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1: Danger, Will Robinson
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One late afternoon in September of 1999, I moped around the apartment I shared on South Beach, alternately considering graduate school, celibacy, or becoming one of those guys who stands around in the sun directing traffic around highway construction sites. I was unemployed, I’d been dumped by my latest boyfriend, and there was a huge zit about to pop on my forehead. 

Then my best friend Stella called. She’s one of the top models on Miami Beach, and she told me that if I could get an 8 x 10 glossy down to her agent’s before five, she could get me a day’s work as an extra on a photo shoot.

She had talked me into making up the 8 x 10s a few months before, but I wasn’t fashion model material. My teeth are a bit crooked, my eyebrows have a tendency to grow out in points, like Fu Manchu’s mustache, and I don’t have the right cheekbones. Not to say I’m a dog or anything; I mean, I get my share of stares as I walk down Lincoln Road.

“You’ll be in the background,” Stella said. “I told my agent it was a favor he owed me. Now you’ll owe me one.”

“I owe you my life, Stella.” I’d been dumped by a guy a few weeks before, then I’d lost my job due to budget cuts. Right after that, I’d pinched a nerve in my back that kept me flat on my stomach for hours on end. Stella had been my sole support, bringing me chocolate babka and Dr. Brown’s sodas from the Epicure deli, cheering me with gossip from her photo shoots and commiserating with me about my problems.

At least I’d have some cash toward the rent, I figured. I ran the photo down to her agent’s and found out where I had to go. The next morning the zit had magically disappeared, and I reported for duty to Bobby Maduro Stadium, an ancient ballpark that had long ago been used for spring training. It was located in a slummy area of Miami, not too far from the causeway to South Beach, and by the time I showed up at eight, the prop guys had already been hard at work.

They had laid sod over about half the infield, erected a billboard in front of the old scoreboard, and decorated a quarter of the stadium with pennants and posters. I went to wardrobe, where I was fitted for an old-time baseball uniform, white with blue stripes, with blousy pants and a V-necked jersey. They gave me sneakers and a ball cap and sent me out on the field.

A dozen of us were positioned around the sod. One of the others was this guy Blue, a struggling actor who lived on the first floor of my building and waited tables at a café on Lincoln Road. For a while I watched him trying to make time with one of the photographer’s assistants. Then Stella came out in a white dress that looked like Mia Farrow might have worn in that ill-advised movie version of The Great Gatsby. It was flouncy and ruffled, and she carried a white parasol. The photographer arranged her lounging in the middle of the field, halfway between second base and the pitcher’s mound.

“Fabulous,” he said, moving behind the camera. “Now give me attitude!”

I wasn’t sure what kind of attitude she was supposed to give him, pretending to be some kind of odalisque in the middle of an old-fashioned baseball game, but she seemed to know, and he clicked pictures with an ecstasy I reserve for the bedroom. Until I can get a photographer (or any other man, for that matter) to act like that, I doubt I will be much of a success at high fashion modeling.

The photographer took a bunch of shots of Stella alone, and then called, “Paavo! We are ready for you.”

He may have been ready, but I wasn’t. The man who strolled out of the dugout was the most handsome guy I’d ever seen. At least 6’2”, with close-cropped blond hair and eyes I later saw were the same shade of blue as the deep water off Key Biscayne. He twirled his shirt over his shoulder with a single finger, and his biceps and abs rippled as he strolled across the verdant field. My jaw dropped open and my knees got weak.

The photographer met him where Stella was lying and spent the next two hours arranging their bodies and shooting pictures. For my time, I got paid $150, which I was informed would be mailed to me. After turning in my costume to wardrobe and dressing in my own clothes again, I waited for Stella outside the line of big Winnebagos.

She came out a few minutes later, looking perfect as usual, as if she hadn’t spent the better part of the morning sweating in the middle of a baseball field under the hot sun. “Brian! I’m glad you stayed around. I want you to meet someone.”

Paavo emerged from the trailer behind her, and I thought I might pass out. He was even more gorgeous up close and personal than he had been from a distance. “Paavo’s boyfriend is starting a website,” Stella said. “He needs some help. You need a job. I think it’s a perfect match, don’t you?”

“Hi,” Paavo said, sticking his hand out. 

Dumbly, I reached out and shook it. “Nice to meet you,” I mumbled. “You were great out there.”

He frowned. “I take de clothes off and lie around on de ground.” He retained a slight accent from his native Finland, as if at any moment he might sprout bushy eyebrows and begin bopping around like the Swedish Chef on the Muppets. It didn’t matter; I was in love. Or lust, as Stella pointed out later.

“Here is de card for de website,” Paavo said, handing me a business card for someone named Nick Petrangelis, whose title was listed as ‘Supreme Webmaster and Grand Pooh-Bah.’ “I call Nick, he vaits for you at de office.”

I didn’t move, so Stella said, “That means now, Brian. You get in your car and you go back across the causeway to the real world.”

“As if South Beach is the real world,” I said.

“It is for us, sweetie.”

