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1 – Screwed the Pooch
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The last time I saw Darren Carter, we had just finished a marathon fuck session to celebrate our college graduation. We’d been boyfriends for most of senior year, after meeting at a GLBT dance party, but we had both been avoiding the conversation about what would happen after commencement. I had already accepted a job on Wall Street, but I hadn’t told Darren I’d be moving to New York.

I knew that he’d been interviewing for jobs and internships in his field, East Asia Studies, but he hadn’t shared any results with me.

* * *
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“I’M LEAVING FOR JAPAN tomorrow,” he said, as I pulled out of his ass.

“That’s what you were thinking about while we were fucking?” I asked. I peeled the condom off my dick and tossed it toward the trash can beside the bed. I missed, but I was too irritated to care. “The whole time we’re doing it you’re thinking about leaving me?”

“I wanted to tell you,” he protested, as I stood up. He looked so sexy there, his skinny, hairless body covered with a sheen of sweat, a flop of brown hair over his forehead. “I could never figure out the right time.”

“And this is the right time? While I’ve got your jizz all over my chest?”

Darren had come on me while I was making my final thrusts up his ass, and I could already feel a cold, clammy mess congealing among my chest hairs.

“Don’t be such a drama queen,” Darren said.

“Me!” I heard myself screech and made a conscious effort to dial it back. I was the stud, after all. The butch one nobody suspected was gay. I worked out and tended bar in the evenings. Darren was the queen who made a big deal out of everything.

“You’re moving to New York anyway,” Darren said. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

“Have you been reading my e-mails?”

“When you accessed your mail on my laptop the other day, you never logged out of your Gmail account. It popped up without my doing anything.”

I pulled on my shorts and T-shirt without bothering to clean myself up. “So this is it? Thanks for the fuck; see you around?”

“You’re the one who’s always saying you don’t want to get wrapped up in some heteronormative relationship,” Darren said, sitting up against the pillows. “That we’re just having fun together. What, did you think I was going to come to New York with you? We’d get an apartment in Brooklyn together? That I’d be your little woman, make you dinner every night?”

His words stung because I had been thinking that. Yeah, I didn’t want to get wrapped up in anything too serious with Darren, wanted a chance to sow some wild oats and all that crap. God knew I’d fucked a lot of guys before him and figured there would be a lot more after him. But I always thought I’d be the one to end things, not Darren.

I stuck my feet into my deck shoes. “Have a good life,” I said and I walked out the door.

* * * *
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I ADMIT, I’D STALKED him once or twice on social media over the last five years. Saw that he’d loved his postgrad year in Japan, how he’d moved to Portland for a job at a museum of Asian history. I’d gotten busy with my start-up and had no time for anything that wasn’t work related or didn’t lead to a quick fuck.

So I was stunned to see him in the reception area of Phil Sweet’s office. Sweet was a venture capitalist I’d been courting for months, trying to get him to invest in my business. He’d asked me here for a face-to-face that I was sure was going to lead to a much-needed cash infusion.

A year before, I’d cashed out all my retirement savings and moved to Miami to start Cockteals, a business selling tea-based cocktail mixers to bars and restaurants. I wanted to start selling to the public too, but for that I needed cash to ramp up production and make distribution and advertising deals. I’d met Sweet at a venture hive event and intrigued him enough that we’d come this far together.

Seeing Darren in Sweet’s lobby threw me for a loop. “Darren. What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

He looked good. In the five years since graduation, he’d filled out a bit. His normally pale skin was tan, and I liked the way he’d cut his hair—very short on the sides, high and puffy on the top.

I noticed a tattoo on his right wrist—a tea cup. And then it clicked. “You have a tea business too?” I asked.

“What do you mean, too?”

Sweet’s secretary opened the door behind the receptionist. “Mr. Sweet will see you both now.”

Darren stood, and we followed the secretary to a conference room overlooking Lincoln Road, the pedestrian thoroughfare in the heart of Miami Beach. I’d spent a lot of time on that street over the past six months, talking to every restaurant and bar manager who’d meet with me. I was proud of the connections I’d made. I hoped Sweet was too.

