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Lights Out, Valentine
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“Valentine’s Day is the worst day of the year,” I grumbled, stalking into the South Beach Salon of Beauty, or SoBe S-O-B, as those of us unfortunate enough to work there call it. 

The only other stylist in the salon at the time was Lora, a part-time plus-size model who styled hair on the side and liked to match her nail polish to her smock. Today’s color was, of course, bright red. 

“What crawled up your butt and died, Ryan?” she asked, looking up from wrapping foils around the hair of a dark-haired man who was old enough to know better.

“There’s so much pressure everywhere to be in love,” I said, dropping my bag on the chair I liked to use, the one in the corner with the working hair dryer. “Roses and cupids and hearts everywhere you look. Every other street corner has a pile of stuffed animals for sale, and there are people selling roses at every highway exit. It’s like everyone has a valentine but me.”

The man in the chair looked up. “You just have to shut it out,” he said. He was in his mid-forties, a good-looking guy except for the unfortunate color choice. “You want a box of candy or a dozen roses? Buy it yourself. You’ll be happier in the long run.”

“I’m surrounded by grinches,” Lora said.

“Grinches hate Christmas,” I said.

“Devils then.” She put her fingers up in the shape of a cross. “Get thee behind me, Satan.  My husband gave me the most romantic gift ever today.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A stackable washer-dryer. Fits into our hall closet, and it means I don’t have to schlep to the laundromat anymore. I love it.”

Yeah, I thought. I didn’t even have someone to give me a washer-dryer, which contrary to what Lora thought, was NOT the most romantic gift ever.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Valentine’s Day, though, as a stream of customers passed through my chair. A fifty-something guy who I had to gently dissuade from a comb-over, a young woman with too much product in her long black ringlets, and on and on. Every one of them was babbling about plans to celebrate the most romantic day of the year.

Why didn’t I have a boyfriend? I snuck a look at myself in the mirror. True, I wasn’t at my best in a blue smock with dye stains on the pocket and a series of hair clips nesting on my shoulder. But my skin was clear, my brown hair trimmed perfectly by Lora, and my teeth straight after years of orthodontia.

I tried to look at my profile. I have a great nose—not too big or too small, not hooked at the end or bumpy in the middle. I used a product to fill out my eyelashes, which were naturally too skimpy, and I obsessed over shaving every morning so that there were no stray hairs.

When I got myself together to go out, I looked very sharp—I’m a winter, so I know just what colors work for me, and I keep myself in shape by regular workouts with the gay swim team.

So why was I still single?

Probably because I always went for the wrong kind of guy, I thought, as I snipped the bangs of a teenaged girl from Finland who was an aspiring model. She hardly spoke English but she had cheekbones to die for. I liked men who were solid, settled, and secure, and they were few and far between on South Beach. If they showed up at all, they were either straight or in long-term relationships.

I had a brief break in the late afternoon so I slipped out and walked the couple of blocks up Washington to the Starbucks on Lincoln Road. Every store I passed was filled with Valentines’ crap—tiny bears in red and pink tuxedos and paper hearts and cupids hung on red wires from the ceiling.

I grabbed my drink and hurried back to the salon instead of lingering there scoping out the man candy. I looked at my appointment book when I returned and my heart sank. My last cut wasn’t until eight o’clock, and it was with Gary Eisler.

Gary was the epitome of everything I lusted for. He was handsome in a dark and broody way, and he dressed impeccably. I’m twenty-eight, and he was probably five years older. He radiated self-confidence, and he was so sure of himself and the way he looked that he spent most of the time in my chair with his eyes closed.

He wasn’t big on small talk. He’d come in and say hello, sit in the chair and say, “You know what to do.” Then he’d slip into some kind of meditative state, not opening up until I said he was all done.

Then he’d stand up, take one look in the mirror and pronounce me a genius. Then he’d pay, tip me, and leave.

I never had the chance to flirt with him. I had no idea what he did for a living, or whether he had a boyfriend or a partner. I knew he was gay—no straight guy is that precise in his dress, and few straight guys have such an elegant manicure.

I admit, I had a hopeless crush on Gary Eisler. And having to deal with him on Valentine’s Day was almost more than I could handle.

But I soldiered on. The assistant manager of the electronics store next door came over for a trim on his meal break. “Business sucks today,” he complained. “We’ve got a special promotion on digital cameras and we’re not selling anything. It’s like nobody wants to memorialize their Valentine’s Day.”

I commiserated with him while I snipped his sleek black hair. The power flickered once, then again. “That’s probably because of us,” he said. “We have every outlet overloaded.”

Just before eight o’clock, I looked out at Washington Avenue and saw Gary approaching, his cell phone up to his ear. He wore his typical dark business suit and starched white shirt. Today’s tie was bright red, though thankfully free of hearts or cupids.

He walked into the salon still talking on the phone, and I pantomimed him over to my chair. “It’ll have to wait until tomorrow,” he said to his caller. “I’ll talk to you first thing.”

Then he shut the phone off and slid it into his jacket pocket. “Sorry, Ryan,” he said, as he sat down.

“No problem.”

“You know what to do.” He closed his eyes and I started by shaving the back of his neck. 

Lora finished her last client and waved good-bye, so it was just me and Gary in the salon. I really wanted to talk to him, even if it was just to see if he felt as miserable about Valentine’s Day as I did.

