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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 paying attention, and she felt like a junior high school girl called out for daydreaming in class by the teacher she liked. His gaze conveyed outrage and disbelief that anyone would give him less than their full attention. 

He sat back and spoke quickly, but almost wistfully. “I don’t even think of myself as having any particular criteria or expectations. If you ask me, I’ll say I don’t have a type. But I know that if you show me a guy, nine times out of ten, I’ll say no way, and the tenth one, maybe I’ll meet once and then on the second meeting decide no way.”  

“And nine guys out of ten won’t want to meet you once they hear your name anyway,” Alissa bluntly added. She needed to send him a telegram from reality. Jaime had warned her about that. And Alissa knew enough of Miami’s gay scene to know the context in which Ritter Lehman was brought up: admiration of his face, his body, his intellect, his professional standing, his superhuman sexual prowess, but no one would dare to actually be his boyfriend.  

“Guess who I saw...  Ritter Lehman !” was a common enough conversation starter. In Miami’s gay lore, he’d become less a person than a legend or archetype, spoken of much more often than spoken with or even spoken to. 

As he would have done for any examination, Ritter had prepared thoroughly for hearing what he knew would be Alissa’s lecture about how difficult it would be to match him. He wouldn’t have come to Alissa’s office had he thought he could easily find a match. “Sure, sure, like anything: high-grade, exclusive market,” he countered, as if having heard the observation about his unpopularity every day of his life.  

Like most narcissists, Ritter thought that others’ dislike for him arose from their not being up to his level. The same had been true for his professional interactions. His professors at the Cornell School of Medicine recalled how Ritter Lehman, as a mere first-year medical student, would question their teaching qualifications and ask them, “Do you know  anything  about medicine?” What was even more remarkable than Ritter’s having displayed such bravado was that his professors, like his colleagues, generally respected him for it, as he was always right about the science and practice of medicine. There was no question about his medical knowledge or ability. It was only the way he put things that was the turnoff.  

Truly few people—and none Alissa knew—liked Ritter. Even Jaime loved Ritter, cared for him deeply, more than he liked him. Ritter’s colleagues and patients respected him. True friendship or love, as far as Alissa knew, had completely eluded Ritter. Even his family origins were a mystery. Everyone knew he had gone to Harvard for his undergraduate education and Cornell for medical school, but anything before that was a secret no one dared probe, not wanting to risk his wrath. 

Ritter didn’t seem guarded, but he set the rules of everything, including any discussion about him. The last time he’d been talked down to was some twenty years before, when being “pimped” by attending physicians on rounds, the senior physicians violently interrogating young residents on obscure medical knowledge, asserting their authority and professional dominance. Orthopedic surgery was the medical specialty most famous for pimping. Ritter had taken his share of pimping, and now was glad to dish it out to the young charges under him at the hospital. Jaime said he knew of several young residents who had considered giving up on medicine thanks to Ritter’s tantrums. 

Now Ritter started pimping Alissa. His questions came without a hint of irony or jocularity.  

“How many gay men are there in Miami?”  

“How about the tri-county area, up to Palm Beach?”  

“Say we pare down to ages thirty to fifty, postgraduate educated, single?”  

Alissa gave estimates off the top of her head. Ritter stared at her as she answered, as if awaiting a minute error that would allow him to scold her, fail her, or behead her. 

“Given my particular standards, epidemiologically speaking, how many men do I have to meet before there’s an above-even-odds chance that I find one I really like? Say within a five-percent confidence interval. How many are we talking: fifty, a hundred? How many monkeys typing on how many keyboards until there’s a match is what I’m saying.” Alissa remembered Jaime having described how, when Ritter says, “what are the chances of that happening?” it’s not a rhetorical question, and statistical puzzles were one of his obsessive interests. Ritter saw life as essentially random until he gave it order, his future fateless until he imposed his will on it. 

Alissa didn’t want to play mathematical parlor games. She responded with a general statement about needing to assess and understand Ritter’s needs and match them to the wide scope of the search process.  

“So, basically, you don’t know the answer?” Ritter poked, and tilted his chin up, as if he were about to stroll out of the operating room in protest of a young intern’s incompetence.  

“I don’t usually use numbers when I do matchmaking; I don’t really know this field in statistical terms,” Alissa furtively defended herself, again imagining herself up against a favorite high school teacher who was dressing her down. 

“That’s good, because I don’t know either,” Ritter laughed wildly again, as if suddenly realizing the ridiculousness of the whole situation. His laughter trailed off, his smile burned off into a half-grimace, and his fingers tapped the bordeaux leather sofa as if he were asking to be dealt one more card.  

Alissa dealt him a stack of assurances about her competence. “I don’t know in statistical terms, but I’m a professional, and I have a network of clients and contacts to assure you the best chances of a high-quality match,” she proclaimed, feeling like a political candidate or a used car salesman.  

The vast network of clients was vaporware. In reality, Ritter was Collins Avenue Confidential’s first and only client. Alissa had no other clients for Ritter to meet, unless he wanted to pay to admire himself in the mirror—which he might have well done. Nevertheless, Alissa had plenty of contacts and gay male acquaintances whom she had informally helped find a match, sure. 

“Ok, see what you can do.” Ritter left Alissa’s office as single-mindedly as he’d arrived. Upon exit, instead of presenting his gorgeous face, he afforded Alissa a few seconds’ back-side view of the filled-out True Religion jeans that carried his muscular ass. 

​​Two 

Had Alissa been in a sitcom, after Ritter’s first appointment she would have been standing with palms turned quizzically upward, asking the camera, “What was  that ?” Ritter had already made his exit, and Alissa was still trying to figure out her next moves.  

Anyone who knew Ritter only superficially would have been incredulous that he had any trouble finding a mate. Ritter Lehman MD, with looks such that he posed for figures in textbooks of cosmetic surgery? With an annual income that was in the seven figures and still rising? With the reputed ability to ejaculate six times in three hours?  

But single gay men weren’t looking for sugar daddies, porn stars, or show-window mannequins. Ritter could’ve done great as any of those three. On the other hand, his qualifications to be an equal partner in a relationship, the love of a man’s life were—lacking.  Even Jaime, the only ex of his who didn’t wince with horrifying flashbacks at mention of Ritter, would politely say that Ritter was “an acquired taste,” holding out hope that “there’s someone for everyone, even Ritter.”   

