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​One 

Miami for men. The sun kisses bronzed beach biceps and you think you’ve landed in a beefcake photo shoot, but this is every day and three-dimensional, feast your eyes, all you can eat. Hyper-styled South American fashionisto duos stride arrogantly through South Beach, their groomed stubble almost casting a wake of humid air behind them. Salsa rhythms, over-water causeways, and swaying palm trees paint the daily landscape—but none of those make being alone any better. The heat presses down on you, and every street cha-cha, every proud boardwalk Adonis, every throng of eligible gay male bachelors emerging from the clubs, reminds you that you need a man in your life.  

That’s what Alissa’s clients told her. That Miami was illusory: a surface of neon rainbow party party party, and an undercurrent of gray loneliness, desperately hoping for a man to look at you from across the Cafe Cubano, a man to hold you tightly in the middle of a salsa move, a man to listen with you to the night song of waves breaking. In the South Florida salt spray, everybody was somebody, and Alissa Bennett was the emotional wet tissue, fight referee, and sex therapist for masculinity squared—executive matchmaker for Miami’s most memorable men. 

Alissa had run away from small-town South Carolina, going south to escape the South. That line always elicited a grin from her matchmaking clients, so she made it part of her introductory routine. She and the client would sit together in the single-story former dentist’s office sporting the sign  Collins Avenue Confidential , Alissa trying to figure out what the guy wanted, whether she could deliver it to him, and whether he could satisfy her needs—financial needs.  

She would scribble notes and issue validating affirmative murmurs, although elite South Florida gay men’s unrealistic standards often made her want to point a finger in the client’s face and ask him whether he wants a boyfriend or a fantasy. 

You want a sex god who hasn’t been with many men? A fashion model who isn’t materialistic? A twink with a sizable ass? A dominant top who will give you pedicures? Sure! When gay pigs fly.  

But it was nowhere in Alissa’s rights to be dismissive, because the ability to make unrealistic and internally conflicting requirements into something realistic and actionable, to turn a fantasy into a three-dimensional man standing in front of the client, as if by magic, was why she earned the five-figure matchmaking fees. If top-rung matchmaking had been as easy as checking off boxes, she would have been no better than a dating website. But checking off boxes, like ordering options on a car, was pretty much what clients expected to be doing. That was how they had ordered anything else in their lives, whether it had been wine, cars, travel, even rent boys—so they similarly expected to check a few boxes and have the desired boyfriend appear before them. Alissa had to get them out of that click-to-buy mindset.  

Clients’ initial requirements were almost never realistic, and never, ever were they in the client’s actual best interest. Every one of her clients had a small self-destructive streak embodied in his stated preferences for a boyfriend. Every gray-haired retired millionaire wanted a younger man who fit every profile of the manipulative gold-digger. Every shy wallflower wanted a man who would step all over him. Alissa had to balance what the client wanted with what the client thought he wanted with what she knew was best for him. Alissa’s unique skill was in going from those initial want lists to, first, a more realistic description and outline, second, a shortlist, third, a choice, and fourth, a relationship. Clients usually believed they were paying too much until they were a few weeks deep into the process, and saw how much Alissa was doing, and how different the operating criteria were from their initial lists.  

Alissa’s previous job had been in luxury condo sales at the Ritz Carlton Residences South Beach. It had also been a matchmaking job of sorts, although in that job, her clients would not have requested a six-bedroom penthouse on South Beach, with helicopter pad and ice-skating rink and rocket launch pad, for under a million dollars—the real-estate equivalent of the matchmaking requests she would get at Collins Avenue Confidential. She got out of condo sales at exactly the right time: just before the real estate crash. The commission from her final sale—a $237,000 commission she earned from having sold a $7,499,000 penthouse condo to a Venezuelan oil magnate—had enabled her to comfortably go into the matchmaking business. Her girl group had laughed at her, of course. She was walking away from guaranteed big money, they universally believed, and going against accepted wisdom by starting a high-end matchmaking service when “everyone knew” that dating websites had made those services obsolete and “everyone knew” that real estate was the way to make money.  

She had already informally made a name for herself as an unpaid matchmaker for the many single gay men she met in her work and social life. At Ritz she sometimes had to shoo away phone calls during working hours from gay acquaintances who wanted to be matched for an event, or for life. Everyone but Alissa thought matchmaking was an acceptable hobby, but not an acceptable full time career. Alissa’s friends were aghast that she would quit a sure-thing six-figure job in return for going into something as silly as all-male matchmaking. 

