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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready?”

      “Ready for free rent? Bring it on, you silver fox.”

      I lean across the table and pull my pants down for him. I’ve never done this before, so I’m not sure what to expect. I just hope it doesn’t hurt too bad.

      He’s playing with something behind me, so I rest my head and take a deep breath while I wait. Then I feel it. First, a quick rub. Then a flash of cold as he blows on it. The chill gives me goosebumps. Other than a little pressure, I don’t even feel it when it slides in.

      “Did it hurt?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Hold this here for a second while I get you a bandage.”

      I reach around and press the alcohol swab against my skin to stop any bleeding.

      “Now, you may feel ill for a bit tonight and tomorrow. Some chills, maybe a fever, muscle weakness. That sort of thing. But it shouldn’t be bad. Take it easy, and it’ll pass. And remember, you can’t talk to Nate about this. This has to be double blind. That means neither of you can know what the other got, and I can’t know what you’re getting either. Got it?”

      “Yeah, no worries. I won’t jeopardize this for you. And I know you said you don’t want to talk about it anymore, but you’re too good looking to sit on the sidelines. You really should try to find someone who makes you happy. But that’s the last I’ll say about it.”

      “I just have no interest right now. There are other ways I’d rather spend my time and energy. Plus, I’m forty-five.”

      “So what? You’re a hot forty-five. You just need the right woman to appreciate you the way you deserve. She’s out there.”

      “Thanks, but I’m happy right now. I don’t need to look for anything else. Can we drop it, please?”

      “Sure.” He doesn’t seem happy, though. Since Jennifer left a few years ago, he hasn’t been the same. He was always fun and easygoing before, but in the last few years he’s lost that. Even Nate says there’s a huge difference.

      “Same time next week, OK? Ten o’clock Tuesday.”

      “I’ll be right here with my pants around my ankles for you.”

      “Haha.” He doesn’t laugh.

      I walk out the door and get into my car.

      When James first came to Nate and me with this idea, I was skeptical. He’s a pharmaceutical research chemist, but it still seemed strange that he wanted to experiment on his son and his son’s best friend. When he explained it, though, I got it. He was part of the team working on this drug at his old job a few years ago, but then there was that enormous scandal and the government shut the company down.

      He was able to sneak these files and data out before everything was seized, though. Since then, he’s been modifying the formula. He’s improving it and making sure there are enough changes so no one will suspect it could have come from the old company. No matter how good the drug, people won’t trust something from a company forced out of business for unethical and illegal practices.

      When he found out we both lost our jobs, James offered to pay our rent for the next year if we would help him with this. It’s completely off the books, and we can’t say anything about it. But it was too good to pass up. Free rent in exchange for getting one shot every week for four weeks in a row? And with a drug that isn’t even dangerous? James explained that it’s just a simple medication for people with dangerously high cholesterol and triglycerides. The most likely side effect we have to worry about is that it will make us healthier, at least the one of us who gets the real medicine and not the placebo. How could either of us say no to this deal?
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      “Have you noticed any side effects?”

      “Not really. Didn’t get sick. Didn’t have any muscle weakness. There were a couple of days I didn’t feel as energetic as usual, but I don’t think that was from this.”

      “I wouldn’t think so, but which days?”

      “Let’s see… I got the shot on Tuesday, and it was two or three days after that. So Thursday and Friday. A little on Saturday too, I guess.” It’s hard to keep track of days when you’re not working. All time blends into a giant blur.

      “No, I don’t think that would be from this. So far, so good then. Ready for shot two?”

      “Ready to drop my drawers for my best friend’s dad? You bet.” I laugh, but James just rolls his eyes. I remember a time he would have thought that was funny.

      He is under a lot of stress, though, between work and the news that Nate and I were both fired. He still hasn’t forgiven me for that. Even though it was Nate’s idea to call off sick for two weeks while we followed a musician on the closing leg of his farewell tour, I took the blame with his dad. I always have since we were kids. It’s just easier to let them blame me. It’s easier for Nate, and easier for them too because they can forgive me more easily than they can him. And I was already used to being yelled at in my own home, so Nate’s parents were never something I couldn’t handle.

      This time worried me, though. When neither of us found jobs right away, Nate had to ask his dad for money. He told him we were fired, and that it was my fault. I can still see the text James sent me when he found out: “Patrick, this is going to stop. I won’t put up with you dragging Nate down anymore.” It was so blunt and short. There wasn’t any talk about how I disappointed him, or how I needed to do better, or even how I’m an adult and need to stop acting like a child. There were none of the usual tropes that signal he’d be willing to forgive me if I just gave him enough time.

      A few days later, though, James sent a group text to Nate and me offering to pay our rent for a year if we would help him with this medicine. I knew then that things would be good again between us.
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        * * *

      

      The following Tuesday, I’m at his house at ten o’clock for my third shot. When he answers his door, he’s wearing a white button-down shirt, black pants, and black shoes.

      “You look good today.” I tell him as he holds the door open for me.

      “Thank you. I have to go into the office for half a day once we’re finished.”

      “Oh. So do we need to hurry, then?”

      “No, not at all.”

      He leads me down the basement stairs even though I’ve been in this house so often I know it as well as he does. Once we’re in the lower level, we walk to a side room. This used to be Nate’s game room when we were kids—table tennis, air hockey, and video games. I imagine we spent thousands of hours in this room, just him and me. Now, his dad has converted it to a makeshift examination room for this study. There’s a desk with a laptop for him, a massage table that he uses for exams, a rack with boxes of vacutainer tubes for our weekly labs, and a refrigerator to store the medication and our blood after he draws it. I hop onto the table while he sits at the desk.

      “So, any new symptoms or side effects this week?”

      “I don’t know. I think so, but it’s weird. So, I’m not sure.”

      “Oh? Let me know and I can probably tell you whether it’s the medication or not. Nothing major, I hope?”

      “No. It’s all small stuff. Just… like I said, it’s weird. Like, do I sound different to you?”

      “Different?”

      “Yeah. My voice. Does it sound different? Higher pitched?”