≈ ≈ ≈

It was lunchtime by the time I reached the office. There was no one at the receptionist’s desk so I stood there and called out, “Hello?”

A twenty-something geek in a Pac-Man T-shirt with goofy, dark-rimmed glasses went past on his way to the copier. 

“I’m looking for Nick Petrangelis?”

“Second office on the right,” he said, nodding down the hall. “The one that looks like FAO Schwartz exploded in it.”

I got to the second office and peeked around the door jamb. A broad-shouldered guy with big hands sat behind a cluttered desk, talking on the phone. His sandy blond hair hung down to the collar of his blue-and-white0striped Brooks Brothers shirt.

Though he wasn’t quite as handsome as Paavo, I was smitten. I like my men tall, on the husky side, and there’s something about a button down collar that makes my heart flutter. I loved the sound of his voice, too, a British burr overlaid with New York directness. Though I was there for a job interview, not a date, I couldn’t help wondering how his lips would taste against mine, if he was as sexy naked as he was with his clothes on.

The walls were plastered with posters from every space movie and television show ever screened, from Lost in Space to Plan 9 From Outer Space and Attack of the Killer Tomatoes. One wall had been made into shelves that were packed with action figures and scale models, from the Enterprise to Obi Wan Kenobi, to a bunch of ships and aliens I didn’t recognize.

Nick saw me in the doorway and motioned me in. 

“I’m Brian Cohen,” I said in a low voice. “Paavo gave me your card.”

“Sure, sit down,” he said. Into the phone he said, “No, I’m here. I’m listening.”

As soon as he hung up the desk phone, his cellular phone bleeped. “GayLife.com, this is Nick.” He looked at me and shrugged. 

“Sorry,” he said, after he hung up. “It’s kind of crazy around here. So, Paavo called and said you were looking for a job.”

The desk phone rang again. “Sorry, with the receptionist out sick I’ve got to get this. If I let the programmer or the artist pick up, God knows what’ll happen.”

A tall dyke with spiked purple hair stalked in carrying a bunch of pieces of paper. While Nick was talking, she laid them out on the desk in front of him. “I’m in the middle of three things,” he whispered to her.

“You’re always in the middle of three things.” She looked at me. “If he’s not on the phone, he’s on the Internet or in a meeting or out of the office. How am I supposed to get this goddamned site designed if I don’t get any feedback?”

I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged. I always find the very aggressive dykes a little scary. I mean, I know we’re supposed to be one big rainbow family, but what do we have in common after all? She likes pussy, I like dick. I have a lot more mutual interests with straight women like Stella. At least we can compare notes on the men we’ve slept with.

With his eyes, Nick motioned me to take a look at the samples. There were five different designs. “They’re for the background of the pages,” the dyke said to me. “I don’t suppose you know anything about the Internet.”

“I know how to find my way to the naked pictures.”

She glared at me. “He has to pick one so I can get on with the layout. I’ve got to know what kind of background I’m working with.”

“Which one’s your favorite?”

While she looked at them, I considered her. She wore an orange crop top that read “I Hate This Place and I’m Leaving Soon,” khaki shorts, and combat boots, and she had three silver hoops in each ear. “I like this one the best,” she said, pointing to a retro fifties design that could have been lifted from the Formica on my parents’ kitchen cabinets. “But it’s too aggressive. I guess we should go with one of these.” She pointed to a couple that I had to agree were kind of boring.

“What about this one?” I pointed to a pattern of stylized symbols. Two male symbols, two female symbols, in a repeating design.

“Don’t you think it’s too strong?” she asked. “I mean, it might detract from the other pictures.”

“Couldn’t you fade it out?” I asked. “I have this friend who knows Photoshop, and he’s always doing effects like that.”

She considered. “Yeah, that might work.” She looked at Nick. “You like that idea?”

He smiled and nodded. 

“Good. Thank you. For Christ’s sake.” She gathered her samples and stalked to the door, where she stopped and turned. “I’m Leslie,” she said. “Leslie Shulewitz.”

“Shalom,” I said. “Brian Cohen.”

“I knew it would take getting another Yid in here to get things moving,” she said. “Welcome aboard the SS GayLife.com.”

Nick hung up, but barely had time to say, “Thanks,” before his cell bleated again. Then the desk phone rang. He looked at me and then at the phone. 

What the hell, I thought, and picked it up. “GayLife.com.”

The voice on the other end was frantic. “I can’t do this. I can’t. It’s too much!”

“What’s the matter?”

“My computer crashed!” he wailed.

“Bummer, dude. Did you try restarting it?”

“Yes, I restarted it,” he mimicked back at me. “But I hadn’t saved my document and now it’s gone! I promised Leslie I’d have it this afternoon, and now she’ll cut my balls off and make them into a mobile to hang over her desk.”

I decided to avoid Leslie’s office based on that description. “What program were you using? Word?”

I established that he had been using Word, with Windows XP, and got him to open up Windows Explorer. “Do I have to shut down Word first?”

“Nope. Now go to the C:\windows\temp directory. Anything there?”

