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Introduction

“Uh oh,” I heard the contractor say. Not a good sign. “You’ve got corrosion in your pipes,” he said as he bent down under the sink, causing his shirt to rise up behind him and giving me a generous eyeball of what’s known as “plumber cleavage.”

“Can it be repaired expeditiously?” I asked, trying my best to avert my gaze. Whatever it was, I certainly couldn’t fix it myself. The man had already been here all day - how much longer could it take?

“Expo-what?” he asked.

“Quickly,” I said, remembering that I need to down to his level.

“Well, ugh, normally, I could fix it up in a jiffy,” he replied. “But this old house, you’ve got outdated equipment. I’d need to place a special order…”

“Is that really necessary?” I asked. “I mean, I hardly use that sink, it’s for the guest room…” Somehow, admitting that the guest room was rarely in use felt like an admission of my loneliness. It made me feel vulnerable and even more uncomfortable. 

“Well, to be honest, these could burst at any moment, and then you’re lookin’ at some serious trouble. You should have someone on hand, you know, just in case.”

“Someone on hand?” I asked. My, my, was this getting awfully complicated.

“Yeah. Actually, I could do it myself,” he said, hoisting himself to his feet with a little grunt. “I mean, it would be no trouble.”

“No trouble to what? Out with it,” I asked, though in truth I already knew what he was about to say.

“Well, you said this is the guest room, right? I could stay here and keep an eye on things, keep up the repairs as the parts come in,” he proposed. “I’m sort of...in between houses at the moment, so would be pretty convenient for me, actually.” 

And pretty inconvenient for me, I thought. If he thought he was going to get free room and board just for “keeping an eye on things,” this layabout had another thing coming.

“Of course, I won’t charge you nothing for the rest of the job,” he said. “You know, in exchange for the free rent and all.”

“Well, I suppose that’s fair, but I don’t know how comfortable I’d be…” I hedged.

“Hey, if you want to get someone else out here, be my guest, man,” he just said with a shrug. I knew he had me - it was impossible to find a good handyman in this town. This fellow was already the fourth man I’d called, the other three simply failed to show up for their appointments.

“I suppose it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition…” I conceded.

“What kind of position?” he asked. “You comin’ on to me?” he barked

“What? No, no, no. I said imposition. It means a bother.”

“So you’ll think I’ll bother you, then, that’s it?” he said, his eyebrow raised.

“No, I clearly said that...that it wouldn’t,” I stammered.

He balled up his fists and walked towards me. With the gruff look in his grey eyes and his tight fists, I felt more than a little scared. When he reached me, he gave me a firm slap on the shoulder.

“Haha! Just yankin’ ya. I knew whatcha meant,” he said. “Gotta have a sense of humor, you know?”

“Ah,” I said, feeling taken aback. My heart was pounding a mile a minute. “Yes, of course.”

“Nice to meet ya, roomie,” he said. “I’m Frankie Smith.”

“Clifton Jefferson Sheffield the Third,” I said, holding out my slender hand. He grabbed hand and nearly crushed my effete handshake with his burly fingers. 

Chapter One

I awoke with a start when I heard a terrible noise coming from down the hall. At first, I wasn’t sure what the infernal racket was - it sounded like hooligans shouting and smashing at the walls. Was I being burgled? The sounds seemed to be coming from Frankie’s room. Was he safe?

I stepped out of my room and headed halfway down the hall, before realizing I’d neglected to put on anything over my pajamas. How embarrassing! The urgency of the situation must have made me forget. Still, if things weren’t serious, I didn’t want to barge in half naked. And, even if things were serious, it would be best not to greet the ruffians in the nude.

I rushed back to my room and put a robe over my pajamas, then rushed back. I opened the door cautiously, and I saw Frankie sitting on the bed, watching the TV, which was blaring at full volume.

“Terribly sorry, I just thought…” I mumbled, feeling mortified for being worried in the first place, and attempted to extricate myself from the room.

“Clifton? That you?” he barked.

“Yes,” I replied meekly, sticking my head inside the door again.

“Get in here, this show is hilarious,” he said. It sounded more like an order than a request, which I found quite rude. Nevertheless, given my recent breach of protocol, I felt compelled to acquiesce to his wishes. 

I tip-toed inside, and got a better look at Frankie, sitting upright against the headboard as he gazed at the TV. He was wearing a white tank-top which didn’t quite seem to fit. His fat shoulders and hefty arms seemed to balloon outwards from the sides of the garment, while his slightly fallen, puffy pecs bunched up against the top ever so slightly due to the angle of his body. 