      “I thought I noticed something when we were talking, but that definitely is not because of this medicine. Probably just a bug. Anything else.”

      “My hair seems like it’s falling out.” He looks worried when I tell him this. “Not the hair on my head. Body hair. And on my face. It’s very patchy now.”

      “Hmm… is that all?”

      “Mostly. Except I might be gaining weight.”

      “Gaining weight? Have you been eating more?”

      “No. That’s the strange part. Still just eating like I normally do, but this morning I couldn’t get the first pair of pants up past my butt. That’s why I had to wear these.” I motion to the sweatpants I’m wearing.

      “It would be strange for this medication to cause you to gain weight, but let’s keep an eye on that one. The body hair and voice, though, would not be from this. Do you mind if I take a look at you? Just from behind, but without your pants and underwear.”

      “Sure. Whatever.”

      I stand up and turn away from him while pulling down my pants. I hear him wheel the chair over closer to me. He mutters something then touches the side of my hip. First he pokes it, but then he must realize how uncomfortable that was because he starts rubbing it. His hand drifts to my rear, and it’s more of the same.

      “And this is the only area where you’ve noticed the possible weight gain?”

      “Yeah. Everything is the same as always. A little smaller even maybe.”

      “Interesting. Do you mind waiting here while I get a tape measure and a scale? We can start tracking your weight and measurements.”

      “Sure.”

      I pull my pants back up and sit on the table. When he comes back, he’s carrying a bathroom scale under his one arm and a tailor’s tape measure in the other.

      “OK, I’ll try to do this part without making you get totally undressed. So stand up and face away from me. Pull your pants down just a little. Now, take this end of the tape and wrap it around your front. We’ll start with your hips and butt. Hand the end to me and I’ll snug it up back here. Good. Now slide it up to your waist. Got it. You can pull your pants up now, but I want you to take your shirt off. We’ll measure your chest and then your arms.”

      We repeat the process with my chest and then in two spots on each arm. After I’m done with all that, I step onto the scale, and he notes my weight. Next, he draws three tubes of blood, gives me my shot, and I’m on my way again until next week.
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        * * *

      

      I definitely notice side effects after this injection. For the first few days afterward, I feel like I’ve been run over. I can barely get out of bed. When I do, I’m so weak, walking is a struggle. By Saturday, that lets up, but then I’m in the bathroom more often than not. Twenty-four hours after that, though, it’s gone, and I’m back to normal.

      I’m still not talking about any of this with Nate. In fact, this last week, I’ve hardly seen him. I haven’t felt like doing much, so he’s off doing his own thing, I suppose. I’m a little jealous, but good for him. I just wish I could get out with him.

      Tuesday morning, I find out I’ve definitely gained weight. I have a hard time finding anything that fits me. Even the sweatpants I wore last week are stretched tight across my ass now. I wear them anyway, because it’s either that or an old pair of boxers that are more hole than material. My shirts are fitting me strangely, too. They’re almost too big except across the chest where my pecs are. That part still fits fine, but the rest is baggy. So strange. It’s like the weight from other parts of my body, except my chest, has moved to my hips, butt, and thighs.

      I ring the doorbell at ten, and James answers. He’s just wearing jeans and a T-shirt today. I can’t stop staring at his chest. I always knew that he was handsome, but I never noticed it like this before. His broad, muscular chest forms a perfect inverted triangle down to his waist—and to his bulge. These must be new jeans because I’ve certainly never noticed that before. Maybe he has a lunch date planned after this. Part of me hopes he really does find a woman, but that thought makes me a little jealous too. As silly as it is, maybe it’s because I’m single, and I don’t want him to be in a relationship before me.

      We head downstairs like always. This time I go first while he follows behind. I tell him about my week as we walk into the exam room. The first thing he has me do is stand on the scale so he can record my weight. I’m shocked when I see the number. It’s quite a bit less than last week. Probably because I was sick for a few days, but I’m not gaining weight after all.

      I sit on the table, and James draws my blood and examines me. He checks my eyes, ears, under my tongue. He has me push and pull against his hands, using first my hands and then my feet. He’s never examined me so thoroughly before. Then he has me stand up.

      “I want to measure you again, but I want to make sure we have really accurate readings this time. So I’d like you to take your clothes completely off, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure, but then you have to take yours off too, right? It’s only fair.”

      He chuckles. “Maybe, but no. Life isn’t going to be fair today.”

      I take off my shoes and then strip for him. For just a second, I think of doing it slowly to tease him. I blush. I can’t believe the thought even occurred to me.

      With my clothes off and folded on the table, I turn and face him. He seems embarrassed at first and looks away. I don’t say anything and he eventually turns back. He walks toward me, holding the tape measure in his hands. He starts with my arms. Then my chest. Then he works his way down.

      After he measures my waist, he keeps his hands on either side of me. I look up at him. Something I’ve never done before. He and I have always been the same height. So either I’m shrinking, which is impossible, or it’s just from him being in shoes and me not. He returns my stare for a second. Two seconds. Three seconds. Then he looks away. I hear him mutter under his breath, but the only word I make out is “can’t.” I’m just about to ask him to repeat what he said when he tells me to turn around so he can measure my hips.

      I turn away from him while he wraps the tape around me. As he does, I feel him brush against me from behind. The fabric of his jeans rubbing against my skin in combination with his arms tight around me makes my body tingle. We both freeze in that position for a moment, and I start to wonder if he’s holding me here longer than he needs to. And I start to hope he is. But then he announces the measurement and jerks away from me. He tells me to stay right there while he preps the shot.

      Today is the last of the four shots I’ll be getting. And I’m glad. I’m actually nervous about this one. Last week wasn’t miserable, but it wasn’t good. I really hope this week won’t be as bad. He injects me as soon as he wipes the alcohol swab across my cheek. It stings because he doesn’t give the alcohol time to dry. Before he even pulls the syringe out, he tells me he needs to go upstairs and that I can leave as soon as I’m dressed. Suddenly, he seems to be in a rush. I get dressed, pulling the sweatpants up over the hips and butt that I now know for sure are larger than they were just a week ago. Once my shoes are on, I walk up the stairs and out the front door, shouting a goodbye to him as I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      This week is so much worse than before. The effects start less than six hours after my shot. As soon as I feel them coming on, I prepare. I load my bedroom with bottles of water and soda and packages of chips and cookies. Even by the time I finish taking the second trip into my room, I’m exhausted. I fall onto my bed and don’t want to move.