“A bunch of files that end in .tmp.”

“Good. Now go to View, Arrange Icons, by date. Anything that’s dated today?”

“Yeah, there’s this tilde wrl file.”

“Great! That’s your file. Double click on it, and you should jump to word.”

“It’s there! There’s some junk at the front but I can deal with that. Oh, you’re a genius! I love you! Can I bear your children?”

“Not right now, thanks. Remember to save your stuff as you’re working.”

He gave me a big smooch that I was sure Nick Petrangelis could hear through the phone and hung up. Nick hung up at the same time.

“It’s kind of a zoo around here,” he said.

“I can see.”

“You seem like you know how to handle yourself.” 

I shrugged. 

“No, you’re good,” he said. “You worked in an office before?”

We had a couple of minutes together before the phone rang again. I ran through my work experience, Nick nodding and asking the occasional question. “I need an office manager,” he said when I was finished. “Someone who can also be my executive assistant, who can pitch in and do whatever needs to be done. A kind of jack of all trades. You think you can do that?”

“I was an assistant stage manager, and a stage manager, in New York. That’s the kind of thing I did there.”

The phone rang again. I stood up to go. “Listen, I can come back sometime when you’re not busy.”

“No, don’t go,” Nick said. He had a puppy dog look in his blue eyes that I fell for there and then. It was as if Paavo had never existed, nor had the idiot who had dumped me the month before. There was only Nick. A gorgeous man who was already taken.

“Get me a copy of your resume, will you? For the file. We’ll talk about salary and benefits when things calm down, like after five, OK? There’s a ton of stuff on the desk in the office next door,” he said. “See what you can figure out.” He picked up the phone. “GayLife.com, this is Nick.”

I had a job. I looked up at the poster from Lost in Space, and even though I could imagine that robot was waving his metallic claws and saying “Danger, Will Robinson!”, I went next door and got to work.

​​​
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2: Carbon Dating
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“You know what your problem is, Brian?” Stella asked on a Thursday, a few weeks after I’d started at GayLife.com. She sat across from me, resting her long, tanned legs on top of a messy pile of catalogs from GLBT retailers who wanted to be featured on the site. “Carbon dating.”

“You can’t do carbon dating on Miami Beach,” I said. “There isn’t enough history. Trends have a half-life of about six minutes, which costs you a dime on the new electronic parking meters.”

She was wearing a white Armani T-shirt and white Versace shorts. Almost everything in her wardrobe had a designer label on it, and most of it had come to her for free, left over from a modeling shoot or runway show. It was almost against Stella’s religion to buy clothes.

“Not that kind of carbon dating,” she said. “Every guy you date is a carbon copy of the last guy you dated. And you know how it is when you keep making copies of copies. The quality gets worse every time.”

I sat back in my chair to think about that one. I was thirty-two years old, attractive in a casual way, and considered myself datable. I had no moles in unattractive places, and I had suffered through two years of braces in high school to mold my teeth into a pleasing smile.

“You have a type,” Stella said. “You like nerdy, shy guys with one foot in the closet. Like that last guy, what was his name, Freddy? His idea of commitment was keeping the same e-mail address for six months.”

She had a point. They even looked the same, so that when I tried to remember Arturo, a sweet Cuban architect I dated for a while in the spring, his face kept blending in with Richie’s, who liked grunge rock and plaid flannel shirts, even in the ninety degree heat of a Miami summer. I could remember their idiosyncrasies, but not their faces.

“So what do you suggest, oh high priestess of the social scene?”

“You have to broaden your horizons. Date somebody different. Just avoid the really hairy ones.” She shuddered. “That’s like dating outside your species.”

I resisted telling her that I already had a new love interest, Nick Petrangelis. She’d laugh, and she’d point out he was already committed to the handsome, sexy Paavo. I knew that already but working with Nick had only served to cement my growing affection for him.

Sure, he was disorganized, frenetic, always pleading for special favors. But his passion for his work was infectious, and there was an underlying sweetness to his nature that was irresistible.

While my thoughts wandered to Nick, Stella sipped the low-fat decaf venti cappuccino she’d gotten from Joffrey’s. “There’s a new club opening this Saturday night on Lincoln Road, called Under Construction. You know, where Glasnost used to be.”

“Where Frenzy was before?”

She nodded. “And Plastic Palace before that, and Enclave, and Unspeakable.” 

“And that’s only since New Year’s.”

She waved her biodegradable paper cup with its corrugated paper sleeve in the direction of my boss’s office. “Where’s Nearly Headless Nick today?” Stella had been reading a Harry Potter book while waiting for her photo shoots to start, and she’d decided that Nick’s disorganized manner reminded her of a ghostly character in it.

“Ssh,” I said. “He’s in there.”

“You need to stand up for yourself if you’re going to survive there,” she said. She looked over her little round Ray-Bans at me. “If you let him, he’ll load you down with work, and all you’ll do is make doe eyes at him because he has a nice ass.”

“Never underestimate the power of a nice ass.”