Yet not even a year after Alissa left the Ritz condo sales office, the housing crisis hit, and two thirds of the office’s staff was laid off. The remaining salespersons went from earning fat commissions to being paid a dismal salary. Meanwhile, Alissa’s high-touch, high-intensity  matchmaking business, Collins Avenue Confidential, was booming, exactly in contradiction of expectations. She helped about twenty grateful clients per year find perfect matches. Each match took as short as three months and as long as two years. Each one was unique, and each one made a story worth telling. 

Ritter Lehman was Collins Avenue Confidential’s first client. He’d been referred by Jaime Santeval, Alissa’s very last condo buyer at Ritz. Jaime’s trophy-condo purchase had given Alissa the fat commission check with which she started her matchmaking business. Jaime was open about his homosexuality, as only a Venezuelan oil baron in exile (and estranged from his parents and his former “wife”) could be, and wasn’t shy about detailing how many men he was hoping to fit into the Jacuzzi at his housewarming party. When he wasn’t having Jacuzzi fun, Jaime was happily married to a soft-spoken guy named Rafael, and had no need for Alissa’s services for himself. Jaime had met Rafael while shopping for avocados at Publix in Key West, and wished the same sort of serendipitous romantic bliss on his still-beloved ex-lover, Ritter. But Ritter’s self absorption, temper outbursts, and impossibly high standards for everything made it apparent that Ritter’s search for love would require more than serendipity.  

Jaime and Ritter had spent three years together, on and off, with “very huge sex” (according to Jaime, verbatim) at each reconciliation. But the reconciliations stopped when Jaime just couldn’t take any more of Ritter’s temper tantrums and threats. Jaime recounted to Alissa that Ritter once issued an ultimatum about coffee creamer: that if Jaime were to ever again bring powdered coffee creamer into Ritter’s home, Jaime would have to leave immediately, with not only his coffee creamer, but all his belongings and toiletries. That was Ritter’s approach. His career made him believe he was master of the universe, and perhaps he was.  

To those who weren’t his patients, his co-workers, or his love interests (Ritter didn’t really have friends), he was “Ritter Lehman MD, FACS, FAAOS,” advertised on multiple billboards along the I-95 highway commute into Miami. The billboards showed a towering, stocky hunk in scrubs standing and proudly smiling between a very elderly man and woman who were gleefully and gratefully standing up, away from their wheelchairs. Ritter appeared supernatural and even messianic in that billboard, and even more so in his own mind. 

Ritter’s hard muscle body—achieved with a punishing strength-training regimen while still filling twelve-hour-long shifts in the hospital—testified to his work ethic and determination. He made time for what mattered to him, and was known to function perfectly on no sleep. He kept a set of free weights in the (otherwise rarely occupied) passenger seat of his Porsche, so he could lift weights while sitting in traffic, or sometimes even while speeding over the Rickenbacker Causeway on the way to the hospital. Ritter was a legendary orthopedic surgeon among Miami’s well-off retirees, and a legend among gay men as a strong-armed social climber and a demanding boyfriend and lover.  

While Ritter would never consciously allow himself to be persuaded to do anything, Jaime had wooed Ritter to engage Collins Avenue Confidential by making it seem like Ritter’s own brilliant idea. Jaime and Ritter were having their monthly Caramel Macchiatos at the Starbucks on Meridian Avenue when Jaime started echoing and amplifying all of Ritter’s complaints about the gay men Ritter had been meeting.  

Jaime completely agreed with all of Ritter’s complaints, which was unusual in itself. He was leading Ritter, perhaps against his will, to admit that it was impossible to find someone on your own, and, much like the case with orthopedic surgery, finding a good love was better left to a specialist, not to a do-it-yourself approach. Jaime certainly hadn’t invented the trick of getting someone to do what you want by convincing them it was their own idea, but he was a world-ranked master in the art. He’d used that same cunning to manage to escape Hugo Chavez’s Venezuela with most of his assets intact, making others believe they were protecting themselves from persecution when they were actually protecting Jaime. Skullduggery and subtle manipulation were skills perfectly matched for managing a relationship with Ritter. 

Alissa, too, had certain capabilities she believed would be useful for dealing with Ritter. Luxury condo sales was all about image and marketing, and photographing and presenting every alcove to look palatial, every bit of mid-grade paneling to look like the rarest exotic single-grain wood, and every view of a parking lot to look postcard-scenic. Fisheye lenses, gauze filters, and Adobe Photoshop were a condo marketer’s best friends. Ritter Lehman’s image on his billboards and in Jaime’s anecdotes seemed also larger-than-life, as if cast through a fisheye lens. Alissa had imagined him a created larger-than-life image, and mentally noted that the overtly Christlike way he stood among his patients on his billboards was downright creepy. 

