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    To Families- the ones we are born into or make along the way.
"It's scary to let people see the real you, even when these people are your own family. But aren't they the ones we should be least worried about? The ones who will love us without judging, who forgive our faults and celebrate our imperfections, maybe even encourage us to let our true selves shine through."
– Gloria Pritchett (Modern Family)

      

    

Note:

The novel is set in England, and hence all efforts have been made to follow British English conventions.
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2 Nov: Before I met him. 
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FunnyBone @BoneWiggler

Hey, Tweety-pies. How does one dress for a first date?

PricklyBaller @MiddleSiddle

Leave the past and the future locked in your closet. They make a date tense. Focus on the present. Remember the words of a wise old turtle. 

––––––––
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Umm. What if my closet is already broken?
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Chapter 1: Hickory-Dickory Dock
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Akhil

Hickory-Dickory dock, Akhil went up the clock. The clock struck twenty-eight and shoved him down the dating hell gate—Hickory-Dickory dock.

I ran out of animals at twenty-two. My high school zoology lessons collapsed under the hammering of my predicament. “Puff.” 

“Relax, dear. The video editors will snip and cut the recording.” Helen's matronly voice brings me out of the jumping jacks my mind keeps performing. 

I open my eyes and wince under the glow of the mirror lights. The sight of the thick brush handle in Helen's hand stops me from whining. Helen twiddles her powder brush as she examines her work. Her scrutiny makes me question my decision for the umpteenth time. Why am I here? Do I need to go through with this?

“What was the last animal?” Helen asks. 

“A scared tiny Akhil.” I sigh and sag into the hazelnut brown leather chair, squirming to make my aching back comfortable after spending an hour under Helen's efforts to make me look un-Akhil-like.

The brush handle pokes my arm. “Sit up. What did I tell you?” Helen reminds me to imagine this vanity-van set up as my operating room. Except the ORs are sterile monochromes of white and grey. The only other colours are the blues and greens of drapes and scrubs; not to forget the gory blood red of incised skin or open wounds.

In contrast, this van has luxury tucked in every nook and cranny, with a couch, a minibar, an attached washroom, and a flat-screen OLED TV. Holy dahlias! What were these people thinking, putting Akhil in a chinaware shop? Does their insurance cover my superpower of causing calamitous events? 

“I now realise what my patients feel. If I survive today, I promise to show more empathy towards the worried patients facing my scalpel. 

“What do you tell them, Dr Akhil?” Helen asks, as she picks up a pointed brush from the equipment laid out next to the mirror. 

“Stay calm. The surgery will be over soon.” I mutter under my breath.

“Did I say anything different?” Helen does not hide her smirk.

“But there is a critical difference – my patients go under the knife anaesthetised, whereas here, I have no hope.”

“Hmm.” Helen hums as she tucks a strand of my unruly curls behind my ears, before putting the final strokes to the make-up. 

“How can one remain calm in the face of an impending implosion?” I make another effort to win her over and get her to divulge the bit of missing information bothering me.

“This is nothing compared to what you do in the operating room.” Helen pats my cheek. She must be in her early fifties, but the mauve eyeshadow and matching violet streaks in her hair, together with dark purple lipstick, would make a college student blush. 

“Says the lady with these sticks.” I watch her movements as she dabs the long handle brush onto a shade of deep red on her colour palette. Helen’s stern eye does not stop me from flinching when she moves the bristles to my lips.

“Stay still, lad. This will add shape to your lips.” She runs the brush over my upper lip. The bristles tickle, but I purse my lips and grip the armrests, afraid of another smack with the brush handle on my forearm. Helen and I had a rough start to our session till she reigned in my constant squirming and shaking. 

“Ta-da! Done.” Helen turns the chair towards the mirror.

“Oh. Is that me?” I point to the wide-eyed stranger staring at me. When the production assistant ushered me into the makeup room, my feet wobbled, and my heartbeats went thumpety-thump. But this. Oh, my marigolds. My unruly curls are in perfect alignment and my skin is smooth, tawny bright, with the few lingering acne scars of yore banished by a coat of foundation. The lip colour matches the shade of my spectacles. 