“Would I be the fourth highest paid model on Miami Beach if I underestimated the power of any body part?”

“Fourth highest? What happened? I thought you were number five. Did the agency boost your billing rate?”

She frowned. “Well, not yet. But Suzy Sam left for New York, which moves me one rung up the ladder.”

Stella was the most gorgeous woman I knew, one of the most fabulous on the Beach. She was also shrewd, spending a lot of the down time on-set reading the financial pages when she wasn’t reading about Harry Potter. She was always conferring with her broker, borrowing people’s computers to check the market, and trying to find somebody who could tell her whether she should buy futures on the yen. She was tall and slim, with short, spiky blonde hair and three earrings in her right ear. She said she got a new one every time she had sex, but I saw through that. I once told her that if she did, she’d have more holes in her ear than Liberace had diamond rings.

“You worked this morning?” It was almost three in the afternoon, and even though it was mid-October, everybody with sense in Miami Beach was inside in air conditioning. White-bellied South American tourists covered the beaches, sweated in open convertibles, and drank iced tea in sidewalk cafes, but the harsh light and extreme heat kept most photography to early mornings or indoor studios.

She drained the last of her coffee and tossed the cup to the wastebasket in the corner, making a perfect shot. “German catalogue shoot,” she said. “Some kind of Christmas in the sun deal. They had this dwarf dressed up as an elf. He kept trying to look up my skirt, the little pervert.”

“Don’t say dwarf,” I said. “Say height-challenged. And don’t say pervert. Say sexually-adventurous-over-21 individual.”

“Can you say politically correct, paper-pushing pinhead?”

The door to Nick’s office across the hall popped open, as if on cue, and he emerged. He worked out three times a week at Idol’s Gym on Lincoln Road, and sometimes I arranged my schedule to pass the plate glass windows and catch a glimpse of him working his abs. It’s the small pleasures in life that keep us going. 

Nick’s hair was mussed, and his tie was askew, clear signs of distress, as he stood in the doorway of my office. “The photo shoot with Rupert Everett is hopelessly fucked,” he said. “You know that house we booked on Star Island—the one with the rooftop terrace overlooking the port?” 

I nodded.

“Confiscated by the DEA. They were using the docks out back to drop off Haitian immigrants.”

“Why does the DEA care about Haitian immigrants?” I asked. “Shouldn’t that be ICE?”

“They were each carrying a couple of pounds of cocaine in condoms inside their bowels,” he said. “It’s the new way you pay for getting smuggled in. Needless to say, we’re not going to be able to do the shoot tomorrow on the roof.”

“Let me make a call,” I said. “I think I can find us another garden.”

“Make it so.” Nick retreated back into his office.

“He watches way too much Star Trek,” Stella said. “But he does have a nice butt.”

“Forget it,” I said. “Until you grow a penis.” I sighed. “He does like models, though, doesn’t he?”

Both of us looked at the huge photographic print of Nick and Paavo, which graced the reception area outside my office. Paavo, or “The Fabulous Finn” as he was known in modeling circles, was one of the highest paid male models ever in the industry. He and Nick had been a power couple for years, since Nick was a big Wall Street executive making his fortune and living in Manhattan. Then Nick had given it all up to start a new website devoted to every aspect of gay life, called GayLife.com. Rumor had it that he and Paavo had poured millions of their own money into starting it up.

“I have a hunch I know the rooftop garden you’re going for,” Stella said.

I lived in a small apartment building a few blocks from our office, owned by a gay couple who had kept the top two floors of the building for themselves. One of the owners, Armando, was an architect, and he had designed a fabulous rooftop tropical fantasy where the tenants were occasionally invited to parties.

I reached him at his office, and he agreed to the photo shoot, provided that I could convince Rupert Everett to stay for dinner. “Only if you invite me, too,” I said.

“You make the deal, you can even pick the menu,” Armando said.

“I’ll leave that to you and Spencer.” The next call was to Rupert Everett’s manager’s office in LA; he had to get back to Rupert, who was staying at Madonna’s mansion in Coconut Grove, and then call me back.

I sat back in my chair across from Stella, and we both looked out the window toward the ocean. GayLife.com’s office was on the top floor of what passed for a high rise on the beach—that is, anything with more than six stories—and so we had a long view down Meridian Avenue. Several blocks of Art Deco hotels and apartment buildings painted a riot of pastels stretching between our office and the deep blue of the ocean. It was a hot, sunny day. I was tired of the endless procession of steamy days; instead, I was longing for a single crisp autumn breeze, but I knew it wouldn’t return until at least November.

“You really think I need to date somebody different?” I asked.

“Does the Pope shit in the woods?”

I picked up the phone and handed it to Stella. “I don’t know,” I said. “Call the Vatican and ask.”

​​​
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3: Totally in Love
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The next night, Stella and I went to dinner at Nemo’s, at the lower end of Collins Avenue. As we walked south, a huge cruise ship appeared in Government Cut, gliding past like a moving city. It was taller than any of the Art Deco buildings by far, a huge, dark mass with glowing windows. We picked our way over the broken sidewalk, skirting a couple of guys who were hanging out in front of the Cuban grocery. They held bottles in bags. The evening was warm and muggy, but above the halo of streetlights we could see a few dim stars.