His pot belly was big enough to peek out of the bottom, revealing his deeply sunken belly button and the hairy portion of his lower belly. The blanket he was sitting under was so casually placed that it didn’t quite cover the top part of his boxer shorts, which were clearly visible. 

His lack of embarrassment and shame about such matters was astonishing. Here I was, just having put on a robe to check on him, while he wouldn’t even pull up the covers after he invited me in…

“So, Clifton, you just gonna stare at me with your mouth open, or are you going to take a seat and watch the show?” he asked, with a good natured grin on his unshaven face. His skin seemed to have stubble that never ended, from his cheeks to his neck, and moving down to his slightly graying chest hair in one uninterrupted, vast expanse. But nothing was more bushy than his mustache, which was so large that it threatened to crowd out his lips.

“Ugh…” I replied, finally snapping out of it. “Terribly sorry. Of course…but, where shall I sit?” There weren’t any chairs…

“Right here, of course,” he said, slapping the side of the bed next to him with his beefy fist.

“Ah,” I said, creeping towards the bed and then gingerly parking myself down on it. Sure, it wasn’t something I’d have been comfortable with, but if he insisted… “So, what is this show?”

“Duck Dynasty,” he said. “These guys are a real hoot,” he said, before letting out a griffaw. “Hoot? Get it?”

Duck Dynasty? Dear God, I thought, I remember reading about that one. Could there be a more low-life show? And was that terrible pun supposed to be his idea of a joke?

Frankie suddenly leaned over to the other side of the bed, causing the blanket to ride a little lower and giving me an even clearer view of his poor, overstretched boxers. When he reappeared, he was holding a giant bear claw. He took an enormous bite out of it, spraying crumbs literally everywhere. I could see a few flakes landing on the blanket, his shirt, his chest hair, and even his giant mustache. It was like a living example of why I never ate in bed.

“Frankie, I hate to be a bother,” I began. This simply couldn’t continue.

“Hold that thought, I know what you’re gonna say,” he said with his mouth still full, causing another shower of crumbs to emanate from his maw. He leaned over once again, this time causing his exposed boxers to ride down a little further and exposing more than a little of his doughy, pale posterior. 

“Here you go,” he said as he returned, holding another bear claw in his hand. When I didn’t take it, he said “You wanted one, right?”

“Well, that wasn’t precisely going to be my request…” I hedged, not wanting to sound disrespectful.

“Aww, come on, you’ll love ‘em,” he said. I look a long look at it. Deep fried and glazed, it resembled not so much a confection as a calorie bomb, which was totally out of the question. I never ate donuts for breakfast. I carefully measured out a portion of low-fat granola along with my spirulina green juice. 

“I really shouldn’t.”

“Come on, I insist, buddy,” he said, moving the thing towards my face. I opened my mouth to object, but as I did so, he shoved the sweet, greasy thing right into my lips.

I couldn’t help but bite into it. Though I would have loathed to admit it, it was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted. I think I even moaned a little with appreciation as my teeth greedily sunk in, appreciating all the bold flavors. Sugar, cinnamon, almonds…Before I realized it, I’d nearly eaten the entire thing. And I didn’t even feel full!

“Hey, look at that!” said Frankie, pointing towards the TV. “They’re eating bear claws on the show, too! What a coincide!”

“I think you mean coincidence,” I corrected him after finishing off the last bite. I normally didn’t like to pick apart other people’s language, but it felt like the only way to re-assert my identity after the embarrassment of having shared the same culinary preferences of the characters in a show like Duck Dynasty.

“Careful, Clifton,” he said. “You sprayed some crumbs there.”

That was impossible! Wasn’t it? I looked down and I did indeed see a few incriminating flakes. Good grief!

~

How could I have been such a fool as to let some ruffian like this invade my precious space? Needless to say, I felt miserable for the rest of the day, and I did my best to avoid and ignore Frankie. Easier said than done, of course. If it wasn’t the infernal racket of his noisy TV shows, it was the loud clanging of his “working on the pipes.”

I offered to share a dinner with him, just to be civil and assuming that he’d reject my offer, but to my chagrin, he agreed. 

I made a spinach salad and poured myself a glass of white wine. Frankie surprised me by popping up directly behind me. 

“So, what’s the main course?” he asked me.

“This is the main course,” I replied.

“Just a salad? No way, no-how,” he said. “Let me whip you up some steak and potatoes.”