      And I don’t. After almost a full day, I still haven’t gotten out of bed. I don’t even get up to use the bathroom. I just don’t have to. I try to keep drinking so I stay hydrated, but it’s not helping. Or maybe it is, but my body is using the liquid for whatever battle is happening inside me.

      Thursday I feel even worse. I’m suddenly aware of all two-hundred-and-six bones in my body because every one of them feels like it’s on fire. And maybe they all are. I honestly wouldn’t mind at this point. Maybe it would even be a relief. And the one time in my life when I desperately need someone, Nate is nowhere to be found. As far as I know, he didn’t come home last night. Or if he did, I didn’t hear him and he didn’t check on me. I assume that means he’s not having this side effect to the shot, but I kind of hope he is. I want him to be somewhere in just as much agony as I am right now. Then that could excuse him for not checking on me.

      By the evening I can’t take anymore. I need someone. It takes more energy than I could have ever imagined, but after three tries, I’m able to grab my phone. I scroll through my contacts until I find him: James. I press send.

      “Hello?” He sounds rough, distracted.

      “Hello.” My voice surprises me, so airy and flimsy it’s almost not there.

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s Patrick.”

      “Patrick? Patrick!” He clears his throat. “I didn’t recognize your voice. What’s wrong?”

      “Everything. I feel like my entire body is melting. I think I need to go to the hospital.”

      “No! Don’t go to the hospital! It’ll be OK. Is Nate there?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Shit. OK. Hang tight. Let me get dressed, and I’ll be right over. Just hang on, I’ll be right there.”

      Clothes on? A new flash of flames shoots through me. Was he with someone? Is that why he sounded distracted when he picked up?

      “Wait. You won’t get in. I really don’t think I can move from my bed.”

      “I have a spare key. Don’t worry. I’ll be right there.”

      I’m not sure how much time passes before he gets there, but it seems like one thousand years. It might be closer to fifteen minutes, but I can’t tell anymore. I’m instantly relieved when I hear the door open and his voice call out. I try to answer, but nothing comes. He knocks on my bedroom door, but I can’t even respond to that. Irrationally, I worry that he’ll think I left home, that I’ve gone somewhere. So I’m relieved when he pushes my door open and walks to my side.

      “Patrick? Are you awake?”

      I nod my head, but I don’t think anything moves. I look up at him, so he’ll see my eyes.

      “What hurts? What can I do?”

      “—thing.” My throat catches when I talk, and the first part of the word doesn’t come out. The second part is less than a whisper when it does.

      “Your… thing hurts?”

      I want to laugh, but I can’t. “No… Everything.”

      “Oh. That’s… OK, yeah.”

      “I brought a pain reliever for you. I’m going to administer this. It’s leftover from when I had elbow surgery, so I need to adjust the dose for your weight. Do you think you can swallow a pill?”

      I can barely swallow enough air to breathe. “No.”

      “This is going to taste bad then, but I’ll dissolve it in just a little bit of water. You’ll still have to swallow that, but it’ll be easier. I’ll be right back.”

      I watch as he walks away from me, and my heart is crushed. I want him to stay here. When I can’t see him, I’m afraid he’ll never come back, and I’ll be stuck here forever. At least when he’s here, I know this isn’t hell. When I’m alone, I can’t be sure.

      But he does come back and with a drinking glass in his hand.

      “It’s just a bit of water, but you need to drink it. Once you do, you’ll feel better soon. Can you do that for me?”

      “I don’t know.” I breathe more than speak.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      He sits next to me and slides an arm under my back. As he pulls me upright, I groan. Everything is one thousand degree sparks falling on me, and I can’t bear much more of it. When I’m sitting up, he pulls me into his arms, my body next to his, and just that little bit of contact makes things better. Knowing someone is here for me means I can endure this. He tips the glass to my mouth, and I drink. I don’t swallow so much as relax and let it run down the back of my throat.

      He was right about feeling better. Within thirty minutes, I can tell a difference. In another thirty minutes past that, I no longer think it would be a comfort if my body explodes. James stays there with me the whole time. He’s pulled me up so we’re leaning against my headboard. My head is resting on his shoulder, and my arms are wrapped around him. As long as I keep him in this embrace, he’s here and he’s real. I don’t think he noticed, but he started rubbing his hand along my back a few minutes ago. It feels so wonderful, and I’m afraid if I move, he’ll stop. When I concentrate, I can almost block out everything except the feel of his body. His touch on my back. Up and down. Up and down. I wriggle even closer to him and close my eyes. It’s not long before I’m asleep.

      When I wake up, I’m lying in bed. I look around and see James sitting in a chair that he pulled in from the living room. I smile at him and he snaps out of whatever trance he was in.

      “You look better this morning.”

      “I feel better.” I start to stretch but have to stop right away because it hurts. “Not totally better, I guess. But a lot better. Thank you for coming over.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you called me. Even if you did wake me up.”

      I’d forgotten that I seemed to have interrupted him and that he told me he had to put clothes on. “Woke you up? Were you taking a nap?”

      “No. It was two o’clock when you called. I was asleep in bed.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “Yes, it was. Check your phone history if you don’t believe me.” He laughs.

      “But it was just evening. What time is it now?”

      “Five. In the afternoon, in case that isn’t clear from the sunshine. You’ve been asleep almost thirteen hours.”

      Thirteen hours? Then that means I haven’t been out of bed in… My head isn’t able to add the hours, but I know it’s been a long time. “Can you help me to the bathroom?”