“You’ve been at the website for three weeks now,” Stella said. “Tell me how it’s going. Do you still like it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, sometimes I feel like the straight man in a Marx Brothers comedy. There’s all this chaos going on around me, and I’m trying to hold it all together. You know Patience? She’s the receptionist. She’s sweet but getting her to multi-task is like expecting Bob Marley to pick up the beat. And Ugo, the programmer? He speaks so much Spanglish I feel like I’m working in Mexico City instead of Miami Beach.”

I jumped over a pile of palm fronds on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. “The worst is this psychologist, Dr. Bob Fleischer, who’s writing relationship stuff for the site. He’s a twitching mass of nerves.”

We walked in the door of Nemo, and I saw the hostess taking names on a long list. Before I could give her mine, though, the maître d’ saw Stella and stepped forward, air kissing her on both cheeks. He led us through the crowded restaurant to a table out in the garden, where fairy lights garlanded the palm trees and the low hum of conversation was an underlay to the clatter of dishes.

Stella gave him a fabulous smile as he held her chair out for her, and we sat down. “Go on,” she said to me. “This neurotic psychologist?”

I knew Stella didn’t have to look at the menu. She was going to have a salad. She always ate salads. It was the downside of being a gorgeous model. She never got to eat. In her fantasy life she was a suburban housewife, lounging around, gobbling chocolates, and watching Oprah and Judge Judy. Or so she said.

I decided on the Chilean sea bass and tried to remember where I was in my story. “So Dr. Bob comes in this afternoon, and he’s had this terrible week of telling people to get out of abusive relationships and preventing his clinically depressed patients from committing suicide, and he’s wiped out, and he can’t face sitting down at the computer and thinking up relationship advice.”

“I don’t know that I could either.”

“Yes, but you didn’t sign an agreement promising to do it, did you? Dr. Bob did. So I have to sit there with him and listen to his pathetic whining...”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t go into one of the helping professions, Brian,” Stella said. “I can hear you now. ‘So, you have cancer. Get over it! You broke your leg and now you want therapy? What do you want me to do about it?’”

“I’ll have you know, I was in a children’s theater group in college, and we went around to hospitals and schools and performed Aesop’s Fables for the kids. I can do that kind and sympathetic shit as well as anyone.”

“How long were you in this group?”

“One semester. Then I got a part in a production of Guys and Dolls and I had to drop out.” 

“Which were you? A guy or a doll?”

“Very funny.”

The waiter came over and took our order, paying much more attention, as usual on South Beach, to me than to Stella. Though she was the fashion model, she had the undeniable burden of being both female and straight. That made her uninteresting to most of the waiters in town. It was up to me to carry the load, smiling and making eye contact, to ensure we got what we ordered, and that it arrived before we were both eligible for Medicare.

“Poor you,” Stella said after the waiter had flitted back to the kitchen, where I was sure he spent most of his time bitching on the phone about how hard it was to get a SAG card. “You’re counseling this psychologist.”

“That’s it. He’s in my office for fifty minutes and I keep saying, ‘but how do you feel about that?’ It’s like a scene from a Woody Allen movie. And the worst part of it is, we’re paying him!”

Stella nibbled on a breadstick. “But you’re getting paid, too, sweetie.” 

“But what about my psychic angst, Stella? Who pays me for that?”

Stella waved the breadstick in the direction of the waiter, who was leaning against one of the twirled arches that guarded the entrance back into the restaurant. “I think our waiter would be more than happy to help you deal with some of that angst.”

I guess I must have blushed because Stella laughed and asked, “Are you having any fun?”

“I guess so. As Dr. Bob was leaving, Patience turned the radio up for ‘Baby, I Need Your Loving’ by The Four Tops, and you know me, I can’t help dancing when a great song comes on.”

“I think one of the classic moments of In and Out was when Kevin Kline was listening to that masculinity tape, and they played a song and he started dancing and the tape was going, ‘straight men don’t dance’ and you could see it on his face.” She looked at me. “So you danced in the office?”

“With Dr. Bob. I figured maybe it would cheer him up. And Patience started laughing, and Leslie came out of her office and pulled Patience away from the reception desk and they started dancing, too. Then Nick and Ugo came out to see what was going on, and we were all dancing there, and everybody sang along to the chorus. We started doing these hand motions, and everybody lined up...” 

I started to demonstrate, but Stella grabbed my arm. I sighed. “I wanted to dance with Nick instead of goofy Dr. Bob, but Patience and Leslie were in the way, so I couldn’t get over there.”

Stella shook her head. “And you think you’re the straight man in this movie?”

We continued to chat as the food arrived. Stella told me about a catalogue shoot in San Juan, and the insight she’d gotten into soybean futures while traveling through the Puerto Rican countryside. It was a fascinating discussion, really, but somehow my attention wandered. I was staring toward the front door when I said, “Oh, my God, it’s them!”

