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“My son is a writer living in Key West,” my well-intentioned mother told anyone who’d listen. Hemingway had written in Key West, but I was no Hemingway. I wrote gay dinosaur romance. Devin and the Dinosaur had been my life all through that sticky, tourist-soaked Key West summer. When Devin and his tyrannosaurus had finally reconciled and had their happy-ever-after, I had a few free days on my hands, and those few days were enough to change everything.

Even without any serious literary acclaim, I probably sold more books than Hemingway ever had, even if I didn’t even come close to matching his success in Key West drinking, nor in Key West love. Take for granted that unlike Hemingway, I was no womanizer. But I wasn't even a man-izer. In dancing, drinking, clanging Key West, I had a quiet, mostly solitary life, punctuated by book releases, quiet coffee chats with my sparse friends, shopping trips to Miami, and, when I felt horny, evenings with a Rocco Steele DVD and a few dollops of Eucerin lotion.

It only was the tourists who cared about Hemingway. We locals just wanted to get to our cafes and grocery stores without too much traffic and too many wayward pedestrians, Hemingway be damned. Tennessee Williams had written in Key West, and was a better role model than the infamously homophobic Hemingway. And the tourists knew about Jimmy Buffett, but my favorite key West musician was David Allan Coe: a lot rawer than those margarita songs.

All of their legacies were how I pushed myself to work harder. Whenever I saw a sunset that made me want to lie in bed and do nothing, I remembered how many of those sunsets Williams or Hemingway must have seen, and how hard they had worked—word is Hemingway worked just as hard as he drank—and I got my butt off my bed and into a writing chair. Mornings were for outlining plots on my low-budget version of a dual-monitor desk: two sickly yellow legal pads, side-by-side, my blank ink scrawlings like scowling graffiti. Afternoons at Coffee Plantation with my long-suffering Thinkpad, the rusty Chevy Chevette of laptops, banging on the keys like Rachmaninoff, paging back and forth, editing and deleting. Evenings reading and re-reading my own work, trying to make it something I wouldn’t, theoretically, be embarrassed to show to my hypercritical cat, my cantankerous mother, and my nonexistent boyfriend.

“He just hasn’t met the right girl yet,” my mother told her friends who asked how I was still single despite coming up on forty. It was technically true, and she was a master of the “technically true” evasions and errors of omission. She knew full well that no girl would be “the right girl” for me, and that as much as I avoided romantic entanglements, it wasn’t girls I’d be entangled with. But in her own justification, it was technically correct that her son had never met a woman he wanted to marry.

I hadn’t pursued real-life romance, but I’d poured myself into my writing. Sometimes I found my hands going into typing position even when I wasn’t sitting at a keyboard. Every idle moment, I dreamed about gay dinosaur plots. And this particular book, my summer-written epic, was done. Devin and the Dinosaur was edited, cleared, designed, typeset, and available for purchase at an online retailer website near you. Four hundred hours of work, I’d estimate, over about three months. Say what you will about erotic gay dinosaur romance, but I owned that niche, and I could be sure of the devotees rushing to buy my works, as long as the marketing blurbs not-so-subtly assured them that there’d be green scales and velociraptors and prehistoric cocks.

I allowed myself a modicum of repose after every book launch. There were interviews and blog tours and box sets and all the rest to work on, but after two months of solid ten-hour days cranking away on a book, I convinced myself I deserved a break. Writing strictly banned. During my high holy days, I wouldn’t let myself even address a postcard. 

The first day of my vacation started at the gym. That wasn’t unusual. But it was vacation time. I didn’t even bring my workout clothes. I’d be lounging in the hot tub for an hour or two. The men’s hot tub. The clothing-optional men’s hot tub. Why did people pay for pinup calendars of firemen when there was this? The angles and positions of the whole hot tub contraption seemed to have been designed exactly to afford me perfect eye-level views of cocks: cocks semi-tumescent and ready to enter the hot chlorine soup, cocks withered and catching their cock-breaths after time in the water, disinterested third-party cocks  dangling around the locker room with no plans of entering the hot tub, but still unable to escape my lecherous eyes.  If I kept them half-closed while in the tub, 1) maybe it wouldn’t be so obvious that I stared at cocks, 2) maybe the cocks would look bigger.

I pushed myself up and out of the hot tub like a real man, not using the wussy stairs; even if it was my vacation, I still had an image to maintain at the gym. Harold greeted me next to the swimsuit-drying machine that I didn’t need to use because I wasn’t wearing any kind of swimsuit.

“Morning workout?” He asked as if he hadn’t seen me there every morning.

“Just relaxing today.”

“Not hitting the weights?”

“Weights? I thought this was a bathhouse!” I said with a thin layer of stereotype-camp queening. Harold guffawed and went back to undressing, continually in his peripheral vision checking out whoever might be checking him out. 