      He comes to my side, slides his arms under mine, and lifts me out of bed. He holds me against his chest for a minute until he’s sure I won’t fall down. When I’m ready, he takes a step backward, still facing me, and I shuffle my foot along the floor. Moving in a strange slow-motion samba, we make it to the bathroom where he sits me on the toilet. It’s now that I realize I’m completely nude. My face turns red.

      “I’ll be right outside. Just let me know when you’re done.”

      I try for several minutes to pee, but only a few drops fall into the toilet. Finally, I twist so I can wash my hands while still sitting down.

      “James?”

      “Done?”

      “Yes, but I have a question, too.” The door swings in at his touch. “I don’t think I’ve used the bathroom since Tuesday. Is that normal?”

      “Not normal, but I think it’s expected in your case. Your body is recovering from a pretty rough experience, so it might take a bit for things to come back online. Don’t worry, though, they will.”

      “OK. Thank you. And thank you for last night. Again.” He has me standing now, ready to take me back to bed.

      “You’re welcome. You can always call me whenever you need something. So you don’t know where Nate is?”

      “No. He hasn’t been home a lot recently. He doesn’t say, and I don’t ask.”

      The trip back to the bedroom is much quicker. We seem to have the moves down now. But when we’re just about there, James, walking backward, trips on a snack cake wrapper. It’s like slow motion as he tumbles backward onto the bed, pulling me with him. With a thud that knocks the wind out of both of us, I fall onto his chest. Instantly, I dissolve in laughter, so much that I can’t even ask if he’s alright. We just lie there, me in tears on top of him, and then I feel it rising from his jeans. I know right away what it is, and I stop laughing. James rolls me over and jumps out of bed.

      “Um, so anyway. I think you should be fine now. And I’m pretty sure you have everything you need. I left my pills on your nightstand there. I cut them in half for you. Just take a half every 4 hours. Keep taking them for today to stay ahead of the pain. Then maybe you can stop tomorrow. Anything else you need before I leave?”

      I’m in shock from both the speed at which he’s leaving and at what I felt. “No. I think I’m fine.”

      “OK, good. I’ll see you Tuesday then.”

      He turns and walks out the door.
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      James doesn’t contact me to see how I am. Not a quick phone call or even a text, and it’s just as well. No matter how much I think about it, I’m not sure what to make of where we left things. The only contact is when Nate finally comes home Sunday evening and tosses me a bag.

      “Here. Dad said to give this to you and that he would see you on Tuesday.”

      “What is it?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and goes into his bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

      I open the bag and find a package of briefs, grey sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt. I hold the sweats out, sure they’ll never fit me, but I stand up and hold them against me anyway. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they will fit after all. Without paying attention, I open the package of briefs and pull a pair out. What…? Wait, no. I look at the package. Women’s cotton briefs? What am I supposed to do with these? How could he have accidentally bought the wrong ones?

      It’s those clothes I’m wearing when I ring the doorbell to James’ house Tuesday morning. He takes longer than usual to answer the door, and when he does, he’s wearing black shorts and a sweat-soaked white T-shirt. I stare at his chest through the now translucent shirt. The outlines of his muscles are clearly visible.

      “Sorry. I needed to burn off a little energy before you got here, but I lost track of time. Do you mind if I get in the shower real quick?”

      I’ve known this man for nearly seventeen years of my life, since I was seven, and for the first time ever, I’m picturing him naked in the shower.

      “Uh, yeah. That’s fine. I’ll wait downstairs?”

      “Sure. I’ll be right down.”

      I go down the steps thinking of all the times Nate and I ran up and down these stairs, all the times Nate’s mom walked them, all the times James walked them. My mind fixates on the image of him walking down them naked. Stop. Anything but him right now.

      Instead of going into the exam room, I turn left into James’ workshop. He was never much of a do-it-yourself person, but he has a little section of tools here. I grab the hammer from the wall and swing it. It’s so much heavier than it looks. I remember the time in fifth grade when Nate and I both had to build bird houses as extra credit or else we would have failed the section on birds. James took us to the hardware store to get the wood and nails. Then we came back here. He ended up doing almost all the work while Nate and I goofed around. I remember him sawing all the pieces and then using this hammer to fasten them together. I hold it out in front of me and imagine his hand on it, over mine.

      I nearly drop it to the floor. What the hell is wrong with me? I pound it into the palm of the hand a couple of times to snap me out of whatever this is. Then I hang it back on the hook and walk into the family room. I sit on the couch and do my best to not think of anything until I hear him walking down the steps.

      “Hey, sorry about that.”

      I look up at him. His hair is still wet and tousled from the towel. He’s changed into a different T-shirt and shorts. Thankfully, a much baggier combination that isn’t distractingly see-through.

      “That’s OK. Don’t worry about it.” I stand and follow him into the exam room.

      “So, um, how have you been since the other day? You look good—a lot better.”

      I don’t know how anyone can think I look good. I look like I’ve lost over a hundred pounds, and I swear that I’m somehow shorter. Even my hair is a never-ending mess all the time now. It’s going through some crazy growth spurt. Instead of dealing with it, I just keep it pulled back, held with a rubber band, so it stays out of my face.

      “Thanks. Yeah. I’m feeling a lot better, but look at me. What’s going on?”

      He looks me up and down for just a second before turning away. “You’ve certainly had some, uh, changes.”

      “Ya think?” I spin around for him. “Do you know anything about this? What’s happening to me?”

      “I, um… do you mind if we take your measurements first?”

      I sigh and slip my clothes off. Everything except the white panties I’m wearing. It’s one of the cotton briefs that James had Nate deliver to me.

      “These are new since last time, right?”

      At first I think he means the panties, but he’s looking at my chest. The sweatshirt does a great job of hiding them, but I’ve got two fat mounds that look suspiciously like breasts. “Yeah. These just sorta popped up over the last few days.”

      “Interesting. Do you mind if I measure there first?” He holds the tape out, already moving toward me, but pauses for my answer.

      “Sure, that’s fine. Might as well.”

      He wraps the tape around my back and brings it together over my chest, over the empty space between the two… shapes.

      “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      “Is it OK if I examine them?”

