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Baxter​

Solar rays bounced from distant waves. The sun hung above the horizon like a ripe Florida grapefruit. The shore glowed in shades of ruby.

I was back in Honey Bay just to do a deal. It wouldn’t take long. I’d at least soak up the small-town atmosphere. My first morning in town, I’d parked my Lamborghini in the parking lot between Honey High School and Seagrass Beach.

I stayed in the car. It was hot even at eight A.M. I’d be fresh and cool for the buyout meeting.

On the beach, seashells and sand glowed in the early-morning sunlight. Even the parking lot’s cement reflected reddish hues. The scene was awash in colors and bits of glitter, like a painting drizzled in silver.

Silver.

Just behind me were the high school locker rooms.

Andy Silver.

Ten years back, in those locker rooms, I’d let myself go.

I’d let all my self-control go to hell.

My urges had gotten the best of me: in the damp heat of the showers, Andy Silver’s body wrapped around me, chest-to-chest, like an extension of my own body. His hot, sticky skin was at one with my own.

I’d never felt like that again, not with anybody. All of that was best to forget.

Andy was the one thing — the one person — I tried not to think about. But how could I not have thought about Andy, between the locker room and the beach, that same ocean water where we’d once—

I stepped on the gas. Sand and gravel and tire smoke were in my rear-view camera. So were those uncomfortable memories.

I headed up Atlantic Avenue. Locals shuffled into coffee shops and squinted into the sunrise. Strangers made small talk about the weather. It was the usual Honey Bay morning routine. Nobody had time for that back in Manhattan.

As I drove, I caught myself scanning faces for Andy. I was an idiot. Andy had aged ten years. I wouldn’t even have recognized him. He probably wasn’t in Honey Bay anymore anyway. He was— wherever sweet, nerdy guys went to get far out of my life and even farther out of my mind, after I’d hurt them so badly.

I pressed the gas again to get those memories out of my mind again. I made a U-turn. Maybe a bit aggressively. Maybe I let the car skid a little. Strangers waved their hands downward at me: the universal gesture of keep it down, big-city asshole.

New York license plates weren’t helping me make a good impression. Neither was the Lamborghini.

Not that I really cared. I was in town for one meeting, one sale, one deal, and that was it. Make my father happy and get the hell out of town. Let Honey Bay think of me what it may, as long as they sold us the radio station.

When I turned eighteen, JD had told me to start calling him JD instead of Dad. I was an adult, and we were going to be business partners and coworkers, not father and son. He’d teach me business. His lesson on buyouts was never to talk too much, never to bring a lot of papers, because anything you say, anything you bring, gives them a reason to turn you down.

I hadn’t even brought my laptop to the WHON meeting. It was sitting back in the hotel room. With me I only had a Rawlins Telecom checkbook, a one-page sale contract, and the Montblanc pen I’d received from JD for my sixteenth birthday. He had still been Dad to me back then.

“That Lamborghini’s trunk won’t fit more than a checkbook and a pen,” JD liked to tell me. And when he asked me why my first year after college I’d spent my entire annual bonus on a Lamborghini, I had no way to explain. JD didn’t know about Andy Silver, Andy’s obsession with cars, Andy’s fascination with Lamborghinis, my silent, secret fantasies of one day buying a Lamborghini for Andy. JD was the one person who could never find out about Andy.

On the way to the radio station, I caught myself staring at the faces inside Penny’s Pancakes, still looking for Andy.

Did I expect him to have had his face stuck to the glass for ten years, just waiting for me? What kind of a fucking nut was I?

WHON was just down the street from Penny’s. I pulled up to the familiar two-story stucco building.

Parking my Lamborghini next to WHON’s row of beaten-up Priuses and Vespa scooters wouldn’t have been a good look. I pulled around the corner, to a side street. I’d park there and stroll over. I’d emerge from a back street, just a mystery man with a million-dollar check. It was a lot stealthier than pulling up in that car.

I walked my best relaxed Honey Bay walk. The WHON building appeared around the corner.

Eight twenty-seven A.M., three minutes early. I knocked on the front door.

Nobody answered.

I knocked again. Nobody answered again.

Back in the day, before Andy’s mom, Alice, took the station away from my family, we’d had a doorbell, a closed-circuit video camera, and a security guard at WHON. Maybe we’d even had a reception desk. I hadn’t visited often.

After knocking a third time, I allowed myself to turn the door handle. I pushed the door in.

Alice Silver stood there at a filing cabinet. She didn’t seem at all surprised that I’d just opened the door to the radio station and let myself in.

It was community radio now. People just showing up must have been the normal order of business.

“Close the door, will you?” she gave me a forced smile. “The A/C bills are killing us here.”

“Yes.” I closed the door as told, then stepped back toward her. “I’m Baxter Rawlins.”

“I know.” Alice gave me another perfunctory smile with a sigh on top. “You’re Baxter Rawlins.” She looked at me as if I were a drowned rat.

I half-offered my hand for a shake. She didn’t offer me hers. I withdrew mine.

“I don’t want to waste your precious time.” I nodded at her in my well-practiced tone of flattery. “You must be very busy here. I only brought a check and a sale agreement.” Always make them feel respected, JD had told me.

“Mm hmm.” Alice gave a quick nod and kept digging through a filing cabinet as if it was a sock drawer.

“The check for a million dollars.” I pulled out the Rawlins Telecom envelope from my pocket, and pulled the check from it. I waved it around shamelessly. “Payable to Town of Honey Bay Treasurer. One million dollars. Signed and ready to go.”

“I know how checks work, Baxter.” Alice sighed and shook her head at me. Her eyes barely met mine. “Look—”

A frazzled blonde woman jogged in from a side room on squeaking white Reeboks. “Alice. I’ve got the power company collections department on the line.”

“I told you.” Alice spoke quickly at the woman. “Tell them we can pay one thousand now, the rest next month.”

“They said they can’t do that.” The woman was near-whispering while side-eyeing me. “They want to speak to you, Alice, or they’re going to cut off—”

“Alright.” Alice’s eyebrows flew up and she half-rolled her eyes. “I’ll talk to them myself. Baxter. Go hang out in my office for a few minutes and then we’ll talk.” She pointed at an open door down the hall, pointing intensely as if she was identifying a murder suspect. She and her frazzled assistant disappeared into another room.

Being ordered around by Alice Silver already felt like going back in time ten years. I wasn’t a bigshot here in Honey Bay, in Alice Silver’s eyes. This was very different from my New York life.

The Rawlins Telecom logo was gone from the main office wall. So was the clock showing the time in London, Tokyo, and Dubai. Instead, there were drawings and handwritten letters from elementary-school students, thanking “Miss Alice.” They’d really changed the station around since taking it over.

The counter where the time-card punch used to be now held an espresso machine. The whole place was a lot warmer than I’d remembered it from when my family ran the station.

I dug up from memory where the white leather sofa was — the one I wasn’t allowed to sit on. No one was allowed to sit on it.

“That’s a looking sofa, not a sitting sofa,” JD had always told me, a gentle grip on my arm to keep me from sitting down on it.

Now, twenty-eight years old, I was an adult. I’d go sit on that sofa.

I found the white leather sofa. It was more beige than white, and the leather was now comfortable and soft like an old baseball glove. It must have become a sitting sofa instead of a looking sofa over the years.

Under Alice Silver’s watch, everything at the station no longer had that sterile, untouched look I remembered. It felt a lot more welcoming this way than back when we’d owned it. I chalked that up as another feeling of mine I’d never reveal to JD, along with that big one.

I sank deeply into the sofa’s cushions, the untouchable cushions I’d only dreamed about sitting on as a kid. Most of the doors were closed, except one studio booth: wide-open, with seemingly nobody inside, only a desk with a micro‐ phone, a laptop, and stacks of papers.

I’d played in that studio booth as a special treat a few times, maybe on my birthday. The booth had a strictly businesslike look back then, with hospital-white soundproofing material and a portrait of JD, hanging over a cold-drink dispenser and a digital timer.

I slid over on the sofa. I wanted a peek inside the broadcast booth.

A man sat in a chair, shuffling through papers. He looked back over his shoulder.

His hair was like Andy Silver’s. His quick movements were Andy’s. Even the long fingers forced me to remember Andy’s hands running through my hair.

Maybe Alice had hired one of their relatives to work at the station?

No. It wasn’t just a relative. It was him. It was Andy. That face. Those eyes. That floppy auburn hair. He just wasn’t skinny like that anymore. He looked like a guy who spent every free moment in the gym.