“That’s really not necessary,” I protested, but he would not be dissuaded. While he cooked, he noisily gulped down beer and crunched on a bag of pork rinds. Every time his hands reached into the crinkly bag, it was like fingernails on a chalkboard for my delicate ears. When at last the bag was mercifully empty, he held it up and shouted “Aha!”

“What is it now?” I asked.

“I never know what to do with the little crumbs at the bottom of the back,” he said. “But they’re kinda like bacon bits! They’d go great on your little salad.” Before I could protest, he overturned the back, and my leafy, innocent green salad was buried by an avalanche of sinful, salty, pork rind scraps.

“Boner Appétit,” he said, shoving the plate towards me.

“That’s actually pronounced…” I began, but stopped myself. “Oh, never mind.”

I didn’t partake in Frankie’s steak or his potatoes, and I did my best to scrape all of the pork bits off of my greens. I caught a few on my last bite, though, and I had to admit it was heavenly - though I didn’t mention that bit to Frankie. 

“Sweet dreams,” Frankie said, as he headed upstairs. I buried my head in my hands. If I suspected tomorrow would be anything like today, how would I ever manage any sleep at all?

I reluctantly trudged upstairs, and brushed and flossed my teeth for far longer than was my usual. I didn’t want a single trace of the gross food I’d eaten today to stay in my mouth overnight.

Chapter Two

“The pipes are as good as new,” he said, “I’ll be getting out of your hair now,” he added.

“But...but…” I sputtered. “What about the piping in the rest of the house?”

“Already checked that,” he said. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, friend,” he added, giving me a playful slap on the shoulder as he began to walk towards the door, preparing to walk out of the house and out of my life.

I heard a terrible sound from behind us, and I turned around and saw the pipes bursting. But instead of water coming out, I saw a wave of slimy, greasy looking stuff. It smelled like...lard? 

Frankie ran towards the growing puddle near the pipes, then dived onto the floor and began desperately trying to stop the leak. I ran towards him, hoping I could be of some help. But I slipped on the lard, and I fell face-first into it. It touched my lips, and my stomach roared. I couldn’t help but start licking it up, and it was delicious. As the lard spilled into the room, my body began to inflate before my eyes. My arms and shoulders ballooned up, and my stomach became so big that it was pushing me slightly off of the ground. 

Frankie had stopped trying to fix the pipe. Instead, he was squatting near me, stroking the back of my head. “Good boy, eat it all up,” he cooed.

~

I awoke in a cold sweat, feeling bleary-eyed and exhausted. What a horrid dream that had been! I hobbled towards the bathroom, eager to take a shower and cleanse myself of my thoughts and my grime.

When I pulled off my pajamas and stared into the mirror, though, I felt astonished by the man staring back at me. There were dark circles and bags under my eyes - probably because I’d slept like crap 2 days in a row, but I looked considerably worse than even my nastiest hangover. I’d also grown a fair amount of beard stubble, which was unusual for me to do in just a single day without shaving. 

But those changes paled in comparison to the horror that awaited me when I looked a little further down. My slender body seemed to have acquired a thin film of flab overnight. I wasn’t sure how much weight I had put on exactly, ten pounds at most, but it was enough that I noticed. My normally skin and bones chest had a small swell of puffiness to it, while my shoulder blades were a little less visible under my slightly rounded shoulders. My tummy, once so flat that it actually curved inwards, now had the faintest beginnings of a little pooch. 

Ugh! What was the point, I wondered, of my strict regimen if this was going to be the result? Then again, I remembered, I had gone off the wagon yesterday with that bear claw. But could one pastry really cause this much damage?

I stepped inside the shower and started to pull the curtain closed when I heard the door open, and Frankie stepped in. Half naked, wearing only a towel around his waist, he seemed totally oblivious to the fact that I was here.

I couldn’t imagine anything more awkward. Perhaps, I thought, the best thing I could do was just stay silent, let him do his business and leave, and he’d never know this happened.

But luck was not on my side today. He strode directly towards the shower.

“Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” I asked, just as he was about to pull back the shower curtain and expose my nakedness.

“Hey, sorry about that,” he said, laughing a little.

“Why aren’t you using your own shower!?” I angrily demanded.

“The plumbing’s out in the guest room. That’s why you hired me. Remember?” he asked, laughing harder.

Oh yes, that’s right. How silly of me.

“You know,” he said, “if you want to save on water, we could shower together. Used to do it in the army all the time.”