      This time, he doesn’t wait for me to give permission. He starts by pressing a finger into the soft flesh. Then he grasps my nipple and squeezes it. I pull away from the pain, and he apologizes. More gently this time, he returns his hand there. Rubbing lightly around my nipple. It firms in response, sticking even further out now. I want to cover myself in embarrassment, but I can’t while he’s stroking it.

      After a few seconds, he cups my entire… flesh in his hand and starts massaging. My body tenses at the sensation sweeping through me. He leans in closer, and I can clearly see the grey hairs mixed in the black stubble on his cheeks. I want to run my hand across it and feel its sandpapery roughness. Just as my hand touches his cheek, I notice where his head is. I feel his lips on my nipple.

      I roll my head backward. His light kiss is sending electricity through my body. I press my hand against his face, as much to steady myself as to feel his skin against mine. He moves his lips against my nipple now. The motion of them kneads my nipple, pushing and pulling, and sends waves through my body. Now, he flicks his tongue across me, and I’m afraid I’m going to fall. I wrap my other arm around him, an act that pulls me closer to him. I stroke his cheek, feeling the coarse hair bristle against my touch. What are we doing?

      “James.” It’s more of a pant than a word, and he doesn’t respond. “James.”

      This time, he stops and looks at me. As he straightens himself, I use both arms to pull him tighter. I feel his hardness against me, but this time he doesn’t pull away. Neither do I.

      “What are we doing?” I ask him. “We can’t do this. Can we?”

      “No.” He speaks with a distant whisper.

      “We need to stop.” Why can’t I just let go of him?

      “You’re… You’re right. We can’t do this. Whatever this is… Nothing. This is nothing. We just got a little—we’re both stressed and—it wasn’t anything more than that. Right?”

      “Right. Just stress. That’s all.” I finally let go and he moves away from me.

      “I think we’re done. I’ll leave so you can get dressed. Go ahead and show yourself out.”

      He hurries through the door while I scramble to put my clothes back on. Once I’m dressed, I head out to my car and back out of the driveway as quickly as I can. A block later, I pull over and collapse against the steering wheel, tears streaming down my face.
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      What was I thinking? I drive around, unsure where to go. I just know I can’t go home now. After what I did, I can’t face Nate. For all I know, James has already told him how disgusting and perverted I am. He’ll never want to see me again. He’s probably thrown my things out on the street, and I don’t blame him. I would do the same thing if… if he was on the verge of making out with my dad? If he couldn’t stop thinking about the way my dad’s erect cock felt against him?

      No. It would be better if it were that. I barely even know my dad. So that would be like Nate having a crush on a stranger. This is so much worse. This is a man who literally watched me grow up. Thanks to Mom’s problems, I probably spent more time with him than I did with my own mother. And now… this is sick. What am I going to do?

      First, I need to find somewhere to stay until I can get my own apartment. Fuck. Somewhere to stay until I can get a job and then get my own apartment. I go through everyone I’ve ever known that I still get along with, even just a little. It’s a short list. It’s a very short list. It’s pretty much just Nate. Nate and Kayla. Would she let me stay with her just for a while? I text asking if I can come over. I tell her it’s an emergency.

      “Patrick?” She asks when she opens her door.

      “Yes. And I know. It’s a long story that I really, really don’t want to talk about please. I just need some help, and there isn’t anyone else who can help me.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t have a place to stay, and I was hoping that maybe you could let me stay here?”

      “Oh. You and Nate aren’t living together anymore? Wait, he’s not part of this, is he? The answer is definitely no if you want him to stay here, too.”

      “No. It’s—we’re not living together anymore. That’s kind of why I’m in this mess. It’s… Everything is just so fucked up right now.” I bury my head in my hands, trying to hide the tears.

      “Shh, it’s OK. Yeah, if it’s just you, you can stay for a while. That’s fine. Do you know how long you need?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t even have a job. It’s all just…”

      “I get it. Yeah, but that’s fine. Just don’t worry about it. One step at a time. The important thing is that you can stay here for now. Then we’ll focus on getting you a job and go from there.”

      I stand and wrap my arms around her. I don’t know what I would have done if she had said no.

      “Patrick, are those…? What exactly is going on with you?”

      “Just… please don’t ask. OK? I don’t want to talk about it. Now or ever. Please.” Even though he said his bosses have unofficially approved of this, James told us that what he’s doing it technically illegal, so he could be fired or even get into legal trouble if anyone found out. I can’t let that happen, so there’s no way I can tell Kayla the truth.

      “OK. I won’t ask any more questions. I promise. But I’m here if you want someone to talk to. Wait, one more question: Should I still call you Patrick?”

      Her question leaves me speechless. I know I’ve changed, but have I changed that much? I can’t answer. I just squeeze her tighter as the tears overflow my eyes.

      “Is your stuff in your car? I can help haul it in whenever you’re ready.”

      “No. There is no stuff. This is it. This is all I have.” I step back and hold my palms up. Maybe I do have other things. Maybe Nate didn’t take them all down to the dumpster and burn them. But I won’t find out. I can’t risk running into him.

      That night, Kayla hands me a pillow and a blanket and stares at me as I try to make the couch as comfortable as I can. I ask her what’s wrong, but she doesn’t say anything. Finally, she asks about my clothes. I explain that this really is all I have. One sweatshirt, one pair of sweatpants, one pair of panties. She walks away, only to come back a couple of minutes later.

      “Here.” She transfers the pile from her arms to the coffee table.

      “What’s this?”

      “I’m still not questioning it, but it looks like you and I are about the same size now. At least close enough where some of my clothes will fit you. So here—pajamas for tonight, new panties along with shorts and a top for tomorrow. This way, you don’t have to keep wearing that.”

      I don’t know what to say. This is way more kindness than I ever expected from her, but these are women’s clothes. I can’t just wear those. I try to protest, but she won’t let me. She insists that I change, so I take the pajamas into the bathroom and slip them on.