He paused in his paper-shuffling. He grinned a little, as if he thought I looked just like somebody he’d known. Then his face turned to wide-eyed shock.

“Baxter?” Andy sputtered my name. He sat up straight in his chair. He stared at me.

“Andy.” I could only whisper that name. Even in front of him, that name felt like a secret.

A broadcast booth was the last place I’d imagined finding Andy Silver. Back at Honey High, he’d get a deer-in-head‐lights look when a teacher called on him. Popular kids would say hi to him in the hallway just to watch his discomfort. He’d been smart, but shy, very shy. And adorable, but back then, only I’d known that.

I tried to avert my eyes from Andy Silver sitting in that booth. I couldn’t. I wanted to make small talk with him, but my mouth refused to form any words.

“You’re so good at talking to people,” Andy had always told me. Sure, I’d been Student Body President back then. I’d always had a snappy comeback for the teachers that left them shaking their heads. Now, encountering Andy after ten years away, I was the one shaking my head, tongue-tied.

“Andy—” I breathed in. Everything flashed before me: our torrid moments that senior year, the way I’d hidden him away like a dirty secret, the way I’d left for Cornell without even saying goodbye, the way I’d spent ten years trying to forget him—

“Alright.” Alice speed-walked back into the main room and looked at me with businesslike expectancy.

“Baxter Rawlins, let’s go talk in my office.” She strode past me like a whirlwind. She didn’t even slow down as she waved me toward her office.

“Come on!” Alice called out to me, as if I’d been a dawdling pet poodle holding up her morning walk. Maybe I was.

I couldn’t even stand up. My brain was frozen, totally stuck on Andy. I had no idea I’d see him again.

I put my brain on manual mode. Legs, push, get up, stand up. Still on manual mode, I pulled my eyes off of the broadcast booth. I looked ahead. I had business meetings to attend to.

“Yes, I’ll be right there,” I shouted toward Alice’s office. It was about five steps in front of me. She sighed.

“Ok, sit.” Alice sighed. “Want some espresso?”

“No, that’s alright.” I could only think about Andy always gulping a shot of espresso so he could stay awake to study after a long evening with me.

“That’s good, because we can’t afford any.” She smiled wryly. “We might be selling that espresso machine to pay the electric bill.” She pointed at the espresso machine in the hall‐ way. “So what can I do for you, Baxter Rawlins, Rawlins Telecom, RawTel, Whatever Whatever Incorporated?”

I lay the million-dollar check on Alice’s desk. I pulled the sale agreement from its manila folder and laid it next to the check.

“I don’t want to waste your time.” I mustered up my most flattering voice.

“Uh huh.” Alice looked at me blankly. She’d seen it all.

“I know the station is in financial trouble.” I looked right into Alice’s eyes. It was scarier than I’d expected. “I’m offering to take it off the town’s hands. For a million dollars.”

“Baxter, I know you guys at Rawlins Telecom only think in dollars. But the town loves this station.” She took her phone out of her pocket and tapped and swiped a few times. She showed the phone screen to me: a group of people in paint-splattered clothes, posing with hand tools. “The whole town showed up to fix our building after Hurricane Irma. For free, Baxter. Not for any million-dollar check.”

“I understand that.” I nodded at her. This was going to be harder than I’d expected, but JD had prepared me for it.

“Do you really understand, Baxter?” Alice flashed that wry smile at me again. She looked way too much like Andy. That, too, threw me off-balance.

“We’re making an offer—” I tried to channel my best, most confident and convincing JD voice. What would JD do? He’d keep reiterating the benefits of the buyout. “We’re making an offer that will benefit the station and the town—”

“That’s for the town to decide, whether it will benefit the town.” Alice cut off my fumbling argument before it could even really start. “You haven’t convinced me of anything. But maybe you can convince the town.”

“Yes, I—” I looked down at the floor like a reprimanded schoolboy.

“I’ll email you and we’ll set up a time for you to make your pitch at a town meeting.” She looked at me with a bit of pity. “I’m warning you: it’ll be uphill. The town loves the station.”

“With a million dollars, the town could—” I started to say.

“I know what money is, Baxter.” She stood up and started walking out of her office, toward the exit. “I’ve got a radio station to run now. Pleased to see you again and all that. I’ll email you to let you know when you can make your pitch.”

“You can text me too.” I waved my phone at her.

She shook her head. That wry smile came again. “RawTel service is pretty spotty.” She looked at me for a reaction. “I’ll email you.” She opened the door for me and waved me out like an unwanted salesman. Which maybe I was.

“Yes.” I got out of there, my salesman-like tail between my legs. JD had laughed about it: doing deals in small towns, you’re just the next outsider coming with big promises, and you’d better watch out for the stick they’ll use to chase you out.

JD had told me that negotiating a deal in Honey Bay would cut my ego down to size. He was right. He’d also told me that he was sure I could succeed. I wasn’t sure.

After Alice’s scolding, I felt like a nobody. I stood there outside the building, looking for my car. After having caught a glimpse of Andy, I couldn’t even gather my thoughts.

My Lamborghini was on a side street. Andy was back in the building, and far behind me.

I’d force myself back to normal. I had to.​

​
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Andy​

Baxter just sat there on the WHON sofa, like it was nothing. Like the nine-and-a-half years apart hadn’t even mattered. Or as if it was no big deal, no remarkable coincidence, that the two of us wound up in the same space at the same time — all those years after he’d left without a goodbye.

He looked like a less boyish version of the Baxter I remembered. He was way too big for that leather couch. He’d probably gotten used to sitting on that couch back when Rawlins Telecom owned the station.

I stared at him, at his long legs stretching onto the floor, at his arms awkwardly propped against the seat cushions. My head clouded with memories of having once been close to him. I must’ve been staring, unashamedly.

He looked back at me. He mouthed my name. Andy? It was a question. The curves of his lips as he said “Andy” were just the way they’d been back then all those times he’d stealthily summoned me from across a room, then kissed me somewhere in the shadows. It was definitely him.

Baxter swung the door open and stepped outside. He was looking up and around. The sun must’ve blinded him. When he walked out, he left the door slightly open behind him. Mom jogged up and closed it.

I jumped out of my seat and ran for the same door she’d just closed. She looked at me like I was a cat chasing a laser pointer.

She kept staring, incredulously, confirming that I was going to open that door and chase after that man. I was.

What would I even say to Baxter? I had no idea. He hadn’t even been looking for me at WHON. Maybe he hadn’t even noticed me.

I could pretend I was just being a good host as a WHON employee, saying goodbye to a visitor. After that visitor had already left. Cringe as fuck. Baxter would have seen right through it.

I swung the door open. He stood there a few steps outside the station, looking sun-dazed, or maybe just lost. It had been nearly ten years, after all. Those years had filled him out a little bit. His chin sported some sexy scruff.

The whiskers on his upper lip looked about a week away from a credible mustache. His facial hair grooming was studiously messy.

There was no way a guy like Baxter would let himself grow an actual mustache. Baxter didn’t do irony looks. That much I already knew about him. His fancy haircut, tailored slacks, and brown leather loafers marked him a New Yorker, way out of place in Honey Bay.

“Baxter, I — I thought I’d show you out.” I looked down at the ground for a second, then stared at him.

He was already outside. I could still show him out, metaphorically. Maybe it was my running shoes, but he didn’t seem taller than me at all. I looked at him eye-to-eye.

“Oh. Thanks for offering to show me out.” He nodded, then looked around. All our history together remained unspoken.

That smile of brilliant white teeth broke across his mouth. I hadn’t forgotten how he’d sometimes, with that very same mouth, graced my lips with a kiss. How could I have forgotten?

He wasn’t getting into a car. “Did you take the city bus over here?” I giggled at my own joke. He’d been a rich spoiled kid even back in school. Now he looked even more the part.

“The Honeybee?” Baxter rolled his eyes and smiled. Wistfully. I’d never thought I’d see Baxter Rawlins do anything wistfully.

“You remember?” I asked. He’d been away for so long, and he still remembered the twenty-four-hour shuttle van that ran around the town?

“How could I forget the Hornybee?” He laughed and shook his head. My knees almost buckled when he said horny. “Drunk teenagers must be riding it home from parties just like back then.”

“And the nerdy kids are still using it to sneak out to GameStop.” I shrugged. That was all I’d used the Honeybee for. That and sneaking out to meetups with Baxter—but that bit of history, he and I had an unspoken pact not to discuss.

