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“Surprise!” Andy beamed as he swung open the big wooden door. I was the guest of honor, apparently. Inside the Frosty’s Bar party room was everybody in the world: all eight billion humans, with their sixteen billion eyes on me. 

At least it felt like it. 

My stomach tightened. I’d never been in front of so many people. I’d never had so much attention. 

My pet hedgehog Elmer, my car shop, my quiet little life: that had been fine all along. The farther I was from crowds, the better. 

I dealt with customers one at a time. Two at a time on a busy day. Socializing was drinking ginger beers and playing PS4 with Andy and Baxter. 

But now, on my thirtieth birthday, I was the center of attention. The social bigtime. Overwhelming. Thirty, forty, maybe even fifty people, all looking at me.

They smiled and waved. “Happy Birthday, Holden!” They clapped.

Andy nudged me to sit at the head of a long wooden table. It felt like sitting down at a family picnic. I knew all the people at the table. Either I fixed their cars or I bought groceries from them or I got my hair cut by them or something like that. It was just scary to see them all at once. The crowd count was well into the double digits.

I hadn’t celebrated a birthday since elementary school. I hadn’t even seen the party room at Frosty’s.

My eyes found Lisa. She had somehow already taken a seat at the end of the long bench, flipping her curly hair and staring at me. She must’ve had a part in planning this. “Is this your doing?”

“Maybe.” She grinned. Like she was being coy. But there was nothing coy about the way she shouted her infatuation from the rooftops. “Maybe I wanted you to have fun on your birthday. Get out of the house for once. I mean, no offense to Elmer.”

Not only did I not enjoy being romantically pursued, but I didn’t enjoy the certainty knowing I’d have to disappoint Lisa at some point. 

Lisa was perfectly nice. But she didn’t know I was perfectly gay.

Andy smirked at Lisa as she stared at me. He addressed Lisa as her first-grade students knew her: Miss Lisa. Maybe that was to emphasize the Miss part, that she was indeed single. I got the point. 

“Miss Lisa.” Andy patted her on her back. I only wished I could’ve been allowed to pat Lisa the way Andy did, without her starry-eyed swooning in response. 

Lisa knew Andy was gay. She didn’t expect anything of him. She expected everything of me. Andy squeezed his arm around her. “Miss Lisa reminded us about Holden’s birthday pretty much every day. It must be tattooed on her eyelids.” 

The crowd chuckled knowingly. Only six months after Lisa’s arrival in Honey Bay, her crush on me was a town joke. 

Ted Baker clapped my shoulder. “His birthday on her eyelids? I’ve got his phone number on my ass.” Ted nodded proudly. Baxter winced at him. 

“I mean, you know, Baxter, maybe my ass crack can be the area code parentheses. And my taint—” Ted pulled at his belt like he was about to prove it.

“Ted, no!” Baxter shook his head at Ted. He pushed his open palm almost right in Ted’s face.  “Ted Baker. Your pop-star husband being out on tour doesn’t mean you can go on tour of the male population.” Baxter shook his head. “Nor tattoo any of their numbers on your ass.”

“Baxter! Language!” Alice Silver snapped her fingers at her son-in-law. “That word might be on TV, but Holden’s a nice boy. We can’t be saying it at his birthday.” 

Baxter nodded apologetically at Alice. “Sorry. Buttocks. Ted, don’t tattoo any dudes’ phone numbers on your buttocks.” Baxter lay his hands on his hips, every bit the enforcer of town decency. He was the same uptight Baxter Rawlins we’d all known for the past thirty years. Coming out of the closet and marrying Andy Silver hadn’t changed a thing about Baxter.

Maybe coming out didn’t really change people. Maybe the world didn’t crash and burn. Maybe coming out just let people be themselves. That was how it seemed with Baxter. 

Andy pointed two pistol-like fingers at Ted. “And keep your pants on, Mister Ted Baker. This is Frosty’s, not The Full Monty.” 