Phil Sweet had been born under a lucky star. He’d majored in physics in college, and moved to Silicon Valley as the tech boom was beginning. He’d founded an Internet startup, which had eventually been acquired by one of the big players in online marketing. At that point, he’d cashed out and become a venture capitalist.

He was a tall, rangy guy with a perpetual tan that came from spending a lot of time on his hundred-foot yacht. He’d invested in a Miami company that taught coding to inner-city kids, and fallen in love with the weather and a gorgeous Cuban woman, so he’d relocated his business to Lincoln Road a year before.

He shook my hand and Darren’s. “Darren Carter, meet Eddie Gonzalez,” Sweet said.

“We’ve met,” Darren said. “We went to college together.”

“Oh yeah,” Sweet said. “I knew that. But yours was a big class, wasn’t it?”

“Two thousand. But Darren and I had some interests in common.” I was feeling generous, so I added, “Darren’s the one who introduced me to tea in the first place.”

“Great. So you know about each other’s businesses?”

“Nothing at all. We haven’t been in touch since graduation,” I said.

“Let’s get reacquainted. Darren, you want to give your elevator pitch?”

I saw Darren gulp. He was an effusive guy, or at least he had been when I’d known him, but he was never comfortable giving presentations.

“Tea is one of the oldest beverages known to man, and one of the most versatile,” he said. “But Americans have been slow to realize that. My company, DiversiTea, provides custom blends for upscale restaurants that complement the entrées and the desserts, as well as training wait staff on what to recommend.”

Interesting. Darren and I were in the same market, though coming at it from different angles.

“Eddie?” Sweet asked.

“Like Darren, my company, Cockteals, aims at the higher-end restaurant market with custom tea blends used as the basis for high-end cocktails. I want to take my product line and introduce it to the consumer market.”

“I want to do that too,” Darren added.

“And that’s why you’re both here,” Sweet said. “I’ll be honest with you. There isn’t room in my portfolio for two companies based in the same product. I love both your ideas and your enthusiasm, but I can’t invest in both of you. And honestly, on your own, neither of you is strong enough. But if you work together—”

“No,” Darren said.

“Absolutely not,” I said, before I had the chance to think it through. There was no way I was going to be able to work with Darren.

Sweet shrugged. “Then our time here is done. I wish you both good luck.”

And that was it. All that time struggling to make a connection with him, and Darren Carter had screwed the pooch in less than a minute.
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2 – Over My Head
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Eddie Fucking Gonzalez. Who’d have thought that he’d show up in Miami? Why wasn’t he still some up-and-coming shark on Wall Street? And what the fuck was he doing with a tea business?

“We should talk,” he said, as we walked out of Phil Sweet’s office.

“About what? About how you just destroyed the last five years of my life?”

“Hey, you’re the one who said no first,” Eddie said.

I swallowed hard. He was right. I’d had a knee-jerk reaction to seeing him again. To how hot he still looked, his biceps bulging out of his short-sleeved shirt, the silky coating of dark hair on his arms, the faint hint of a five-o’clock shadow that reminded me how much I loved it when he rubbed his chin against my dick.

“I’ll buy you a drink,” Eddie said. “The Holding Company is one of my clients and they use my mixers in their Tea-Tinis.”

“Holy shit. That’s your business?” I asked as we walked outside. It was January and the digital readout on the clock tower said the temperature was seventy-two degrees. That reminded me of one more reason why I’d left the cold and damp of Portland to move to Florida. That, and following Phil Sweet like an eager puppy waiting for a handout.

Eddie nodded. “You’ve had one?”

“I love those,” I admitted. “Have you eaten at the Holding Company?”

“Yeah, I had dinner there a week ago.” It was like a light bulb went on over Eddie’s head. “Holy shit. I had a green hibiscus tea with dessert that was awesome. Was that your mix?”

I nodded. “I guess we do have something to talk about.”