“I knew there was a social scene I missed out on!” Baxter nodded at me, deadpan, grinning.

“Yeah.” I snapped my fingers in the air. “It was absolutely wild. Wireless controllers. Cheat codes. Off the hook.” I gave Baxter my best ironic double-thumbs-up.

“Hot damn.” Baxter took a step forward, and looked back cautiously over his shoulder. “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered. He took a deep whiff of me.

Hearing it almost knocked me off my feet. Maybe we’d be discussing our history after all. I grounded myself with a juvenile quip. “Gorgeous? Baxter say what?”

“Uh.” Baxter cleared his throat. “I said that... Cornell has a lot of gorges.”

“So I’ve heard!” I laughed at his pun, though I’d heard it before. And his having gone off to Cornell was just about all I’d known about Baxter’s post-Honey High whereabouts: he’d gone off to Cornell. What else was there to know? Thousands of miles away, out of my world. Cornell or Mars were pretty much the same.

“It’s been — it’s been — what, ten years?” Baxter looked at me, then at the building, then out at Atlantic Avenue.

“Nine and a half.” I shrugged, faux-nonchalantly. “Not that I’ve been counting.” I could play it off as a joke. I did still miss him, even if I didn’t miss having been thrown away like a rag.

“I’m — I’m living in New York now. I’m here on business.”

“Business? At our dinky radio station?” I laughed. It wasn’t false modesty. There wasn’t any business at WHON for a New York bigshot. The biggest sum of money WHON ever saw was the amount due on the electricity bill.

“Not so dinky.” Baxter looked up at the WHON building and smiled. His jawline was exactly the same as before, with a bit more meat on his bones, and a bit more scruff on his face. “My parents’ company, Rawlins Telecom, is trying to buy the station for a million dollars.”

Baxter’s face and body screamed pure sex. I tried not to listen.

“Rawlins Telecom is expanding from the worst reception in cell phones to the worst reception in FM radio?” I giggled. RawTel was the only cellphone provider in the area, and pretty much all they were famous for was dropped calls and “network not available.”

“Hey now.” Baxter sighed. “Aren’t you giving me the bad reception here, mister gracious host?”

“Whoa. Touche.” I made a fencing gesture with my outstretched hand. Baxter did the same, hopping around like a champion fencer.

It was like those nine and a half years hadn’t happened at all — except the way we’d joked and laughed in private back then, now somehow was happening on a street corner in broad daylight.

“And RawTel used to be in the radio business, as you recall.”

“RawTel used to own the station, as my mom very well recalls.” I could afford to be a little smug on that point. My mom, with her art history degree and notes kept on an iPhone, had outlawyered Rawlins Telecom’s litigation team. She’d negotiated the transfer from RawTel to the Town of Honey Bay as an out-of-court settlement for RawTel’s undisclosed pollution.

“Your mom is no pushover.” Baxter smiled fondly, like a warrior honoring a worthy adversary. “I got to experience that today.”

I snortle-laughed and waved away the idea of my mom being a pushover about anything. “I could’ve told you that before I was even able to talk!”

“Wait, what?” Baxter broke into laughter, leaning over slightly. His ass filled out the back of his slacks. I clenched my teeth, remembering all the times I’d fantasized about being allowed to top him. “You could’ve told me before you talked?”

“Not the greatest metaphor.” I sighed. “Do you want to have lunch and catch up?”

“Uh. Yeah.” Baxter nodded with uncertainty. He kept his eyes on me, looking for confirmation. It was almost like he was the shy one now. “Where do you want to have lunch?”

“Same old same old. It’s still Honey Bay.” I shrugged. I pointed at Penny’s Pancakes. “So, pancakes and catch up?”

“Is that like pancakes and chill?” Baxter snapped a finger in the air. His expression suddenly went from mirth to discomfort. His eyes shot down to the ground in embarrassment.

I pretended not to have caught the sexual riff. “Yeah. Penny’s Pancakes.” I leaned to look past the building’s corner. Even if the continents had moved, even if Baxter Rawlins had just walked back into my life, Penny’s Pancakes was still there.

Baxter’s face lit up again with a smile. “Don’t you mean—” He opened his eyes wide, the way we’d done to indicate a juvenile joke was on the way—

“Peeeeenis Pancakes!” Baxter and I said in unison, and high-fived. That was what teenage boys called the place. And apparently, now, it was also what two twenty-eight year-old men having a reunion after ten long years apart called it.

“Shit, man.” Baxter laughed self-consciously and shook his head at the puerile joke.

He opened his eyes wide and looked me up and down. Somehow his arm, after finishing the high-five, gave me the briefest of one-armed hugs. After ten years of remembering and trying to forget, even a half-second in Baxter’s embrace felt like hot lightning.

“Shall we?” I pointed with both fingers at the restaurant.

“We shall.” Baxter walked a half-step ahead of me. A half-step away was still much closer than he’d ever come near me in public back then.

The three waitresses stood in a semicircle just inside the glass door. “Andy Silver! Party of two!” they shouted. They opened the door for us and attempted some kind of impromptu dance number, but they ended up just laughing. “Shall we show you to the VIP table?”

“The one with the ketchup stains?” I nodded and smiled. “Sounds great.”

“I guess you come here often?” Baxter said.

“Not really.” I shrugged. “I usually eat at WHON. If I play a nice long set of songs without talking over it, that means I’m eating.”

“The waitresses know you though.”

“Yeah. People around town tend to know me.” I smiled. “From the radio show, public events, and just being out and about.”

“So.” Baxter sank into his soft vinyl seat and smiled. “You’re on the radio? You’re out and about? Everyone knows your name?”

“I guess that’s surprising?” I smiled. I had the right to be proud of myself. I’d come out of my shell more than I’d even hoped for. “I don’t hide in the shadows anymore.”

“Seriously.” Baxter shook his head. “And you look like you’ve been going to the gym.”

“You don’t even remember, do you?” I laughed. “Room 103 at WHON?”

“What’s room 103?” Baxter squinted.

“Rawlins Telecom had the crappiest, most run-down gym you could imagine in room 103 at the WHON building.” I laughed and made creaky-metal-machine sounds while imitating a bench press. “My mom and I cleaned it up, fixed up the machines. Now all of us at the station are working out there.”

“Wow.” Baxter shook his head. “I didn’t even know we had a gym in there.”

“I’m no muscleman—” I folded my arms and patted my triceps. “But I try.”

“But you try, and but damn.” Baxter nodded while staring at my arms. “You’re pretty close to muscleman status.”

“Am I interrupting anything?” The waitress winked at the two of us. She seemed to think she knew more than she actually knew. “Here are your menus.”

“Hmm.” Baxter looked it over. “This looks familiar.” He held his finger to his lips and looked quizzically at the menu and the waitress.

He was looking at her like he expected to be recognized. Sure, he’d been the most popular guy in school — ten years back. That kind of fame wore off quickly.

“I’ll have the LGBT,” I nodded at the waitress.

“Of course!” She winked.

“The—” Baxter’s jaw dropped a little. A question formed across his face.

“Lettuce, guacamole, bacon, tomato sandwich,” I said.

“My idea. I had them put it on the menu for Pride last year.” “We might be adding quinoa and avocado soon,” the waitress whispered to the two of us.

The LGBTQA sandwich was my idea too. I didn’t need to tell Baxter. I had nothing to prove.

“Pride? Like Gay Pride? In Honey Bay?” Baxter was whispering down at the table while side-eyeing me.

“You’d better believe it.” The waitress smiled at him.

“Thanks to Andy.”

“Then I’ll have— I guess— I’ll have the LGBT too,” Baxter nodded eagerly at the waitress. “I mean, since that’s what Andy’s having.”

“You don’t need to justify, man,” I said, with a quiet half-smile.

The waitress grinned at us. She tapped our orders into her tablet.

“You brought Pride to Honey Bay?” Baxter asked me again, shaking his head incredulously.

“I didn’t do it by myself. But I started just casually dropping the fact that I’m gay—”

Baxter looked around the room in instinctive caution.

I continued talking, a little quieter just for Baxter’s sake. “—when on the radio show, or at public events, I just started casually saying I’m gay. I think it made a difference around here. All of a sudden, gay was somebody people knew here in Honey Bay, not just something that happens off in Miami.”