Alice rolled her eyes. “Quit acting high and holy, Andy.” Just last week week I had to pick up you and Baxter from—” 

“Mom!” Andy flushed pink. “We couldn’t find an Uber.”

“Just saying.” Alice shrugged. “Don’t play innocent when you’re no stranger to Meatroom.”

“Meatroom?” Ted shrugged. He was good at playing innocent, just because he was obviously the opposite. “Sounds like a charcuterie.”

“Oh, Teddy.” Alice shook her head at him. “You probably have the dancers’ numbers on your ass.” 

Andy stared at Alice. “Mom! Language”!

“I’m allowed to swear.” Alice shrugged. “I’m old enough.”

Ted held up two hands in innocence. “I don’t have anybody’s anything on my anything. Holden is just a great guy and a great mechanic.” Ted wrapped his arm around my shoulder and shook his head in mock dismay. “And unfortunately, Holden only likes women.” 

A smile broke across Lisa’s face. “Unfortunately?” She stared at me, as if there was a secret she and I shared.

I looked away from Lisa. I played dumb. It was exceedingly uncomfortable. 

I didn’t want to hurt Lisa, but hurting her was inevitable. She was a woman infatuated with me. I was gay. The universe, the simple laws of physics and mechanics, wouldn’t allow a happy solution. Like a car engine: it could run in only one direction. Even if you drove in reverse, the engine ran only forward.

Eyeglasses propped on top of her gray hair, Alice carried a cake into the party room. Emphatically, she cleared her throat. “Call to order! Holden Xavier’s thirtieth birthday party, Alice Silver presiding.”

She set the cake in front of me. Chocolate hit my nostrils. It was like a drug. Suddenly I was no longer so tense from being in a crowd. 

The cake was shaped like a wrench. They’d somehow gotten me an actual wrench-shaped cake. I didn’t even know those existed, and I spent all day with wrenches.

Alice sighed and shook her head. “We’re sorry if this wrench cake thing just reminds you of your work, Holden. But we don’t even know what you like, other than fixing cars.”

“And chocolate!” Lisa nodded eagerly. “He told me that much. He likes chocolate.”

“Guys. This is wonderful.” Nobody had ever given me a cake, except maybe my parents when I was little. Alice and the group had gone all-out, even with the meager tidbits of personal info I’d given them over years of fixing their cars. 

Ted nodded at me. “Holden Xavier, faithful friend, keeper of a pet hedgehog, lover of cars and chocolate, but otherwise, man of mystery. It would be nice if you opened up a little to your friends, you know?”

Opening up was easy for Ted to talk about. Being a work-at-home songwriter allowed him to be openly gay. 

It wasn’t like my career as a small-town car mechanic. I wasn’t allowed to be gay. I wasn’t supposed to love dudes. Not as a small-town car mechanic. 

Not in Honey Bay. 

Everybody in Honey Bay knew me, even if they didn’t really know me.

What would’ve been the point of coming out anyway? I was no social butterfly. And there weren’t any single gay guys in Honey Bay anyway. Or if they were, they certainly weren’t going to date me. I wasn’t what they wanted. I got my hair cut at Supercuts and most evenings I smelled like exhaust. 

I wasn’t going to find a man here. Everybody already knew everybody in Honey Bay. I wasn’t attracted to any of the gay guys in town, not that any of them were even single. Other than me.

“Andy and Baxter drove the cake from Orlando this morning.” Alice nodded at her son and his husband. The three of them stood over the cake like proud parents. “If you were a little more open about yourself, Holden, we would’ve had more ideas for a cake. But all we know is you love fixing cars and helping people.”

“Maybe that’s all there is to me.” I smiled up at Alice’s hazel eyes. It was true. Mostly. I did love fixing cars and helping people. There wasn’t much more to me than that. Other than loneliness. And deeply hidden homosexuality. I sighed, quietly enough so nobody could hear.