“No, no, no, no, that’s fine,” I said hastily. I couldn’t imagine comfortably showering right next to another naked man, and especially not today, when I felt so fat. Of course, showering next to Frankie would certainly make me look slender by comparison.

“Let me know if you change your mind, and if ya don’t, let me know when you’re done in there,” he said, turning around and walking out. As he did, I heard a scratching sound. Was he scratching himself, I wondered? I had a mental image of him reaching past his burgeoning belly, going under the towel, and furiously scratching his balls. It was absolutely shameless, right in the middle of the hallway, knowing full well I might hear him. 

I spent a long time in the shower, but no amount of scrubbing was enough to make me feel clean.

~

Once I was downstairs, I decided to skip my usual breakfast and just have a cup of hot tea. I sipped it wistfully as I gazed out the window. It’s funny how much one can take a little thing like privacy for granted. When, I wondered, would I have it again?

My train of thought was interrupted by Frankie, whose throat clearing was audible before he even stepped into the kitchen. He grabbed a skillet and turned on the stove, as though this was his house, and started frying up some bacon strips. I never bought bacon, and I didn’t remember him leaving the house since he got here, so where had it come from? Did he always happen to have a stash of raw bacon on hand for emergencies?

I’d enjoyed bacon quite a lot as a child -  before I’d learned how bad it was for you, of course - and that smell seemed to take me right back to childhood. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend that Frankie was my father, and I was getting ready for a delicious breakfast in front of cartoons.

“How many strips do you want, Cliff?” he asked, interrupting my thoughts again.

“Oh, uh...no, none of me thanks,” I said. 

“No bacon?” he asked, sounding genuinely shocked.

“Well, it’s not particularly good for you,” I replied.

“Nonsense, I’ve had bacon for breakfast nearly every day of my life, and look at me,” he said, seemingly unaware that his flabby body was disproving his own point. “Come on, Cliff, just one little piece.”

“No, thank you,” I said firmly. The was the second time in two days he was trying to get me to eat unhealthy food, and this time, I wasn’t going to give in. “And, if it’s not too much trouble, the name is Mr. Sheffield, or Clifton if you must, but never Cliff,” I said, speaking the monosyllabic nickname with as much disdain as if it was some kind of ethnic slur.

“Sure, whatever,” he said with a shrug. Then he heaped two plates with two piles of crispy bacon and placed one in front of me. Had he not been paying attention, or had he simply decided to ignore my request? I couldn’t decide which was more rude. 

Frankie took a seat opposite me, plopping his larger rear on the poor, thin chair with a little grunt. He dug into his bacon with gusto, and I couldn’t deny that I wanted to join in. 

My hand was shaking as I reached for my fork. I knew that given my weight issues, bacon was just about the last thing I should be eating. But as though my arm had a mind of its own, I picked up a piece and started eating. It was every bit as tasty as I thought it would be, and for a brief, blissful moment, all my cares melted away and I was a child again.

“So, Cliff,” Frankie began through a mouthful of bacon, “you single?”

“I don’t see why that’s any business of yours,” I replied. Hearing the name ‘Cliff’ was really getting on my nerves, but I had the feeling that even if I complained about it again, it wouldn’t make much of a difference.

“I’m taking that as a yes,” he said. I couldn’t deny that he had guessed correctly. “Same here, been so for quite a while now. Sure gets lonely…”

“I can relate,” I confessed. Loneliness was the flipside of solitude, and I knew it all too well. In some ways, Frankie I were night in day, but in others, we weren’t so different.

“With a face like that, you shouldn’t have to deal with that,” he said, and I tried not to blush. In spite of what I thought about him, hearing him give me a compliment still gave me a rush. 

“I’d be happy to set you up with one of my clients. Actually, now that I think about it, I know someone you’d be perfect for,” he ruminated. This was starting to sound less fun. “He’s an art dealer, and...” 

“No, thank you,” I replied, my face turning into a grimace. Why did he just assume I was gay? It didn’t matter if I was or not; I hadn’t come onto him or anything. It felt presumptuous, and I felt decidedly uncomfortable.

“But I haven’t finished telling you about him! You’re so quick to shoot down ideas,” he said.

“What’s wrong with that?” I shot back.

“You also said you wouldn’t like any bacon, and look what happened there,” he said, motioning towards my empty plate.

Oh, my God, I realized. I’d eaten all the bacon. I was turning into a real pig.