      Thankfully, the pajamas aren’t overly girly. Matching blue tank top and shorts. Both the tank and shorts have lace trim on them—and the shorts are too short to be anything other than women’s—but it’s the best I could have hoped for. I look at myself in the mirror, and can’t believe what I see. If I didn’t know it was me, I would never guess. Almost everything is different. My face is softer and more feminine. My body is smaller in every way. My chest… my breasts, no longer hidden behind the thick material of the sweatshirt, confront me as they fill out the top. I look like a female version of myself. And the part that is strangest to me, is that I don’t find it that strange. I would think there would be a disconnect between me and the person I see in the mirror, but there isn’t. Somehow I just accept that they—that she is me.

      “Are you OK?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Coming.”

      I walk out to the living room where, for just a second, Kayla’s mouth drops open before she catches herself. I smile at her as I sit on the couch, pulling the blanket around me. She smiles back and wishes me a good night.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week passes, and neither Nate nor James tries to contact me. I’m relieved. I’m too embarrassed to ever face Nate again. And there’s too much of me that wishes James would text, so it’s best that he doesn’t. There are times I can tell Kayla wants to ask me what happened, but she doesn’t. Each day, she just hands me more of her clothes to wear, and we both act like it’s completely normal.

      As time goes on, I realize that getting a job is going to be a problem. My ID lists me as Patrick Jefferson, male and six-feet tall. Maybe I could convince someone that my name really is Patrick. And maybe I could convince them that, despite all appearances, I really am male—if I were desperate enough, I could prove that by dropping my pants. But no one would ever believe that my name is Patrick, I’m male, and I’m six-feet tall. It’s not even close enough to tell people I rounded up. As much as we brainstorm, Kayla and I can’t think of a way around this. I feel hopeless.

      One evening, though, Kayla bursts in and tells me she’s solved my problem. After work, she met a friend for drinks at a restaurant. The friend mentioned that she used to work there at that restaurant and that the owner was a really nice person. They talked more about it, and the friend took Kayla to meet the owner in the back. Apparently, he’s willing to hire me under the table as a waitress. All he knows is that I have a problem with my ID. He told Kayla he didn’t want to know more than that. I have an interview with him tomorrow afternoon.

      I jump up and almost tackle her in a hug. “I have no experience serving, though. Does he know that?”

      “I told him I didn’t think you did.”

      “And it’s not going to be too much? I can’t handle a lot while I’m learning.”

      “My friend said he’s really good about training new girls and that he has a zero tolerance policy for any misbehavior by coworkers or customers. She said he’s really strict about it.”

      “That sounds… perfect. So what’s the catch?”

      “None that I know of. Other than you’re working for tips, so that’s always sketchy. But it really does sound great. I just hope you like the name Lauren.”

      “Lauren?”

      “Yeah. He put me on the spot and asked what your name was. It’s the first name that popped into my head. She was my best friend in elementary school until she moved away. I panicked.”

      “Lauren…” I say the name a few times to get used to it. “I suppose it’s not bad. It’s fine. I can be Lauren for him.”

      The interview the next day goes well. At first he seems almost surprised I speak English as well as I do. Since Kayla said I have ID problems, he probably expected me to be an undocumented worker. But he didn’t once ask about it or even have me fill out forms. He explained the basics of the job and said my lack of experience doesn’t matter. I start next week.

      It doesn’t take long for me to learn I need to practice doing my hair and makeup. The other girls at work don’t go overboard, but they do more than just tie their hair back into a ponytail before heading out the door. And I can see the difference in tips between them and me. No matter how strictly Mr. Zare enforces his zero-tolerance policy on harassment, he’s not able to implement a policy prohibiting sexism in tipping. So I ask Kayla for help, and each night she helps me practice.

      At the end of my first month, doing my hair and makeup is second nature, and my tips have caught up with those of the other girls. Things are going well. Kayla and I get along perfectly. I love my new job. I even think of myself as Lauren more than as Patrick now. I couldn’t ask for things to be better. So, I’m not sure what impulse drives me to text James late one Sunday night.
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      I’m wearing a dress I borrowed from Kayla for this—black spaghetti strap, clingy, short, low cut to show off my cleavage. My shoes are black sandals with a three-inch heel. I’m still getting used to heels, but I had to wear these shoes tonight. They make me feel sexy. I even had a manicure and pedicure just for this. Kayla helped do my hair in a messy chignon with a few wispy tendrils hanging loose.

      She doesn’t know who I’m meeting or what this is about. I just told her I had a date and didn’t want to say more because I really like this guy and didn’t want to jinx anything. That’s all technically true. I just left out the fact that I’ve known this man for years and that he’s Nate’s dad.

      When I get to the restaurant, James is already there. The host shows me to the table, and I sit across from him, smiling as I smooth my dress under me and set my clutch on the table. He looks like the ghost of Grace Kelly just sat across from him. His reaction makes me smile wider.

      Even when the server has come and gone with my drink—just a water please—James is still dumbfounded. I realize I’m going to have to be the one to break the silence.

      “Hello James. How have you been?” In the six weeks since we last saw each other. The six weeks that went by without a single text to see how I am. But I understand the silence. I understand how difficult and embarrassing it is to have feelings for your son’s best friend, especially when you’re the one who made her who she is.

      “Patrick? I can’t believe it’s you.”

      “It’s me, but I’m not Patrick anymore. Lauren now.”

      “Oh, um, of course. You’re…” A woman? Looking well? Healthy? “stunning.”

      Oh. I smile. “Thank you.” I reach across the table and rest my slender fingers across his hand. “You’re very handsome tonight, too. As always.”

      He’s wearing a dark grey, almost black, suit that showcases his broad shoulders and a black tie that tries to draw my eyes downward. But not yet. Right now, I’m staring into his deep brown eyes as they dart to my hand. He runs his free hand through his salt and pepper hair as if he’s unsure what to do. But he doesn’t pull away from my touch.

      “You, uh, seem well.”

      I glide my thumb across his hand and watch the heat rise in his face. He looks away. “I am. Very much so. That was one reason I wanted to meet you in person. So you would know I’m doing fantastically well.”

      “I really am glad. What was the other reason?”

      “To see you. To see those gorgeous eyes. To see what’s in them when you look at me.”