Alissa had always imagined her matchmaking prowess being for special, selective situations. She knew that easy-to-match men could use a dating website, or just go to a bar or a gay choir club, and she’d get only the exceptions, the tough cases. Ritter was an even more difficult case than she had predicted, because the problem was not only finding a man he’d like, but a man who wouldn’t run away at the mention of his name.  

Ritter’s name and reputation created an instant don’t-go-there zone for any single gay man in Miami whom she might have approached about the idea of just having a coffee with Ritter and see how it goes. If she tried to be coy, talking about a successful doctor in his forties who’s very demanding, there would be initial interest, then sudden recognition and disgust—“you’re not gonna try to set me up with Ritter Lehman I hope!” What was needed was someone with no preconceptions about Ritter Lehman. It was like finding an “untainted” jury for a celebrity trial—what eligible gay man in South Florida had not heard of Ritter Lehman? And what socially active gay man in South Florida had not personally been witness to one of Ritter Lehman’s outbursts? Handsome guy, successful guy, great doctor, but they wanted nothing to do with him personally. 

She had such a difficult time thinking of anyone free of preconceptions about Ritter that she started literally trying to think of any one gay man in the area who had never heard of Ritter. No one. At least not among her personal and professional contacts among Miami’s socialites. Ritter had certainly made his mark in his twenty years in Miami’s gay social scene.  

Would she have to import a man from another city, the way sometimes juries are imported from other places? Would she have to find a man who’s been in a coma or on vacation for the past twenty years? Her thoughts flowed idly as she cruised up I-95 into Hallandale, for her BMW’s required oil change. It was a bit of a drive into Broward, but this mechanic had saved her from a few sticky automotive situations, and she had developed something of a personal friendship with Joshua, who had now taken over the shop from his father. 

Joshua, all hundred thirty pounds of him, knew that Alissa was coming, and was waiting in front of the repair shop with a smile. He was always happy to see her. At the age of twenty, he’d taken over the shop from his always-ailing father. Joshua was rail-thin, pasty white complexioned, and had chin-length dark brown hair framing his face, some of it falling over his eyes, as if to help him conceal a secret.  

Alissa knew Joshua’s secret. He had confided in her after he saw her for the dozenth time come to the shop with a few of her gay male friends in tow—he had guessed correctly that she wouldn’t erupt in furor at his secret, the way he imagined his friends and family would. Alissa had casually told Joshua that she’s happy that he can confide in her, and that she’s always around if he needs advice or a shoulder to lean on. They hadn’t discussed the matter since then, although it was part of their tacit mutual understanding, and they both knew that when she asked him “so how’s it going?” every time she came in, what she really meant is, “so how’s it going being a closeted gay young man running a car repair shop in Hallandale?” 

“Pretty good,” he always answered, with a tinge of sarcasm. What he really meant: “Fine, as long as I don’t do anything about the being-gay part.” He had kept up his obligation to his family in taking over the repair shop that was their sole source of income. He had given up an engineering scholarship to Duke in order to fulfill his obligation, so why not give up any hope for a romantic life? Or at least delay it. He had told himself that he was “holding off until later” with his homosexuality, but whenever he tried to imagine the future moment of him living as an unconflicted, out-of-the-closet gay man, the picture just wouldn’t hold together. There didn’t seem to be any resolution in sight.  

His father, a rambling, tequila-loving, John Goodman meets Archie Bunker type figure in perpetually bedridden ill health, referred to gay men as “fairies,” and believed that they existed only in San Francisco; this at least gave Joshua the advantage that that his father would never interpret Joshua’s lack of a girlfriend as anything but the mark of a shy boy. As for his mother, long-suffering, long-silent, mentally still living in Eau Claire, Joshua believed she didn’t even know what “gay” was; maybe if someone told her about Joshua, not that anyone other than Alissa knew, she would think they mean her son is a jovial fellow. 

He had been a good son, meaning an obedient one. He managed the repair shop and took care of his sickly—or maybe hypochondriac—father as best he could. His only rebellion had come from his name. Alissa remembered this from when Joshua was not even yet a teenager, when the mechanic who fixed her car was still Joshua’s father. Joshua’s parents would call out to him, “Josh!” he’d shout back to them, “my name is  Joshua !” Eventually his parents went along with his chosen long form of his name. That was all the self-determination he was allowed. 

The realization came to Alissa at first subconsciously. Without having consciously thought about it, she knew as already settled fact that she would introduce Ritter to Joshua. After all, who else was there for him? If she were back in that imaginary sitcom, she would have said, “this idea is just crazy enough to work!” Joshua was a blank slate, not yet contaminated by Ritter’s reputation. Ritter was established enough not to care that Joshua didn’t bring in a big income or have a list of professional or educational accomplishments. Ritter was very much a slate already made, and Joshua very much a blank slate. They would complement each other, or so Alissa told herself. 

Coming up with the plan of introducing Joshua and Ritter—which was so ridiculous but also so obvious—wasn’t the difficult part. The difficulty was going to be selling Joshua and Ritter, both of them, on the idea. Ritter would have to come to terms with meeting a twenty-three-year-old virgin who seldom left Broward County. Joshua would have to come to terms with the possibility of unabashedly dating a man, a full-on XY-chromosomed dick-waving man, with no more beating around the sexual orientation bush.  

The success of Alissa’s business would hinge on her ability to make this first match. If she couldn’t even match this one client, who else was going to come to her for matchmaking? Even more importantly, she held Joshua’s romantic future and perhaps his entire future life in her hands; a salty bedroom and bar veteran like Ritter was one thing, but if she led Joshua astray, she would be risking the life of a promising young man. 

She decided to start with easy things first. Joshua was no pushover, but at least he was pleasant to deal with and would listen all the way through to whatever she would suggest. And he certainly held Alissa in higher regard than Ritter did. 

“Hey, Joshua, I wanted to tell you about something, maybe something interesting for you,” she timidly began. 