I was supposed to meet my boyfriend for dinner, but I texted him that some complications had come up with the deal, and I had to meet with someone to work things out. I said I’d explain later, though I wasn’t sure I’d cough up that Eddie and I had been lovers in college. Parker was a good guy, and he wouldn’t care, but I wasn’t ready to get into any drama until I knew what was going to happen with the business deal.

Eddie and I stepped out onto Lincoln Road, past a beauty store specializing in mascara, concealer, and beehive wigs for drag queens. Next door was a restaurant run by Argentine immigrants featuring kosher vegan cuisine for the Orthodox Jewish women pushing strollers and trailed by little boys with curls hanging in front of their ears.

“Tell me about your business,” I said to Eddie as we walked to the Holding Company.

“It all comes back to you,” Eddie said, surprising me. “You and the tea.”

When I was in high school, I did a class project on the Japanese tea ceremony, and that spurred my interest in different kinds of tea. By the time I met Eddie senior year, I had a shelf full of varieties of tea, a couple of types of infusers, and a big glass teapot. I used to experiment, mixing green, white, or black tea with different herbs and spices, and I remembered how excited I was to share my latest creation with Eddie, usually after a round of hot sex.

“Yeah, blame it on me,” I said lightly.

“I do. When I got to New York, I missed all the tea you used to make, so I went looking for it. One night I was fooling around, and I poured some bourbon into a cup of Earl Grey. It was like this door opened, you know?”

“I know,” I said.

The restaurants along Lincoln Road had overtaken the center median, the only distinction between them the color of the big café umbrellas and the shape of the tables. Maroon umbrellas shaded square wooden tables; dark green protected round tables with white cloths, yellow over long communal wooden tables and hard chairs that kept patrons from lingering too long.

The traffic enforcement cops rode modified stand-up scooters. The cross streets were filled with lumbering tour buses and handicap-access vans, low-slung convertibles and tiny European imports.

“I got obsessed, figuring out how to mix different kinds of tea with rum or bourbon or vodka or tequila,” Eddie said. “My fridge filled up with containers of simple syrup in all different tea flavors. When I went out drinking with guys from work, I’d carry a thermos with me with one of the syrups. I’d order a shot of something and make my own drink.”

“This is while you were working on Wall Street?”

“Yeah, I was a financial analyst. Learned a shitload about what makes a company tick. Earned a lot of money, which I socked away.”

We approached the restaurant, and both of us reached to hold the door open for the other. Oh yeah, I remembered. That had been our dynamic in college—both of us wrestling to be the alpha male in the relationship. Because I liked to bottom for Eddie, he thought that meant he was in charge of everything—which pissed me off royally.

Fortunately, there were two doors to the Holding Company, and we each went in one of them. The walls were decorated with business memorabilia from the past—stock certificates from companies that had crashed at the end of the Jazz Age, fedoras that might have been worn by characters on Mad Men, tickertape machines that had once spit out the fortunes of a country.

Eddie and I both knew the hostess, a voluptuous Latina named Veronica, and she hugged us both. Me first, which satisfied me in a perverse way.

She led us to a table, and we settled down. I decided to be the bigger man and ask Eddie which of his cocktails he’d recommend.

“You still like salty things?” Eddie asked. “I remember for a while you were living on those soft pretzels from the vendor on Walnut Street.”

I was surprised that Eddie remembered. Sometimes on his way over to my apartment from class he’d stop and buy me a pretzel with mustard, and I devoured that salty goodness and let him have his way with me.

“Sure,” I said, swallowing hard.

“Try the chamomile tequila sour.” I recognized that devilish grin. “I want to see you lick the salt off the rim of the glass.”

My dick began to stiffen at the innuendo, but I tried to ignore it. “And what are you going to have?”

“I prefer my drinks and my men sweet,” he said, and that grin reached up to his eyes. “I’ll have a bourbon half and half.”

We ordered our drinks. “So,” I said. “You were working on Wall Street, mixing up your own tea cocktails.”