“Happy?” Helen sits on the table next to the mirror, admiring her work.

“Ecstatic.” The palpitations of looking like a painted dork are banished. “Helen, this is fan-tas-tisi-mal. This toad is so kissable now.”

“You never know. You may meet your prince today.” She smiles.

Will I? “Does anyone find their ‘happy’ ever after on reality shows?” 

Helen's stoic face triggers my anxiety. 

“You are not the showbiz types. Who trapped you into this?” Helen waves her manicured hands to circle the van. 

“Jess is an intimidating Godmother.”

Jessica, or Jess, as she insists her friends call her, takes the in-charge embossed on her nursing ID to a whole new level. I shake my head at the image of the five-foot-five buxom woman of African descent who has taken me under her wings while I navigate my fellowship. We bonded over our daily hair rituals. Her natural long curls rival mine in being hard to tackle under a scrub cap.

“Ah, the proverbial interfering friend,” Helen says as she turns to gather her kit. 

Interfering. Bothersome. Overbearing. Yes, to all three, and yet I let Jess talk me into this.

‘You are lonely. You need friends beyond the hospital. You came to London to find love.’

Jess's words play ping-pong inside my brain. She is Jamvanta, the wise bear in my life, poking and provoking me to take the leap of faith.

In one of my melancholy deep dives six months ago, I had poured out my pathetic existence to Jess after which she took the task upon herself to ‘find solutions.’ To be fair though, until her push, I had chickened out and stood up unsuspecting victims on a couple of attempts with Grindr.

“Yeah, but Jess is my safe person. She stands up for me. Right intentions and all.” The means, as my presence today at the studio proves, are debatable. I swivel on the chair to avoid Helen's questioning gaze. I did protest, but Jess hounded me until I filled out the forms for the show and recorded the audition video. 

The questions were typical for a dating show: What do you want in a relationship? I checked love, trust, respect, and family. Simple. And yes, one more thing. A man with big arms to come home to and cuddle after a long, arduous pain in my leg’s day in the OR. The questionnaire, however, had no place for such hankering of the heart.

Jess helped me prepare for the interviews with the director and production team. She even jotted down notes on post-it notes for this date night. 

“How much longer?” I glance at the watch. 

“Don't.” Helen's curt reprimand stops my hand with the handkerchief midway to my face. “Don't wipe. You will undo all my work. Remember my instructions?”

“How am I supposed to? Since signing up, I have been crammed with, ‘do this, don't do that,’ and with each new edict handed out, my dread keeps rising. Krebs's cycle in biochemistry is easier than this camera gig for someone who finds standing still for selfies impossible. I am going to mess this up.”

The gut-wrenching sensation is like the one I had before I entered the exam hall for my final viva-voce in medical college.

“Relax.” Helen's voice goes soft again.

I hate the word. People mean well but they sprinkle the phrase like an incantation. No spells are going to help me at this precipice of my life. 

“Only one thing can set me at ease.” I wait for Helen's attention. “Tell me who is my celebrity date?”

“Nope. Not me. Try this doe-eyed weaselling with someone else.” Helen winks and locks her bag. 

I sag forward, dropping my head. “You all are evil.”

Two days ago, the second non-disclosure in my inbox alerted me to the match with a celebrity date. Not a single person's lips will utter a word, not even an initial. ‘We want to capture the surprise,’ every member of the production crew parrots. 

“Fairy godmothers are not evil.” Helen forces me to straighten with the jab of her finger at my chest. “Anyway, what if you had a choice, whom would you want to be your date?” She removes the napkin tucked under my collar.

Hmm, if I had the power? One person does come to mind – a redhead, green-eyed devil with the ball. But nope, conjuring my fantasy is way beyond Jess's ability, and I have never even won a coin toss in my life.

“My powers are limited to the OR. No wands or abracadabra.” I pout.

Helen chuckles. “You are a smart young man. Go forth and meet your prince charming.” She taps the handle of her brush on my head.