“Yeah, what’s it doing?” he answered, thinking she is bringing up a car problem. 

“Not car stuff this time. The  other  stuff. Can we talk in private?” she asked, wanting not only to respect Joshua’s deep secrecy about his orientation, but to demonstrate to him that she is trustworthy in these matters—so that he would potentially trust her when she recommended Ritter. 

Joshua clenched his teeth and glanced around—for all he knew, she was going to hand him a brochure from the Westboro Baptist Church—but he met her off to the side of the shop, where a wall hid them from the customers and Joshua’s parents, and the stench of spilled motor oil was a reminder not to diddle daddle with this meeting.  

“I know a guy who’s interested in dating you.” Like a true marketer she began with a line offering immediate benefits and making the prospect feel respected and valued. Joshua knew he was a good mechanic and a good son, but he had no confidence about attracting a man, even less so attracting a long-term partner. Whenever Alissa told him he’s handsome and has a great personality and many men would want to date him, he discounted it as Alissa either wanting him to feel better, or Alissa not understanding the male mind. 

“Somebody knows that I’m, um, you know? Who is it?” Joshua asked with a quiver in his voice, assuming that the guy interested in him was among his existing acquaintances. 

“Yeah,  I  know!” and Alissa gave him a little shove to lighten the mood. She wanted to tell him as little as possible about Ritter. If she’d said something about his being a doctor or a millionaire or a six-foot-five sex machine, Alissa knew that Joshua would go into his “no, it’s impossible that this guy would want me” routine. She revealed as little as possible, hoping that perhaps Joshua thought it was because this guy was as unimpressive as Joshua believed himself to be.  “It’s not anybody you already know. It’s a guy I know. I’ve told him about you, your good qualities, and he’d love to meet you. Just meet him once and see what you think.” 

Joshua shrugged in reply. That was his Millennial version of “yes.” He went back to Alissa’s car to close it up after the oil change. Alissa stayed in the secret-chat corner, only her and the smell of oil, and also her phone, the phone that had Ritter’s office on speed-dial; she had his cellphone number, but was terrified to use it. 

“Miami Orthopedic Associates; how can I direct your call?” 

“Doctor Lehman please?” 

“He’s not accepting calls; can I have him call you back?” 

For once Alissa was happy that a client didn’t take her call. It gave her time to plan the sales pitch. Her mind full of how-do-I-tell-Ritter, she got her car keys back from Joshua, whose mind was full of who-is-this-guy-who’d-want-to-date-me. 

On the drive home, she carefully planned how she was going to warm Ritter on this idea, and how she’d even start the description of Joshua. What’s the square footage, what’s the floor, how much ocean view, how many skylights, is there a built-in jacuzzi, is there a Sub-Zero refrigerator? And how to translate that into gay dating talk? Ritter was a man of specifics. It was his way of “doing a good job,” whether at surgery or when ordering a salad. For all Alissa knew, he’d ask for Joshua’s cock length in centimeters and ejaculation volume, maybe in gallons.  

Like a real estate agent selling a “cozy fixer-upper,” Alissa decided to focus her pitch on the intangibles. Joshua was no fixer-upper, but his intangibles were more impressive than his tangibles. Whatever Joshua’s cock size was, Alissa knew it wouldn’t impress Ritter. Ritter probably wouldn’t even have been impressed with Liam Neeson’s ten-incher. The same went for Joshua’s looks, Joshua’s IQ, Joshua’s job, whatever. The only way to get any interest from Ritter would be selling a story, rather than selling specifics.  

When Ritter called her back the next day, in a “yeah what do you want?” tone, Alissa asked him whether he had a minute to chat, as she had someone interesting for him to meet.  

“Yeah, hold on a sec,” as she heard him walking outside a door, then erupting into laughter, “ok, tell me about him.” 

“Hey, Ritter, this isn’t a medical case study,” she started, with the goal of establishing the terms—otherwise Ritter would start pushing for Joshua’s stats, and it would be all over before it started.  

Alissa assumed her authoritatively helpful voice, the voice of a concerned therapist: “As an exercise, Ritter, I want you to not think about statistics, but just think of feelings, and I guarantee that this man will give you feelings.” 

Ritter grunted reluctant acquiescence. It was no better than Joshua’s shrug, but to Alissa it felt like more of an achievement. Ritter’s acquiescence to anything was already a feat. It was little more than acquiescence: Ritter’s eyes still stared off in likely imaginings of whether this guy had a dick big enough or an ass tight enough. But it was a start. 

​​Three 

Joshua and Ritter both requested that Alissa chaperone their initial meeting. Alissa had expected this to be something she’d have to push for, and was surprised that both of their own accord requested her attendance.  

Joshua kept asking for reassurances that this guy doesn’t know his parents. Ritter wanted Alissa there to 1) moderate his outbursts and 2) give him a convenient excuse to leave early if needed. As Ritter found out in the world of Craigslist sex hookups, it’s actually much less awkward to leave early from a threesome rather than a twosome. As much as Alissa had warned him to please not leave early, and just stay through the whole meeting even if he was not into the guy, Ritter insisted on keeping early exit an option. He used the trump card of “I’m paying for this, right?”—his usual way to assert authority over a situation, when anyone who worked for him or under him was involved—and Alissa couldn’t say no. 

Seeking to avoid drama as well as recognition, Alissa unilaterally picked the meeting venue to be low-key and not to scream “gay” as loudly as the Meridian Avenue Starbucks would have: David’s Cafe. David’s was gay friendly, as any all-night coffee shop in South Beach would have to be, but not so overtly gay that Ritter would be instantly recognized by everyone in the place, as would have happened at Starbucks Meridian Avenue.  

Accommodating Ritter’s on-call schedule and Joshua’s need to drive down from Broward, she decided on 10 P.M. as the meeting time. Ritter warned her—he was hard-driving, but was also hard-drivingly polite—that he might have to cancel at the last moment if an emergency warranted it.  

Joshua was going along with it, but he had never been on a date, aside from awkward, forgettable teenage attempts to make himself straight at Homecoming and Prom. He asked Alissa whether he should dress up, and whether jeans would be ok. Alissa took the chance to reassure and relax him. She offered to pick him up and accompany him down to Miami that evening, to allay his nervousness. She usually offered that sort of reassurance only to her clients, not to their potential matches, but in this case, she was confident that Ritter needed no hand-holding reassurance. 