      His glance flashes to me for just a second. “And what’s in them?”

      “The same as in mine: Lust. Desire.”

      “I’m sure you’re misreading them. It’s just—I’m just glad to see a… girl that I haven’t seen in a while. That’s all.”

      “Are you sure that’s all?” One by one, I trace the length of each of his fingers. Skimming my finger from his wrist to his fingertip and back again. I’m biting my lower lip, waiting. I know it’s coming. And there. He looks up at me with fire burning inside him. He would take me right here on this table if he could. And I’d let him.

      His eyes stare back into mine. He doesn’t blush. We’re past the point of blushes now. Embarrassment can’t compare to the barely contained passion that’s built in each of us.

      “I’m not really in the mood for dinner. And there’s something I want to show you. Maybe we could go back to your place?”

      His eyes don’t break away from mine as he rises and takes my hand. “Show me.”

      We don’t say a word the whole way to his house. His hand resting on my thigh says enough. I resist the urge to pull it under my dress. We’ll wait for that.

      It seems like the garage door takes forever to open, but at last we pull inside, both of us seemingly out of the car before it’s stopped moving. He takes my hand and pulls me into the house. As soon as we’re inside and the door clicks behind us, he spins to face me.

      “We shouldn’t do this. Are you sure?”

      “I’m very sure about this.” I lean into his body and press my lips against his. His lips press back, and we stand there. His back is against the wall, and the fingers of his left hand are intertwining with those of my right. “I want this so bad, but do you? Do you want to stop?”

      “We should. We should stop.”

      I pull away from him, just a little, just enough to make my body long to feel his next to it again. Before anything has the space to move between us, he closes in, and now my back is pushed against the wall as his lips move across mine.

      “But no, I don’t want to stop.” The words are pressed into my mouth between each kiss. “I need you. You know how much I want you. You felt it.”

      I think back to the times I did. His feelings for me were obvious even if he denied them. I reach to his crotch now and squeeze his cock through his pants.

      “Fuck, Lauren.”

      He pulls me along, past the kitchen, past the living room, up the stairs. When we get to the top, I stop. I have an idea, but I don’t know if James will go along with it. I move in front of him and guide him down the hallway, but instead of going to the master bedroom, I stop outside Nate’s old room. The best friend I was always so close to. The best friend I swore I would do anything for. The best friend who hasn’t contacted me in over a month to see how I am. The best friend who let me disappear without a care. I pull James inside.

      “What are you doing?”

      I drag him to the bed, and I lie down, not letting go of his hand. Why not here? I practically grew up here. This is like my room too. Why not in this room and on this bed?

      “We can’t do this in here.”

      “Why? I want to.” I pull his hand to my thigh. “Remember I said I had something to show you?”

      He sits on the edge of the bed and nods his head.

      “I want you to feel it first.” I guide his hand under my dress to my panties and press his hand against me. The warmth of his hand mingling with my heat feels so good. I let go and arch my back. “Do you feel that?”

      “Is this…? God, you’re so wet.”

      “For you. For us. Please.”

      He rubs his hand against my panties, and even that muted touch is enough to make me wild.

      “Take them off of me.”

      He doesn’t hesitate before ripping them down my legs. I spread myself for him to see.

      “Lauren… I never meant for it to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

      I don’t know what he’s talking about, and I don’t care. Having my pussy exposed to him makes me want him even more. I start writhing on the bed. “James…”

      I don’t finish my sentence before I hear him unzip his pants. I look at him, at his enormous cock, and suddenly I’m a little girl staring at a giant candy treat. I want that. I want that inside me. Every other thought leaves my head. I need this now.

      I see him tear open a wrapper and I can’t help myself. I sit up and take it from him.

      “Let me.” I slowly roll it down the thick length of his shaft, careful not to poke a hole in it with my nails. Being this close to it, I know more than ever that this is what I want. I can’t wait to feel him throbbing inside me. When I reach the base, I lean forward and take just the tip into my mouth. The taste of rubber overwhelms my tongue, but I don’t care. I want to make sure he’s as ready as I am. I suck the tip as hard as I can and run my tongue around it before I look up at him. His eyes are burning through me. I lie back on the bed and open my body to him. He slides into the space between my legs and lines himself against me. I feel his tip poised at my entrance, and I reach my hand down to help guide it.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asks.

      “I’ve never been more sure. I need you inside me.”

      “I’m such a terrible person, Lauren. I don’t deserve this. You don’t understand.”

      “Shh. I don’t care about any of that. Is this what you want?”

      He nods his head.

      “Me too. James, look at me. I am choosing this. I want this. Now, please—”

      “Hey Dad? You up here?”
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      Fuck!

      “What do we do?” I look up at James.

      We’re both frozen in place. In the corner of my eye, I see Nate walk by and do a double take.

      “Dad? Whoa, shit! Sorry. I didn’t know you had… Damn. Sorry. I’ll go back downstairs.”

      “Uh… yeah. Be right down.” James yells out to Nate. Then he whispers to me, “Stay right here, and don’t say a word.”

      He peels the condom off, slips back into his pants, and disappears out the door. I lie on my back, catching my breath for a couple of minutes, but then I can’t stay there anymore. I pull my panties back on and walk down the stairs. With each step, I grow more determined about what I’m going to do.

      James is sitting at the dining room table with his back to the stairs, so Nate is the first to see me. He stands up and walks toward me.

      “Hey, I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I didn’t know Dad had anyone over. Maybe next time, I’ll text first.” He laughs nervously.

      My bare feet sink into the plush rug when I stop halfway across the living room. “You’ll text? You? Just like you texted me to see how I’ve been doing? Just like that?”

      “Lauren. Don’t. Not another word.” James is up and walking toward me.

      “No. I need to say this. I had the most miserable nights of my life, and you were nowhere to be found. Your dad was there for me. At least at first.” Until he was scared away by his attraction to me. I can understand that. “But not you. The person who was supposed to be my best friend. And then I leave. Without a word, I just disappear, and do you even try to find out what happened? Do you even try to make sure I’m alright? No. Of course not. You don’t care, do you?”