Baxter sighed and folded his hands together. “So you’ve been here in Honey Bay, Florida, being openly gay, bringing Pride to town.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “While I’ve been deep in the closet in the middle of big fucking New York City.”

“You’re gay?” I asked Baxter. My eyes opened in shock. What I meant was, You’re admitting to being gay?

We’d never mentioned the g-word back in high school. Not unless we were talking about me, and exclusively me. Not that we’d ever really talked about me. But gay wasn’t something Baxter, at least high school Baxter, would’ve ever admitted to being. Sure, back then, we’d had locker-room sex on the daily, but I was pretty sure Baxter had some mental aerobics worked out by which he wasn’t gay.

“Am I gay?” Baxter cleared his throat. “Does the Pope wear a robe?” He rolled his eyes at me.

“What?” I laughed.

“You know what I mean.” Baxter was still whispering into the table. “You know perfectly well what I am. My family doesn’t.”

“You’re gay?” I asked again. I was just refusing to believe Baxter was so up-front about it.

“No, I just like to fuck guys.” Baxter shook his head and laughed wryly while still whispering. “Or more like, would like to fuck guys. Not that it can ever happen, with my family around.”

“Grindr can’t get a signal on your RawTel phone?” I laughed into my shirt-sleeve.

“Cute.” Baxter smiled. He rolled his eyes. “My family.

They’d never let me. Really, my dad. I call him JD now, by the way.”

“You had a falling out?” I asked. As far as I’d known, those two were a perfect father-and-son match. Baxter was his parents’ only child, the scion to the RawTel fortune, the pride of his father’s eye.

“No, no. Never a falling out. Not yet anyway. But when I went off to college, he said we’re going to be doing business together now, so we’d better treat each other as colleagues. JD and Baxter, not Dad and Son.”

“Sounds reasonable.” I shrugged.

“Yeah. He’s a reasonable guy. In general. I just know that homosexuality—” Baxter looked around the diner again when saying that word. “Homosexuality wouldn’t be something he’d ever accept. So I lay low. Or don’t lay at all.”

“So you’re living like a monk?”

“Pretty much like a monk. Minus the monastery orgies.” Baxter smiled and sighed. “And unlike a monk, I got married. To a woman.”

“You’re married?” My stomach sank a little. “To a woman?”

“Not anymore.” Baxter wrapped his hand around the green tumbler of ice water. He gulped it all down as if he were playing a fraternity drinking game. “Took her a few months to figure out what was up. She filed for divorce.”

“She found your Chris Hemsworth photo collection?” I fluttered my eyebrows at him. Even back then, we’d both thought Chris Hemsworth was hot.

“Thoooor.” Baxter growled while looking right at me. My cock grew.

“Don’t feel bad. I have a Chris Hemsworth photo collection too.” I took my phone out of my shrinking pants pocket.

The waitress made a few demonstrative throat-clearings as she walked toward our table. She must’ve sensed at least Baxter’s need for privacy.

“Gentlemen, your sandwiches!” She set down the LGBTs and two waters. I smiled to thank her, then looked back at Baxter for him to continue his story.

Baxter sighed. He looked over his shoulder to confirm the waitress was out of earshot. “Joanna, my now ex-wife, saw me looking at Grindr profiles. A few times she saw me, I guess. I was trying to get myself hard when I was in bed with her. I think she always knew, actually.”

“Yikes.” It was almost physically painful to hear about that. Whoever Joanna was, I had more than a little sympathy for anyone Baxter had left waiting at the door like that. “That probably wasn’t easy for her.”

“I was a piece of shit. I married her to try to hide from my dad. I won’t deny that.” Baxter shook his head. “She might’ve known all along I was gay, actually. She’s got some very well planned blackmail going on.”

“Blackmail about you being g-a-y?” I looked around cautiously. I didn’t even know whether I was serious or hamming it up with all that theatrical cloak-and-dagger secret-keeping. I picked up my sandwich and took a big bite. Sliced tomato exploded inside my mouth.

“Joanna’s a smart one.” Baxter sighed. “She knows it’s all about me not wanting JD to find out.” He took his own sandwich and looked at it up and down before taking it near his mouth. Maybe he was looking for any hints of its gayness.

“Your ex-wife knows your dad?” I asked.

“Well, besides meeting him in the course of our relationship, she’s from Honey Bay.” Baxter tapped his fingers on the table as if he wanted to be dealt another card.

“Oh shit.” I exhaled with all my pity for him.

“Joanna Cairns,” Baxter whispered. “Remember, Cairns family? Larry’s Lumber?”

“Oh yeah.” Joanna Cairns was one of those vaguely familiar names of schoolmates from different class years. I’d heard her mentioned in school announcements, maybe, but didn’t remember anything else.

“Yeah. I’ve gotta keep feeding her cash if I don’t want her calling up my dad and outing me.” Baxter sighed and looked up at the ceiling, as if he was waiting for angels to intervene in his misfortune.

“Sorry to hear.” I bit my lower lip. “I know how much your dad means to you.” Whatever complaints I had about my life, however little money I had compared to Baxter Rawlins, at least my mom fully supported who I was.

“Hey!” Baxter’s smile cut through the gloom like a white-hot knife. His lips still had those pointed little ridges at their edges when he smiled wide. “Enough of my whining! Let’s talk about you!”

“I’ve been alright.” I grinned just a little. I’d been more than alright. I’d gotten rid of all the anxieties and weaknesses that let Baxter wound me last time around.

Baxter brought his hands together into a megaphone. He whispered through it: “You look more than alright.” He put down the imaginary megaphone and smiled right at me.

“You know.” I tried to sound nonchalant. “I started working out. Stopped letting my mom cut my hair.” I broke out in laughter.

“You let your mom cut—” Baxter was laughing, hiding his face in his arm.

“Shh.” I looked around, like a character in an old detective movie. “Now you know my high school secret.”

“Hell of a secret.” Baxter nodded mock-seriously. “Got any more?”

“Not really secrets. I’ve been doing ok. The radio station takes up most of my time. I’m on the air, then I’m doing community events or visiting people in the hospital, stuff like that.”

“Sounds like you’ve done a lot more in the past ten years than I have.” Baxter sighed. He didn’t seem to be joking.

“What?” I shook my head. “I’ve just been hanging out here in Honey Bay. Lifting weights and chatting on the radio. I never even leave town. You’re the big New York businessman.”

“I work for my parents.” With his hand Baxter made a jacking-off gesture. It was funny but also kind of hot. “I’m basically my parents’ creation. My father’s creation. Other than that, I had a failed marriage where I was pretending to be heterosexual. I haven’t done shit.”

“Cornell must’ve been exciting?” I’d fantasized about attending an Ivy. I’d had the grades, but I hadn’t even bothered asking my single-parent, community-activist mom to come up with that kind of money.

“Four years of hiding my—” Baxter lowered his voice again “—my homosexuality by way of chugging Rolling Rock at frat parties. Culminating in a year of dating Joanna when she was a freshman and I was a senior. I got a business degree with mediocre grades. It was all shitty.”

I shook my head. “Back here in Honey Bay, I always imagined your life off at Cornell, wherever you wound up afterward, being glamorous, like in a movie.”

“You thought about me?” Baxter sat up straight and opened his eyes wide.

“Maybe.” I looked down at my hands. “You still look great, by the way. Fulfilling all your masculine potential.” I laughed. Baxter put his hands to his mouth again. He spoke in a radio announcer voice: “Fulfilling all your masculine potential. Ask your doctor about Erecta. Side effects may include loneliness, chastity, and ennui.” He shook an imaginary pill bottle in his hand.

“Chastity?” I asked Baxter. He was the guy every man or woman would want to fuck.

“Other than mega-awkward sex with Joanna. When I could run the gay fantasies in my mental movie theater just right to get myself hard when I was with her.” Baxter sighed. “But hey, let’s talk about you!”

“I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve to go through that much crap. Or any crap.” I wanted to hug him.

“I didn’t deserve it?” Baxter looked at me wide-eyed. He set his sandwich down on the plate. He looked out the window as he finished chewing. “After how I treated you back then? I think I deserved any shit the world could throw at me.”

“No, man.” I sighed and shook my head. “Don’t worry about what we did when we were dumb kids. And no matter what, nobody deserves to be mistreated. I feel bad for you. I really do.”

“Especially you, a thoroughly decent, good guy, don’t deserve to be treated like that, Andy. I mean didn’t deserve it back then.” Baxter took a nervous sip of water.