He nodded. “One day a bartender buddy of mine asked me what the hell I was doing, and I showed him. He loved the drink I made, told his boss, and that started my business. My buddy didn’t want to mess with brewing the tea and making the syrup himself, so every week I’d make up a half-dozen different batches, bottle them up, and drop them off.”

“You did all that yourself?”

Eddie nodded. “For the first few months. I bought cartons of bottles online, had a gal I worked with design a logo for me and print me labels. It was a shitload of work.”

“I know exactly what you’re talking about.”

The server delivered our cocktails, and I lifted mine to my lips. I smelled the distinctive aroma of chamomile, and loved the way the herb interacted with the tequila. “This is awesome,” I said. Then, because I couldn’t help myself, I licked some of the salt off the rim and was rewarded by seeing a flash of hunger in Eddie’s eyes.

He put down his drink and cleared his throat. “Eventually I found this company in Brooklyn that would do the brewing and bottling for me. My buddy moved to a different bar, a chain, and he introduced me there. Pretty soon I had to hire a guy to pick up the bottles of syrup and deliver them to the bars. And thus was born a business.”

He sat back in his chair, and I knew from long experience that he was using that opportunity to adjust himself in his pants. So Eddie still had a thing for me. Hmm.

“What’s your story?” he asked.

“Spent the year after college in Japan. Interned for a while with a tea company that specialized in growing green tea and grinding it for matcha the way they’ve been doing for centuries. Came back to the States and got a low-level job at a museum in Portland. Hated it, and when the matcha company decided to expand to the States, I jumped on as a sales rep for the northwest region. I hit the ground as people started discovering how cool matcha is, all the health benefits, the way you can use it in recipes.”

The server returned, and we ordered another round of drinks and the antipasto plate to nibble on while we talked and drank.

“I’d travel around selling tea to specialty stores, and I’d eat in these great restaurants, and after the meal I’d ask about tea and they’d often bring out one of those wooden boxes, like it was a special thing, but inside would be the same old bags of Earl Grey, Orange Pekoe. And nobody knew which tea to recommend to go with whatever you were having for dessert, or to follow up on your meal.”

Eddie nodded. “I’ve seen the same thing.”

The platter arrived laden with roasted tomatoes, tiny bites of salami, and wedges of focaccia. As I expected, Eddie jumped on the marinated artichoke hearts. I was happy to let him have them as long as I could eat the prosciutto and melon. “Like old times,” I said, remembering the platters we’d shared at an Italian place a couple of blocks off campus.

“With higher-end ingredients.”

“And higher prices.”

“So you decided to do something about the lack of tea knowledge in restaurants,” Eddie said.

“I did. At first I was trying to sell Mizumi’s tea to some of these places, teaching how to brew it, what to recommend it with. I remembered there was a whole world of tea flavor out there, and I started coming up with custom mixes of tea leaves and herbs and spices. Like you, I began by doing the packaging myself but very quickly I got in over my head.”

Eddie looked at me and that old familiar gleam was in his eyes, the one that in the past had always led us into bed. Was I getting in over my head once again?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3 – Smell
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Hanging out with Darren was so awesome that it washed away any bad feelings I’d harbored about our breakup. We talked for hours that evening, through cocktails, the antipasto platter, entrées and dessert, accompanied by Darren’s custom-mixed tea. I was impressed at how well the server was able to explain the differences to us. Darren had trained him and his colleagues well.

The alarm on my watch beeped, and I remembered I’d made a plan to hook up with a guy I’d met online.

Fortunately, we’d arranged to meet at a gay bar on Lincoln Road, a few blocks from Sweet’s office. I figured we’d share a drink, swap some spit, and head to my apartment for a fuck session. But first I had to say good-bye to Darren.

I motioned to the server for the check, and we each handed him a credit card with instructions to split the bill.

“This has been great, catching up on old times,” I said. “But we should plan a regular business meeting soon, see if there is synergy between our two operations and if we can work together the way Phil Sweet wants.”

“You think we can? Work together, I mean?”