Joshua’s parents had been told that Alissa was taking their son to diagnose an immobilized Porsche. There was a grain of truth to it: he was going to help heal a romantically immobilized Porsche owner. Or try to. 

“Should I consider this umm going on a date?” Joshua suddenly asked Alissa, after having sat silent and motionless for the first twenty minutes of the ride down. 

“Don’t worry about what it’s called. It’s a meeting. If you’d like, you can call it a date.” 

“I’m probably not ready for a date, not yet.” 

“Ok, don’t worry, then it’s just a meeting.” 

Alissa tried to distract Joshua with small talk when they passed one of Ritter’s billboards on the highway, in case he’d recognize the name; there weren’t too many Ritters around—not too many people with that name, nor too many with that personality. Then she remembered that she hadn’t even told Joshua Ritter’s name, and he’d never dared to ask. 

“So do you wanna know his name?” 

“Gayford McGayson?” 

“Nah. His name is Ritter Lehman. He’s a bit older than you, In his forties. Really top quality, accomplished career man, but kind of needs to discover his soft side.” 

“You never told me this was going to be an old guy.” Joshua started wringing his hands and looking impatiently around the car, as if wanting to find a way to jump out. “I don’t think I want to do this.” 

“Hey, Joshua, relax. Just meet him and see.” 

“I really don’t want to.” 

“Can you do it as a favor to me?” 

“Ok. I guess. But don’t expect much.” 

The rest of the ride was silent. They arrived at David’s Cafe and parked on the street, Alissa’s BMW right behind Ritter’s Porsche. 

When they walked in to David’s at 9:50 P.M., Ritter shouted from the booth he already regally occupied, “What took you so long?” without sarcasm. Alissa made up something ridiculous about about gay roller-skaters causing a traffic jam on A1A. Ritter nodded without much interest or humor. He’d already ordered three cafe con leches, which were steaming on the booth’s formica table. In doing so, he’d also implicitly dictated the seating arrangement: he on one side of the table, Alissa and Joshua on the other. As they slid into the booth, Joshua sat far too close to Alissa. She felt less like a matchmaker and more like Joshua’s guardian. 

“Hi, good to meet you, tell me about yourself,” Ritter said while scanning him clinically and taking a generous sip of his milky sweet coffee. Joshua noticed the chiseled outline of Ritter’s facial features, the tiny bits of stubble breaking through his perfect skin, and the prominent nipples peeking out from his solid pecs under his understated gray t-shirt. 

Joshua’s eyes showed shock and terror. “I’m Joshua, uh, I don’t really want to be here. Anyway, I’m Alissa’s friend.” 

Ritter looked at Joshua as if there had been a mistake somewhere in sending this guy who “doesn’t want to be here” to his table and switched the topic to small talk, unilaterally tabling the discussion of him and Joshua becoming romantic partners. He looked mostly at Alissa, and talked rapid-fire about his recent challenging cases in orthopedic surgery, his new interest in barefoot running, and a strange squeak coming from the front of his Porsche. Before he could change the subject again, this time to discuss the time he’d chewed out Ben Carson at a surgery conference for his anti-gay remarks, Alissa stopped him and managed to bring up Joshua again. 

“Hey Ritter, your Porsche—Joshua knows about cars. He’s a mechanic. He has his own shop.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Um, I guess. It was my dad’s.” 

“Are you any better than the ripoff mechanics here in Miami?” 

Knowing Joshua’s aversion to self-promotion, about his shop or about himself, Alissa interjected, “I drive all the way up to Hallandale just to go to Joshua’s shop.” 

“Yeah, maybe you just drive up to Broward for girls’ chit-chat. Huh Joshua?” 

Joshua glanced at Ritter’s recent-model Carrera with the same clinical eye Ritter had toward just about everything. In the realm of cars, Joshua could be self-assured enough to take on a clinical, professionally confident tone, instead of shying away. “I’d suspect front-end control arm bushings. They’re notorious for wearing out on Carreras. The official Porsche repair recommendation is to lubricate them, but with the labor involved in accessing them, I’d recommend just replacing them.” 

Ritter nodded, for the first time, somewhat impressed. Then in his unique style, he completely turned the conversation around. 

“Joshua, you’re gay?” 

Alissa became visibly uncomfortable, biting her lower lip, even before Joshua stared at her in fright. Both Joshua’s and Alissa’s eyes darted around the cafe uncomfortably, avoiding Ritter’s daze just as they hoped to avoid the direct inquiry. 

Alissa did conversational triage. “Uh, Ritter, maybe now’s not the best time to discuss this.” Joshua stared down at the foam deflating in his cafe con leche. 

Ritter wasn’t happy with Alissa’s rebuke, but pointed his own rebuke at Joshua, not Alissa. Joshua was, unlike Alissa, his colleague in the gay world, and therefore, in Ritter’s mind, his subordinate.  

“Don’t bullshit. If I can go through fucking white-shoe hazing-culture Cornell med school, blatant-homophobia shared-sleeping-quarters residency, and fucking orthopedic surgery macho idiot fellowship all the while being open about my being a queer cocksucker faggot, you can too. So are you gay or not?” Ritter had no qualms about the dressing-down, nor about the language he was using while other patrons tried not to look over at the booth that was billowing out the f-words like a furnace. 

It was the first time Alissa had heard Ritter describe having had any difficulties or obstacles in his otherwise charmed life. She decided not to interfere with his questioning of Joshua. At least they were interacting. 

Joshua’s mouth slowly stretched into a vague smile, as he plainly said, “Yeah, I’m gay.” The smile didn’t leave his lips. It was the first time he’d said those words plainly. He looked at Ritter and Alissa, almost expecting anger or outrage from Ritter—as he had instinctively thought of Ritter as an authority figure, and therefore implicitly assumed to be anti-gay, rather than remembering Ritter was also a gay man, and one who railed against closet cases. 

