifted the door and stepped away from the emerging steam. “You don’t recognize a player when you see one? The dude’s too perfect, with his Liam Hemsworth chin and his Chris Pine eyes. And the way he introduces himself? ‘Hi, I’m James. Bartley James.’ Ridiculous.”




  “I think it’s charming.”




  “Of course you do.” Matthew reached in and slid out the tray, then tapped it a few times to shake off the remaining droplets of water. “Look, I said he’s above average, didn’t I? But it wouldn’t kill you to be a little wary. With guys like that, you can’t believe everything that comes out of their mouths.”




  “Sounds like you had your heart broken pretty bad.”




  “This isn’t about me.”




  “I was only welcoming you to the club.” Ian removed several of the glasses from Matthew’s clean rack and placed them on the middle shelf. “Did you call him Mr. James on purpose?”




  “Maybe. He keeps calling me Matt.”




  “I told him to stop.”




  “Really? Thanks. That was nice of you.” Matthew piled a few coffee cups and moved them to the top shelf. “Look, you guys would make a great couple. That’s all I’m saying. He’s not my type, but I can absolutely see why you have a thing for him.”




  Ian grumbled. “Even if you’re right, there are still other reasons why it would never…. Forget it.”




  “What?”




  “You’re too young to understand.”




  “Wow,” Matthew said. “You have no idea how offensive that is.”




  “I’m sorry. But there’s no way you can understand regret.”




  “What could you possibly have to regret? You run your own business. That’s the dream, dude.”




  “That’s not the whole picture, dude.” Ian wiped down the counter with one of the towels. “La Tazza is the one thing I’ve done right, but it can’t erase the decade and a half that came before it. I was a mess, plain and simple. I took stupid risks and flushed what should have been the best fifteen years of my life down the toilet. I missed that crucial off-ramp to happiness, and now I can never go back and find it. I may be successful, but I’m also alone. Learn from my mistakes, Padawan. Make something of your life while you’re still young enough to enjoy it.”




  “Would you go back?” Matthew said. “If someone gave you the chance?”




  Ian chuckled. “Are you serious? In a heartbeat. I could reshape my whole life.”




  Matthew looked unconvinced. He arranged the empty racks on top of the dishwasher and then leaned against the counter. He folded his hands across his chest and said, “I don’t know. I think I might avoid certain mistakes, but then I’d end up making brand new ones. Rethinking the past is a pointless exercise.”




  “Maybe.” Ian heard the west door open. “Someone just came in. Out to the front, please.”




  “Okay, I’m going. You should listen to me, though, about Mr. James. I’m pretty smart for a college student, even if I can’t work an espresso machine.”




  “Yet,” Ian said. “Give it time. You’ve only been at it for a few days. It’s like driving a stick shift.”




  “Maybe that’s my problem.”




  “You’ve never driven a manual transmission before?”




  “Nope.”




  “Man, that’s a shame.”




  Matthew turned to go but then stopped and said, “One last thing. Someone asked me yesterday what La Tazza Magica means. I felt like an idiot because I didn’t have an answer for her.”




  “Your generation doesn’t know how to use Google Translate?”




  Matthew grinned. “I think she was just flirting with me.”




  “It’s Italian for ‘the magic cup.’”




  “Oh, cool.”




  “I always wanted to open an enchanted coffee shop. Pretty stupid, huh?”




  “Not at all. Look, you provide jobs for college students. I don’t know if I’d call that enchanted, but it’s definitely not stupid. If I haven’t said thank you for hiring me, well, thanks.”




  “You’re welcome. Now up front. And don’t forget. Colleen’s in charge this weekend while I’m gone. Whatever she says goes.”




  “Sure thing, boss.” Matthew grinned. “Oh, and since I won’t be seeing you tomorrow, happy birthday.”




   




   




  WHEN IAN got home after closing, he poured a glass of red wine and sat in his dark kitchen. He downloaded John Denver’s Greatest Hits and both Dime Box albums onto his phone for the plane ride. He glanced at the time. It was after midnight and officially his birthday. He got up and went to the counter. He had bought a six-pack of cupcakes as a treat, and he put one onto a plate. Ian rummaged through several drawers until he found a box of candles and some matches. He pressed one of the candles into the chocolate icing and lit it. The glow from the flame threw shadows around the kitchen as he sang “Happy Birthday” to himself. Then he closed his eyes and blew out the candle. Since no one could hear him, Ian didn’t see any harm in saying it out loud.




  “I wish I could go back and do it all over again.”