Like nearly every other long-term male resident of Key West, Harold was gay, had an incessant series of on-and-off boyfriends, and generally amused himself by flitting between whatever cock and ass the tradewinds brought in—“happily married heterosexual” tourists, Miami party boys, dive instructors wanting to give it a try, and even, once in a while, his fellow local Key West residents. Not me though. I stayed away from Key West men because I knew how Key West men were, because I was a Key West man too. At least literally I was. I’d spent eight years living in Key West, ever since hitting the big 3-0, and my life was here, even if I wasn’t a “Key West man” in terms of my sex life. 

I was known at the gym as the guy who was friendly but didn’t get too involved. I said hi to everybody and made small talk, but none of my fellow lusty male gym-goers even knew where I lived and where my scooter would carry me away to after my morning workout. 

That day, like every day, I followed my gym visit with a coffee shop visit, to replenish the precious calories I’d lost when working out—two hours on the elliptical trainer being equal to one plain bagel—except of course on days when my only exercise had been the blood rushing to my cock in response to the show the locker room had afforded. At Coffee Plantation, after ascertaining that no one was watching, I opted for a triple mocha, rather than the much more writerly plain double espresso I would’ve ordered if I had to live up to the image of a Famous Writer.

No laptop that day—it was going to be writing-free, after all. I pulled out my tablet, to read emails while preventing myself from answering them. There was the usual handful of fan emails. All from women, of course. I imagined myself telling young straight male writers that if they want to meet women, they should write gay romance. Bukowski had said pretty much the same thing—minus the gay romance part. I read the emails, the boundless adoration, the queries about the color of a dinosaur’s eyes, the questions about when my next book was coming out. 

One email caught my eye. It wasn’t from a reader. It had no mention of gay dinosaur romance. And the subject header mentioned high school. Class of 1997. Twentieth reunion. I scrolled past the email instinctively, wanting to get my correspondence out of the way and get to writing, as was my coffeeshop routine—but then I recalled I had no book in progress and nothing to do other than face that email headfirst.

Being back in high school was always one of my recurring dream or nightmare themes. I’d be back to the same classes, only without pants. Or facing the same final exams, only for a class I’d forgotten to attend all year. Maybe I’d be facing the same self-doubt and social rejection as I had in those years—and twenty years out of high school, the pain wasn’t any duller. 

Or the dream could let me relive that most bittersweet high school experience: my crush. I’d been too scared of my classmates to develop crushes on any of them. Somehow I imagined that if I dared to lust after any of the hot jocks around me, they’d find out about my same-sex proclivities and throw me off the twenty-foot diving board. 

But then there was a teacher. Mr. P. He was safe to crush on, even for timid me. He was the model of the fresh college graduate, hopped up on idealism and full of ideas to make a room of half-asleep high school seniors love English literature. Five times a week, starting at 8:35 A.M., I’d sit in the horseshoe’s front row, Mr. P’s fresh-pressed khaki pants and always-pressed blue oxford shirts parading in front of me, his swim-coach ass passing inches from my nose, his curly light brown locks not yet dry in the one-hundred-percent-humidity South Florida steambath. 

Back in high school, Mr. P had been my daily first-thing-in-the-morning confirmation that I was gay. After maybe an evening of homework and nascent internet, and an early morning of driving to school in the most macho, balls-out manner possible, trying to prove something to myself, my deep-seated, visceral reaction to Mr. P at 8:35 A.M. sharp every day was the autoreply, the alarm clock after a five-minute snooze, the Post-It note that should’ve been stuck to the inside of my eyelid: You’re gay, Steve. No matter how hard you try to wriggle out of it, you’re totally gay. Seeing Mr. P every morning had made me happy, even if it didn’t exactly make me happy to know that as long as I roamed the earth, I’d be g-a-y, gay. 

1996 wasn’t the eighteenth century, and Fort Lauderdale, Florida wasn’t Alabama or Saudi Arabia. Pine Crest Preparatory School had LGBT sensitivity training and a chapter of Queers & Associates. But Q&A was a club for straight people to talk about how gay-accepting they are. I didn’t know of anyone who was actually gay. Not students, not teachers. But being hit in the face with having to spend my life being different—for life, not just for my awkward high school years, not like acne or a cracking voice or a gawky gait—was the last thing I needed for my already fragile high-school self-confidence. That Mr. P was the club’s faculty advisor had been additional mockery from the straight universe, caustic salt in my teenage wounds.

He didn’t mean it, of course. He had no idea that I was gay. He’d unintentionally poured that gay salt in my wounds, but other than that, he’d done a lot for me. He was the first teacher to use the word “talented” or “gifted” to describe me and my attempts at writing. Up until I’d met Mr. P, I’d been just a good, above-average student, pulling in the As or sometimes A-s, destined for some good, above-average college without fanfare.

