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Tea and Conversations

By Nell Iris

I’m doodling in my notebook when the knock on the door comes.

It’s been hours, weeks, months since I’ve done something other than doodling, since I last wrote actual words, and tonight is no exception. I have a fire going in the wood-burning stove to keep out the chill, and I’m sprawled on the couch with my notebook open on my lap, scribbling lopsided mandala-esque drawings on the page instead of coming up with new words or even a single plot bunny.

It’s not for lack of trying. Even though I haven’t written in a million years, I’m still living according to the old butt-in-chair adage that’s so often thrown at newbie writers, as in sit your ass down in your chair and words will follow. Whoever came up with that tired chestnut must never have experienced a severe bout of writer’s block, but at least I’m keeping the company manufacturing my favorite notebooks in business with my useless doodling.

There’s another knock on my door, not even twenty seconds after the first one. I know who it is, of course; only my best friend would arrive unannounced this late—a glance at my watch tells me it’s a few minutes past midnight—and patience was never his strong suit. It’s comforting to know that even though we haven’t seen or talked to each other for close to a year, he hasn’t changed. Not this particular thing about him, at least, and neither has he started calling before he comes knocking, even in the middle of the night. We’re probably too old to learn new skills by now, though, since mid-forties is the equivalent of retirement age in the gay world.

But. I would knock on his door, too, at this hour, if I needed my best friend, and why else would he be here on a pitch black, stormy night in early December? Who would leave the comfort of their home to drive all the way out here unless it was necessary? Especially after this weird separation between us he initiated all those months back for some reason that’s still not clear to me?

I frown, consider for a second not to open the door, but then I huff. Yeah, right. Like I’d ever not let him into my home and back into my life; who am I trying to kid?

After tossing my notebook and pen on the coffee table, I unfurl my body—wincing when my back pops and crackles after being hunched over for too long—and stand. I grab my wool blanket and wrap it around my shoulders before making my way across the big room of my tiny house, stretching my neck this way and that to work out the kinks as I move.

The roar of the wind grows louder and almost drowns out the third, impatient knock, but I grab the door handle, gripping it hard, readying myself for the violent gusts before easing the door open, but it doesn’t help. My hold on the handle isn’t enough as the winds ambush me, hurling the door outward, and I would have been dragged along had my guest not shot out his arm and caught it, stopping it from slamming into the wall and bouncing back into my face. The strong gale makes his biceps bulge under his clothes, but otherwise neither his face nor body betrays any signs of the strength it must take to keep the door steady.

“Careful,” he says, voice deeper than I remember, making a shiver run down my spine and making it hard to breathe.

I look up at him, blinking a couple times, opening and closing my mouth as I try to find my voice. “Ike,” I finally manage. Then an especially nasty gust of wind hits me at full force from the side, flings me into the door, and reminds me how to talk. “Get inside before you freeze to death.” The wind tears my words out of my mouth, probably drowning them out, but Ike steps inside, pulling the door along, closing it with a hard yank, effectively muting its roar.

The following silence is loud, as though someone stole my hearing, making me feel disoriented. Then the crackling of the fire registers in my brain, and someone breathing harshly.

Me. I’m breathing harshly.

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, and when I have myself back under control, I look up at him, cocking my head, drinking him in after going so long without seeing him.

His presence hits me like a cannonball right in my stomach; his familiar scent goes to my head, his intensity takes over my tiny house as soon as he steps inside, and his big, hulking frame and equally big personality make me feel protected in a way I have no right to feel.

He’s even bigger than he used to be. His chest and arms are straining the hoodie he’s wearing, his tight jeans clinging to thick thighs and well-formed calves. But his cheeks are hollow and unshaven, his gaze lacks his usual spark, and he has black smudges underneath his eyes. I narrow my eyes; he’s obviously been working out, but has he been sleeping?

My close inspection also reveals that what he’s wearing is woefully inadequate; the hoodie is thin enough to be too flimsy even for summer, and he has neither gloves, nor a hat, or a scarf.

“What the fuck, Ike.” I shrug off my warm blanket, stand on my toes, and wrap it around his neck and shoulders, tucking it tight, making sure it will warm him. “You’re forty-five years old and still don’t know how to dress in freezing temperatures. Take off your shoes and go sit by the fire; I’ll make tea.”

I start turning, but he stops me with a hand on my shoulder. “Severin.” My name in his mouth is almost reverent, and his shoulders sink from around his ears, as though just being here with me makes him feel better from whatever brought him here in the first place.
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