But what if he didn’t? What if he was getting his hair cut in preparation for a special date with his boyfriend? Did I want to know that? And his body language so clearly said, Don’t bother me. So I restrained myself from chatter and snipped away.

As I was trimming around his right ear, the lights flickered. Then they went out for good. There was a low whirring sound as all the electronic stuff in the salon powered down.

Gary’s eyes popped open. “What happened?” he asked.

“Must be the guys next door,” I said. “They’ve been overloading circuits all day.”

I left my chair and walked up to the front window. “Uh-oh. Unless they’ve knocked out the whole street it’s something more than that.”

He stood up and joined me at the window. “Even the street lamps are out,” he said. The only light was from the cars passing in front of the salon. “I guess I might as well go.”

“You can’t go now,” I protested. “Your hair’s only half cut.”

“But there’s no power.”

“I am a beauty school graduate,” I said. “I can handle adversity. Back to your chair, mister.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I went into the back and grabbed a book of matches and a couple of candles we sometimes lit for atmosphere and set them up on my table. They reflected against the mirror, giving my little corner a warm glow.

I picked up my scissors and began cutting again, moving Gary back and forth so I could see what I was doing in the candlelight.

“I’ve never had a haircut in the dark before,” he said.

“Funny. You keep your eyes closed the whole time you’re here.”

“Do I? I guess it’s because I feel so comfortable here.”

“Yeah. Either that or you have to shut out the tacky décor.” The salon owner was into New Age junk, so the walls were plastered with hippy-dippy artwork, all swirls and splashes of color, like someone threw up in a tie-dye shirt shop. Interspersed with the posters were pictures of hairstyles clipped from magazines, and, in Lora’s case, leopard-printed ribbons wrapped around her mirror.

“No, really. I’m so accustomed to taking charge in business that it’s nice to sit back and let someone else take over. Someone who’s so good at what he does.”

“You flatterer,” I said with a smile.

“Not me. I can’t make small talk. That’s another reason why I keep my eyes closed.”

“You’re doing just fine now.” I shifted his head so I could trim around his left ear.

“I never know what to say around handsome guys,” he said. “I’m always afraid I’ll sound like a dork.”

He called me handsome, didn’t he? “There’s no art to it,” I said. “Mostly the secret is in listening.”

“Then tell me something. I’ll listen.”

“I hate Valentine’s Day,” I said. “It seems like everyone else in the world has a sweetheart but me, someone to buy candy and flowers for.”

“It’s just one day,” Gary said. “It doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.”

“And if I had a man in my life the other 364 days I wouldn’t mind it. But I don’t.”

“I’m surprised. You’re such a nice guy.”

I faked a heart attack, clutching my chest and staggering backwards. “That’s the killer. Nobody wants to date a nice guy,” I said.

“Some men do.”

I turned him to face the mirror. “All done,” I said. “How does it look?”

“I don’t know. I think you missed something. Right here.” He pointed toward his left ear, and I leaned in close.

Then he shifted slightly in the chair and his lips met mine.

It was just a light, feathery kiss, but it rocked my world. My heart raced and my lower lip quivered. 

He pulled back. “Sorry. That was unprofessional,” he said.

“It was awesome.” I leaned down and kissed him again, and this time we both pressed our lips together. His were slightly chapped and his breath smelled minty fresh. I closed my eyes—not that it mattered much in the dim salon—and focused on kissing him.

He stood up, still wearing the cape, and wrapped his arms around me. I inhaled his cologne and the talcum powder I’d dusted on his neck. My dick swelled and pressed against my pants and I could feel him responding in the same way.

Then the power came back on, the harsh overhead fluorescents acting like an electric shock. We pulled apart, neither of us looking at the other.

“Let me get that cape off you,” I said, bustling around, replacing my tools on the counter, blowing out the candles. “Hopefully the credit card machine has come back to life, too.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He opened his wallet and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”

He turned to walk out.

“That’s it?” I said. “Two kisses and a big tip?”

“I shouldn’t have done that.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes, as if he was embarrassed.

“Why not? Are you married?”

He shook his head.

“Partnered? Dating someone?”

“No.”

“Then why the fuck not? You said you think I’m handsome, and I think you are, too, plus you’re a sweetheart. We’re both single on Valentine’s Day. Why shouldn’t we kiss? Hell, why shouldn’t we have sex if we want to?”

“You want to?”

“There’s a couch in the back.” I held my hand out.

He took my hand and I led him into the back room. There were no fluorescents there, just a single old lamp with a low wattage bulb. I turned it on, then pushed the extra rolls of toilet paper and the throw pillows off the old, worn couch. When I turned around he was already out of his suit jacket and tie.

From then on it was a race to see who could get naked first. I didn’t get the chance to admire Gary’s beefy musculature, nor show off my own swimmer’s build before we were skin to skin, kissing and biting each other, our hands roaming wild. He nibbled on my tits as I rubbed his back and kissed his shoulder blade, then he dropped to his knees and took me in his mouth.

With just a few licks of his tongue up my dick I was shivering, so I stepped back and pulled him up. “Not so fast,” I said. “I’ve been waiting for this for too long to have it go by so quickly.”

“You have?” he said. “I never would have...”

“Well, you did, and we have.” It was my turn to go down on him. He had a hefty dick and I had to work to get it all inside my mouth and down my throat.