“Why not? Our products are complementary. I’m before dinner, you’re after dinner. We obviously cater to the same kind of restaurant clients, and if I get the cash from Sweet to expand to the consumer market, I can pull you along with me.”

“I’ve already got plans for that,” Darren said.

“All the more reason why we should work together.”

He frowned.

“What?” I asked. “What’s the problem? You think we’ll end up in the sack together again? Tell me you don’t want that anyway.”

“Fuck you and your ego, Eddie,” Darren said. “I have a boyfriend. I want to focus on my business. No distractions. And how do I know I can trust you?”

“Jesus. You trusted me to bareback with you a couple of times, didn’t you? You can’t get more trust than that.”

The server chose that moment to return with our cards and receipts, and I felt my face redden. When he was gone, Darren said, “That attitude is exactly why I can’t work with you. You want to do everything your way. This is my business, Eddie. Mine. You’re not going to take it away from me.”

He scrawled a signature on the receipt, then pushed his chair back with a loud scrape and stood up. “This is clearly not going to work. Good luck with your business.”

He stalked out of the restaurant, and even though I was boiling mad at him I couldn’t help noticing the way his black slacks hugged his bubble butt—the butt I’d enjoyed plowing so much, back in the day.

I was still pissed off as I strode toward Splash. Backpack-laden tourists trudging along Lincoln Road determined to have fun even if their legs ached and sweat dripped down their foreheads. A teen girl was so entranced with her smartphones that she bumped into a pair of Latin men in sleek black suits and thousand-dollar loafers and didn’t even excuse herself.

The night had cooled down, and I wished I’d brought a jacket with me. But what the hell, I’d be warming up fast with my hookup.

I walked in the door to the bar and looked around. The place was packed with men with shaved heads, with artfully messy bed-head, with backward ball caps, with extravagant dreadlocks. Guys in skinny jeans, in fishing shirts and denim shorts, in oversize Dolphins T-shirts and bathing trunks. Older men in plain white T-shirts and knee-length camouflage shorts. Crew-cut college jocks in muscle shirts, black guys with arms covered in tattoos.

I finally spotted my guy. He’d said his name was Luis, that he was thirty-two, Colombian, and into oral and bottoming. Right up my alley. Unfortunately, it was clear that his picture had been Photoshopped, wiping out the acne scars on his chin, filling in some of his hair, and reducing the size of his belly. But what the hell—I wasn’t planning to marry him, just fuck him into a stupor.

He seemed to get off on the anger at Darren that was still radiating from me. We had one round of beer, and then he pulled me over to the wall and started to kiss me, openmouthed like he wanted to swallow me up. Yeah, he was oral all right.

For a moment I wished he was someone different, someone like Darren, maybe one of those cute guys with neatly trimmed beards, flannel shirts, and jeans, who worked at one of the Internet startups and lived on expensive sushi and Starbucks lattes.

But Luis was there and clearly into me, and I wasn’t going to walk away. I ground my pelvis into him as we sucked face, and I swear I might have come right there if he hadn’t pulled back and said, “I want you to fuck me. You said you live around here?”

“I do.” I grabbed his hand, and we hurried out of the bar past an elderly woman with a gold lamé handbag, matching pumps, and sunglasses big enough to cover her entire face.

It was bad luck, I guess, that we ran right into Darren Carter, holding hands with a stocky dude with a blond crew cut. “Motherfucker,” I grumbled. I totally ignored Darren, tugging Luis along.

It wasn’t far to my apartment, in a high-rise on Purdy Avenue overlooking Biscayne Bay, but by the time we got there my hard-on had deflated, and I wondered what the fuck I was doing with this anonymous trick. Luis hadn’t lost the urge, though, and as soon as we got into my apartment, he was pulling his clothes off like a man possessed.

I was subletting a small studio from the cousin of a guy I knew in New York, and so my bed wasn’t far. Luis scrambled over there and climbed onto all fours, his hairy butt facing me. “Come on, mi amor, what are you waiting for?” he asked.