Joshua’s answer satisfied Ritter. He had long ago learned to answer any doubts about his orientation in the most straightforward manner possible. 

“How long have you been fixing cars?” Ritter asked Joshua, again abruptly changing conversational course. 

“About as long as I’ve been gay.” 

Ritter laughed heartily. Alissa spit out a bit of her foamy coffee in titters. Joshua’s eyes and mouth opened in an even wider smile at having succeeded in entertaining these people, these “adults,” and especially Ritter, an indisputably intimidating near-stranger. Ritter looked at Joshua with a regained touch of interest and appreciation.  

​​Four 

Fifteen minutes before midnight, Ritter announced to the table that he had a work shift starting at midnight, and he needed to get going right away, or else he’ll turn into a big gay pumpkin. Not only had Joshua loosened up and let out his charm, but Ritter had done the same. Alissa paid the bill, leaving a twenty-dollar tip for having been allowed to occupy a booth with nothing ordered but coffee for almost two hours. It had perhaps seemed obvious to any waitperson that the meeting was an important one—or perhaps even at David’s, Ritter’s reputation preceded him.  

Back in Alissa’s car, Joshua leaned his head far back on the seat, his hair falling over his face, like a teenage boy about to take a nap.  

“That wasn’t too bad, right?” 

“Yeah, I guess I shouldn’t be afraid of meeting people,” he sleepily muttered through the hair on his face. As much as Alissa encouraged his coming out of his shell, she also didn’t want him to lose sight of the prize she was putting in front of him.  

“For now maybe just stick to Ritter. He’s a catch, he really is.” 

“Like how?” Alissa felt challenged by the question. Ritter could have been considered a catch for all the wrong, shallow reasons—his looks, his cash, his cock—but Alissa knew there was more to Ritter than that. She had taken him on as a client, and she knew she wouldn’t take on any client she didn’t believe was a catch. 

“Don’t you like his honesty? How many other people do you know who would be so honest about being gay?” Alissa said it and then realized Joshua might take it as a criticism of his own hesitation about coming out. 

“Well, I don’t know anyone else who’s gay, and myself...,” he started before Alissa managed to cut him off. 

“Ah, yeah, anyway, his work schedule is busy, but I think he  will  come by your shop. Sometime. You know, just for automotive service reasons.” Alissa awkwardly gave Joshua an awkward wink, not taking her eyes off the road while guiding her car north on I-95 to drive him home. 

“He was going to work at midnight? Was that for real? Is he in tech support or something?” 

“He’s a doctor.” 

“No way.” 

“Way, he’s a doctor. A surgeon at Mount Sinai.” 

“And he’s interested in  me ? I haven’t even been to college.” 

“We can’t be sure of what he wants, but if anybody is going to not care about job titles, it’ll be Ritter. So yeah, he might like you. Or he might not. But he’s not going to reject you for your job.” 

“Yeah, kind of seems like he doesn’t give a fuck.” 

“Language, Joshua.” 

“You sound like my mom.” 

“Sorry, sorry.” 

“I didn’t mean that in a bad way.” 

Following her maternal instincts, Alissa drove Joshua home to Hallandale and made sure he got into the house safely. Then she drove all the way back to Miami to collapse into her own bed after a long day—at past two A.M.—and think about what she was going to say to Ritter when she called him the next day. She fell asleep playing out conversational scenarios in her head. She imagined Ritter asking for an appointment to fuck Joshua, or asking Joshua to be penciled in for a date next month, or asking for Joshua’s school transcripts or cock pics. In any case, Ritter was going to be talking about Joshua, especially after having had a full workday to think it over after their meeting at David’s. 

The next morning, she called him at home at eleven, when she knew he’d be in his home gym after his midnight shift and would not brush off her request to chat for a few minutes. She could hear the crackle of his Bluetooth headset, and the squeaks of him lifting weights as he talked. 

“And thanks for the repair shop recommendation. I might go up there one of these days.” 

“Yeah, and?” 

“What?” 

“Do you like Joshua?” 

“Come on. He’s a kid. And he’s a fucking car mechanic. You see me dating a car mechanic?” Ritter exhaled, drew another breath, and raised his voice to an exasperated, almost angry level. “This is what I’m paying you big money for, to set me up with a grease monkey? What’s next, the fucking street sweeper?  Oh but Ritter, he sweeps so well!  Fuck. Give me something better.” 

Alissa tensed up, realizing that she had miscalculated Ritter’s reaction and underestimated the difficulty of the job. She ended the conversation quickly and politely, not sure how to even begin to dig herself out of the hole. The hole would not have been so bad if it had affected only her own business, but her having promised something that Ritter just shattered might very well affect Joshua—not only his romantic life, but his self-confidence and his whole future as a gay man.  

Alissa’s service description did include helping clients figure out what was best for them, but “get over your classism” was way outside her reach. She couldn’t have just told Ritter to stop looking down on a guy for being a car mechanic. She planned to approach it the only way possible, by gently reminding him of everyone in his social circle being strongly predisposed against him, and also of all of Joshua’s good qualities—most importantly that Joshua was a blank slate, on which Ritter would no doubt enjoy imprinting his mark. 

Hey anything new up w/ Ritter?  —Alissa’s phone lit up with a text message from Joshua. It sent Alissa deeper into a funk, not only of having failed in the profession of matchmaking, but having set up a very fragile Joshua up for a big fall. 

Sorry, haven’t talked to him yet. How are you?  She lied as comfortingly as she could, trying to turn the conversation back to the topic of Joshua. She contemplated what fragile stuff she was dealing with—and that if she couldn’t set up Joshua with Ritter, she would be morally obligated to set him up with someone else. 

Good, just thinking that an older guy wouldn’t be so bad. Experience!  Yes, experience, experience at breaking hearts, of which Ritter had plenty—infamous for dismissing his lovers without warning, leaving a short Post-It note on the bed and electronically deactivating their access code to his condo.  At least she’d spared Joshua from that—though it would be too messy to now go back to Joshua and explain it all. 

For once, it would actually be easier to talk to Ritter. She called him back, to call a client meeting in her office, that day if he could make it.  

“Hello, Alissa, got any pool boys for me? Fry cooks?” he answered, the elliptical trainer churning underfoot. 