“Oh, God,” he moaned. He sank back onto the sofa, then turned to lie there like an odalisque—a gorgeous, sexy, sweaty odalisque—with a trail of dark hair that ran down the middle of his chest, a stiff dick sticking up from a bush of pubic hair, and thick legs dusted with that same dark hair. 

I didn’t need any instruction; I mounted him with my mouth at his dick and my dick at his face, and we began sucking each other in earnest. I rested my hands on his broad thighs, and as he stuck one finger up my ass, I underwent my own power surge as the orgasm rippled through me. I could barely moan over the huge piece of meat in my mouth, but it didn’t matter because he was coming too, shooting off white ribbons that dripped out of the side of my mouth.

I was straddling him on the sofa, and I tried to get up, but he pressed down on my butt. “Stay where you are. Please.”

That didn’t bother me. I shifted a little so my head was resting on his thigh and my dick was against his shoulder. We rested like that for a few minutes, and then I sat up, and shifted his legs toward the floor so we were sitting next to each other.

“So,” I said.

“So.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry. I’ve never done anything like that before. I don’t know what comes next.” He turned to face me. “I don’t want this to be some kind of – I don’t know – no strings attached quick fuck. I like you too much. And I love the way you cut my hair.”

“How can you like me, Gary? You never even talk to me.”

“I close my eyes because I like to think about you touching me. You have the gentlest hands.” He looked down at where his dick was stiffening again. “Even thinking about you gets me hard. You never noticed?”

“You’re covered with a big old cape,” I said. “I’m noticing now, though.” I reached over and rested my hand lightly on his thigh.

Then ABBA began to sing.

For a moment I thought I was having an out-of-body experience. Then I realized it was just his cell phone, trilling “Mamma Mia.”

He looked abashed. “Sorry. I have to take this.” He stood up and bent over to where he’d dropped his suit jacket, and I had an excellent view of his very succulent ass; a pair of round melons covered in a silky fuzz, with a darker trail that led right to his puckered hole.

“Can I...?” he asked me.

It took me a second to realize. “Sure.” I stood up and grabbed my clothes, then walked into the tiny bathroom and shut the door behind me.

So much for that, I thought. There was Gary’s booty call from some ABBA-loving queen who was waiting to celebrate Valentine’s Day with him. I cleaned myself up and pulled my clothes on. As I was buttoning my shirt, I heard Gary say, “Ryan?”

I opened the door and stepped back out into the back room.  He had pulled on his boxer briefs and his slacks. “It didn’t feel right talking to my mother naked,” he said.

“That was your mother?”

He nodded.  “After my dad left her for a pharmaceutical rep who sold more than just medication, she sold the house in Massachusetts and moved to Boca. She’s pretty sour on romance so I was worried she would be upset by Valentine’s Day.”

I nodded. That just confirmed what a sweet guy Gary was.  “Yeah, I can see how she’d be bummed.”

“Fortunately she wasn’t too bad. She bought herself a big box of Godiva and tuned into some old movies.”

We stood there awkwardly for a moment. “Well, I should close up the shop,” I said.

He nodded. Whatever moment we’d had was gone.

I left him in the back room and went out front. I closed out the cash register, turned off the individual lights at the stations and locked the door. When I turned around, Gary was standing there.

“Can I buy you dinner?” he asked.

I hesitated. He was just too good to be true. He was handsome and sweet and solid. There had to be something wrong with him.

His phone rang again. This time he made no apology. He picked it up and said, “Mom, I’m on a date. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Then he hung up. “You’re not going to make a liar of me to my mom, are you?”

“I couldn’t do that.”

We walked up to Lincoln Road, which was crowded with couples, gay and straight. It seemed like everyone was holding hands so I reached out for Gary’s.

He looked at me and smiled. Then he squeezed my hand in his and said, “This isn’t usually the way I do things, you know. Generally I buy a guy dinner before I have sex with him.”

“We can still have sex after dinner,” I said. “As a matter of fact, I’m hoping we will. You were already up for round two back at the salon.”

He stopped in front of an Italian restaurant about halfway down the block, decked out in full Valentine’s regalia. “You up for this?” he asked. “All the hearts and flowers? I know you said you hate Valentine’s Day.”

“That was before tonight,” I said. “My new resolution? I’m going to make every day into Valentine’s from now on. Or at least for as long as you’re standing by my side.”

“It’ll be just like any other day.” He squeezed my hand again and opened the restaurant door for me and I walked through to the start of the next part of my life.
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In the narrow crew cabin on the lower deck of the motor yacht Odessa, Rashid Anderson stripped down and put on a tiny white bathing suit. Standing between the two bunks, staring out the single porthole at a circle of blue sky, he lathered up with SPF 35 suntan lotion. When he was sufficiently protected, he slipped his feet into a pair of worn deck shoes an ebony brown only a shade or two darker than his skin. Then he went topside, hooked up the hose, and started washing down the boat.

It was a picture-postcard day at the Miami Beach Marina, the sky a pale blue with a lazy stripe of high, thin clouds. The scent of machine oil and salt water floated past him, carrying the noise of an ambulance siren on Alton Road and the deep, guttural roar of a cigarette boat revving its engines. Wavelets lapped gently at the hull as a Coast Guard patrol boat puttered by on its way back to its base along the MacArthur Causeway.