“Who?”

I leaned forward. “Nick and Paavo. They’re coming this way.” She turned her head toward the entrance, but I said, “Don’t look. Keep talking.”

“Brian, don’t get goofy on me.”

“It’s weird, is all. I mean, he’s my boss and we barely know each other, but you know Paavo and...”

The maître d’ was leading Nick and Paavo toward a table at the far end of the garden, the most private area, and suddenly they loomed up over us. “Hey, guys, how’s it going?” Nick asked. “Stella, you look gorgeous as usual.”

Stella and I stood up. Stella and Nick air-kissed, and Paavo gave me a big hug. I was surprised, but I have made it a policy never to refuse physical affection from hunky guys. “Nick says you are big help. Already office is much better.”

“Thanks,” I said. Paavo hugged Stella, and Nick and I were left facing each other. I stuck out my hand, and we shook.

Nick nodded toward the maître d’, who hovered a few feet away. “I guess we’d better get going. How was dinner?”

“Great,” I said, too quickly. “I had the sea bass and it was terrific.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He smiled at Stella. “Take care of him. He’s a valuable asset.”

“In a corporate kind of way,” Stella said. Nick raised his eyebrows at her and smiled, and then he followed Paavo and the maître d’. We sat down again, and the waiter brought us our low-fat decaf cappuccino. She must have seen me mooning after Nick, because she said, “You have to promise me something, Brian.”

“What’s that?” I asked, taking a sip. The coffee was still too hot, and it scalded the tip of my tongue.

“Don’t go falling for Nick Petrangelis. I mean, I didn’t get you this job so you could break your heart.”

I held my hands up in front of me. “I’m not falling for him. What makes you think that?”

“Your left eye twitches every time you say his name.” She leaned forward. “I’m serious, Brian. First of all, he’s taken. Paavo’s a great guy, and they’re totally in love. I mean, you just have to see them together to know it.” She sighed. “Someday I want somebody to look at me the way Nick looks at Paavo, with those puppy dog eyes; it’s like his heart is pouring out of him.”

I could see that. Whenever Nick turned those puppy dog eyes on me, I was willing to do anything he asked, whether it was clear a paper jam on his printer, fetch him a medianoche sandwich from the Cuban café around the corner, or charm our troll banker into extending a credit line.

Stella leaned toward me. “Nick Petrangelis is vain, pompous, arrogant, and egotistical. You have no idea the things he does to Paavo, I mean, there are times when the man is almost in tears and it’s all he can do to get himself together for the next shot.”

“The poor guy,” I said. “So gorgeous and talented and famous, and he has a rich, handsome, charming boyfriend who treats him mean sometimes.” I made my mouth into an exaggerated frown. “Let’s have a pity party for Paavo.”

“This is not a pretty side of you, Brian.”

“Come on, Stella, lighten up. The guy is cute, all right? Maybe I’ve got a little crush. Maybe it’s just lust. You have to admit, he’s a great big gorgeous hunk of man.”

The waiter was at the next table, and he turned his head at that remark. Seeing I wasn’t pointing at anyone specific, however, he turned away again.

“Yes, he looks good,” she said. “But you have to figure in his personality, too. Do you know he made a fortune on Wall Street?” I nodded. “You don’t make money up there by being Mr. Nice Guy.”

“OK, you’ve made your point. Now can we change the subject? Let’s talk about you. Who do you have a hopeless crush on?”

Stella motioned to the waiter that she wanted more water. After he left, she said, “I can’t believe I have to go to LA on Monday. You know how I hate California.”

“She loathes California, it’s cold and it’s damp, that’s why the lady is a tramp,” I sang. “Good segue, Stella. You almost got me to miss the fact that you didn’t answer my question.”

She tried to look innocent, but I said, “Don’t come the raw prawn with me, Sheila,” which is an expression I picked up in some Australian movie. “Because you’re hiding the fact that there must be someone. Is there?”

She shrugged. “The photographer on this shoot is as sexy as they come. But you know I’ve sworn off photographers.”

“You’ve never known a photographer who wasn’t a cheat or a sleaze.”

“Franklin’s different, though, I know it,” she said. “He was so sweet when we worked on the Armani shoot two months ago. When my booker told me he was shooting this layout for Elle in LA, I said I’d do it.”

“Even though you hate California.”

“Even though.” She looked at me. “You think I’m a total goofball, don’t you?”

“I’m not one to talk in the area of hopeless crushes.” I reached out and took her hand. “Just don’t let him break your heart, OK, sweetie? I’ve got a job now, I don’t have time at the moment to help you pick up the pieces.”

She frowned at me. “You are not the most supportive friend a girl could have.”

“But I make you laugh, don’t I?” The waiter brought the check, and I reached out and took it from him. Our fingertips touched, and he gave me a shy smile. I said, “Thank you,” and our eyes met. I smiled and looked down toward my plate. What I saw, though, was his crotch, right at eye level, and I could tell he was interested.