“Helen, thank you for being you.” I take her hand in mine. “For making me tolerable, for taking care of me, and for introducing me to Emeli Sande.”

Helen had put on the song ‘Next to me’ on her iPhone to cheer me up. The music stopped me from fretting and channelised all my fidgeting energy to my feet. They tapped to the peppy piano beats.

“Have some fun, as you did on the motorbike.” Helen squeezes my shoulder.

“You promised never to speak about it.” I gasp, clutching my chest. Helen zips her lips. She better not tattle about another episode of the topsy-turvy tumbles of awkward Akhil. Unlike Alexis Rose from Schitt’s Creek, I don’t skate through life. I stumble, fumble, and ramble in my sparkling goody two shoes.

“Ready for fun?” The production assistant walks in.

Fun, as in facing the camera? Oh dear, I would rather jump from a helicopter.

*****
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“They don't bite, mate.” Fred, the bartender, stops me from surveying the camera placements. 

“Are you sure those lenses are not wormholes that suck you in and crush you into minced meat under the shutters?”

The lights and the equipment are not helping my jangling nerves. Neither is the hidden mic tethered to my shirt. The volume button on my inner voice is a bit loose, and I am not the most cultured rambler in the world.

Fred is amused at my effort to dump the bags laden with anxiety off my shoulder.

“What would you like to drink?” He wipes the dark mahogany solid wood countertop and points me to the empty barstool. 

“Umm, I don't drink.”

It is by choice. No shade of golden-brown bubbly liquids sits well with me. Mr Beer and I had met years ago at a bar. Kissed and then puked in front of a crowd.  Not the smelling green kind, but equally humiliating. In my drunken verbal vomit, I had stumbled out of the closet to a group of strangers and expounded on the theory of love is love while trying to balance myself on a chair. What can I say? The wooden chair did seem a sturdy steed in the inebriated liberated state of my mind. My lecture went on till the bouncer threw me out on the street. Since that day, I have avoided fraternising with bubbly liquids regardless of the bottle shapes and labels.

“I can get you a mocktail.” Fred's genial nature eases some of the tension in my body. 

“Umm, perhaps a teeny-weeny bit in the mocktail.” Like the narrow gap between my index finger and thumb, I hope Fred keeps the amount to a minimum. Yup, alcohol is a dangerous idea, but I need to settle the rumble and tumble of my brain cells while surfing these tense waves waiting for my date to arrive.

Fred watches my fingers tracing the grains on the wood. “Nervous, mate?”

“Terrified.” I bite my lower lip, adjust my glasses, and turn to the setup. The crew has dwindled since filming me walking into the restaurant. The director gave up after three takes and a broken vase. Act natural. Be yourself. I check my lips to confirm they are sealed before rolling my eyes, recalling the director's castigation. This showbiz shindig is routine for the people here. They are trained actors and normal humans. I do not belong to either of those species.

“I've got you covered, mate.” Fred mixes my drink, hands jiggling the shaker. His comfort in making the drinks is reassuring. He is not new to being under the camera, but bartending is his real-world work. Fred’s artistry with his hands eases the anxious thumping in my chest. After watching him work for a while, I move from my fixation on the film crew to the restaurant's decor. 

The bar is right across the entrance, shielded from the glass doors by four panels of wooden screens hanging from the ceiling.

“The design is pretty. Those pink and fuchsia birds swirling around the turquoise flowers make the carved vine so vibrant.” I murmur to Fred. While most of the design is white, the intricately carved birds and flowers add to the bar's modern aesthetic. 

“A famous woodcraft lady from Glasgow.” Fred sneaks a peek before returning to the concoction he is putting together, juggling bottles of red liquids.

“Must have cost a bomb for the sheer size and fine carving.”

“Meh,” Fred smirks.

“Not fond of birds and flowers, are you? So is this glass backdrop more your thing?” I wave at the six-by-six-foot mosaic of an oceanfront made from blue and white glass pieces behind Fred's back. The enormous wooden panels to store the bottles are on either side of the brilliant display. 