Ritter had made Jaime book his initial appointment with Alissa for him. Treating those around him as his concierges was something Ritter did without thought, not even realizing that Jaime wasn’t all too happy about playing secretary to Ritter yet again—but Jaime had certainly become accustomed to it during their relationship, the billionaire oil baron become the errand boy and concierge for his beloved Ritter. This time the appointment was for Ritter’s own good.  

When Ritter arrived at Collins Avenue Confidential, three minutes early, he knocked on Alissa’s office door firmly with his hairy knuckles—and when Alissa said “come in,” Ritter did not peek his head in or furtively open the door. He swung the door open with confidence, as a flasher would gleefully swing open a trench coat.   

There was no fisheye lens necessary to make Ritter big. He stood huge in front of Alissa. He was indeed six feet and five inches. His frame befitted a construction worker more than a doctor; Alissa imagined a blue hard hat reading Lehman Construction topping Ritter’s light brown mop of hair. His arms hung loosely at his sides, one lightly gripping a phone and the other a Porsche remote key. Despite his relaxed posture—as relaxed as he allowed himself to get—his biceps and triceps were obvious, and he knew to wear a short-sleeved shirt to let them be known. His face was that of an Abercrombie & Fitch model aged about twenty years, still looking all-American, but with the facial affect of a hard-driving Miami surgeon, not a relaxed California beach boy.  

Alissa found him violently handsome. His looks were by no means understated. They were more like overstated. Alissa felt as though his good looks were computer-generated and she’d just stepped into a video game. The Golden Ratio was at work in everything from the furrow of his golden brows to the sparkle of his blue-gray eyes. She’d had her share of handsome men, clients and their matches, in her office, but even by those standards, Ritter was a novelty, a spectacular novelty. 

The matchmaking office was like a therapist’s, with Alissa propped up behind a desk, in an office chair, surrounded by sofas and sitting chairs in various degrees of cushioning and recumbency. Ritter didn’t wait for an invitation to sit, and immediately took the middle of the sofa directly in front of Alissa and leaned in, almost over the desk, as if to start taking patient history. 

“So, what are we going to do today?” he asked in a quick, flat cant, glancing around the room.  It was his usual hospital physician’s opening. He wasn’t used to being the patient. 

Alissa’s standard introduction, including the line about her having gone south to escape the South, elicited from Ritter a rushed and unenthused stream of “uh huh” and “ok, ok.” He was the overworked surgeon trying to get to the important part, but Alissa felt as though he had not fully bought into his role as the patient in this setting, so she decided to take charge. She lowered and tightened her voice and assumed the tone of a concerned professional, rather than the tone of an awed supplicant that Ritter expected from his conversation partners.  

“You are forty-six years old and single. We know that you would like to be with someone, but, like all my clients, you are exacting, and won’t settle for just anyone. We also know that your reputation precedes you, and most men in Miami want nothing to do with you romantically. Let’s talk about what your accumulated wisdom has taught you about men—let’s talk about what kind of man you want to meet.” 

This was direct talk, and it made Ritter pay attention. He straightened his body, now all six feet five inches sitting up in front of Alissa. Slowly a smile started stirring on his thick, masculine lips. At first it was visible only in Alissa’s sixth sense about such things, but then she saw the mouth opening and his Clorox white teeth illuminating the room as he laughed earnestly, and enjoyed himself while doing so. 

“What did Jaime tell you about me?” he asked through his laughter. Alissa didn’t want to incriminate Jaime, nor to be pinned against the wall by Ritter should his temper suddenly erupt (as indeed Jaime had warned her it might), so she only smiled back at Ritter. She knew to use pauses and silences to her advantage, especially with an egomaniac like Ritter who most likely could not force himself to stay silent, and would, if given a few seconds, answer his own questions. 

“I have to respect anyone who can put things so directly to me,” Ritter continued through his laugh. “I know I can scare the fuck out of people, especially Jaime.” 

At least he was self-aware, Alissa thought. That would be a client she could work with. She wondered whether he used the f-word intentionally to assert and defend his power and authority, the same way Lyndon B. Johnson would hold staff meetings while he was using the toilet, solely to assert his authority as President. Alissa’s mind flashed to an imagined sight of Ritter regally sitting on an undersized toilet, taking a gargantuan shit while discussing his romantic needs—not sure whether to be disgusted, amused, or aroused by her own mind’s creation.  

“Are you listening here?” Ritter impatiently interrupted her toilet fantasy. He’d caught her not





















d2d_images/cover.jpg