“No fry cooks. Just thought if you’re not busy we could have a client conference. We  are  going to match you, you know.” 

“Actually, I was going to cruise up to that kid’s shop today so he could look at my Carrera. Wanna meet me there and chat?” 

Alissa imagined the awkwardness of trying to sell Ritter on the idea of Joshua as Joshua worked on his car, likely curiously glancing in to the waiting room. At least Joshua would be out of earshot if he was working on the car, and if Ritter’s car was immobilized for an hour or two, at least he’d be partially guaranteed not to suddenly get up and leave. 

“Sure. How about I bring us a couple of medianoches?” 

“At least you know my tastes in that department.” 

“See you at Joshua’s in like two hours?” 

“Don’t forget the sandwiches.” 

“Yes, Doctor Lehman.” 

The opening credits of a 1970s TV show with a bomb about to explode flashed across Alissa’s mind as she recounted how much she needed to accomplish in two hours: 1) Shower and dress, 2) Buy several medianoches of sufficient quality not to arouse Ritter’s temper (also find parking for a BMW in the course of acquiring said medianoches), 3) Drive to Hallandale, 4) Devise a brilliant marketing plan to present Joshua to Ritter and also sell Ritter on the idea that a postgraduate education would not be a necessary prerequisite for his life match. Finding the medianoches would be the easy part. 

As she showered, Alissa remembered Pobrecito’s, a Cuban sandwich shop far enough off Collins Avenue that parking wouldn’t be much of a problem. She also remembered that food generally makes people more amenable to deals—she had learned that back in condo sales, where she had served more caviar and brie than probably Louis the 14th. Food or not, Ritter would still be Ritter, but she was hoping to at least soften him up a bit. 

Street parking in front of Pobrecito’s was indeed easily available, and she strolled up to the to-go counter like a woman claiming her hard-won territory. But the territory had already been claimed: already standing at the counter was Jaime, getting his sandwich fix as well.  

“How’s my least favorite orthopedic surgeon doing?” Jaime greeted her. His heavy Venezuelan accent put a comically syncopated exaggeration on the words “least favorite,” and turned “surgeon” into “soorhoon.”  

Alissa’s answer was noncommittal, with a wink: “Even Ritter would say  hello .” 

“Ah, hello, hello. We are such old friends, viejos amigos, or is it amigos viejos, huh? Ah, but how is he?” 

“Good, good, I’m working on a match. Client confidentiality, can’t say much, but I’m working.” 

“A space alien maybe? Who else in Miami would not have ningun preconcepcion of Ritter?” Jaime pronounced “space alien” in five syllables, unintentionally making it onomatopoeic. 

“I had to look in Broward County, actually.” 

Jaime guffawed and the cafe cortado almost flew out of his hand. Broward was to Jaime what New Jersey was to New Yorkers, a sadcase suburb, and a million, billion miles away from real life. The idea that searching for a man for Ritter had taken Alissa the thirty miles north to Broward was not much different from the idea that she was setting up Ritter with a  spa ce a li en . Gauche, and ridiculous, either way. 

Alissa ordered three medianoches to go. Jaime reached past her to the cashier and paid her bill—it made her feel like his kid sister, but that was one of the benefits of hanging out with a Venezuelan oil billionaire. The subject of Broward still piqued his curiosity, and his comedic sensibilities. 

“You’re joking, or you really had to look in Broward?” Jaime continued to chuckle. “This guy is maybe what, a retired used car salesman?” That indeed was Jaime’s idea of who lived in Broward. And perhaps a retired used car salesman was no better than an up-and-coming car mechanic, from Broward no less, to either Jaime or Ritter. 

“I go to any length—I have to go now, to Broward actually,” Alissa said as she grabbed her plastic bag of medianoches. 

“Don’t forget to visit Sawgrass Mills, ha?” Of course, mocking Broward would involve jokes about outlet malls. It was Miami’s New Jersey. And this was all coming from Jaime, who was the less critical, more open-minded, relatively accommodating half of the Ritter-Jaime duopoly. Trying to get this Ritter-Joshua thing to happen was going to be all uphill, Alissa realized, yet again. 

She flew up mid-day I-95, mercifully traffic-free, at least confident that she would not attract Ritter’s scorn for being late, nor for bringing him a substandard sandwich. She arrived at the shop, in a rural-industrial part of Hallandale, and saw Ritter’s Porsche already in the service bay, with Joshua and one of his mechanics already wheeling themselves under it. Ritter, meanwhile, strutted around the outside and inside of the shop, carefully inspecting service bays, car lifts, garage doors, and fire extinguishers. He saw Alissa in his peripheral vision, but stayed focused on his thorough inspection of Joshua’s workplace. 

“The operating room’s back there,” Alissa announced to him and pointed to the service bays, “and the hospital cafeteria’s right here,” pointing at the bag of takeout medianoches. She handed Ritter a sandwich, took one for herself, and saved one to give Joshua. 

“My father had a shop,” Ritter answered wistfully as he took his first bite of the medianoche’s crusty bun, his eyes still wandering across the toolboxes as he bit into the sandwich. 

“We all assumed the stork brought you.” 

“My father too,” Ritter mumbled with his mouth full. 

“He saw the stork bring you?” 

“The stork brought him a gay son. Lump of coal. Sorry for the mixed metaphor. Joshua knows to use synthetic oil, right?” 

“What you know about orthopedics, that’s how much he knows about cars.” 

“Is this going to be about him being good enough for me?” Ritter kept munching and kicked a piece of gravel down the driveway and out into the street.  

“That’s your decision. You’re the client. You’re the decider.” 

“Music to my ears.” 

“But. I have a role here, to advise you about what’s best. I’m not just the bird dog here, sorry for the South Carolina metaphor.” 

“Yeah, I’m not gonna be dating the wrench monkey.” 

As Ritter uttered the words “wrench monkey,” Joshua appeared at his side, his gloved hand holding a piece of black metal that looked like the letter A, with rubber bits at its vertices. Alissa took the uncomfortable moment as an opportunity to start unwrapping her sandwich. 