“Yeh mate, I am a Scotsman from Pennan, up north in Aberdeenshire. Miss the seas.” 

A forlorn yearning passes over Fred's face. I sense the longing in my bones. No, not here. I will not think of them. Despite my efforts to avoid my spiral into the darkness of my life, the images flutter through, accompanied by screaming and wailing through a Dolby system. The hysterics haven't stopped, but now they occur over the phone from a few thousand kilometres, providing slight relief to my sanity. My parents will never accept me. They don't need to; I remind myself. I am a big boy now, living an independent life in London. 

“Here's your drink.” Fred hands me the glass and waits for me to take a sip.

“Mmmh, this is good.” I lick my lips. The predominant flavour is pomegranate, with a hint of lemon and mint. “What is this yummy drink?”

“Pomegranate sangria with some red wine. But don't worry, the wine won't make you tipsy.” Fred mimics my tiny bit of hand gesture and adds a wink when my eyebrows rise.

I should ask for a replacement, but I was the one who wanted a bit of liquid courage. So I man up and decide to Don Quixote my way through the evening. “Are you sure about this? Alcohol and I aren't best buddies, so we stay away from each other. When I am anxious, I can't hold my mouth. Add alcohol to this mix, and you get a rambling bad boy. Trust me, you don't want to see the sozzled version of Akhil.” The few sentences make my mouth dry, but I continue my statutory warning to Fred. “I have never been on dates before, so this is big. Imagine me, the first gay in my family, on a reality show on British television for a date.”

I take a sip of the drink to wet my lips. “Another in the long list of my tube light moments, as friends in India used to mock. But this one I can blame on my friend, Jess. This will be a chance to practise on questions for an actual date. She had wheedled.”

The night will give you the courage to cross the threshold. Besides, thousands apply, but only a select few end up on the show. Not much of a confidence booster. Still, ignoring the 'gut feeling,' I gave in. You never cross-examine Jess when she crosses her arms and taps her toes. 

“Why would anyone be interested in a bespectacled, plump, recent immigrant who talks too much? The universe sure malfunctions in strange ways. When the invite arrived, my head started spinning. I can replace your hip in my sleep, but this–” I wave my hand in the air circling the bar. “This is...” I shudder. “I have no clue what to do.”  

Fred places his hand on my shaky fingers. “This is only a date. You introduce yourself, talk about each other's likes, and see where things go from there.”

“Yeah, but what do I do about the thousands who will be watching the show?”

Not even my shut eyes can stop the tremor creeping down my spine. “This is such a bad idea.” I grab the drink and take a large gulp.

“Why don't we practise till your date arrives? So tell me, what sport do you play?”

“Me and sport?” I run my hand from my head to waist, directing Fred to take a closer look at my work-in-progress Dad body. “If only sitting or standing still for hours qualifies as an acrobatic sport, I would have eight-pack abs.” I roll my eyes after dumping my body insecurities on Fred.

“If you count watching on television, then I am a huge fan of football and Manchester FC. Never miss any game. I adore their midfielder.” I beckon Fred and lean on the bar top, whispering, so the mics don't listen in. “A big poster of Daniel Keely adorns the wall in front of my bed.” I add a wink to my shimmy.

Fred straightens. I follow his eyes to the maître De', Rob, standing at the entrance, and blink. Once, twice, thrice, and many times more, but the man standing with Rob near the wooden screens is not disappearing. Dressed in a light grey suit stitched to highlight every hard line of his athletic body, the supreme confidence with which he carries himself squeezes the air out of my chest. So stunning.

“What did you put in this drink? Why am I hallucinating?” My mouth goes dry. “Did I wish Dankee into existence?” I turn to Fred for answers. 

Fred's lips turn up, bunching his cheeks on the side. “Cute. You call him Dankee?”

I don't bother to reply, and instead try to steady my shaking legs. Dankee and Rob laugh at some shared joke. Why is the cameraman hovering around Dan? “Fred, isn't the restaurant closed to the public? Are they shooting another show with Dankee?” 