“Nothing at all,” I said, feeling my anger at Darren return. I stripped down while Luis fingered his hole with lube, and then I rolled on a condom and lined myself up behind him.

Darren Carter, I thought, Darren Carter, making a rhythm out of the syllables. Push in on the Dar, back out on ren. In on Car, back on ter. Who did he think he was, anyway, ruining my chance to get venture capital funding? He couldn’t trust me? Ha! How could I trust him, when he’d never bothered to mention he was leaving me for Japan?

Luis got into my rhythm, pushing back against me as I went deeper and deeper into him, so that my balls were slapping against his ass and my dickhead pushed against his prostate again and again. He moaned in pleasure, but I wasn’t feeling it. His ass was as wide as the Holland Tunnel, and he smelled funky—a mix of cologne, sweat, and shit. I wanted to get off and get rid of him, but my dick wasn’t cooperating.

“Oh, yeah, fuck my ass,” he panted. “You’re so good.”

I could do without the cheesy porn-film dialogue. I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on Darren Carter. We were back at the Holding Company, and I’d pushed him facedown on the table, dragging his pants down and exposing his sweet, sexy ass. He’d gone commando to dinner, knowing what I wanted to do, and I got down on my knees and began to lick his ass. It tasted like chamomile tea, sweet with a sharp kick, and he moaned with pleasure as I tongue fucked him.

All the time I was fantasizing, I kept plowing Luis’s ass, but my heart wasn’t in it, though he was clearly getting off on me. I reached around and started to jerk him as I finally felt my orgasm rising, and he came a moment before I did, babbling in high-pitched Spanish.

I pulled out of him and collapsed on the carpet. I didn’t even want to climb up onto the bed and lie there next to him—I was already plotting how quickly I could get rid of him.

“You are some fuck, Señor Gonzales,” he said, giving my name the Spanish pronunciation, softening the z the way my Cuban-born abuelo had.

Great. Now I was feeling like I’d just fucked my grandfather. Big ick.

I forced myself to my feet. I pulled the slimy condom off and tossed it into the trash. My comforter smelled like cum and sweat. At least there was a washer-dryer down the hall. “Sorry, gotta say good-bye,” I said to Luis as he lay there on my bed. “I’ve got a big day tomorrow at work, and I need some rest.”

It took a few more minutes of manipulating and cajoling before he dressed and left, extracting a promise to do this again soon. A promise I had no intention of keeping. I bundled up the comforter and tossed it in the laundry basket, then went into the shower, where I scrubbed myself clean.

No matter how hard I tried, though, I couldn’t get the scent out of my nostrils. Not of Luis or his stinky butt—but of Darren Carter.

Fuck me.
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4 – Choice
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“Do you know that guy?” Parker asked me, as Eddie and his trick of the moment swept past us. “Because he looked at you like he wanted to kill you.”

“It’s a long story,” I said.

“I’m a good listener.”

He was. Parker was a social worker who counseled at-risk teenagers about HIV. A good guy, who’d had a rough time coming out in a family of evangelical Christians in Massachusetts. He had found salvation in a youth group, and been so impressed with what the counselors did that he majored in social work and wanted to devote his life to making other people happy.

Weirdly, that was one of the things about him that bothered me the most. He was so selfless, so saintly, that I could never get a rise out of him. He acceded to anything I wanted to do, and that evening, he’d willingly come to meet me on Lincoln Road when he sensed my agitation after my dinner with Eddie.

We moved slowly down Lincoln Road, past hunky guys on roller skates zigzagging around older gay couples with tiny dogs on bright red leashes that flashed in the evening darkness, sweating tourists talking animatedly in Russian peppered with occasional mentions of Miami Bitch and Sawgrass Mills, and a man in Speedos, his whole body painted silver, who performed robotic dances to the songs of one-hit wonders from the 1980s.

“He’s the guy I had dinner with,” I said. “My ex-boyfriend from college.”

“The one who ditched you when you went to Japan?”