But when junior year I’d submitted a story to the school’s literary magazine—just silly stuff, a boy and a girl on a date having trouble communicating, maybe how I imagined myself trying to be straight—I got called out of math class with a note delivered to me, telling me to go to the teachers’ lounge ASAP. It was my first time being “in trouble”—I didn’t even know for what—but it turned out that Mr. P was so taken with my writing that he wanted to talk with me right then, especially before the end of the junior year, and tell me to work on my writing because I could make something great of it. In his class the following year, he pushed, pushed, and pushed me some more, and said I could write for a living if I wanted to.

Would Mr. P be proud of me for now being a self-published writer of all-male paleolithic erotica? I was no Nobel Prize winning author, but writing was writing, wasn’t it? I’d conveniently told my parents that I ghost wrote famous people’s autobiographies, so that they wouldn’t bother me too much about exactly what kind of writer I was, and also that they’d afford me that veneer of prestige-by-association that anyone associated with famous people deserved in their minds. 

I remembered how Mr. P had kept a stack of applications to Broward Community College on his desk, to be handed out as a joke to students who needed to shape up. I hadn’t realized until later that it wasn’t the most tasteful gesture on his part. But I was young back then. And he’d been young back then. I hoped that my being a small-time self-published fiction writer didn’t put me into the “Broward Community College” file in Mr. P’s mind. Or if it did, I’d try not to care. If I ever saw him again anyway. I hadn’t had any contact with him, nor any of my other classmates or teachers, since graduation, and I wasn’t exactly chomping at the bit at the chance to go to my twentieth reunion.

But there the reunion announcement sat full-screen on my tablet as I sipped my triple mocha. Twentieth Reunion for Pine Crest School Class of 1997. The online RSVP staring at me: click here if you want to see those people again, click over there if you truly never want to see them ever again.

I’d skipped my tenth reunion, because reasons. Actually, I’d skipped my tenth reunion because in 2007 I’d just lost my job and my house thanks to a sudden downturn in the hedge-fund world, and didn’t want to rehash it with every “so what are you up to these days, Steve?” For my twentieth reunion, I could at least say I was a writer. I’d just say I wrote romances. Or better yet, that I wrote “avant-garde.”  Maybe even Mr. P would be pleased. If he still taught there twenty years later—but he was such a phenomenon back then that I couldn’t imagine him not wanting to stay and the school not wanting to keep him. Even if a lot could have changed over twenty years.
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“Ok, so in favor of going, we have...”

My voice trailed off as I lay back on the leather sofa for my therapy session with George.  I chose my words carefully.

“In favor of going,” I said as I regained my train of thought, “we have—reliving memories, quashing demons, and maybe possibly getting a glance of Mr. P.” I closed my eyes as I talked so I could better daydream what Mr. P would look like twenty years on, in his mid forties instead of his youthful mid twenties, but even with them closed, I knew the progression of George’s nod and blink when he listened to my woes. I sipped my plastic cup of Reed’s Ginger Beer, the sharp ginger taste helping keep my mind sharp for my therapy session.

“In favor of not going, there’s the long fucking drive all the way up to Fort fucking Lauderdale.” George was unfazed by my language. “There’s the possibility of getting a wedgie from some doofus jock who remembers he still owes me one. There’s the possibility of PTSD flashbacks after all that low-grade bullying I went through. And there’s the possibility of Mr. P being gone, or ugly now, or not being as gorgeous as I remember him.”

I sighed and held the cup of ginger beer to my lips again, this time taking more an entire quaff than just a sip.

“And also in favor of not going is the possibility that Mr. P is going to be even more gorgeous than he was then, his literary references even more erudite, his muscular swim-coach ass even tighter, which will send me into an evil spiral of wanting and craving and unrequited pining, unfulfilled desire, unquenched want, and, and...” I paused to think of a good word to convey to George the sheer desperation of the hypothetical situation. 

“And doom! Doom!” I shouted. George jumped off the sofa and jogged out of the room with a worried meow. I was alone again, with only myself to weigh the eternal go or don’t go of my high school reunion. Perhaps without George’s advice, I’d follow a more moderate path. His suggestions tended to be along the lines of biting my enemies and shredding their toilet paper.

I got up off the sofa and clicked on the media center to play some Waylon Jennings. “Luckenbach, Texas” started up and I started digging through a box of “other books” in a box beneath the books I actually wanted to display. In those “other” books, I managed to find my senior year yearbook. I paged through it idly as if to confirm it was in fact the right item, seeing faces and names that had mostly disappeared from memory; the characters in my dreams about high school were largely nameless or wore dream-world pseudonyms. 
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