Lisa held her hand out to me. She didn’t seem to mind the grime. She held my hand for a shake, but she held it just a second too long. “Happy birthday, Holden. We love you for being you.” She smiled down at my hand. “Grimy hands and all.” 

She stared at me, like she was looking for some kind of acknowledgment. 

“Thank you, Lisa. Thank you again.”

“Holden.” Lisa looked around the room nervously. Then she stared into my eyes. “Remember, I asked you if maybe you were free some evening—” She smiled gently, like she didn’t want to pressure me.

“What do you say, Holden?” Alice interrupted Lisa. She pointed at me with one hand, at Lisa with the other. “How about a movie date for you and Lisa?” 

Alice thought of herself as the town matchmaker, ever since she got her son Andy back together with his high school crush Baxter. Or at least she claimed that their reunion had been all her doing.

I cleared my throat, as if that would also clear Alice’s suggestion from my ears. “Alice, isn’t an adult’s cake supposed to have just one candle?” 

I didn’t care about candle etiquette. I just wanted to change the subject.

“That cake could rapidly become my husband’s old band.” Ted snapped his fingers like he was lighting a lighter. “Inferno. Boom!” He lifted his hands up on a pretend explosion.

“Inferno? Didn’t that band go up in smoke?” Alice giggled at her own joke. Not only did she joke like Andy, but she laughed like him.

“Mom.” Andy shook his head at her. “I tell enough bad jokes for the both of us.” 

“Can we stop the finger-pointing and get back to candle-arranging?” Alice pointed two fingers at her son, then looked at the cake. “There! I’ve got all thirty candles for you, ready to go!” 

Thirty. I was the world’s oldest virgin. The world’s oldest closeted, hopelessly single virgin. 

Car mechanics were unquestionably straight.

What if this car mechanic was gay as hell? And lonely as fuck?

At least I had friends. They liked me. They put together a surprise party for me. That much made me smile.

I wrapped one arm around Baxter and the other around Andy. “I don’t know if I deserve this, guys.”

“You, Holden?” Andy made a tsk-tsk sound. “You deserve all the parties, all the cakes, all the candles for what a sweet guy you are.”

“Did you hear that, Holden?” Lisa winked at me. She held the wink, and the stare, for one full uncomfortable second. “What a very sweet guy you are!” She nodded.

“Want a drink, Lisa?” Andy tried to hand Lisa a can of Sprite. “You sound really thirsty.” 

I laughed. Andy’s comment was on the nose. I felt a little bad about it.

Lisa whispered “be quiet” at Andy. Andy shrugged innocently, then opened the Sprite can and gulped it down. 

Alice lit the candles. All thirty of them. My wrench-cake looked like a forest fire. Smokey Bear could’ve dropped in on a fire pole.

Lisa broke into song first. “Haaa—-. Haaaaa—” 

She looked around expectantly. Alice joined her. Then Andy and Baxter. Then Ted. Then the whole room sang. For me.

Happy birthday to me. Holden Xavier. Thirty years old and hopelessly single.

Alice softly patted my shoulder. “Keep your wish a secret!” 

She clasped her hands together tightly and pantomimed to remind me how closely I should hold my secret. 

I didn’t need the reminder. I’d been keeping it a secret all my life.

I blew out all the candles. They died in thirty small smoke plumes. My wish was going to come true. Supposedly.

Baxter beamed his usual confident smile. “I guarantee your wish will come true.” I forced a smile back at him. If he only knew.

Something came over me. My friends were already here. I was right there in my hometown, with the people who liked me, maybe even loved me. I was relaxed. It was the perfect time. 

“Lisa. Baxter. Everybody. I need to tell you something.” I looked in Lisa’s eyes. My face must’ve turned stone serious. She looked hopeful. She must’ve thought I was about to propose to her. 

“Lisa, Alice, everybody here.” I cleared my throat once again. “Is everybody listening?”

They gathered around. They were grinning. They must’ve been expecting a joke, or a witticism. Lisa must’ve been expecting something even more.

I said the words: “I’m gay.” 