Fred shrugs his shoulders while keeping his eyes on Rob and Daniel Keely. God, help me. The man I have a massive crush on is standing in the same room. Dan, the famous gay football player who scored more goals than anyone else in the premier league last year. The redhead with a smile that would kill a thousand queer men. Dan, with the same well-trimmed beard I trace every day, kissing his plump, rose-petal, lips before going to bed and after waking up in the morning. Ahem, I mean on the poster. The Daniel Keely is standing in the same restaurant. 

Rob says something to Dan, and they both look our way. Why are they looking this way, and why am I trying to catch flies like a Venus flytrap? The camerawoman follows them at a distance.  Holy fuchsias! I turn and tap Fred's hand, stuttering to fight the black hole opening in my brain. “Is Dan... is he my celebrity date?”

Before Fred can reply, someone clears their throat. “Dr Akhil.”

I look at Fred, throat dry as the Sahara and sweat beads trickling down my temples. He raises his eyebrows to point towards my back. With my hands clutching the edges of the stool, I swivel around and freeze. 
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Chapter 2: Date Crush
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Dan

Two chocolate-coloured orbs lock onto me from behind red-rimmed glasses.  The brief on the show provided scant background information without a name or any pictures of my date. Or maybe my agent David and my younger brother Elliot had cut out those details. I make a mental note to quiz the wallies. They are aware of my hate-love-hate relationship with the intellectual types, for the scars from the battle between brain and brawn from my childhood run deep. 

You are a twenty-five-year-old confident and successful man. I remind myself. The way forward is to dribble through after sizing up my opposition.

The doctor is frozen on the stool, clutching the edges in a death grip, which means the bloke is sailing in the same boat as me, blindsided. If the director wanted an element of surprise, she got her money's worth. 

“Dr Akhil, meet your celebrity date. Mr Daniel Keely. I am sure he doesn't need any introduction.”

The doctor stares at me while Rob speaks. Lush black tresses are hanging all around in waves, with a few long locks curling down to cover his forehead. My fingers itch to pull the longest one. How fast will the curl spin and bounce? Fuck! what am I thinking? 

A red card goes up in my mind. I stay away from cute guys much more than geeks. They call to my baser instincts. So what about the swimwear model who made a scene and some quick bucks a year ago? The wanker is planning to write a tell-all book. Hence this need for an image makeover was peddled by David, my agent.

I had turned down David to sign up, but he set Elliot on my case; and no one can counter my younger brother when he makes those puppy eyes. A month back, he used the full force of those eyes to make me put my name on the dotted line. 

I curse the fools and focus my attention on the present. The doctor is dressed in a button-down white shirt with a print of red roses and dark green leaves, matched with burgundy trousers. My stomach does the most complicated triple twist, enough to win a fucking gold medal on the gymnastics floor routine. 

I shove my hands in my pant-pockets before doing something stupid and reversing the small progress David and I have worked over in the last year. Get a grip, Danny boy. This is a TV show, not a random hook-up you pick at the bar, and the man is a doctor, for fucks sake. He has more brain cells than your entire team put together. I fall into my default mode to deal with intelligence. “What's up, Doc?” I ask, adding a wink to my famous thousand-watt LED smile.

The doctor's eyes go wide. He stumbles as he stands, and I grab his elbow, steadying him. Due to the difference in our heights, he fits snugly against me like a puzzle piece. The freshness of oranges and lemons wafts to my nose. Black eyelashes flutter behind glasses resting on a chiselled nose. 

The doctor mutters something, stands upright, and steps back. I extend my hand to shake. He rubs his hands on his trouser before holding mine. His touch is tentative, but I firm my grip and squeeze his soft hand. He looks down to where our hands are joined. With the index finger of my free hand, I tap his chin. “I hope you are okay.”

We hold each other's gaze. Doc's warm rapid breaths caress my hand. Someone clears their throat, uncoupling our eyes. My hand falls from his chin.

“Would you like a drink, Mr Keely?” The bartender inquires, his eyebrows raised.