“We ditched each other.” I still felt prickly about the way things had ended between us. I should have told him about the study-abroad scholarships I was applying for, and he should have told me about the jobs he interviewed for in New York. We both should have been a lot more honest with each other.

That was a pattern I wasn’t going to repeat with Parker. As we walked, I told him everything.

Well, not exactly everything. Not how good the sex was with Eddie, or how complete I felt when I was with him. I stuck to the basics—dated, broke up, both started businesses, brought together by Phil Sweet.

“What a small world it is,” Parker said.

“I guess. I mean, I’m the one who got him into tea in the first place. But it is weird that both of us would turn to entrepreneurship, and in the tea world.”

“You must have had a great effect on him,” Parker said. “I can see that. You’re a very persuasive, powerful individual.”

Sometimes I wanted to shake him. I’d confessed to having dinner with my ex-boyfriend, and Parker didn’t seem to have an iota of jealousy.

Was that a good thing, or a bad one? Maybe he was such a good person that he assumed the best of everyone. Or maybe he didn’t care enough for me to be jealous.

His hand began to feel clammy, and I pulled mine free, pretending I needed to adjust my hair. Parker didn’t seem to mind. Nor was he upset when I told him that I was tired after the long day. “Can we skip you coming back to my place? I need to chill and think through these business problems.”

“Whatever you need. Sometimes the most important thing we can do for ourselves is spend time on our own.”

Yeah, thanks for the social-worker insight into my behavior. I kissed him good-bye and turned back toward the garage where I’d parked before the meeting with Phil Sweet. Darkness had fallen and the street was lit by neon chopsticks from the Brazilian-Japanese sushi bar, the overly bright window displays at the store catering to tourists who’d forgotten to bring sunglasses for the tropical sun, the spangled snowflakes hanging from light poles as a way to bring winter to the land of endless sunshine.

I realized with a pang that I missed my home town in Ohio. The nip in the air in late October as we decorated our house with skeletons and pumpkins and sheaves of parti-colored Indian corn. The first dusting of white that made our ordinary backyard look like Narnia after the kids went through the wardrobe, as if there might be a faun in a knitted scarf hiding behind a tree. Lying on my back in a drift of fresh snow, waving my arms to make a snow angel.

In college, the change of the seasons meant adding and removing layers, pairing a jewel-toned polo shirt with a pale blue oxford-cloth button-down and a nubby crew-necked wool sweater. I had a collection of scarves in colors and patterns—ghosts and goblins for Halloween, buckle-hatted pilgrims and plump turkeys for Thanksgiving, Santa’s sleigh filled with presents, Valentine hearts and cupids.

I missed wearing those scarves. The closest I got to winter in South Florida was entering an overly air-conditioned movie theater or restaurant. Most of the time, like that evening as I reached the bus stop, I was sweating even in the lightest-weight shirt.

At least the bus was air-conditioned, and I rode up Collins Avenue to the apartment I was renting mid-Beach, in a working-class neighborhood of Hispanic families. My neighbors were surprised that I lived by myself—didn’t I have family to take care of? All of them seemed to be sharing with grandparents and cousins and in-laws along with lots of little kids.

I walked to my building, a three-story low-rise built in the 1950s, with no architectural distinction whatsoever. As I approached I heard, as usual, Latin music playing somewhere, which reminded me of what Eddie had introduced me to in college. The five-stroke pattern of the rhumba and the conga, the fast-paced habanera, the percussive beat of Afro-Cuban jazz. I remembered Eddie dancing the mambo in my apartment one night during senior year, the way his hips moved as if his body was made of liquid, not bone. He’d tried to teach me those dances, but I was an Ohio boy without the rhythm that had been born into him.

When I got into my apartment, the music still reverberated through the paper-thin walls of my apartment, and I’d grown accustomed to working with headphones on. I plugged in and turned to a collection of Jake Shimabukuro’s ukulele recordings whose melodies, seemingly simple but ultimately quite complex, reminded me of the koto music I’d come to love in Japan.
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