For some reason I closed my eyes tight as I said it, as if I was trying to avoid motor oil splattering in my face. 

There weren’t any screams or gasps. I didn’t hear anybody falling on the floor. Nobody called an ambulance.

I slowly opened my eyes again and the world still existed. Most people were staring at me, or chattering a little uncomfortably.

“I’m not joking, by the way,” I said, answering the question everyone’s eyes were asking. “I’m really gay. Always have been.”

Andy and Baxter looked at each other, jaws half-dropped. Alice shot a quizzical look at the two of them, as if they’d planned this all. They were the grand masters of gayness in Honey Bay, but they only shrugged. They hadn’t planned this.

“Ha!” Lisa punched my shoulder. She laughed way too enthusiastically, as if she was trying to convince herself that it was all a joke. “Gay! You’re not just a sweet guy, Holden, but always a joker.”

“Really. Serious.” A tear ran down my cheek, down to my chin, and down onto the cake. “I’m gay. For real. I’ve never had a relationship, but I’m attracted to men. Sorry, Lisa. That’s why I can’t date you. Sorry, everybody.”

Tears kept coming. Alice handed me a stack of napkins and wrapped her arm around me. She glanced at Baxter and Andy and they gave her a soft nod, an approval to proceed. “Hey. Holden. Congratulations! Congratulations on coming out and being yourself.” 

Alice hugged me. Andy and Baxter gave me manly back pats. 

I closed my eyes, hard, for a second, then opened them again. It was real. I’d just come out. The moment I’d agonized over for decades: it had just passed. 

My friends were still chugging beers and eating cake. The TVs were still blaring sports. Cars were still passing by. A dog barked outside, as if nothing momentous had just happened as if it was every day that Holden Xavier came out of the closet

Alice let go of her embrace, tidied up my hair, and went back to passing out slices of cake.

I was openly gay. That was it. 

Baxter smiled a huge Baxterish smile at me. “Being yourself is nothing to apologize for. Congratulations!”  

Baxter’s coming-out had made the Wall Street Journal. He was a big deal. Mine wouldn’t even make the Honey Bay Weekly. But it was still a big deal, at least to me.

Andy held my hand. Despite his awkward nerdiness, he had a knack for comforting people. Maybe it was the life coaching and confessional-listening he did on his radio show. “Holden. You’re among friends.” 

Ted Baker nodded at me. “I’m not surprised you’re one of us. You were always a little too handy with that lube stick.” He chuckled. Baxter kicked Ted’s foot under the table and shook his head at him. Alice made a mouth-zipping gesture at Ted.

“It’s alright, guys.” I laughed. “It’s fine to joke about it. It’s not a big deal. I just don’t want Lisa to be disappointed.”

“Yeah. Thank you, Holden.” Lisa’s face was dumbfounded. Like I’d just announced the end of the world. “Of course, I Understand. I’m sorry for trying so hard—”

“Totally understandable to try so hard for a catch like Holden.” Alice patted my head again.

“I feel so bad.” Lisa looked down at her hands. She sported fresh gleaming red nail polish. It looked like she’d applied it just for me. She probably had. 

“Don’t feel bad.” I smiled at Lisa. It was a huge burden lifted. “Now that you know what’s up, we can have that movie night together. As friends. Alright?”

“Yeah.” Lisa smiled. She was coming back to life, a little. 

“Ok, cool.” I gave Lisa two thumbs up. 

Lisa pointed at Greg, her brother and roommate, sitting in the corner, immersed in his phone. I hadn’t even met the guy specifically, but he was always tagging along with Lisa. “You know, my brother is gay.” 

Greg’s head popped up for a second. “Is this coming-out hour or something?” He shook his head at Lisa, then dove back into his phone.

Lisa rolled her eyes at her brother. “You’ve been out since you were sixteen, Greg.”