  CHAPTER TWO




   




   




  THE NEXT morning at six, Ian stood at the foot of his driveway and waited for his best friend, Mark. A single piece of rolling luggage rested beside him. The sun wouldn’t rise for another hour and a half, but the temperature had already climbed into the sixties. Spring in Austin could be unpredictable, but Ian never considered living anywhere else.




  He pulled out his phone and swiped the screen. He opened up Grindr out of habit. No messages. He scrolled through the thumbnails of headless torsos and the occasional face pic. Barely anyone over thirty. What did he expect in a neighborhood so close to campus? A flash of headlights appeared at the end of the block, and Ian put his phone away. The car stopped in front of his house, and the trunk popped open. Ian laid his bag next to Mark’s, slammed the trunk closed, and got into the passenger seat.




  “Happy birthday, sunshine.”




  “Thanks,” Ian said. “Although I don’t see what there is to be happy about.”




  “You’re not going to be grumpy all weekend, are you? Haven’t you ever heard of aging gracefully?”




  “I’m the birthday boy. If I want to be grumpy, that’s my prerogative.”




  “Great. I can tell this is going to be a cheerful and upbeat two days.” Mark put the car into drive and headed back to the main road. “I want to point out, however, that I wasn’t grumpy on my fortieth birthday, last year.”




  “You had a hundred people at your party. What did you have to be grumpy about?”




  “Well, maybe if you had something in your life other than that damn coffee shop, you’d have more friends than just me.”




  “I used to have lots of friends. It’s not my fault everyone ended up married or in rehab. Besides, I’m supposed to have dinner with someone next week.”




  “A date?”




  “Not exactly. The architect.”




  “He asked you out? Oh my God, why didn’t you text me? That’s huge!”




  “He didn’t ask me out. He said we should have dinner next week. As friends. We didn’t even exchange phone numbers. Besides, you know it would never work.”




  “Why not? Friends is a good place to start.”




  “I don’t want to talk about it.”




  “Fine. Forget about him, then. By this afternoon, we’re going to be so Rocky Mountain high that nothing else will matter.”




  “You’re right. I’m as ready as Freddie Roscoe. I even loaded up my phone with John Denver last night, so bring on the legal weed.”




   




   




  THEY ARRIVED at their hotel around noon and hit a gourmet burger joint for lunch. Although residents and tourists could now buy and possess a limited amount of marijuana in Colorado, they could not smoke it in public or even hotel rooms, making things difficult for tourists. Mark solved this problem by booking a room with a balcony, which still broke the law but greatly reduced the possibility of getting caught. After hitting a few shops and purchasing some samples, they went back to their room and spent the afternoon on what they dubbed, rather unimaginatively, Ian thought, the Mary Jane Terrace. As the sun set, they were joined by two young couples, one on each side of them, who had the same idea. They introduced themselves, but Ian forgot their names almost immediately. One of the women asked where they were from.




  “Austin,” Mark said.




  “Oh, we love Austin. Don’t we, Stephen?”




  Her boyfriend or husband or whatever he was nodded. “Great music town.”




  “We were there last month for South by Southwest. Terrible tragedy. What possesses a young man to drive into a crowd of people like that? We’re from Seattle, but our legal weed doesn’t start until this summer. Stephen works for Microsoft. What do you two do for a living?”




  “I own a café near the UT campus.”




  “And I’m a lawyer for the great state of Texas,” Mark said. “I work in the attorney general’s office. All the big cases.”




  Ian grinned, because Mark didn’t work on any big cases for the attorney general’s office. He reviewed tax code legislation for the state Senate. But Ian could play this game, especially when they were stoned. “Did I mention that Sandy stopped in Friday for a latte?”




  “No,” Mark said without missing a beat. “Is she filming The Heat 2?”




  The woman sat forward in her chair. “Sandy?”




  Mark turned to her. “Oh, sorry. Sandra Bullock. She lives in Austin, you know. Owns a restaurant and everything. She loves the chai lattes at Ian’s shop.”




  “No shit?” Stephen said. “She was good in Gravity.”




  Mark leaned in and lowered his voice. “She loathed the director, but if you tell anyone I said that, I’ll deny this conversation ever happened.”




  “Are you boys a couple?” the woman on the other side of them asked. The man sitting next to her looked too baked to participate in the conversation.




  “No,” Mark said. “Just friends. We know each other too well for anything more.”




  “Did you grow up together?”




  “Not quite,” Ian said. “We met in college, at UT. We lived in the same dorm.”