He left, and Stella said, “How much is it?”

“This is my treat, because I got a paycheck yesterday.” I put my credit card in the little black leatherette folder, sticking out the side. “I’m going to miss you next week. What am I going to do with you in LA fooling around with Franklin?”

“I’m not going to be fooling around with Franklin. At least probably not. You should go out, Brian. Maybe get one of the guys in your building to go out to a club with you.” I protested but she held up her hand. “You’ve been saying you can’t date anyone because you were unemployed, and you didn’t want to date anyone who would date an unemployed guy. Weird logic, but it’s yours. Now you’re employed, so you’re free to date again.”

“Free to date again,” I said. “Maybe I can have that put on a T-shirt.” The waiter took my credit card.

He was back moments later. “The yellow copy is yours,” he said. “I hope you’ll keep it and look at it.” His eyes met mine again, and then he was gone.

“What was that all about?” Stella asked as we stood up. 

As I folded the credit card receipt, I saw the back and showed it to Stella. On it the waiter had written, “I get off at midnight. I love your eyes. Beep me! Marco,” and he’d put a phone number underneath it.

“There you go,” Stella said. “While I’m in LA doing the photo shoot, you can stay here and do Marco.”

“Come on,” I said, pushing her out toward the street. But I put Marco’s beeper number in my wallet. Maybe not for midnight, but you never know.

​​​
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4: Planets Around A Fun Star
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On Monday I figured it was time to tell my parents about the job at GayLife.com. The last thing I’d told them was that I was temping in various offices around the Beach, and I wanted to make sure my gig as Nick’s assistant wasn’t a fluke before I got their hopes up that I was joining the real world at last.

Not that South Beach, or GayLife.com, was a vital part of the real world. It wasn’t like being a lawyer, as my parents wanted, or a dentist, like my brother Gary. I had entered Bard in pre-law, but by the end of my first month I had found that I hated all three of its components—political science, history, and economics. That first semester I was plunged into a deep depression, and my parents considered having me come home and transfer to community college. But after Thanksgiving I got that part in Guys and Dolls and met all these wild and wacky theater types—and decided to change my major.

My parents held onto their hopes, though. They were good suburban Jews who believed in education and careers, and they convinced themselves that majoring in theater would be a solid background for practicing criminal law. I might have had something to do with that.

When I took a year off after college to bum around the off-off Broadway theater scene, they were patient. I took the LSATs to please them, and I got decent scores. But I couldn’t face the prospect of three more years in school. When my year off stretched into two, then three, then four, they started to worry. “It gets harder and harder to go back, the longer you take off,” my brother said.

“We want to be able to help you with tuition,” my mother said. “But if you wait too long we’ll be retired.”

“You’ve got to get your life going, Brian,” my father said. “What, are you going to hang around like some stage door Johnny forever? You need a real job; you need to be able to pay your bills, save up for retirement.”

By the time I moved to Miami Beach, they had all given up. I had never held a steady job, jumping from theater to theater and production to production. Now that my thirtieth birthday had passed me by, I had started worrying that what they’d promised might come true. I didn’t have a real profession, not in law or dentistry or medicine, and I didn’t have an impressive work record either. I’d thought there was potential in my previous job with the city of Miami Beach, but it hadn’t lasted long enough to establish me as a government bureaucrat.

Now I had GayLife.com. It was a real business, and I could see that I was an important part of the process. I was ready to tell my mother about it. “Brian, sweetheart!” she exclaimed when I called. “You know I always said we had ESP together. I was going to call you tonight.”

“Really? What’s up?”

“We have some big news. Your father is retiring from the plant.” My father was an electrical engineer, and for as long as I could remember, he worked for a small power company in Duchess County, a few miles north of where I grew up.

“Wow. Retiring. When did that come up?”

“The company is getting bought out by Con Edison, and they’re giving very nice retirement packages to cut back the staff. So he took one. Next Friday they’re having a lovely party for him. We were hoping you could come up.”

“Gee, I wish I could. But, see, the reason I was calling you is to tell you about my new job.”

I went on to describe GayLife.com. My parents have been pretty cool about me being gay. The first play I worked on in the city was a comedy with a lot of male frontal nudity and men kissing, a gay take on Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple. I debated for about ten seconds over whether to invite them to the premiere. I figured it was a sign from God that I ought to tell them and get it over with. It turned out to be no big surprise to them, though in hindsight I can say the play sucked. At least they pretended to enjoy it.

“Well, it sounds nice,” my mother said dubiously. “But are you sure it’s solid? A place you can stay for a while?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever work someplace twenty-two years, Mother.”

“Your father was with the plant twenty-three years. I’m not saying that. It’s just that we want you to be settled, to be able to support yourself and so on.”

It was the same song I’d been hearing from my parents for years. Only lately, I had started to believe it myself. I didn’t want to be forty years old and still relying on them. I didn’t want to consider the possibility that if GayLife.com didn’t take off, I’d be no closer to self-sufficiency. “Look, I’ve got to get back to work,” I said. “Tell Dad congratulations from me, and I’m sorry I have to miss the party. I guess Gary’s going, isn’t he?”