“Yeah, but just—” Greg, spiky blond hair and all, looked like he didn’t care enough to discuss the matter. “Just a weird time to bring it up is all. Anyway, ok yeah. Hello, everybody, I’m Greg, Lisa’s brother. I’m gay, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Can I give you another slice of cake, Greg?” Alice handed him an overfilled plate before he could answer.

“Sure. I’ll have cake.” Greg nodded. “Since Lisa is eating crow.” He laughed loudly. It was some kind of sibling rivalry thing. Schadenfreude. He must’ve known about Lisa’s dashed romantic hopes.

I ate the second piece of cake. Then a third. 

Andy and Baxter were nailing up a string between the two walls of the party room. 

They were going to play Limbo. 

I’d just given up that game.
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​Two (Avi)
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The K-Pop ringtone seared my sleepy ears. Boy-band melodies had never sounded so harsh. 

Who’d be calling me before noon? If the pop stars dancing on my phone screen hadn’t been so cute, I would’ve told them to go pound sand. 

Sandy beach lay in front of my apartment: bronzed and rippled, just like my abs. Beyond my abs lay my dick. Beyond the beach lay the Red Sea. It was huge too. And like my dick, it attracted men. Lots of them. Oiled up, laughing, frolicking, right in front of my apartment. 

I kept military-issue binoculars perpetually close at hand, both in bed and on the balcony. A sudden viewing opportunity could present itself at any time, and I was never one to miss out on a target. Maybe it was a little too tempting to spend the afternoon touching myself, but it’s not like I had much to do. My “dating coaching” business wasn’t exactly humming.

But now, the phone was ringing, for some reason, definitely not a welcome reason. The landlord always wanted to get paid. “It’s been three months already” and other expressions of wanton greed.

Three months late or not, the sun hadn’t even crested the top of my building. It wasn’t time to be calling anybody. It wasn’t even noon yet. 

If the sun could wait until noon, why couldn’t my landlord? Rent was rent — but more importantly, sleep was sleep.

Taking pity on him, I took the call. “Hi,” I said with all the indignation I could squeeze into one syllable at the early morning hour of eleven-ish. I spoke English, because I could, because it would put that crusty old man in his place, whether or not he claimed I was three months behind on rent. Even if I didn’t have the rent money, at least I had my Mossad-trained English abilities. “You’re calling at an utterly indecent hour.”

“I’m sorry.” An American accent rang from the telephone like birdsong. This definitely wasn’t my landlord. This guy was speaking English. This guy was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. He wasn’t coughing up his lungs. “Sorry, sorry. I thought it’s eleven A.M. in Israel now. Is this too early to call?”

“Who are you trying to reach?” I didn’t know any Americans. Not well enough to have told them my name or number. “You’ve got the wrong number, Uncle Sam.”

It wasn’t even one of those fortuitous romantic-comedy wrong numbers that leads to unexpected love. As a dating coach, I knew real life didn’t work like that. 

Wrong numbers were only wrong numbers. This was real life.

And love? Love was a marketing pitch. I could sell my services as a love coach, even if I didn’t really know what the hell love was.

“Avi Klein?” He pronounced my name so beautifully wrong, so clearly and carefully, as if he’d been calling me up on stage to claim my Oscar. “I got your phone number from your coaching website.”

I gulped. I muted the phone. I cleared my throat. I sat up straight in bed. This was going to be an actual business call. An actual prospective client. 

I couldn’t be seen answering my own phone. I was supposed to be way too busy for that.

I lowered my voice a few gruff octaves: I was my own salty-voiced receptionist, the one who smoked a pack of Marlboros while penciling through the Jerusalem Post crossword. “You’ve reached Avi Klein’s office. May I help you?” 

“Hello.” The caller wasn’t thrown off at all by my gruffness. “My name is Baxter Rawlins, and I’m calling to—”

“Please hold!” I growled.

“Alright. No rush.” Baxter Rawlins was still perfect calm and composure. Baxter Rawlins was willing to wait all day to speak to me. 

Baxter Rawlins. What a great name for a superhero’s alter ego. By day, he’s Baxter Rawlins, but by night, he’s— 

“Hello?” Baxter asked. “Hello? Anyone there?”