Chapter Three

The next day, I woke up feeling a craving for bacon and donuts. I hated to admit it, but Frankie was starting to rub off on me. I desperately desired unhealthy food, and I didn’t care what the consequences were later down the line.

Unfortunately, “later down the line” was a lot sooner than I had anticipated. As I pulled myself out of bed, I was immediately aware that something was terribly wrong. The tiny little stomach pooch had swelled into a substantial gut, poking through my silk spiral pajama top. Not only was my tummy bigger, it had also begun to develop an noticeable happy trail. My arms and legs looked a little hairier, too.

What the hell was happening to me? It seemed like an unanswerable question, but deep down, I had a hunch. I thought back to my first craving when I woke up, and the explanation for that: Frankie was rubbing off on me. Somehow I was becoming more and more like him - my tastes, my weight...what else would follow, I wondered? What was the extent of the damage?

I ran towards the bathroom, not bothering to get in real clothes. The mirror greeted me with more unpleasant news: I looked not only fatter, but older. My eyes looked more sunken, with a helping of crow’s feet, and I had a thinner, less bushy version of Frankie’s mustache sitting on my upper lip.

What should I do? Kick Frankie out of my house? See a skin doctor - or, maybe a psychiatrist? All of those options felt embarrassing, and none guaranteed that my changes could be halted or reversed. 

Still, I had to admit, it wasn’t all bad. In fact, it was kind of exciting. If I was already fat, it was like my body had given me permission to indulge - I could have as much bacon as I wanted to without feeling guilty that I was ruining my physique. Frankie seemed to be so carefree, so happy, so comfortable with himself. If I started to look like him, would I gain those personality traits, too?

On the other hand, he was kind of a low-life. I didn’t want to lose my class and my sophistication…

I practically jumped out of my skin when I heard a knock on the bathroom door. “Occupied!” I cried out reflexively. 

The second after I said that, though, I regretted it. If he had accidentally walked in with me half clothed, it might have made for a nice moment.

“Yo, Cliff, you gotta sign for the above ground jacuzzi,” Frankie said, after belching a little.

“My above ground what?” I asked. 

“You know, the hut tub you asked me to order,” Frankie said with a shrug as I burst out of the bathroom. “Iron Man PJs, eh? Nice,” he said, after his eyes wandered up and down my torso.

“Iron Man?” I asked incredulously. I wasn’t wearing anything of the sort! I was wearing my normal, silk…

I stopped as I looked down at myself. They were indeed superhero pajamas, and they weren’t silk, either. The material looked like regular fleece, as though I’d picked them up at a big box store or, heaven forbid, a flea market.

“Uh...yeah. Anyway, you gotta sign for the hot tub,” he reminded me.

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” I declared. Just because my pajamas weren’t as I remembered, that didn’t mean that I’d suddenly decided to order something as pedestrian as an above ground jacuzzi. “What would make you think I’d order something like that?” I asked.

“I’ve got the work order right here,” he said, rummaging through his jean pockets and pulling out a crumpled piece of paper. I unfurled it, and it did contain an invoice for installing the thing. I guess I really had ordered it. Apparently my spending decisions were changing along with my body.

But one thing still puzzled me. Under signature, it said “Cliff Sheffield,” not “Clifton.” Was I really spelling my name the way he called me, too?

“Well, do want me to have him take it back?” he said, scratching his head and causing a little dandruff to fly everywhere. 

Now that he put it like that, the answer was obvious. Of course I didn’t want him to take it back! Not before trying it out at least once, anyway…

“No, no, since it’s already here, might as well let ‘em deliver it,” I said, trying to play it off as though it was nothing. Let ‘em deliver? I repeated back to myself. That didn’t sound quite like me. Was I starting to talk like Frankie, too? 

Frankie and I walked out to the back of the house to find a huge wooden crate. I signed the electronic clipboard provided to me by the deliveryman, who then drove away. 

“You just sit pretty, I’ll get it up in a jiffy,” he said. “Hey, that rhymes!”

I wanted to cringe at this lame attempt at humor, to wrinkle up my nose and go back into the house in a huff. But instead, I said “Maybe you’re a poet and you don’t know it!”

“Haw!” Frankie said, slapping his knee a little. Why was I being so cordial? Just because he called me pretty? Or was it because, now that we were becoming less different, I was finding it harder and harder to look down on him?

“This’ll take awhile,” said Frankie as he began to open the box. “You may want to go read a book, or something.”

I scurried upstairs and grabbed my copy of The Winemakers of Bordeaux, which I’d been meaning to finish. I sat perched on my window seat, eyeing Frankie as he bent over and fiddled panels on the side of the tub.