“Of course. He canceled all his patients for that day, and Lisa’s taking the day off, too, and they’re pulling the kids out of school. Everyone will ask for you.”

I love my brother and his family, but I was glad I didn’t have to be there at the party with them, to be the loser little brother once more. “There’s one more thing before you go,” my mother said. “The Birnbaums have a lovely condo in Florida, and they’re helping us find a unit in their complex for a while this winter.”

I felt a rusty taste in my mouth. “Where in Florida?”

“Oh, not near you at all. It’s not like we’re coming to check up on you. We’ll hardly see you. It’s in Boca Raton. That must be, what, two or three hours away?”

It was more like an hour. “I’ll have to see,” I said. We hung up. Great. My parents were coming to Florida. Now that they’d both be retired, they could drop in on me all the time.

I didn’t have long to mope. Patience, our secretary-receptionist, came and knocked on my open door. She was a middle-aged Jamaican woman who liked to mother everyone. Her coffee mug said, “Have a sweet day,” her pencil cup was imprinted with, “You’re the best!” and the blotter on her desk read, “Make every day worthwhile.” She baked us chocolate toffee bars, blondies, and chocolate chip cookies, and she had a big Snoopy on the file cabinet behind her that dispensed M&Ms when you shook its paw.

“Nick wants everyone in his office for a staff meeting,” she said.

“There’s a first,” I said as I stood up to join her. “Maybe he’ll tell us what we’re doing here.”

Patience and I followed Ugo the programmer and Leslie the art director. Leslie’s T-shirt of the day read I'm already visualizing the duct tape over your mouth. I couldn’t help noticing, from my vantage point, the attractive fit of Ugo’s silk pants, which clung to his butt like a sure-fit condom. Jeff Krueger, our sales guy, came into the room last. He was a blond Californian surfer dude with a braying laugh and a mysterious Colombian boyfriend everyone assumed was a drug dealer. He sprinkled his conversations with outdated expressions like “awesome,” “tubular,” and “rad,” and he had a butt the size of San Diego.

Despite my opinions on the rest of the staff, most of my admiration was reserved for Nick Petrangelis. He looked especially handsome in a bright green polo shirt that complemented his eyes. His nipples poked against the fabric and kept distracting me, as I imagined playing with them.

He began with a long, windy speech that was intended to remind us of the great sacrifices he was making, and how important his image was to the success of the site. There were way too many analogies and references to Star Trek and other sci-fi programs, but given the contents of his office, I’d come to accept that. “People have to see me and Paavo as a power couple,” he said. “They have to want to be like us. That’s what we’re selling, after all, the sizzle. The image of being a modern, successful gay couple.”

“Yes, Nicky, we understand, you’re both fabulous,” Leslie said, sitting back in her chair and fashioning a group of paper clips into an obscene sculpture. “Is there a point to all this?”

“The point is that it takes money to make an image like that work,” Nick said. “Paavo and I have both pumped a pile of cash into this operation. But it looks like it’s going to take a lot more than we have.” His shoulders slumped and he turned away from us to look out the window.

Leslie let her little sculpture collapse in a heap of mangled wire on the table. Ugo looked like a dog that hadn’t been fed in a while, and I was willing to bet Jeff was already revising his resume in his mind. Only Patience sat placidly next to Nick, one ear cocked in case she heard the phone ringing. Around us, even the science-fiction action figures looked depressed, like little molded hunks of plastic that kids played with for a few hours and then threw away. I noticed that Nick’s Battlestar Galactica poster had a tear, and his Darth Vader had a broken hand, impeding his ability to use a light saber.
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In the vibrant world of late 1990s South Beach, Brian Cohen
lands a job at GayLife.com, a new website dedicated to serv-
ing the gay community. As Brian navigates the challenges of
his new role and the excitement of the dot-com era, he finds
himself irresistibly drawn to his charismatic boss, Nick Pe-
trangelis.

Despite Nick's seemingly perfect relationship with super-
model Paavo, the chemistry between Nick and Brian is unde-
niable. As they work together to make GayLife.com a suc-
cess, their friendship deepens, and the slow burn of attrac-
tion grows stronger.

But the path to love is never easy. Brian must confront his
own feelings while watching Nick maintain a public facade
with Paavo. Temptation arises in the form of old flames and
new prospects, threatening to pull them apart. And when a
scandal rocks the company, it could destroy not only their
budding romance but everything they've worked for.

Set against the backdrop of a rapidly changing world, Gay-
Life.com is a story of friendship, self-discovery, and the
courage to embrace love in the face of adversity. Author
Neil Plakcy weaves a compelling tale filled with humor,
heart, and the colorful characters of South Beach's gay
scene. Perfect for fans of office romances and slow-burn
love stories, GayLife.com is a reminder that sometimes the
freatest risk is not taking one at all.

In South Beach, love is only a click away.

d

life.com

"An entertaining and sexy
read with a difference."
—Rain on the Roof
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