“Mailroom, may I help you?” I blurted. 

“Mailroom?” Baxter sounded more curious than annoyed.

Maybe I’d overdone the theater. I cleared my throat again. 

“Uh, hello. Sorry for your call getting transferred around my office. This is Avi Klein speaking. You want to book me as a dating coach?”

I breathed calmly. I needed this job. Reality TV was a nice sideline, but it didn’t support the glamorous lifestyle I demanded of myself. 

“Yes. I want to book you as a dating coach.” Baxter sighed. He was about to start spilling all his troubles to me. I inspired that kind of confidence in clients. “I’ve got quite a situation here.”

“Oh, I can fix anything.” It was time to sell myself. Close the deal. Put my best food forward. “Give me a month and you’ll be balls-deep, guaranteed.”

“No, no.” Baxter laughed, a little uncomfortably. “I already have a husband.”

“Not a problem. Threesomes!” I was almost hyperventilating. “I’m an expert at this. Like nobody else. I can set up threesomes. Foursomes. I’ll give you daisy-chains and choo-choo trains.”

“No, Mister Klein, no.” Baxter sighed. Why was he calling me Mister Klein? Had I just lost the sale? 

“If you’re hesitating, I can give you a discount. A payment plan.” I was desperate. I hadn’t had a paying client in months. “I can pay my own travel costs. My price isn’t set in stone.”

“I’m fine with your listed fees.” Baxter spoke reassuringly. “Money isn’t the problem here. I’m willing to pay for the best.”

“Really? You’ve seen the fees?” I asked. I’d let on my lack of confidence. I never would have paid as much as I charged. 

“Yeah, I’ve seen the fees.” Baxter said it like it was nothing. “That’s not the concern. Whether you can provide the necessary services is the concern.”

“Oh, I see.” I gulped. “The necessary services. I got it. You’re looking for some, how to say, horizontal folk dance? Certainly, I can provide—”

“No!” Baxter was annoyed. “Not horizontal folk dance. If that was what I wanted, I wouldn’t be flying you in from across the world. That sort of service is available locally.” Now he was laughing. That relaxed the mood.

“Right. Correct.” I nodded understandingly into the microphone, as if Baxter could see me. “So what services do you—”

“If you’d just let me explain.” Baxter laughed. It was the most nonthreatening annoyed-laugh I’d ever heard. “This isn’t for me. This is for a friend of mine. But I’ll be paying.”

“Oh, I get it.” I wasn’t one to kink-shame. “You get off on paying—”

“No!” Baxter sighed. “If you’d just let me speak. It’s very simple. A friend of mine just came out of the closet. He’s gay, apparently. That’s news to everybody. He’s never had a boyfriend. Never had any kind of romantic experience. Good guy. Just clueless. Small-town boy. Super lonely. And I want to hire you as his dating coach.”

“That’s all?” I’d been preparing myself. “And I won’t be required to—”

“No!” All the way from America to Israel, I could hear Baxter shaking his head. “You won’t be required to! You’re a world-class dating coach, not a world-class manwhore.”

“Depends who you ask.” I clicked my tongue. “And just to confirm, you’ve seen my fee list?”

“For the millionth time: I’ve seen your fee list.” Baxter’s voice conveyed his head-shake. “But you haven’t seen my friend Holden. He’ll need a lot of work.”

“Not a likable sort of guy? I’ve coached jerks.” Usually only jerks could afford my services. 

“Holden is a totally likable guy.” Baxter sighed even louder. “That’s the problem.”

“He’s too nice?” That was one crime I myself had never been accused of. “Everybody’s best friend, but never makes a move on a guy?”

“Yeah, exactly!” Baxter beamed with enthusiasm. I’d inspired him. “Holden is too nice. Too timid. It took him about twenty years to come out, and I’m afraid it’ll take him another twenty years to go on a date, if I don’t step in to help.”
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