I must have re-read the same paragraph a dozen times before I realized it. Try as I might, the book just couldn’t hold my interest. Strange, it seemed fascinating when I started reading it a couple of weeks ago. But now, my eyes were drawn out the window, to Frankie. 

I didn’t want to consume a book while he put the tub together. I wanted to know how he did it. What was that wrench for? Why was he bringing in electrical wires. I longed to run down and ask him, but it felt strange and out of character for me to pester him about the mundane details of his blue-collar labor. Besides, I certainly didn’t want to disturb him if he was busy.

When the tub was nearly finished, though, my curiosity got the best of me. I ran downstairs, taking the steps two at a time, which made my new flab jiggle a little. I opened the door just as Frankie flipped a switch, and with a little hum, the thing came alive.

“You got top of the line, Cliff,” said Frankie. “This thing’s a beaut.”

“I can’t wait to try it,” I said. The whirling, churning water had me under its spell.

“Sure, let’s give it a go,” he said. 

“Let’s?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but I had a hunch…

“Yeah, you and me,” he said. He was going to be in my hot tub with me? I don’t think so…

“Hey, it’s just us guys,” he said with a little wink, as if sensing my unease. 

“Alright, I’ll get my suit upstairs while you get changed,” I acquiesced. As I walked back towards the house and tried to avoid glancing over my shoulder for a quick peek, I pondered why I’d given in. As a thank you to Frankie for installing the thing? To avoid a confrontation? To allow us a chance to…to…

I shoved the thought of my mind and pulled on my swim trunks. When I was back, Frankie was already in the tub, his furry chest and fallen pecs, as well as the top of his beer gut, were visible over the water. I crept in, the water burning me with its heat.

“You wanna beer?” Frankie asked me. A cold drink actually sounded refreshing in this environment. I always considered myself a wine man, but given my recent experience with my book, perhaps I was due for broadening my horizons. Still, though...

“Well, I don’t want to get out now, I’ll be so cold,” I said. “And I couldn’t in good faith ask you too,” I said. I’d feel terribly guilty if he did get up, but if he did, I’d get certainly get an eyeful of…

“Get out? Cliff, you got top of the line, remember?” Frankie said, chuckling a little. “We got a fridge right here.”

“A fridge?” I asked. Frankie reached into a little compartment and pulled out a can, then tossed it to me. I fumbled a little, and nearly let it fall into the water before I brought it to my chest. The degree of coldness of the can was surprising, and made my nipple tingle a little. 

I was hoping it was some kind of artisanal, imported microbrew, but it was just a cheap domestic brand. Still, I couldn’t deny that my first sip was delicious. I even let out a little belch after my first gulp. I apologized profusely for it, of course, but Frankie’s only reply was to burp right back at me, and we laughed. How silly I was, I thought, to be ashamed of my own bodily functions.

“So, a fridge, huh?” I asked. “What else can this thing do?”

“Well, jets, of course,” Frankie said, pressing a button and causing the jacuzzi jets to fire up. One of the little blasts of bubbles was fortuitously aimed directly behind me. “But the pride and joy, of course, is the TV.” 

Frankie pressed another little button, and I suddenly realized he wasn’t kidding. A screen slowly rose up from the far end of the tub. 

“DVD player, too,” he added.

“What should we watch?” I asked, not sure if our tastes were compatible.

“Don’t worry, I already got something picked out,” he said, pressing play. At first, I only heard light jazz music, and then a few grainy titles as the camera lazily zoomed in on a swimming pool. If I didn’t know better, I would have suspected this was a lame, vintage porno.

The door to the house opened up, and two figures walked towards the pool: a spindly woman with a long, wild mane of blonde hair, and a masculine-looking young man with a thick mustache.

“So, you need me to clean your pipes?” he asked, raising his eyebrow at her. So it was a porno! The man was entrancing, so much so that I wasn’t even bothered by the overused, uninspired, and predictable dialogue. He seemed so familiar, yet I’d never seen him before.

“I see you’ve got your eye on Mr. Poolman,” said Frankie. I glanced back towards Frankie and then to the screen again. The mustache...could it really be?

“That was you?” I asked. 

“Sure was,” he said proudly, as the characters began to take their clothes off onscreen. “‘Course, Tessa there wasn’t exactly my type, if you catch my drift. Still, it was fun to be a star.”