  The second woman nodded. “I see.”




  They were silent for several minutes. Then the first woman took a drag from her joint, blew out the smoke, and made a sweeping hand gesture toward the mountains. “Would you look at that fucking view?”




   




   




  IAN AND Mark took a short nap and then went out for a late dinner. Afterward, they strolled the streets of Lower Downtown until they chanced upon a narrow alley. At the end of the alley stood a small shop with a blue neon sign over the door.




  Enchantmints




  “Let’s check it out,” Ian said.




  They walked the short distance and stepped into the shop. Bars, chocolates, licorice, taffies, gumdrops, and marshmallow treats were stacked in glass cases, waiting to be purchased and devoured. A prominent placard on the wall informed them that all the goods were infused with THC, the buzz-worthy chemical in pot.




  “It’s like Willy Wonka for stoners,” Mark whispered.




  “As if Willy Wonka wasn’t already for stoners.”




  The concept of candy edibles represented an excellent workaround to the “no smoking in public” problem. There were a few tables for sitting, but instead of espresso on the menu, the chalkboard above the cash register listed a variety of candy-flavored sodas and hot chocolates. Since he didn’t see anyone, Ian yelled, “Hello?” A few moments later, a young man appeared from the rear of the store. He wore a black University of Colorado T-shirt and some puka shells around his neck. He had dirty-blond hair that fell into his eyes and an adorable, sheepish grin.




  “Greetings, gentlemen. Welcome to Enchantmints. My name is Tad.”




  “Do you own this place?” Ian asked.




  “No, I just work here. I can answer any questions, though. I’m highly familiar with the merchandise.”




  Mark stepped up to the counter. “What do you recommend?”




  “Well, that depends on what you’re trying to accomplish. The gumdrops are much more energetic than your average high, and they come in fourteen different flavors. Very good for daytime activities like sightseeing. If you have altitude sickness, try the marshmallow crispies. They’re one of our best sellers. The peanut brittle is both delicious and powerful. Great for watching action movies but not romantic comedies or foreign flicks. Especially avoid anything French or starring Patrick Dempsey.”




  “Even his early stuff?” Ian said, playing along with Tad’s shtick. “Like Can’t Buy Me Love, or maybe Loverboy?”




  “Especially not his early stuff. You might be able to get away with Transformers, because it’s an action movie and has Shia LaBeouf as a bitter counterbalance, or possibly Dempsey’s obscure guest appearance as Matthew the sportscaster on Will & Grace. But tread lightly with W&G, dude—that shit’s like crack if you binge watch it. Now, if you’d rather kick it old school, you can’t go wrong with an excellent Alice B. Toklas brownie, even though the original recipe actually belonged to a young painter named Brion Gysin. I made these myself from a Nestlé recipe I found online. Full disclosure—they’re a heartbeat away from mushrooms. Perfect for camping in the mountains.”




  Ian squatted down and peered into one of the cases. Under a tiny glass dome sat a single chocolate kiss wrapped in gold foil. A small sign sat next to the dome.




  Made with Manick Butter!




  $100




  Ian stood up. “What’s Manick Butter?”




  Tad got a sparkle in his eye. “That’s one of Mrs. Brown’s special editions.”




  “Who’s Mrs. Brown?” Mark asked.




  “No one really knows. She’s kind of shrouded in mystery. Lives up on Curtis Street. Some people say she’s a direct descendant of Molly Brown. But then I say, how do you explain the German accent? She bakes a lot of our specialty items and every once in a while does a limited run—four or five pieces with a totally unique high. Some have even called them magical. She gives each edition a distinctive name but never tells us what it means. For the big celebration this weekend, she only made one of these kisses. What is Manick Butter, you ask? The answer lies in the experience.”




  “Boy, oh boy,” Mark said. “You’re good. It better be pretty spectacular for a hundred bucks, though.”




  Tad nodded. “I agree it’s a risk, but I envy the lucky bastard who has the balls to go for it. Mrs. Brown has a real Zen approach to these one-of-a-kind chocolates. When she brought it in yesterday, I said, ‘Mrs. Brown, who’s gonna pay a hundred bucks for a single kiss?’ She looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Vatch, my leetle Tad. Zee keess vill find zee right coostomer.’ I’ve had a lot of tire kickers today, but no one’s taken the plunge.”

OEBPS/Images/img3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
BONEY
©

W






OEBPS/Images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img1.png
YES

BRAD BONEY

REAMSPINNER
PRESS———