“I will have a beer.” I sit on the barstool next to the Doc.

“Do you want a refill, doctor, or something stronger?” Fred checks in with my date. 

“Thanks, Fred. This is enough for me.” Doc taps his glass and takes a sip from his drink, marking his lips in an enticing glossy red. I lick my own in slow-mo. His eyes track the movement. Caught staring, he turns his head to the side and taps his fingers on the bar top. 

Oh, I love this game. “What are you drinking, Doc?” I take a sip of his drink, relishing the tangy-sweet mixture. The Doc watches with wide eyes and mouth agape. He swallows and shivers. ‘Purrrfect,’ my inner tiger preens. 

“Umm, Fred. Can you guide me to the loo?” The Doc stands. 

The moment Fred guides him, he bolts towards the door to the men's room. My eyes linger on his broad back before admiring the two plump hips swinging in tandem with the piano beats playing in the background.

Danny boy, stop acting like a cheeky sod. You will scare off the chap.

“Nice assets.” Fred places my beer mug. 

Oh, yes. Those arse-sets are admirable. My tongue peeks out and swipes my lips moist. Horny suckers.

“Ahem.” Fred clears his throat and wiggles his eyebrows.

Heavens Dan! Be mindful of where you are. Don't end up boning the doc on TV. I hide my face, sipping the beer, and hope the cameras missed my ogling. Blame Elliot. I swipe to open my phone and message the fool.

Me: What the hell have you gotten me into?

Elliot: What's the problem, big bruv? 

Me: Why did you set me up with a doctor?

Elliot: High time you upped your dating game. Learn from the pro. Smile, bat your eyelashes, and flirt.

Me: That's your sorry arse sales pitch on a date?  Nothing good is going to come out of this show.

I am not hoping for something meaningful, being the poster bad boy of football. Slam, bang, and goodbye make my hook-up score the envy of many. My initial plan to spend a few minutes, charm whoever they set me up with, give a few sound bites and leave is scuttled by the small brain humming with interest inside my trousers. The innocent, goody-two-shoes doctor has woken up the devil in me, and it is hunkering for the fruit I have denied myself since my last most steady relationship from college. I want to corrupt the Doc. Smudge those prim and proper lines of his portrait.  And later, draw him again, retracing those contours.

Elliot: Ah, so you like the cute doctor.

Elliot's message proves my hunch. We all know where the interfering gene comes from in the Keely clan, but this is too much.

Me: Conniving sod.

Elliot: Aww, bruv. You love me. Now go and snare the man in scrubs.

Me: Brat.

Elliot: Such a gentleman. You are welcome, bruv. 

Before I finish exhaling, the wanker sends another text.

Elliot: Be a good lad and play safe. Remember your sex-ed class.

Gah! There is no point in engaging further with Elliot. Anything I text will only give more ammo to the meddlesome fool. 

I send him a punch emoticon and close the chat. One punch in the face for me too. I had twiddled my fingers over 'what do you want in a relationship?' Should I lie? Should I reveal my heart? I went with the truth, checking the boxes for love, trust, respect, and family. Plus, a cute man to snuggle after a gritty, sweating, back-breaking game on the field. Nothing flashy, but the good Lord chose the moment to peep over my shoulder and reward my sincerity. What do I do with the doc?

*****
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Akhil

I lock the door to the restroom, making sure no pesky cameras are following me, and lean on the shut door before letting my inner voice speak.

Oh, dear! Oh, dear. The words echo around me in a voice-over by Mrs Margaret, the octogenarian who went under my knife last week for a hip replacement. 

Poise, calm, and articulate, are complex mathematical formulas to solve when you are freaking out. What should I do? Ah, yes. Put a finger on my lips to prevent the inevitable babbling and go hide. 

A spot on my chin prickles. Oh, my marigolds. Finger. Dan's finger. The tingling on my skin intensifies, but I resist touching my chin lest I lose the lingering warmth of Dan's touch. 