I kept shifting my gaze from Frankie, the hard-bodied, fresh-faced porn star, to Frankie, the older, chubby-cheeked, slightly tired-looking, low-class plumber and contractor, the man who was my houseguest. It was as if I could see the transformation in real time, as I saw how the years had aged and softened him. Was something similar happening to my own body? It was almost too erotic to think about.

“Don’t be shy,” Frankie said, as if he could read my thoughts. “It’s a porno, feel free to, ya know, enjoy yourself. I know I will,” he said, winking at me again.

He didn’t mean what I thought he meant...did he? Still, my house was practically in the wilderness. Even though were outside, we did have our privacy. All I knew for sure was that I couldn’t see his elbows above the surface, and he had the biggest grin on his wide face that I’d ever seen.

I turned away from him, not wanting to be tempted too much, and saw the younger Frankie bending the girl with the boyish frame over the side of the pool, and preparing to do her up the ass.

I couldn’t deny the electricity that ran through my body and my bulging crotch. I couldn’t help it, I had to touch myself. I wrapped my hands around my hard-on as I saw Frankie emerged his arm under the water and reach down. 

I gave myself few tugs and I could see Frankie enjoying himself, too. We both pretended to focus on the porn playing, but our eyes met when we took peeks at each other. I blushed when he smiled at my picking up the pace. I let out a moan and I could tell Frankie reacted to my moan--he closed his eyes and moved his arms even faster. 

I don’t know who came first, young Frankie or older Frankie. Both men started grunting at the same time, almost harmonizing with each other. Older Frankie’s voice was a little lower, and a little louder since he was right across from me. Hearing the two voices in harmony seemed to drown out the world, and they put me over the edge. 

Despite everything that happened, I still felt some longing to be at least a little discreet, and I bit my lip to keep from making a sound. I already groaned in front of Frankie, I better not do it again. I tasted blood, but at least I had some plausible deniability as to what I was doing. 

With the pain from my lips, the continuous grunts from Frankie, it did not take long before I joined in. I could feel that arm is bending a bit more as my gut is pushing out my arms. It made the angle even better, and I could feel my finger roaming the territory that I have not explored before. My arm rubbed the sides of my gut while my finger lingered at my still hard penis...I wished I was capable of coming again.

Once it was over, all the sounds that existed other than moaning came flooding back into my ears. The insipid jazz music layered over the film. The churning of the water and the jets. The slow, rhythmic sound of breathing. 

Neither of us said anything for a while. I eventually decided I’d break the silence.

“I’m kinda hungry,” I said. “Got any bear claws to go with this beer?” I figured, in for a penny, in for a pound.

“Sure thing,” said Frankie, as he let me have another look at that wide grin. “And I’ve got something even better as a little surprise.”

After what had just happened, was there anything left that could surprise me? 

Frankie handed me a bear claw as well as a what I recognized to be a bottom of the line cigar, although I didn’t smoke.. “I was saving these for a special occasion,” he said. “But I can’t think of anything better than inaugurating this new tub,” he said, lighting my cigar with the butt of his own before I managed to object. What the hell, I thought, there’s a first time for everything.

“Amen to that,” I said, coughing a little. “I can’t imagine a better way to spend an afternoon with a friend.” I hoped it wasn’t presumptuous to call him that, but after what had just happened between us, it felt wrong to think of him as my employee.

“Oh, we’re more than friends,” he said. What did he mean by that, I wondered? Could he...could he mean…

“We’re like…” he said, pausing to stroke his chin. “We’re like blood brothers.” 

“I...suppose,” I said, sucking on the cigar again. The second drag went down far smoother than the first, as though my lungs had been used to the stuff for years.

Chapter Four

I woke up the next day feeling a mixture of warm contentment and sluggishness, as though my beer buzz and lasted all the way through the night. I had a little trouble catching my breath, and I let out a series of noisy yawns before I tried to pull myself out of bed.

This actually took a great deal more effort than I expected. I had to roll around a little, and even then I only succeeded after exerting myself enough to let out a little grunt. Once I was up and my bleary, tired eyes came into focus, it was clear why getting myself out of bed had been such a struggle. 

The little swelling of flab that had existed yesterday had progressed much further. My stomach had stretched itself into a proper-sized gut, big enough that I couldn’t quite see past it as I looked down.

My room looked different, too. My bookshelf had vanished completely, replaced uneven piles of magazines about monster trucks, sports, and hunting. I saw crumbs and candy wrappers on the floor. which made me a little disgusted with myself, but also a little hungry. 