“Can we get back to talking about me now?” I gave Baxter a big, stupid grin.

“Por favor.” Baxter nodded.

“Alright! So. I started out with a morning show at WHON. Andy In The A.M. It was at seven A.M., because the station couldn’t find any other volunteer who wanted to be up that early. A two-hour show.”

“Your own morning show.” Baxter’s eyebrows flew up in genuine appreciation. “How old were you?”

“Eighteen.” I smiled. “It was kind of my way of getting over— uh— you know, getting over stuff.” Of course Baxter knew exactly what I meant. I took a big bite of sandwich, pretending the guacamole was salve for my wounds.

“Did the radio help you get over that shithead Baxter Rawlins?” Baxter subtly turned his fingers to point at his own face.

“Hey now.” I shook my head. “But yeah, it did. It exposed me to the whole wide world of shitheads.” I took a gulp of water and watched Baxter’s expression. “I mean, joking. I mean, it let me talk to a lot of people, on my radio show, doing public events, stuff like that.”

“And so you’re the big radio celebrity now?” Baxter leaned in closer, as if he wanted to get a closer look at the celebrity with whom he shared a diner booth.

“I am, at least in Honey Bay. The Andy In The A.M. show, and then I’m on again in the afternoon. People enjoy my stuff.” I was able to say that without any irony or self-deprecation. Not only did people enjoy listening to my show, but I could say so, without being self-conscious.

“I remember when you couldn’t even—” Baxter shook his head. Back in high school, I’d been too shy to even raise my hand in class.

“Yeah, I remember too.” I shook my head right back at him. “I trained myself. Talking to people on the show, outside, smiling. It’s a lot like going to the gym. Exercise.”

“You’ve been training all over.” Baxter eyed me up and down. “It’s amazing to be seeing you again. Amazing you’re here in Honey Bay.” He bit into the last piece of his sandwich.

Baxter’s throat bulged as he swallowed the sandwich. My cock bulged too. I fantasized about the one thing Baxter had never done for me in our secret sex meetings. I’d been fantasizing about it for the past decade.

“Suck—” My mind must’ve been spinning in free gear. “Sucks that we haven’t met in so long.”

“Well, your mom seems to be intent on keeping me around here for a while.” Baxter shrugged.

“How so?” My mom hadn’t really known Baxter, at least not back in high school.

“I guess she hasn’t told you.”

“Nope. She runs the business side. She offered to bring me in, but I wasn’t interested. I’m no Baxter Rawlins, you know.” I waved at the waitress for the bill.

“My dad wants Rawlins Telecom to buy the station back from Honey Bay. He’s offering the town a million dollars.”

“Oh yeah, that many dollars, I don’t deal with.” I laughed to Baxter. I hadn’t seen that much money in all my life. The waitress came back with the check. I put thirty dollars in her hand and told her to keep the change. “A lunch check is about the most high-finance I go.”

“Whoa, I was planning to buy you lunch.” Baxter waved his wallet at me.

“Don’t worry. You’re the guest in Honey Bay now. I treat.” I popped the last bit of my own sandwich into my mouth. I wiped my lips with a napkin as if I’d just filmed a cumshot scene. My mind was going places.

“So Andy, please let me—” Baxter stared into my eyes, hopefully. “Let me buy you a drink tonight.”

“If you want.” I breathed in deeply. Baxter was going to be seen in public with me, again? And not just a diner lunch that he could easily dismiss as a business meeting?

“Is The Frosty still around?” Baxter asked.

“The Frosty’s around. Still serving beer to high-schoolers.” I laughed. “Still has that creepy mural of a witch ice skating, topless.”

“I guess it’s tradition.” Baxter shrugged. “Mind if we go to the Frosty tonight?”

“Oh.” I calmed my breathing. Baxter Rawlins had just asked me to go to a bar with him, ten years after our fling, ten years after I thought everything was over. The answer was yes, a million times, even if just to spend an evening chatting with him and admiring his face, his smile, and his words. I tried to keep my response low-key, nonchalant.

“Yeah, sure. What time do you want to meet? I should be free after seven.”

“Eight?” Baxter asked. He looked at me for confirmation. Back then, he’d just announced when and where we’d meet.

“It’s a date!” I smiled and nodded like an idiot. “I mean, not a date. I mean, eight o’clock is fine.”

“Don’t worry, man.” Baxter exhaled deeply, like he was letting out all the stress and tension from our relationship. “I’ll be a gentleman and pick you up.”

“You still have your BMW?” I grinned. Teenage Baxter hadn’t even appreciated that car that his parents had bought him until I told him everything that was special about it.

“Nope. Better.”

“Nothing is better than your BMW.” I smiled.

“Oh, there’s better. I’m the car expert now. Thanks to you.” Baxter patted his pants pocket, where a key fob presumably hid. I’d taught him to know more than just the brand status of BMW and Mercedes. He’d seen me ooh and ahh at the rare exotics that sometimes passed through Honey Bay — cars he wouldn’t otherwise have noticed.

“Wow, thanks to me.” I nodded.

“I’ll pick you up in my new car, and I’ll let you drive tonight.”

“Vroom vroom!” I turned an imaginary steering wheel in front of my face. “Do you even know where I live?”

“The same apartment on Sea Ray Court?” Baxter asked with raised eyebrows. I’d grown up there. At least it was in the right school district, and by some fluke of land values, remarkably close to Honey Acres, the gated community where Baxter’s family lived.

“Good memory. But no, no more Sea Ray Court. I’ve got a new place now. Your better-than-BMW car has GPS, right?”

“I wouldn’t have made it from New York to Honey Bay without it.” Baxter looked up at the ceiling in faux confusion.

“Alright, then pop this into your GPS and smoke it.” I took my ubiquitous pen from my shirt pocket and wrote on a napkin, while saying the address: “1 Golf Lane. In Honey Bay.” I wrote my phone number below it.

“You live on a golf course or something?” Baxter nodded. “Fancy!”

“You know me.” I shot Baxter an ironic thumbs-up. “Always in the lap of luxury.”

“I really—” Baxter looked down into his table and shook his head. “I really can’t wait to see you tonight.”​

​

3

BAXTER

​“My GPS fucked up.”

I peered out the Lamborghini’s tiny, low-set window. At least my phone was getting reception. “I’m at the address you gave me. 1 Golf Lane. Nothing here except the old RawTel mini-golf.”

“You’re at the right place! I’ll be right there!” Andy sounded exuberant. Then he hung up.

I pulled up next to the drainage ditch adjoining the mini-golf course. It must’ve been one of the weirder places to have parked a blue Lamborghini. I got out of my seat and left the lift-up door up. Andy would love it.

Andy wasn’t emerging from the housing development across the road from the mini-golf course. Then he appeared. He came from right in the fucking middle of the abandoned mini-golf course.

“The fuck?” I shook my head at Andy, whose pace was on that indiscernible boundary between a walk and a jog. The course’s solitary yellow sodium lamp illuminated him. “You live at the old mini-golf course?”

“The fuck?” Andy yelled back. “You drive a new Lamborghini?”

“You recognized it—” I nodded at Andy in appreciation. Back in the day, he’d taught me all about cars. And I, in turn, had taught him all about heartbreak.

“2015 Lamborghini Huracan.” Andy’s car knowledge was encyclopedic. Actually, his knowledge in general was encyclopedic. “I can tell the model year by the tail lamps.”

“Can you tell my age by my underpants?”

“What?” Andy laughed. “The white boxers with the football print?”

“Oh shit.” I gulped. Ten years back, Andy had actually seen my underpants — and their contents. “Hey, wanna drive?” I held the key fob out to Andy.

“Does the pope pray?” Andy shook his head side-to-side while asking the question.

“What?!” I looked at him funny.

“Of course I want to drive.” He smiled at me like he appreciated my offer, even if it would’ve been too cheesy to actually have said so. He took the key fob from my hand. I got in on the passenger side.

“You start it by — oh, you probably know already.” Andy probably knew more about my car than I did.

“I’ve watched all the YouTube videos.” Andy got in the driver’s seat and pulled down the door to close it. Of course he knew how to start it: put the fob in the docking slot, press the brake, then push the button. He looked like a pig in shit. “Wow, hear that roar.”

“I knew you’d like it. Actually, I bought it because I knew — no, that sounds too cheesy.” I sighed quietly.

“You bought it because you knew I liked it?” Andy looked at me as if I’d just said something totally ridiculous. I’d dodge the question.