Those lips. So close. Wet and inviting. Is the English red rose his natural shade or is this some make-up trick? I shake my head to scatter the image in my mind of Dan kissing me. The only person who can calm me down is Jess. 

One ring, two rings. Damn it, Jess. Please pick up the phone. After a few rings, she answers.

“Jess,” I croak into the phone. “I am having a 'Jab we met 'moment.”

“Pardon. A whom you met moment?”

Of course, how is Jess supposed to recognise the meet-cute in the 2007 Hindi movie where the chatterbox Geet meets the shy Aditya? But Dankee is the antithesis of bashful. I should have referenced Sholay, for Dan fits the rogue alpha masculinity of Veeru. Hmm, but I am also no horse cart running, blabbermouth Basanti, her feistiness hidden under layers of pristine innocence. 

“AK, are you there?”

Focus, Akhil. Now is not the time to reminisce about movie characters while you are here to find your happy ending.

“Jess, I am in big trouble. Can you imagine who walked into the restaurant? Daniel Keely. Oh my God, Jess, he is so hot in person. All those pics and posters are blasphemy. And the one chance I get to meet him, I act like a complete klutz. What am I going to do, Jess?”

“Breathe, AK. In and out. In and out.” 

After I follow her instructions, I rephrase my worry. “Jess, help me out. What should I do?”

“Don't you have a date? You are supposed to be dining with the person you’re meeting instead of having a fanboy freak out.” She scolds me.

“Jess, Dan Keely is my blind date.” I inform her in my shaky gay Akhil voice.

“Who? The football player?” Jess squeals.

“Mmmh.”

“Damn. You kept the juiciest bit for the last.” 

“Umm, but what am I supposed to do now?”

The line goes quiet.

“Jess, are you there?”

“Give me a few seconds.”

Silence again. I hold the phone and pace the bathroom, trying to reign in my galloping heart. 

“Okay, where are you at present?”

“Err, hiding in the loo.”

“Why? Go out and be the AK we all know at the hospital. Confident, funny, kind, and honest. Honey, be the real you. Daniel has never met you before, so whatever you show him is what he must work with. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Jess, have you met me. I never learned the 'A' of dating, or mating, or whatever other alphabets are required in a relationship. And may I remind you, this date is part of a reality TV show celebrating 'Love is Love' month. My antics will be recorded for posterity. I will be doomed in front of all the gays of the world. No one will ever want me.” I whine while rubbing my temples.

“Stop overreacting. Be your normal self. Forget you are being filmed, forget Dan is your celebrity crush. Think of him as a man you are meeting for the first time. Try to be friends. Get to know him as a person. You do this when you meet your patients for the first time, don’t you?”

“Easy for you to say. You have a steady boyfriend.”

“Yes, but I also met Sam on a blind date. So go out there and finish this.”

“Okay.” I squeak back.

Jess sighs on the phone. “AK, everything will be fine. You are the best person Dan will ever meet.”

“Muah.” I kiss the phone.  “Jess. You are the best.”

A Twitter notification from Middlesiddle catches my eye when the call disconnects.

What do you do when you meet a cutie pie?

I type in my reply.

Eat, lick, and savour. But first, make sure the cutie is not super-hot.

I put the phone back in my pocket. The distraction further eases my nerves. The man in the mirror, illuminated with soft yellow lights, blinks at me. I check to ensure the makeup is intact, patting down my shirt to adjust the wrinkles but my fingers linger on the paunch. 

Will this scooter-tyre around my waist deter Dan? I can sense Ms Fancy-pants rolling their eyes. The pansies never have to worry. Their colourful yellows and violets make them gorgeous. I am sure Ms Priyamvada, the prima donna amongst my plant babies, would glare at them. They are particular about keeping my small garden a no-judgement zone. Stop travelling down the self-depreciation street, Mr Zami would remind me with a poke of his shiny smooth leaves till I come to my senses. 

Bracing my hands on the black granite tabletop, I channelise the mantras spoken by Jess before I came to the show. I recall most of her zen sayings, but I am sure I am missing a vital one. What did Jess say? Do not sail. Male. Fail. Urgh!