“Water on the knee! Two hundred dollars!” Ritter laughed, trying to atone for his earlier comment, which he hoped Joshua had somehow not heard from three inches away. Joshua looked at him in vague incomprehension. 

“Board game. For us old folks. Don’t worry about it,” Alissa explained and smiled at Ritter in generational acknowledgment, and he smiled in return. “Have a medianoche. What’s up with the car?” 

“Control arm bushings. They’re like knee cartilage. They wear down. And it makes noise and gives you bumps.” 

“Just like orthopedics,” Ritter acknowledged. 

“But in orthopedics you can’t run down to the store and get some new knees, right?” Joshua asked with a knowing smile. 

“I’d be out of a job,” Ritter complained. Alissa wondered if she might be seeing the first intimations of a spark between him and Joshua. 

“So, I’m gonna cruise over to the Porsche dealer in Pompano and get you some of these bushings, and I’ll be back here in about an hour, ok?” 

“Shouldn’t the car owner accompany the mechanic when buying parts?” Alissa asked, instantly presenting herself as an expert on car repair.  

“I think the kid knows how to buy car parts,” Ritter protested, the  no  stare he sent Alissa signaling that he was perfectly aware of her motives. 

“You’d rather hang out with me over here than go on an all-male road trip with Joshua?” Alissa asked, forcing Ritter’s hand.  

Ritter wordlessly took his wallet and phone out of his Porsche and marched over to Joshua’s weatherbeaten Honda Accord, like a schoolboy accepting a trip to detention, opened the passenger door, and flopped down in the passenger seat. Joshua did his best to seem businesslike about preparing for their outing, snapping photos of the Porsche’s identification number and the old suspension parts, then put on his Lennon-style round sunglasses and got in the driver’s seat. 

In the car, Joshua smelled Ritter’s assortment of shampoo and bath products, and a hint of his Bvlgari cologne. Out of the corner of his eye, he gazed at Ritter’s muscular arms, only complemented, not hidden, by his plain white t-shirt.  

As Joshua steered the car onto the main road, and then onto the interstate, felt his cock getting progressively harder with every glance he took at Ritter, even if he did not yet know enough about Ritter to be earnestly in love with him. Even without true love, he had a primal level of arousal from the visuals of this perfect muscle-man of an orthopedic surgeon in his passenger seat. It was to Joshua like admiring, or being aroused by, a movie star. It had nothing to do with an actual realistic urge to go have sex with the man. It was a private kind of arousal, that he kept to himself, although he did wonder whether Ritter might have glanced over at Joshua’s crotch and seen the very obvious tent of Joshua’s young manhood reaching out toward Ritter in desire, like a sunflower meeting the sun. 

“How many Porsches have you fixed before, Joshua?” 

“We have all kinds of customers. Some Porsches. A few. Three. Or a handful. I’ve fixed a few.”  

“Fuck, how can you be fixing Porsches if you’re nervous just from talking to an old man sitting in your front seat?” 

“I don’t have a problem with cars. I’m not so great socially.” 

“Yeah, I haven’t seen you at any South Beach circuit parties.” Joshua laughed even though he had no idea what a circuit party was. “Wait, that laugh sounded fake—you probably don’t even know what a circuit party is, right? Hence proving my point?” 

“Well, if it makes you feel proud of your detective skills, yeah, I have no idea what a circuit party is.” 

“All night all male orgy. Used to be my scene years ago.” 

“Oh yeah, dinner with my dad or Skype with Alissa is about as social as my life gets.” 

To Ritter’s ears, Joshua’s answers were like a fantasy image of an innocent young guy. He’d heard guys say things like this in the past, the many guys who claimed to be “awkward” or “wallflowers” while living on the party circuit or on Grindr, but Joshua was so earnest, the real thing. 

“That’s a luxury,” Ritter pronounced without further explanation. Traffic ahead suddenly came to a stop and Joshua forcefully braked the Accord to a quick stop. 

“What do you mean, a luxury?” 

“I want my Porsche to brake like that, can you do that?” 

“Yeah, but what do you mean about a luxury?” 

“You don’t back down. I mean that I also wasn’t a very social kid at first. But I had to go outside to make connections and make something of myself, because it wasn’t gonna happen at home.” 

“Not a good home?” 

“Would’ve been good if I’d been straight probably.” 

“Oh wow, must’ve been hard.” 

“And you are what, fucking star heterosexual here commiserating with this poor gay man?” 

“No, no, just that my parents have no idea about me. So they haven’t had a chance to reject me yet.” 

“So it’s a luxury. You have that luxury. Trust me, when the time comes, you’re gonna have to hustle, hustle, on your own, if your parents don’t accept you being gay and if you want to make a decent life.”  

With Ritter’s “hustle, hustle,” traffic started flowing again, and they were soaring up I-95 one more time, almost approaching the Copans Road exit for the Porsche dealership. 

“I don’t even know what my parents would say. You know, my father’s just a car mechanic, so I can’t even imagine,” Joshua said quietly as he pulled off of the interstate and onto Copans Road. 

“My dad was a mechanic too,” Ritter answered, without elaborating.  

They pulled up to the service and parts entrance. Several dealership employees greeted Ritter by name: “Nice to see you here, Doctor Lehman,” and the like.  

“If your guys hadn’t fucked up my Carrera, you’d be seeing me more often,” Ritter answered, giving a cool stare to emphasize he wasn’t joking. “I’m here with my new technical expert, and he’s buying some... things.” 

“Bushings,” Joshua corrected him, half-suspecting that Ritter had intentionally pretended not to know the name of the car part, to distance himself from the world of car mechanics. It had been quite a revelation to hear on the same day both Ritter’s “wrench monkey” comment and his revelation that his father had been a mechanic. That made Ritter less ridiculously out-of-reach to Joshua. Whenever Joshua felt awkward next to him, he only reminded himself that Ritter was a mechanic’s son, just like him. 

Joshua took out his phone and gave the parts clerks the car’s information. While the parts department got the parts, Ritter walked over to the showroom and started looking at the four-door Panamera. When Joshua saw him, Ritter explained by way of excuse, “In case I ever move to Broward.” Joshua vaguely understood that a four-door car was related to suburban life in Broward, but laughed at the joke as if it had been brilliantly funny, and afterward, thought to himself, “Will I always only pretend to get his jokes?” That thought was a downer—that even if he and Ritter wound up somehow together, perhaps they would be awkward and at least one of them would have to be faking it.  