“You know where the Frosty is, right?” I tried to look like I was looking up its address on my phone. It was a decent enough distraction.

“I’m from Honey Bay. I know where the Frosty is.” Andy shifted into gear and accelerated the car out of the golf course. A huge smile broke across his face.

I’d never seen him smile like that. Maybe I’d never made him happy like that.

“Keep your speed in the double digits.” I smiled at him. Out over the ocean, the moon shone like a spotlight above us.

“You think a Lamborghini with New York license plates might attract a bit of attention?” Andy revved the engine, while driving not too much faster than traffic.

“And my parents no longer fund the policemen’s balls.” I grinned at him.

He grinned back. “It’s a wonder the policemen can still have balls.”

Our juvenile jokes were still juvenile. We still loved them. And it was true: I’d had a bit more leeway from the Honey Bay PD back when my dad had made a five-figure yearly donation to the Honey Bay Officers’ Association.

“What was it that your father always said about that yearly donation?” Andy asked.

“You know about that?”

“Everybody knew.” Andy shrugged. “The Costco joke.” “Ah.” I blushed a little. “JD called his police donations getting a Costco size discount on speeding tickets. Buying in quantity.”

“So your family is totally gone from Honey Bay now?” Andy leaned forward and down to see through the tiny slit of a window when making a left turn, like a lanky giraffe eating from a short tree.

“Well, I’m here.” I felt as if I should’ve worn a ribbon while saying that. “For a few days. Right now. But other than that, yeah. Everyone’s in New York now.”

“In that case, I’m still kind of not getting why you guys want to buy back WHON.” Andy smiled down at the steering wheel’s Lamborghini logo.

“Something my dad is doing.” I shrugged. That much was true: it was something my dad was doing. Andy steered the car onto a nice empty stretch of road leading up to Frosty’s. “I think this stretch of road is empty. You can run up the engine a little.”

“Not gonna drive fast. People live around here.” Andy revved the engine hard. “But there’s nothing wrong with making a little noise.”

“Just to think, you used to be so quiet.” I looked at Andy and laughed, comparing him now to the morbidly shy teenager I’d known back then.

“Should I park this thing right in front of Frosty’s and let everybody see?” Andy grinned mischievously.

“Of course. It’s a conversation-starter car for extroverts.” I pointed at Andy. “And you’re the big extrovert in town.”

Andy flipped on the parallel parking assistance like he’d done it a million times before. “You do not know how many times I’ve watched this on youTube.”

“I think I can imagine.” I watched Andy’s motions backing up the car. “Though it’s not the sort of video I usually watch.” “Both are about fitting into a tight space, right?” Andy smiled at me. “Let’s go!” he heaved open the driver’s-side vertical door.

I fiddled with the opening on my side. “I don’t think there’s ever been a passenger in this car. And I’ve definitely never let anyone else drive it. I don’t know how to open this thing.”

“Oh shit.” Andy leaned over to my side to open my side’s door. He knew my car better than I did. “That’s how it opens. Push that little gray button. You’ve never had passengers in this car?”

“Nope. I never let anyone drive it until today.”

“You might get some drive requests tonight.” Andy peered into the Frosty’s big glass window. A small crowd had formed, pointing at the car that had just pulled up. “We’re already popular here. Or at least your car’s already popular here.”

“Let them request all they want. I only leave with whoever I came with.” I nodded to him.

“I only cum with whoever I left with.” Andy giggled into his hand. Even if he was smooth now, he still had that geek charm. “Which usually means my hand.” He used that hand to wave enthusiastically to the group gathering at the Frosty’s window.

With the remote control, Andy beeped the car closed and I nodded at him approvingly. “You’re almost as handy with that remote as you are playing with your dick.”

“Yours is the only remote I’ve played with.” Andy smiled at me for half a second, then turned to walk toward the crowd at the Frosty’s front door. “Now quit being remote and let’s check out the bar.” Again he moved his hand to cover his goofy laugh.

He held open the door for me. I expected to have been vaguely recognized as a C-list local celebrity. I had, after all, been the Homecoming King, Salutatorian, and Football Team Captain in Honey High’s Class of 2010.

No recognition. Only polite hellos in my direction, with no mention of a name. I hadn’t even aged that much since then. Or didn’t think I had.

Meanwhile, the crowd rushed to Andy. They asked him, not me, whether that was his car. Whether the station was sold yet. Whether he’d have a guest on tomorrow’s Andy In The A.M.. And on and on.

All eyes were on Andy. It was like cosmic balancing for his invisibility back in high school.

A bartender called out to Andy: “What will it be, superstar?” I recognized her as she did a little cheer-dance behind the bar: Amanda Leeks. She’d been one of the cheerleaders back at Honey High. Now she wore a ridiculous ski outfit, as did all the other Frosty’s staff.

Frosty’s had started out attached to an ice skating rink. The ice skating rink had gone out of business, but its bar, Frosty’s, remained. The bartenders were, in constant rotation, popular girls who’d graduated from Honey High a few years back. Getting to talk to those popular girls who’d snubbed most everyone back in school was part of the appeal.

Amanda had been the cheerleader all the football guys — the straight ones — had swooned after. I probably pretended to be into her back then too. And back then, just like now, my mind was only on Andy.

“Ginger ale for me. I’m driving.” Andy casually waved the Lamborghini key fob at the bartender.

“Hot damn!” Amanda stared out the window at the Lamborghini. “I guess your radio show hit it big, huh? Are you sure you don’t want to have a girlfriend?” Amanda laughed in that way women laugh when they pretend to flirt with a gay dude.

“WHON is my only hon,” Andy firmly said to Amanda. It sounded like a well-practiced line. “And the car is borrowed. From a good friend.” Andy spoke to the crowd as if he was accustomed to giving press conferences and answering questions. He patted my back again. I felt like the social ingenue. “But don’t anybody tell anybody it’s not really my car, alright?” Andy looked at his audience as if he’d just let them in on a secret.

“And my friend will have a—” Andy looked at me, then called out to the bartender. “A Heineken. Is that alright?”

“Sure. I’ll take a Hiney.” I gave Andy a stupid grin. Somehow talking like I was a teenager again made the whole experience less painful. It made it a little easier to stomach how much I’d hurt Andy, and how much he’d changed because of, and in spite of, that hurt.

If I was still a stupid kid, maybe my stupid behavior was excusable. Maybe I could do something to make up for it: stupid shit as simple as letting Andy drive my stupid car, and at least letting myself be Andy’s stupid friend.

It would have to be only a friendship. Coming out to JD was still completely out of the question, even more so now than it had been back then.

I’d keep on lying to JD, or at least lying by omission. I’d keep sucking up all my guilt over Andy. And selfishly, I’d keep enjoying at least these minutes, or hours, I could spend with him.

“A frosty ginger ale for Andy In The A.M. and a frosty Hiney for his friend!” the bartender yelled out, two mugs in hand. She handed one to me and one to Baxter. Just like back then, the mugs came out with a satisfying layer of snowy frost. Just putting my lips on that frost was comforting on a hot, damp Honey Bay night.

“I do miss the simple pleasures,” I said to Andy. It was simpler than anything back in New York. Frosty’s was no small-batch artisan brewery. We weren’t on the roof of a skyscraper. The bartender wasn’t a moonlighting Belgian monk. And it wasn’t a self-conscious dive bar. It was just a town hangout in Honey Bay. And I loved being back.

“Mister and Mister Winters!” Andy called out with a wave. An old man sitting at the bar tipped his newsboy cap at Andy. The other old man, sitting next to him, followed suit.

“I’ve seen those guys before!” They looked really familiar, in a Honey Bay old-man kind of way. Maybe I’d seen them on my morning drive around town before the meeting.

“Jack and Victor Winters.” Andy tipped an imaginary cap in their direction. “Gay couple. Secretly married each other in the Netherlands ages ago. They came out as gay to the whole town by calling in to Andy In The A.M. a few years ago.”

“Those guys are actually a couple?” I laughed.

“Yeah, what’s wrong with that?” Andy was standing up for them. That was among his noblest qualities. He’d never let an injustice go by without at least trying to do something about it.

“I saw them out walking by the beach this morning. They looked like a gay couple, but I thought that’s impossible in Honey Bay.” I discreetly peeked over at them again. They looked happy. Really happy.

“Times are changing, I guess. Even in Honey Bay. Nobody minds their being gay.” Andy shrugged. “They’re good guys.”