Down the dock, he saw a fine-looking white man step off the deck of a catamaran that had come in the night before. He looked to be in his late thirties, perhaps ten years older than Rashid, with a muscular body encased in a tight-fitting emerald-green polo shirt and tan cargo shorts. 

As the man strolled down the deck toward him, Rashid noticed his blond hair slicked back and skin tanned to the color of strong tea. Everything about the guy, from the gold coin on a rope chain around his neck to the expensive deck shoes on his feet, said rich and sailor. That was a combination Rashid could get into.

“Nice boat,” Rashid said as the man approached.

“Nothing compared to yours,” the man said.

“Ah, but I’ll bet you own yours. I’m just the hired hand on this beauty.”

“I’m Bjorn,” the man said, sticking out his hand. The touch of his rough, calloused palm against Rashid’s sent an electric tingle through Rashid’s body, a sensation further enhanced by the way Bjorn’s sparkling blue eyes fixed on Rashid’s own.

“Rashid. Pleased to meet you. You planning to stay long?”

“For a while. Depends on how friendly the atmosphere is.”

“Oh, you’ll find we’re very friendly around here,” Rashid said, still holding Bjorn’s hand.

Bjorn looked down at Rashid’s bikini and smiled. “I can see that.”

Embarrassed by the bulge he was showing, Rashid released Bjorn’s hand and picked up the hose again. Bjorn was no slouch in the groin department either; it looked like he was just as pleased to meet Rashid as Rashid was to meet him.

If there was a thing as love at first sight, then Rashid knew what it felt like. With the sun behind him, Bjorn was wreathed in a golden halo like some Aztec Indian’s first vision of the conquering Spaniards. Rashid’s heart raced and the hand holding the hose quivered.

Bjorn stroked the teak guardrail. “Looks like a lot of love goes into maintaining this boat. You ever give tours?”

“I could take you below right now.”

“I’ll bet you could.” Bjorn licked his lips and smiled again. 

Rashid turned off the hose and left it lying on the concrete dock. He hopped onto the deck and said, “Coming?”

“Very soon,” Bjorn said, grinning devilishly again.

He followed Rashid through the main lounge to the stairs, and Rashid felt the older man’s eyes on his butt the whole time. He hurried down the stairs and stopped in front of the owner’s cabin. Bjorn didn’t wait for an invitation; he walked right up to Rashid and locked lips, wrapping one of his muscular, tanned arms around Rashid’s waist and pulling him close.

Up close, Bjorn smelled like aloe and lanolin and expensive face cream. His lips were rough and chapped, and they pressed against Rashid’s with an urgency matched by the pressure of Bjorn’s dick against his own. “Missed this,” Bjorn said, rubbing his cheek against Rashid’s. “Sailing single-handed is fun, but....”

“Sometimes you need another hand,” Rashid said, placing his palm over Bjorn’s dick, which pulsed with solid heat.

“You could say that,” Bjorn groaned.

Rashid slid his hands under Bjorn’s polo shirt and pulled it up over the blond’s head. Bjorn’s abs were flat, his skin smooth and hairless. They embraced, chest to chest, Rashid’s skin just a few shades darker than Bjorn’s. Bjorn leaned down to kiss Rashid’s shoulder as Rashid nibbled Bjorn’s earlobe.

The sensation of skin against skin was amazing, but Bjorn’s belt buckle pressed uncomfortably against Rashid, who began to undo it. Once the belt was unlatched, the cargo shorts slid down to the deck, and Bjorn stepped out of them. Both of them were left in bikini briefs and deck shoes, dicks pressed against each other through thin layers of nylon and cotton.

They kissed again, each man opening his mouth to receive the other’s tongue, their bodies touching at a dozen points. Rashid kicked off his deck shoes and skinned down his bikini, then stepped inside the owner’s cabin toward the king-sized bed.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Bjorn said. Rashid was tall and slender, with the bearing of an African king. His body was slim and toned by sailing and boat maintenance rather than gym work. He had no big muscles, but everything was in proportion, and his waist was still so slim he could wear the sexiest designer pants when he wanted.

“Back at you, babe,” Rashid said. Bjorn’s body was older and tougher than Rashid’s, but equally toned. When he slipped off his bikini briefs, he revealed a thick, uncut dick sticking out from a bush of dark blond hair. He kicked off his deck shoes too, and they embraced again, body against body, at the foot of the bed.

Bjorn ran his hands down Rashid’s back, cupping his smooth ass, pressing their bodies even closer together. Then he slid down to his knees and took Rashid’s dick in his mouth.

Rashid opened his mouth and arched his head and neck back, reveling in the sensation of Bjorn’s lips around his dick. He was so hard it hurt, and every swipe of Bjorn’s tongue up the length of Rashid’s shaft sent shivers through his body.

He reached down and gripped Bjorn’s head as the older man began sucking him up and down. Rashid felt his pulse race and his nuts swell, and with a strangled moan he came in Bjorn’s mouth.

Bjorn swallowed it all, licking his lips and smiling. He stood up and kissed Rashid again, and Rashid tasted the salt of his own cum on Bjorn’s lips. He pushed Bjorn down on the king-sized bed and crawled onto the bed over top of him, sucking Bjorn’s monster cock.

“Turn around, baby,” Bjorn said.

Rashid scrambled around so that his ass was at Bjorn’s face and resumed his cock-sucking. Bjorn wet his index finger and began playing with Rashid’s hole.