I checked my closet, and my suits and finery were all gone. In their place were jean shorts, wife-beater tops, and bent-up looking trucker hats. I put on the shorts and shirt, noting with a mixture of shame and satisfaction that the sizes seemed a little too small, causing my flab to spill out.

I headed to the bathroom, and as I passed the mirror I saw that I now bore a bushy, grey-flecked mustache, very similar to Frankie’s. My face was fatter and fuller with a wider nose and a thicker jaw, my formerly curly hair had receded a little and was cropped short, and my eyes bore heavy-looking wrinkles. My dainty, delicate hands now were thick-looking mits, and my clean cuticles were now calloused, dirty, working man’s hands. 

I could be Frankie’s brother, I realized. He’d been my polar opposite just a few days ago, and now, I was his spitting image. 

When I went to take a piss, I was surprised to feel my cock had foreskin. That was a new sensation. I wonder if that was because Frankie was also uncut? Had seeing nude on film sped the change up, I wondered, or had it been my yielding to my desires that had pushed things this far? 

I went downstairs and found Frankie feverishly flicking through something on is phone.

“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice sounding a little more booming and masculine than I was used to.

“This guy in Nigeria,” Frankie began, “he’s got his $14 million inheritance frozen out because of some kind of political boondoggle. But if I let him use my bank for a few days, he’ll let me have 30%! That’s like, 3 million!” 

“That sounds like a scam,” I said. How could Frankie fall for something like that?

“You sure, CJ?” he asked. “This guy totally sounds legit.”

CJ? I was CJ now? That sounded so truncated, so commonplace, so ordinary, so...right.

“Sure, whatever,” I said with a shrug. I honestly couldn’t remember what it was I was objecting to.

“Speaking of money,” Frankie said, “When are we gonna put this place on the market?”

“On the market?” I asked. “This is my home!”

“Yeah, it sure is starting to feel that way, isn’t it?” Frankie said with a big belly laugh, one that made his midsection jiggle. For some reason I couldn’t understand, I joined him in laughing, and both of our big bellies jostling around like little mountains of jello.

“Seriously, though, Frankie, what do you mean, ‘sell?” I asked, wiping the tears from my eyes.

“Well, when we bought this place to fix up, you didn’t think we’d keep it forever, did you?”

What was he talking about? I was about to ask him, but suddenly my mind felt overwhelmed with memories. Going to the auction with him instead of alone, walking through the rooms together, wondering how long it would take to flip the house…

“With all the cash we’ve sunk into this place, we better get a pretty penny,” he said. “We’ve got to clear 100k in profit just to break even.”

“A hundred thousand?” I asked. “That’s...that’s...a hell of a lot of dough!” I literally couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Yeah, guess so. But the Smith Brothers have never failed to turn a profit,” said Frankie.

“The Smith...Brothers?” I asked.  

“Yeah, what do you think we were calling ourselves?” Frankie asked.

“Be back in a jiffy,” I said, and I ran upstairs, as fast as my out of shape, heavy legs could carry me. I was huffing and puffing by the time I was back at my room. My wallet contained a business card “CJ Smith: Plumber, Contractor, Electrician” along with the company name “Smith Brothers” on the back. My ID read Cliff Smith. I really was Frankie’s brother. 

My first thought was that fate was punishing me for what had happened yesterday, when we’d shared a cigar and Frankie had declared us to be “like blood brothers.” But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was just the logical conclusion of my journey. I had become more and more like Frankie, closer and closer to him, until we really were family.

By the time my worn out, weary body had made its way back to the kitchen, my head was already swimming with memories of our childhood together, our careers together, everything. It felt clearer than my old life, which seemed to be fading away rapidly, like a dream upon waking.

“What’s with all the runnin’?” he asked. 

“Uh…” I began, scratching my itchy ear as I wondered. Why I had gone upstairs? “Can’t for the life of me remember,” I said. “Guess I was havin’ a senior moment.”

“Hah! Yeah, I know the feeling,” he, smiling again.

There was a knock at the door, and I went outside. There was a big brown package - now what had I ordered?

“What do ya know,” Frankie said. “It’s our pipes! Wanna tackle refitting the bathroom together?”

“Sure thing,” I said, and prepared to head upstairs. I stopped at the foot of the stairs, feeling concerned about something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. 

“What’s wrong now?” Frankie asked. “Forget something else?”

“I nearly did, yeah” I said, as I grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Alright, let’s get to work.”

~~~

THE END
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