“Tell them I apologize for doing a burnout in the parking lot.” I smiled. “While they were on their peaceful morning walk.”

“It’s never a bad time for a Lamborghini burnout.” Andy nodded, a little naughtily. “I can take the flak for you on that one. Those two guys give me a lot of credit. They think I’m a gay rights leader, a big deal around here.”

“You are a big deal, man.” Nobody-Andy seemed to be light years away.

“I’ll take the compliment, but you know, I’m just a silly radio host. If I can do my tiny little part for justice and equal‐ ity, then great.” Andy swigged his frosty mug of ginger ale. I took his hint and took a gulp of my frosty Heineken.

“Hey, hey, hey!” A voice boomed somewhere behind me. I turned around and got a blast of beer-breath in my face. “It’s Baxter to the maxter! Why didn’t you tell me you’re in town?”

“Oh, yeah. Hey, Boyd. Nice to see you.” I nodded at him. I wanted to make the interaction quick and painless, for me at least. I’d outgrown Boyd. Any adult had probably outgrown Boyd. Boyd had been ok to hang out with when we were seventeen. I wasn’t seventeen anymore. He wasn’t either, at least chronologically speaking. In his mental maturity, I wasn’t sure that Boyd had even reached seventeen.

“Man, it’s been at least a year since I’ve seen you!” He swung his beer gut between me and Andy.

“Yeah. Probably even longer. Maybe at least two years. Or more.” I didn’t say I regretted it.

Boyd-time had stopped around high school graduation. He still prowled the Frosty, making eyes at teen girls.

He somehow failed to understand that making eyes at teen girls had been ok back when we had been teen boys, but it was no longer ok now that we were grown men coming up on our thirties.

“Why are you talking with this doofus?” Boyd asked me, with a nudge of my shoulder, as he smirked at Andy. He really thought those high school hierarchies still applied. “Andy Loser, oops, I mean Andy Silver.” Boyd cackled at his own joke.

I looked at Boyd like he’d just mistaken my friend’s identity. “Who? What? Doofus? Andy is my friend.” Indeed he was.

“Hey, Andy, let’s sit down so we can talk privately.” I said it loudly enough to Andy for Boyd to hear. He needed to get the message.

Andy followed my suggestion. He sat down at a vinyl booth in the corner. I followed along and sat across from him in the same booth.

I didn’t even look back at Boyd. Still, Boyd suddenly appeared again. He sat down right next to me. He sneered at Andy across the table. “Baxter, do you know you’re sharing a table with Honey Bay’s number one homosexual?”

“I didn’t know that,” I said to Boyd. “But congratulations on coming out.” I shook Boyd’s hand.

“Fuck!” The spittle flew from Boyd’s face all over my shirt. “Not me! Andy is the fucking homo!”

“That’s alright with me.” I shrugged at Boyd. “Andy and I are just catching up a bit. We were friends back at Honey High.”

“You were friends?” Boyd looked genuinely surprised. “With this matchstick floppy-hair loser?”

“Yup. Andy is a good friend of mine.” I smiled at Andy to confirm that yeah, he was mine. My friend at least. “And we have some business to discuss, regarding WHON.”

“You do business, huh?” Boyd asked me. His breath reeked of stale beer. Something in his voice implied he didn’t quite believe me, even though he had vaguely known me and my family for a decade.

“Yes, Boyd.” I made no effort to hide my annoyance. “I do business. Rawlins Telecom. You’ve known that since we were in high school, Boyd.” Maybe I was supposed to hand him my business card. But my business card had my contact details, and I didn’t want Boyd getting his hands on that.

“I saw your Ferrari out there.” Boyd pointed his finger out the window. “Not bad.”

“It’s a Lamborghini, actually.” I smiled at Andy, the car expert. It was the kind of car-knowledge error that Andy would always tsk-tsk. “It’s a Lamborghini Huracan, and Andy’s driving it.”

“Yeah.” Boyd nodded at the car, a little menacingly, like he was about to jump it. “I’d be driving your Ferrari, or Lamborghini, right now if you didn’t have a prenup with Joanna, huh?” Boyd smiled proudly. Most Honey High boys had a brief flirtation with chewing tobacco. For Boyd, that flirtation had never stopped. His teeth were the color of Skoal.

“My ex-wife Joanna is Boyd’s cousin,” I said to Andy. I hadn’t intended to dwell on my short-lived marriage, but Boyd was forcing my hand. Andy nodded to me. He was gritting his teeth at Boyd’s every utterance.

I shook my head at Boyd. “And Boyd, I don’t know in what kind of fantasy world you’re living in that you’d be driving a car I bought after I divorced your cousin, but alright, man.” I shrugged at Boyd. “I was married to Joanna, not to you, Boyd.”

I snickered at him, even if I was pretending just to snicker at the joke. Boyd was reliable in his own way, and you could set a clock to his virulent homophobia.

“Hey, don’t talk to me like that.” Boyd held up his mug of beer. “I’m the boss over at Larry’s Lumber.”

“Oh, that’s great,” I said.

“Yeah. I work with Larry.” Boyd nodded enthusiastically. Andy sighed, then in a tired, do-I-have-to-repeat-it-again sort of voice, said, “You work for Larry, Boyd. Not with Larry.”

“Well, Larry’s my cousin,” Boyd said. He seemed to think that contradicted Andy’s point.

Andy couldn’t contain the grin breaking across his face. His annoyance at Boyd was turning into amusement. “Larry is your cousin twice removed.” Andy shrugged at Boyd. “Weird flex, but ok.”

“Yeah, Larry made me boss.” Boyd held up his hands in the air and counted imaginary stacks of cash.

“You’re the swing-shift manager, Boyd.” Andy rolled his eyes, the way only Andy could. “Come on, man. You know I always shop at Larry’s for fixing up my place. Don’t try to get that kind of shit over on me.”

Boyd turned an even brighter red. Andy shook his head. I only laughed.

Amanda set a plate of onion rings on another table and walked back in our direction. Before she could ask if we needed anything, I put a fifty-dollar bill in her hand.

“We’re getting out of here. Keep the change. I’m Honey High Class of 2010 but I don’t think that means anything to you. Anyway, Thanks.” She smiled big after seeing the tip. I nodded to Andy, and pointed at the door with my eyes.

“You’re leaving already?” Boyd didn’t budge in his seat. His bathtub-size body blocked me from getting out of the booth. “But it’s not even ten P.M.”

“Andy and I gotta go, Boyd. Be a gentleman and let me out of the booth.” I half stood up, still inside the booth. Boyd finally got out. He clapped me on the back as I rose up.

“Hey man, hit me up and we’ll talk business,” Boyd said to me. His breath stank of booze, but I’d known him long enough: that booze made no difference. He acted exactly the same sober.

“Yeah. I will, Boyd.” I nodded. Even Boyd could tell my nod was insincere.

Andy already stood by the exit, trying to look nonchalant. I followed. I didn’t even look over my shoulder to make sure Boyd was gone.

“I’m not relieving you of your driving duties, Andy.” I pointed him toward the driver’s seat. I’d pretend to be buzzed. I slurred my speech a little bit just so I had a good excuse to let him drive.

I wasn’t really drunk. I wanted him to drive. I wanted him to enjoy my car. I wanted to spoil him. I wanted to make it up to him. I wanted him to have a happy evening with me for once. But I didn’t want him to expect anything more than enjoying my car. I didn’t want to hurt him again.​

​

4

ANDY​

I pulled down the driver’s-side door. It snapped shut. Baxter did the same on his side.

Holy shit. I was actually driving a Lamborghini.

The window crowd at Frosty’s was still watching us. I started the engine and pulled out of the parking spot as gracefully as I could. I mashed the pedal down in first gear. I’d get a kick out of the noise, without actually going too fast — and the Frosty’s peanut gallery would get a view.

“You have, like, no social phobia,” Baxter said. His words were a little slurred, after only one beer. “You were a total natural with all those people.”

“And you have, like, no alcohol resistance.” I laughed at my own joke. “You’re drunk like a skunk.”

“Yeah. A bit intoxicated.” Baxter blinked his eyes at me. Maybe he was just drunk, but his slowly blinking eyes, with his lip-scruff and his white teeth, looked dreamily surreal.

I was driving Baxter’s Lamborghini. Being treated as, at the very least, Baxter’s valued friend. Baxter had even stood up for me against my former high school bully, Boyd. It was a righting of all my wrongs and regrets from high school. I couldn’t have had a more idyllic evening.