Rashid felt almost delirious. It was hard to concentrate on sucking Bjorn with that amazing sensation of Bjorn’s finger stroking, then penetrating, his ass. But he focused his attention, bobbing his head up and down on Bjorn as the older man’s body shivered and bucked.

With a quick intake of breath, Bjorn shot his wad down Rashid’s throat. He gasped for breath for a moment, then turned and flopped down next to Bjorn. “That was amazing,” he said.

“You bet.” Bjorn looked at his watch, a gold Bulgari with a leather strap. “Shit, I’ve got an appointment. Gotta motor.”

He jumped up with an energy Rashid admired, and pulled on his clothes. At the cabin door he turned and blew Rashid a kiss. “Later, babe,” he said, and he was gone.

Rashid lay there for a minute. Who was that dude, anyway? They’d jumped into bed so fast they’d hardly had time to exchange even the most basic information.

But what the hell, it had been great sex.

Bjorn had not returned to his boat, The Catbird Seat, by the time Rashid finished his maintenance work and left the marina to return to his apartment. If it weren’t for the presence of the big catamaran with its furled yellow sail, he thought he might have imagined the whole experience.

Walking up Collins Avenue, he struggled to remember what a catbird seat was. When he couldn’t bring the term to mind, he pulled out his phone and Googled the term. It meant, he learned, an enviable position. Well, he certainly felt that way after his very satisfying sexcapade with Bjorn.

The next morning as Rashid arrived at the marina, he was unsure of the protocol. Should he go down to Bjorn’s boat? Wait for Bjorn to reappear? He saw Joe, the elderly maintenance man, sweeping in front of the marina office, and stopped to say hello.

“Marina’s busy for summer,” Rashid said. “New boats coming in all the time, huh?”

“Just the one,” Joe said, “but then, you’ve already met him, haven’t you?”

“Oh, you mean from the catamaran?” Rashid asked, struggling for innocence. “Yeah, I talked to him yesterday.”

“Funny kind of talking,” Joe said, chewing the unlit cigar end that was his constant companion.

Rashid blushed. “You know anything about him?”

Joe shrugged. “Got a damn nice boat. Paid up through the end of summer.”

The end of summer, Rashid thought, as he walked down to the Odessa. That was a good sign. Fortunately he had enough maintenance work to keep his mind from obsessing too much over Bjorn. He was topside, oiling the teak handrails on the afterdeck, when he saw a young Haitian guy appear at the marina gate.

He was no more than a teenager, with a side-to-side swagger and a hand clutched at his crotch, holding up beltless jeans that threatened to drop at any minute. His head was shaved at the sides, with a high crown.

Living in South Florida, Rashid had become attuned to the ethnic mix.  He could distinguish between Jamaicans, Haitians, and American blacks at a glance. Puerto Ricans and Cubans were easy, as were the square-faced Mexicans and those South Americans with Inca or Maya ancestry. The rest of Central and South America blurred together, though.

Rashid hated guys like the teenager sloping down the dock and hoped he wasn’t headed for the Odessa. Why dress like an urban gangster? It just attracted police attention and made you look like a fool. Their stupidity made it harder for educated, law-abiding brothers like Rashid, who would never be caught in public looking less than his best. When his pants slid down over his narrow hips in front of anyone else, you could be sure there was sex on the way.

He had grown up in privilege in Boston, attending private schools and meetings of the Jack and Jill Club, a group for wealthy, light-skinned black kids. But even when he wore a polo shirt and five-hundred-dollar loafers, he saw white people cross the street to avoid him. All because of idiots like the one approaching.

Rashid applied himself to his polishing, and the teenager passed him. Rashid watched him walk up to The Catbird Seat, Bjorn’s catamaran, and knock on the hull. Then he climbed aboard and disappeared below.

So that was it, Rashid thought. Bjorn had a taste for chocolate. That was why he’d swept Rashid off his feet and out of his bikini. And now he had a hook-up with this teenager. Rashid rubbed the teak even harder.

He was so engrossed in his work that he didn’t notice the smartly-dressed Haitian woman tottering down the dock in three-inch heels until she was almost next to the Odessa. Her glossy black hair was pulled into a severe bun, and she wore funky red-framed glasses. “Excuse me, do you know where I can find a boat called The Catbird Seat?” she asked.

She had a liquid accent overlaid with French. “It’s the catamaran over there,” he said, pointing. “The two hulls? The yellow sail?”

“Ah, yes, thank you.” She stepped carefully down the dock.

That was weird, Rashid thought. Was Bjorn into threesomes? What could bring such different characters together besides sex?

A cloud passed overhead and began to splatter the marina with fat raindrops. Rashid went below to work on the engine and pushed thoughts of Bjorn out of his head.

He was sweaty, dabbed with engine oil, and with grease under his fingernails when he heard a tapping on the hull and then Bjorn’s voice. “Rashid? You there?”

He wiped his hands on a rag and climbed up to the deck. Bjorn stood there holding a bottle of wine. “Am I interrupting?”

Rashid looked at him. He was a helluva handsome man, and the sex had been great, despite whatever else Bjorn was into. “Nah, I was just finishing. Come on board and let me get cleaned up.”