After trying to use his 6’5” height to try to peer from above into the Panamera’s moonroof, suddenly Ritter did a 180 turn on the tips of his Mephisto loafers and hurriedly came back to Joshua from the showroom, as if he’d suddenly remembered the kid or pet or mechanic or handsome young man he’d left at the parts counter. He gave Joshua the most earnest and welcoming smile—Joshua thought perhaps his mind was tricking him in reading it that way. 

The parts were bought. They got into Joshua’s car with the familiarity of old friends—gained after not just sharing a car ride together, but finding unexpected commonalities. Joshua still wasn’t sure about Ritter nor about anything. And Ritter himself didn’t know what he wanted. But at least they were talking, and at least they had the fallback topic of car repair to discuss for filling in the conversational gaps; Ritter was, after all, Joshua’s repair customer. 

As Joshua drove the two of them back south to the shop in Hallandale, Ritter imagined Joshua flying right past the Hallandale exit, soaring in the carpool lane express nonstop to Ritter’s bedroom, where Joshua somehow instantly transformed from a skinny mechanic with floppy hair to a sauntering, muscled-up icon of fantasized male sexuality.  

“That’s my problem, always trying to change people,” Ritter muttered to himself while breaking out of his daydream.  

“Huh?” Joshua asked, justifiably confused. 

“Oh, just hospital politics stuff I was thinking about, sorry.” 

“Ok. At least in a small business we don’t really have office politics.” 

“Yeah, but you can’t tell your parents you’re gay—isn’t that politics?” 

“Ok yeah. But I wouldn’t expect otherwise at a car repair shop. Not exactly a gay profession.” 

“Why not?” 

“Well, you know, gay, mechanic, don’t really think of it.” 

“So, you’re a mechanic, and you’re gay, right?” 

“Yeah, but it’s out of place.” 

“Yeah? Probably half the guys at that dealership made passes at me over the years.” 

“Whoa.” 

“Yeah, I mean it doesn’t matter, but being gay isn’t some ultra secret special treehouse. Not even for car mechanics.” 

“Wrench monkeys?” 

Ritter’s cheeks flushed red instantly. It was the first time Joshua had seen him ashamed. 

“I’m really sorry, Josh, Joshua. I don’t always mean what I say, I’m harsh.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I’m just using your word, wrench monkeys. I never said it’s harsh.” 

“I was a mechanic’s son at Harvard. Can you imagine? And the mechanic wouldn’t even acknowledge my existence.” 

“That wrench monkey!” 

“Before that, I lived with my aunt in New York, went to Stuyvesant, know what that is?” 

“Yeah, of course.” 

“Even at Stuyvesant I was a poor kid, a blue-collar kid, all kinds of shit. The bullies probably never even got that far down my list to figure out I was gay, they had enough talking points already when they saw my aunt or my parents.” 

“Sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bring up these things.” 

“Don’t worry. Actually Alissa doesn’t know any of this. I think she overestimates me. Or underestimates me. Know what I mean?” 

“I think so.” 

Had Ritter been driving, they would not have taken the Hallandale exit to the shop. They would have gone to his place, or the beach, or CocoWalk, anywhere to launch into another orbit and realize something new together with Joshua. But Joshua was driving, indebted to duty and work and business, and so he dutifully took the Hallandale exit, back to the shop, Ritter’s Porsche, and ever-waiting Alissa. 

“What took you so long?” Alissa asked them as they walked in, attempting to riff on Ritter’s comment at David’s Cafe.  Her joke fell flat. Ritter and Joshua were both in their own thoughts and worlds. Joshua felt as though he’d been hit by a boulder, or a storm. He’d never had an actual interaction, an interaction with romantic potential, with an actual gay man. While he’d always known himself to be gay—ever since in fifth grade he found himself staring at boys just as those boys were starting to stare at girls—he’d never had anything like a face-to-face gay conversation.  

Or at least not knowingly he hadn’t. After the chat with Ritter, he’d realized not only how it felt to talk with a gay man, but that he’d probably in fact had many interactions with gay men in his daily life; he just hadn’t realized it. That and he’d gained the confidence that if he could have a reasonable chat with a forty something year old surgeon, maybe he shouldn’t have been in a constant funk of “no one will ever like me.” 

Seeing Ritter and Joshua both dazed, Alissa half thought or feared that Ritter had just taken advantage of Joshua sexually, in some Pompano Beach motel room, or maybe just on the side of the road. She didn’t know Ritter all that well, but he seemed to her like the sort of man who wouldn’t mind immediate gratification. Jaime’s stories about his “very big sex” with Ritter were never terribly explicit, but she could fill in the pornographic details. She looked at the time and comforted herself that that likely Ritter hadn’t taken Joshua’s virginity behind a Pompano Beach gas station, as she was sure Ritter would’ve taken his sweet time had that actually been the case. 

“So I got the parts, will take me an hour or two to do the swap, you guys can stick around or come back later or whatever. Since it’s kind of a special case, I’m going to do the job myself.” 

Alissa made an excuse to leave, something about having to see a man about a dog. She knew this was the time to leave Joshua and Ritter to themselves. Ritter consciously avoided her gaze as she was leaving, as he knew she’d send him a knowing wink or something of the sort. Instead, he walked over to where Joshua was putting on his mechanic’s gloves and preparing to go to work under Ritter’s Porsche. 

“Mind if I scrub in?” Ritter asked. 

“Scrub in?” 

“Doctor talk. I just wanted to watch you work on my car. Childhood memories.” 

Joshua paused and considered not his interest in Ritter but the strict shop policy against customers entering the work area.  

“Insurance wouldn’t like it, but if you don’t tell them, I won’t.” Joshua was also worried about whether he could work with a 6’5” magazine-cover-level hunk—the only gay man he’d ever knowingly met—hovering over him. But the effect of Ritter’s gaze on Joshua’s mechanical repair skills he could worry about later. 
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