I drove to Seagrass Beach next to Honey High. From there, we could cruise northward along the coast. Going north on A1A from Honey High was just how cruising went in Honey Bay.

Baxter leaned his head back in the passenger seat. He’d half-closed his eyes. He sometimes tilted his head a bit in my direction and opened his eyes a little bit more and gave me a small smile.

We drove under sodium-orange lights along the beach, on A1A, parallel to the ocean. I clicked the buttons to open both passenger windows and let in the ocean air.

All the daydreaming I’d done about the Lamborghini Huracan was paying off: I even knew exactly how everything from the doors to the window switches worked.

“You can take it on the interstate if you wanna go fast,” Baxter mumbled. “It’s your car, man. Do whatever you want.” “I don’t need to go fast.” I inhaled deeply: the ocean air mixed with Baxter’s smell, same as it always had been. Maybe he’d broken a bit of a sweat at Frosty’s. He smelled like shampoo, hair products, expensive cologne, and just a little bit of manly perspiration. “I’m happy just to be with you.”

“Mmm.” Baxter didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to.

I opened the windows more. Salty air blasted over our faces. The scenery alternated between ocean, strips of hotels, and detours through mangroves and swamps.

“Are you doing ok over there?” I asked him. He slowly stretched out his body, mostly by pulling his legs farther out. There wasn’t much headroom above him.

His eyes were suddenly wide awake. He turned to me and inhaled deeply. “Andy. I’m sorry about how I treated you back then. I was awful.”

“We were kids. Teenagers. Don’t worry about it.” I’d had that reply prepared for the past decade, for the unlikely — I’d thought — event that I would somehow run in to Baxter and he’d apologize. I’d practiced it so many times.

I’d always expected it to happen online, not in person. Or Baxter calling in to my radio show, from somewhere far away, just to apologize. I certainly hadn’t expected it to happen while we were cruising around in his Lamborghini and he was inches away from me.

I could smell every part of Baxter, even the unmistakable aroma of the precum that must’ve been coating the tip of his big dick.

“You’re always too nice to me, Andy.” Baxter stretched his long legs out again, and moved his feet around in the footwell. His crotch did have a definite bulge. Maybe it was just the way he’d folded his pants.

“I was a stupid kid back then.” I shook my head at him. “I should’ve told you what I wanted. I should’ve refused something that would break my heart. I mean not that you did — I mean not that —”

“I know I broke your heart.” His head turned to me, Baxter was whispering through the wind rushing through the car. “I regret it.” He turned around and looked downward out his window at the road passing outside like train tracks. “Every day I regret it.”

“Long time ago.” I sighed. “And I never let you know what I wanted or needed. I probably didn’t even know that myself. Dumb shit that teenagers do, you know?”

“I’ve never had sex like that since.” Baxter glanced into my eyes for a half-second, grinned, then returned to staring out his window at the passing scenery. “Never.” He visibly adjusted his visible erection.

“Well look who’s sober again!” I smiled over at Baxter. I revved the engine as if to applaud his testimonial.

“Yeah. I think I’m awake again.” Baxter lay his hands on his thighs. The bulge of his cock was almost comically obvious. “If you catch my drift,” he said, in the most juvenile tone of voice possible.

“Is it night shift at the lumber mill?” I asked Baxter, then broke out laughing at my own joke.

“What?” Baxter squinted at me.

“You know. Lumber. Wood.” For half a second I glanced at the bulge in his pants.

“I thought that was timber.” Baxter shrugged. “Unprocessed wood.”

“So you’re sober now?” His face looked as awake as the bulge in his pants.

“Maybe I was sober all along.” Baxter laughed. He was sucking in his lips. He looked a little guilty.

“Now that you’re sobered up.” I cleared my throat. I inhaled deeply. Was I really doing this? “Would you like to check out my golf-course home?”

“You—” Baxter looked into my eyes. He breathed in deeply just as I did. “You mean your mini-golf course home. You forgot to say mini.”

“We don’t like anything mini around here.” I took one hand off the steering wheel to hold over my mouth and muffle my laughter. It was a dumb joke, but I was in that mood.

“Are you offering to process my wood?” Baxter smiled. The juvenile jokes were bringing me back to how we used to talk back then. I tried to filter out the painful parts and remember only the kisses and the laughs.

“Timber, lumber, all so confusing.” I sighed wearily, like a grand dame. Without even looking at the control panel, I clicked off the car’s traction control. The road up in front was wide-empty. The moon and the lights made it like daylight.

“You’re too good for traction control?” Baxter laughed.

“A bit of barebacking,” I said. I slammed the brakes, tugged the steering wheel to the left, then pushed the gas again. The car spun around in a perfect one-eighty. We were now heading back toward my place. I clicked the traction control back on.

“Holy shit.” Baxter shook his head. “I’ve never done anything like that.”

“Sometimes there’s a need to change course in a hurry, you know?”

“I think I know.” Baxter glanced at me for a second, then went back to looking out his passenger side window. His face was red. It wasn’t the beer. “About changing course.”

I drove. Baxter lay his hand on my forearm, squeezed it, and exhaled, shaking his head. His body heat filled the cramped passenger cabin. I was transfixed with his smell, with the beauty of his face and the sound of his breathing next to me.

I opened the driver’s side window for fresh air. I felt as if I might’ve passed out like that from inhaling Baxter. I still needed to get us home.

“Honey Bay ocean air.” Baxter smiled. “I missed that smell. I missed it so much actually.”

I sped up a little. More air blew through the car. “Just like old times, isn’t it?” I glanced over at Baxter. “Breathing the Honey Bay air.”

“Shit.” Baxter sighed and shook his head. He bit down on his lower lip and stared at me. “Just like old times.”

I pulled off the main road. Fingertips on the Lamborghini-badged steering wheel, I weaved through the abandoned subdivision that led to the abandoned mini-golf course. I parked in front of the mini-golf course as stealthily as I could park that kind of car.

“You really do live here?” Baxter stuck his face to the passenger-side window and looked out at the abandoned course. He must’ve remembered it from the Rawlins Telecom days. “You weren’t just having me pick you up at a public place so I wouldn’t stalk you later?” The words came from Baxter’s mouth, but it looked as if his blue eyes were asking the question. He was staring at me. The road lamp above us gave everything except his eyes an orange hue. They stood out in bright blue.

“Why would anyone stalk a scrawny, unpopular nerd like me?” Old high-school humiliation bubbled through to my pained smile. I knew I wasn’t that nobody anymore. I wanted to be sure Baxter knew it too.

“I don’t see anyone scrawny or unpopular in this car.” Baxter put his hand above his eyes to comically scan inside the car. “Nerd, yeah, sure.” He patted the top of my hand and squeezed it just a little bit, like a half-second hand-hold. It wasn’t even a full hand-hold, but it ripped through me like electricity.

“Alright, Mister Jock.” I did my best to sound unperturbed, unintimidated, by Baxter’s status: unquestionably a high school jock, even ten years after graduating high school, if such a thing was possible. I lifted up my driver-side door.

“You’re ripped, man.” Baxter grinned. “You lifted that Lamborghini door like a matchstick.”

“That’s how I usually exercise.” I nodded to Baxter. “Lifting the doors on my fleet of Lamborghinis.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.” Baxter lifted up his own door. He did seem to exert a lot more effort than I had exerted. Maybe he had less time for the gym than I did. “You’re a big radio star now.”

I rolled my eyes, then shut the car door closed. He closed his side.

The Lamborghini, and Baxter Rawlins, stood right in front of my insignificant little windmill cottage on an insignificant little mini-golf course in insignificant little Honey Bay.

“Lead the way, Andy!” Baxter announced, as he squinted toward the dilapidated “country village” of the mini-golf course.

“There’s some Astroturf and some muddy grass.” I adjusted my eyes to the darkness to try to maneuver our way down. Normally I didn’t care about getting mud on my shoes when I came home with me. But this time, for the first time, I was bringing a guest. “Better to stay on the Astroturf.”

“Or I think it’s best—” Baxter grabbed my arm. “Best to hold on to the strong, manly host’s arm, don’t you think?”

I gulped in air. My heart kicked against my chest. My skin burned. For a full three seconds, all I could hear was crickets. Literal crickets, screaming in the swampy night air. I mustered up the fortitude to reply to Baxter’s, when my arm was already in his.
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