While he took a quick shower, Rashid wondered what Bjorn’s story was. Who were those people? What was he doing with such an expensive boat? A fifty-foot catamaran like The Catbird Seat had to cost at least half a million.

Then he remembered their encounter the day before, and his dick swelled, and it was all he could do not to touch himself in the shower. He rinsed off quickly and pulled on a pair of Bermuda shorts and a pink shirt that picked up one of the colors of the plaid pattern. He checked his hair and his face in the mirror, then climbed nonchalantly up to the main lounge.

Bjorn had opened the wine and had it nestling in an ice-filled bucket. He’d found long-stemmed wine glasses in the cupboard and poured for them. “Make yourself at home,” Rashid said.

“I wanted to apologize for yesterday,” Bjorn said.

“Apologize?”

“I don’t usually ravish a handsome guy within minutes of meeting him, and then run off. I thought maybe we could get to know each other.”

Rashid sat down across from him and took a sip of wine. “We could do that.” He stuck his hand across the table. “I’m Rashid Washington. And you are?”

Bjorn laughed, but shook his hand. “Bjorn Dahlquist. Pleased to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mutual.”

“Well, at least it was yesterday.” Bjorn’s mouth quirked up in a devilish grin.

“So, what brings you to Miami Beach, Bjorn?”

“Following the sun. Thought I might do some gunkholing around the islands.”

Rashid nodded, but didn’t say anything.

“Okay, brief bio: BS in finance from Wharton, MBA from Columbia, spent a couple of years as a trader on Wall Street. Shifted over to hedge funds, made a mint, got out just before the market crashed. Sunk a lot of money into The Catbird Seat, thought I’d take some time figuring out the next chapter in my life.” He smiled. “Good enough?”

“For a start.” So that was where the boat’s name came from, he thought. Bjorn certainly was in a place to be envied, with money and a great boat.

“How about you, Rashid? How did you end up here?”

“Born in Boston, raised there and on Martha’s Vineyard, where my parents have a summer house. Spent a year after high school crewing on a boat out of Virgin Gorda—made my parents crazy. My father’s a third-generation banker, sails on weekends. Thought that was what I should do, too.”

“Fathers are like that,” Bjorn said.

“I finally agreed to go to UCLA, and I crewed on a couple of racing boats. Graduated two years ago, met Slava at a regatta, and he offered me this gig.”

“Slava’s your owner?”

“He owns the boat,” Rashid said dryly. “Not me.”

“Sorry. You still race?”

Rashid nodded. “When I can. I’m hoping for a place on an America’s Cup boat next year.”

“Impressive.”

“So, we going to bed again, or what?” Rashid asked.

Bjorn laughed. “I’ve had more romantic offers.”

“That what you’re looking for? Romance? Or just some fine young black flesh? Maybe a teenager with droopy drawers?”

Bjorn put his glass down hard on the table. “You mean Frantz?”

“Didn’t ask his name.”

“I didn’t have sex with him. Or with Kettery either—I’m assuming you saw the woman who joined him a few minutes later. Not that it’s really any of your business.”

“I’ll admit that I prefer white guys,” Rashid said. “I refuse to psychoanalyze myself and figure out why. My great-great-grandfather was a free man of color in Boston, and my family has been intermarrying with white people ever since. But I’m not interested in anyone who’s going to objectify me for my big black dick or my ability to dance.”

Bjorn nodded. “I understand that. For the record, your dick isn’t any bigger than mine, and I haven’t seen you dance yet. I just thought you were handsome and sexy, and I wanted to fuck you. You aren’t the first black guy I’ve sucked and you probably won’t be the last.”

He sipped some wine. “I don’t have any hang-ups when it comes to sex. I’ve gotten a blow job from a transvestite hooker in Paris, a white investment banker in New York, and a gorgeous Somali guy in London. I’ve fucked Asian men, Latinos, a distant relation of King Juan Carlos of Spain, and a Pakistani concierge in Dubai. And that’s just who comes to mind immediately.”

“As long as we’re clear.” Rashid stood up, pulled off his polo shirt and dropped his shorts. His hard on stuck away from his groin. “So let’s fuck.”

Bjorn laughed again. “You’re a piece of work, you know that, Rashid?”

“And a piece of ass. Condoms down below. You coming?”

“Not as quickly as yesterday,” Bjorn said.

Rashid clambered onto the bed in the master suite and presented his smooth, coffee-colored ass to Bjorn, who got down on his knees, still fully clothed, and began licking and sucking it, making his tongue into a tiny dick and flicking it in and out of Rashid’s moist hole. Soon Rashid was groaning and begging to be fucked.

Bjorn made him wait. There was a lot of rimming, then a dalliance with Bjorn’s index finger.

“Oh,” Rashid groaned. “Fuck me, dude. Fuck the shit out of me. Please.”

“All in good time, my man.” Bjorn pried Rashid’s ass cheeks open wider and stuck two fingers inside. Rashid thought he had died and gone to heaven.

He was so focused on his ass and how amazing it felt that he didn’t notice Bjorn shucking his clothes or suiting up his dick. All he knew was that suddenly his ass was full, fuller than it had ever been, and it felt great. Tears welled at the corners of his eyes as his pulse quickened and he bucked backwards onto Bjorn’s dick. He was sweating and panting, and then he felt Bjorn’s callused palm wrap around his dick.