Enough inner voice regurgitation. I close my eyes and count numbers and, after a final controlled whoosh to flush out any lingering anxiety, I pull the door open and step out, ready to mingle. 
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Chapter 3: A Do-Over
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Dan

“Hi, I am Dr Akhil Kumar, but my friends call me AK.” The doctor extends his hand and introduces himself. His lips turn up, and his cheeks lump into shiny balls. Ahh! The sweet chubby ones were always my kryptonite. 

“AK as in AK-47?”

Akhil taps his chin with his index finger. “Hm, maybe in another eighteen years, but tonight you get to date AK-29.”

Oh God! I want to eat this cutie. I glance over his shoulder at the door with the male stick figure. “Did the loo have a teleportation device?” 

“No.” Akhil chuckles. He holds up his hands, with his palms towards me.  “Okay, a full disclosure. This is my first date. Like ever. So, if you find me doing silly things, kick me under the table.”

Interesting. The clumsy, timid rabbit in the headlights is replaced by a confident and charming man whose personality now matches his cute physique. “For a moment, you had me. Are you sure you did not crawl out of a wormhole from an alternate reality?”

Akhil's laugh reverberates through every part of my body as he unconsciously grips my elbow. One specific dangly bit gets excited. Down mate. This is not the time. Remember you are on TV. Yeah, right. I should keep my hands in my pockets, and the excited traitor locked behind the zipper. 

“I am fine now. Well past the wobble in my cosmos at meeting a hot celebrity.”

“Wow,” is all I spurt out of my mouth. Akhil squirms under my roving eyes. Time to charm the pants off this cutie. I take his hand in mine. “Do we take our seats at the table, or do you want to spend some time here with Fred and savour our drinks?”

“I'm all yours.” Akhil giggles but stops at my devious smirk when he realises with wide twinkling eyes the gutter in which my mind is rolling.

He points to our table. Before we turn, I catch the thumbs-up Fred gives Akhil. As we walk, my hand finds its way to his waist, laying my claim on my date. Akhil stiffens at the touch but relaxes by the time we reach the table. I pull out the chair for him, and we take our seats. 

The waitstaff hands us the menus. “Would you two gentlemen like to order some drinks or go straight to the hors d'oeuvre?”

I wait for Akhil to take the lead.

“Can we have the drinks along with the starters?” He asks me.

“Yeah, let's grab something to eat. I drove here straight from practice.”

Akhil touches my hand. “Oh, I am so sorry to keep you waiting. What would you like to have? “

I stare at his hand. The warm touch tingles through my body. Conscious, he lifts his fingers and withdraws. We give our orders and settle down for what is promising to be an exciting night. The Doc’s eyes flit between me and surveying our surroundings. The production team has done a splendid job. The cameras and mics are camouflaged from plain sight, except for the one camera mounted on a rig above to provide overhead shots. I’m thankful for this arrangement. If the camera people were hovering around, things would be weird. 

“So, AK, how do you manage this?” I trace his body outline in the air. “I mean, with your busy working hours.” 

My question is greeted with raised eyebrows. Akhil studies my face for a moment before replying. “This.” He retraces the path of my finger. “Have you seen a kaddu without clothes?”

I gawk at the doctor. “What's a k-a-d-u?”

“Oops, sorry. Kaddu is Hindi for pumpkin.”

Interesting. My brain synapses short circuit at the images of a naked Akhil. He slams his palm to his head when the words he uttered register in his brain. “I mean, if you love Halloween, even a pumpkin is endearing.”

The Doc must be using inferior quality mirrors, or he tends to self-deprecate. I can't help smiling at the way he squirms. Some verbal tickling will be fun.

“Not a fan of Halloween, but if the festival involves a certain naked k-a-d-u, I am ready to celebrate.” 

Akhil covers his face with his palms. “Please tell me they will edit this out.”

“I am sure this is a PG-rated show.” I wink at him when he looks up. Akhil rolls his eyes and sips his drink. An awkward silence falls between us.

“You play any sports?” This time
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