Rashid groaned in pleasure as Bjorn accelerated, pumping Rashid’s dick and pistoning in and out of his ass. Rashid came first, spurting into Bjorn’s hand, and the pressure of his sphincter as he ejaculated pushed Bjorn over the edge, too.

They collapsed together on the bedspread, sweat and cum mingling, and Rashid nestled his head against Bjorn’s chest. “You are a hell of a fuck,” Bjorn said.

“Back at you,” Rashid said, yawning.

They dozed for an hour or so, then after a joint shower they walked over to Big Pink for burgers. “Where did you grow up?” Rashid asked as they ate.

“Northern California, up by the redwoods. My parents are hippie liberals, and, needless to say, they didn’t approve of my Wall Street career. My father thinks it’s criminal that any one person can make as much money as I did. He was in the Peace Corps, and now he teaches high school science. My mom sells tie-dyed T-shirts at flea markets and rock concerts.”

“Tie-dye? Does anybody wear that anymore?”

“Teenagers and Deadheads,” Bjorn said. “Every year at Christmas she sends me one in some wild combination of purple, yellow, and green. I used to keep them all in a special drawer in my bureau, back when I had a co-op in Manhattan. When I sold out and took to the boat, I donated them all to a homeless shelter. Bums all over New York are wearing my mom’s creations now.”

They talked more, about growing up and sailing, and then as the sky darkened and only the brightest stars peeked through, they walked back to the marina, holding hands in the darkness.

They saw each other every day for the next two weeks—sometimes for a meal, sometimes for sex, sometimes for both. Bjorn was secretive about what he did all day and why those two Haitians, Frantz and Kettery, came to his boat twice more.

Then one day, Rashid took the Odessa’s owner, the Russian property tycoon Vyacheslav Kobrinin, up to West Palm for an overnight trip, and when he returned to the Miami Beach Marina, The Catbird Seat was gone.

It wasn’t like Bjorn to leave a note behind or even give Rashid a hint that he was about to head out. There was something about his aimlessness, his lack of schedule that made Rashid a bit suspicious, but he’d brushed it off. He took Bjorn at his word: that he’d made a small fortune on Wall Street as a very aggressive trader (and Rashid could easily testify to the man’s aggressiveness, voraciousness, even) and then chucked it all to buy a sailboat and cruise around warmer waters.

“He was just a trick,” he muttered to himself as he clambered on board the Odessa that morning, even though he didn’t believe that. He thought he had really connected with Bjorn. Not just the amazing sex, but the way he had shared things about his background he’d never told anyone else. About his first time, with a queeny white boy in his high school class. About the epic battles he had gone through with his parents when he wanted to go sailing after high school. About the look of quiet resignation on his mother’s face when he came out of the closet.

Bjorn had shared, too. His parents couldn’t understand why he wanted to study business, why he had this internal need to make money. How much he loved his brother’s kids, and thought maybe he wanted one of his own sometime.

Two weeks passed with no sign of Bjorn. One rainy afternoon, Rashid was below decks scrubbing out the galley. As usual when he was alone on the boat, Rashid worked in the nude. It was hot below decks, and besides, clothes got in his way. He was comfortable with his body and happy to show it off. Not that there had been much opportunity for that lately; the last man to see his body in all its rock-hard glory had been Bjorn.

Just thinking of Bjorn gave him a hard-on. Then, looking out at the gloomy weather, he remembered the day just before Bjorn disappeared when they’d made love in the rain on the open foredeck of The Catbird Seat, how smooth and slippery it had been, sexy and elemental. Exposing everything to the rainy sky felt like he was opening his heart to Bjorn, opening his mouth, opening his smooth ass to take his lover’s rod. Doing it all to the lapping rhythm of the water against the hull, the light rain falling, the clanking of the tell-tales on the boats around them. So natural, so right.

It rained off and on for the next two weeks, and Rashid was frustrated. He had a lot of routine maintenance to do on the boat, and he hadn’t been able to do most of it. He left home every morning under bright sunshine, walking down Alton Road to the Miami Beach Marina, organizing a list of chores in his mind. But by midmorning, the clouds began creeping across the sky from the west, and soon the first raindrops began to fall.

Every time another boat appeared on the horizon, out in Government Cut on its way into the Miami Beach Marina, his attention strayed, looking for the distinctive yellow sail of The Catbird Seat.

“Don’t be wastin’ your time lookin’ for him, cause he ain’t comin’,” said a voice behind him.

Rashid almost dropped the hose in his embarrassment. He looked around and saw old Joe standing on the dock above him chewing as usual on his unlit cigar end.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Rashid said.

“I know. You’re looking for that boy in the catamaran. He ain’t been around here a while now.”

“Yeah, I know.” Rashid looked up at the old man. “He say anything to you?”

Joe shook his head. “You don’t want to get mixed up with that one.”

“Why? Because he’s gay?”

Joe laughed, and the cigar butt nearly fell out of his mouth. “Why’d I wanna go and tell you that?” he asked. “I don’t give a hoot what you boys wanna do when you git yourselves naked. I’m just telling you there’s something wrong with that one.”

Rashid turned off the hose and looked up at the older man. He’d heard stories about old Joe, how he’d grown up in Overtown when it was the classy black neighborhood, the Harlem of Miami, with hotels and night clubs just for black folks. How back then, when black people couldn’t live on Miami Beach, he had come across the causeway every day to the 5th Street Gym, where he’d sparred with some of the great fighters who had trained there. Joe knew a few things. “You think?”

“I know.” Joe leaned back against a bollard and scraped something off the bottom of his worn deck shoe. He wore a pair of cut-off denim shorts that had once belonged to someone much larger than himself, which were now reined in with a flat black leather belt. His T-shirt, which advertised a long-forgotten video game, was torn at the sleeve and stained with engine oil in several places. “Ain’t nobody that young got that kind of boat, less he comes from money, which that mister don’t, or he come by it dishonestly.”

“You don’t know,” Rashid said. “There’s a lot of ways you can make a lot of money, legally, or mostly. You’ve just got to be lucky, or have some special skill. Bjorn says he made his money trading on Wall Street.”

“And you don’t think that’s criminal?” Joe laughed again. “Man, they got ways of movin’ money around up there, you and me cain’t even dream of. You listen to me, son, cause old Joe ain’t gonna be around here much longer.”

“You’re a fixture, Joe. You’re never going to leave this place.”

“We’s all going to leave this place sooner or later.” Joe chomped down on his cigar butt again, turned and walked away. Rashid picked up the hose again, but as he did, he couldn’t help scanning the horizon for a yellow sail. 

He left the marina early, feeling frustrated, lonely, and horny and rode the electric bus up Collins Avenue to his apartment building. He ran into Blue, his next-door neighbor, as they both hurried up the sidewalk to the front door.

“Hey, dude,” Blue said. He was a short, compact guy with a killer body and gorgeous blue eyes that had given him his nickname. Rashid had tricked with him once after Blue moved into the building, but Blue was into variety, and Rashid couldn’t count the nights he’d heard Blue’s bedframe rocking the wall between their apartments accompanied by groans and shouts in various languages.

Blue was a waiter at the Van Dyke on Lincoln Road and an aspiring model and actor when he wasn’t fucking his brains out. “You want to go to Score tonight?” Blue asked. “Two for one on mixed drinks from nine to eleven.”

“Sure, why not?” Rashid said. “Knock on the wall when you’re ready to motor.”

Shortly before nine, he pulled on white Tommy Hilfiger pants with a button-fly font and a white no-brand T-shirt that he liked because it hugged his pecs and made them look bigger. Blue rapped on the wall, and they met in the hallway, Blue wearing black slacks, a black Dolce & Gabbana T-shirt, and an eager, sexy smile.

Score was loud and hot, noisy and crowded with a broad range of guys, from twinks who looked barely legal to a couple of men in their fifties trying desperately to look younger. They were gym rats who counted on guys being able to overlook gray hairs and laugh lines for rippling pecs and arm veins that stood out like rivers on a topographical map of Provincetown.

Rashid couldn’t identify the music throbbing around them, but it felt good anyway. He and Blue muscled their way to the bar, got a couple of beers, and then found a few square inches of space along a wall. Rashid was just starting to relax when he spotted Bjorn across the room talking to Vyacheslav Kobrinin, the owner of the Odessa. 

“You know him?” Blue yelled over the music. “That rich Russian guy?”

“Yeah,” Rashid said. “He’s my boss.”

“You have a thing with him?”

Rashid shook his head. 

Then Blue nodded. “The other guy, right?”

“Yeah. We did have a thing, But then he took off a month ago and I haven’t seen him til now.”

“Bummer,” Blue said.

Rashid kept looking at Bjorn, trying to figure out what his game was. Had he moved The Catbird Seat to another marina? But old Joe had said Bjorn had paid through the end of summer. Then where had he been? Was Joe right that Bjorn couldn’t be trusted?

Then he caught Bjorn’s eye.

Rashid panicked. He didn’t want Bjorn to think he was spying on him. He leaned down, pulled Blue close, and planted a big kiss on the blond’s lips. Then he grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the dance floor.

Rashid was so focused on not looking toward Bjorn that he kept stumbling into Blue as they danced. Blue grabbed his hand and pulled him to a stop. “Dude, you are either on something, or you’ve got a serious jones for that sex machine over there with the ten-day tan.” He turned Rashid toward where Bjorn lounged against the wall, now alone, and pushed Rashid in that direction. 

Bjorn’s smile was all sex and languid charm, and for some reason it irritated Rashid even more. He wanted to know where Bjorn had been for the last month but wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of asking. Instead he said, “You knew who I worked for. How come you didn’t tell me you knew Slava?”

“Everybody knows Slava. You’re not jealous, are you? He’s straight. And ugly!”

“I don’t know if I can trust you. Where the fuck have you been? And why didn’t you even leave me a note or send me a text? I thought we really clicked.”

He hated himself for sounding so needy, but it had to be said.

“I’m sorry. Will you let me make it up to you? Or at least dance with me?”

Rashid grimaced, then grabbed Bjorn’s hand and dragged him toward the dance floor, feeling like an idiot but unable to control himself. He put his doubts away and danced with Bjorn til both of them were weak and sweaty.

“Gotta pee,” Bjorn said, leaning into Rashid’s ear.

Rashid realized he had a raging need to pee too and followed Bjorn off the dance floor, half worried he’d seem like a stalker, half focused on emptying his bladder as soon as possible. They threaded their way through the crowd to the men’s room at the rear of the bar and stepped up to adjacent urinals.

Rashid fumbled to get his dick out of his pants, he had to
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