      “I’m lost, lady. I really don’t know what you’re talking about. But I’m sorry for whatever it was you think I did.”

      “Nate, can you just leave Lauren and me? She’s upset. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, yeah?”

      “No.” I move as if I’m going to block the door. As if I could stop either of these men from going around me, or through me. “You’re lost, Nate? You’re lost? Take a really good look at me and see if that jogs your memory.”

      He looks, but I can see there’s no recognition in his eyes.

      “I’m Patrick. Or I used to be. Does that help any, or did you just completely forget about me?”

      “You’re… There’s no way. Bullshit. Dad, what the fuck is this?” He looks at James, but James has his head buried in his hands and doesn’t answer.

      “It’s me, dude. One hundred percent me. Well, maybe less than that now, I guess. But here I am.” I throw my arms out.

      “I’m confused. How? You’re trans? I… Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “Are you really that dense?” I drop my arms in exasperation, but James comes to life and moves between Nate and me.

      “Yes. Yes. She’s transgender and was always just scared to tell you.” I know him well enough to recognize his look. He wants me to either stay quiet or play along. “But she did confide in me. And I’m glad because there was a new medication at work I was able to give her. And… that’s what this is.”

      Nate walks awkwardly close and examines me. “So this is really you? For real for real?” He pokes one of my boobs, and I slap him. It’s hard enough that the smack echoes around the quiet room, but it’s not as hard as I wish it were.

      “You do not get to touch me like that.”

      He backs away, and James comes and puts his arm around me. He whispers in my ear, begging me to play along and behave.

      “Look, both of you, there’s a lot of stuff going on here, but we can all work this out later. For now, it’s a lot to digest, so let’s just—”

      “Wait!” Nate suddenly yells. “Wait! That’s Patrick, but when I walked in on you guys, you two were in my bed. You two were fucking. And in my bedroom? That is just… That is beyond disgusting!”

      “Nate!”

      “No! Just no! I’m leaving. I can’t. It’s too much.” He storms out the garage door, and I hear his car fire up.

      “What the hell did you think you were doing? You couldn’t just stay upstairs?” James is more frustrated than angry.

      “He was going to find out eventually anyway, right? I just… I was angry with him and… I’m still angry with him, but I could have handled it better.” I try to hug him, but he shakes me off.

      “Yeah. You could have. And I could seriously get in trouble for being involved in this. With that drug. Like jail time if anyone found out.”

      “Why? You were only testing it. And we agreed to take it. You didn’t have any idea this would happen.”

      He turns away. “I… it could just be bad. So no one can know about it, OK? Just you, me, and Nate. Promise me?” He sinks into a recliner.

      “Of course. Hey, it’s alright. We’ll all be alright.” I sit on his lap, but he stands up as soon as I do.

      “Lauren, I just… we can’t. You saw what happened. We can’t do this. This has to stop.”

      “No. James, no. No. This is fine. Nate will be fine. He’ll come around. You know that. James, please.”

      “Let me just take you back to the restaurant so you can get your car.”

      We ride in silence. I stare out the passenger window the whole time, watching the drops of rain cling to the glass for just a second before falling down. When we get to the restaurant, he pulls beside my car, and I get out without a word.

      “Lauren, I’m sorry. I wish—”

      I shut the door behind me and get into mine. I don’t look at him as I drive away.
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      “Look, I still think this whole thing is weird as hell. But I guess it’s alright. Sort of. I just wish you would have told me. You know I would have been cool with it. Up until the whole screwing my dad thing.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s going be a thing anymore. I haven’t talked to him since that night.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nope. Like father, like son? Sorry. That was supposed to be a joke. I wish he would at least text. Something.”

      “Maybe he still will. And I deserve all the shit you throw at me about not contacting you. That was just bad. I’m sorry. Again. For the hundredth time.”

      “I know you are. It still bothers me, but I’m working on it. I’m trying, OK?” I reach out and take his hands.

      “It’s all good. So I suppose you’ll need my help?”

      “I thought Dave and I could handle it, but I think I overestimated myself.” I smile at him.

      Nate and I had been texting for a week, working through things. Neither of us is comfortable yet, but we’re slowly moving in that direction. I’m here today to get my things from his apartment. Dave, one of the bartenders at work, is here to help me. My original plan was for him and me to do all the work ourselves, but as soon as I tried to lift my side of the mattress, I realized just how much muscle I lost.

      Nate and Dave finally get the last load hauled into my bedroom at Kayla’s apartment. It’s going to be so nice to finally have a bed again. I promised them both we would go out for drinks sometime, but not now. I have an hour before my shift starts, so I need to get cleaned up.

      My life settles back into its new routine over the next couple of weeks. Kayla and I manage to go out a couple of times, but it’s mostly just work and then relaxing at home. Pretty boring. Pretty calm. Exactly what I need now that I’ve decided I’m better off without James. Then I get the text.

      “Can we talk?”

      I delete it without responding. No. No, we cannot.

      The next day there’s another one. And another. Then another. Three texts spaced out over a few hours. He wants to talk. He wants to apologize. He screwed everything up. Yes, he did, and that’s exactly why I don’t want to talk to him. When the texts continue the next day, I block his number. I need a clean break from him.

      Tuesday afternoon, he shows up at work. I watch as Anaya leads him to a table in my section. I spend the next hour avoiding him as spitefully as I can. Despite his calling to me, his raised hands, his touching my arm, I walk by without making any eye contact. When it looks like he won’t leave, I ask Tamara to trade sections. From the other side of the restaurant, I watch as he sits there all day. Sometimes on his phone, sometimes looking out the window, sometimes watching me work.

      When we’re both on break, I ask Tam about him. She says he orders a water every half hour even though he never drinks them. Each time she brings him a new one, he gives her a twenty dollar tip. It’s eight-thirty now, and she’s already made two hundred dollars just from him.

      A little after eleven, I’m still cleaning my section when I notice Dave talking to James. The other girls and all the customers have left. It’s just me and Dave here now. And James. No doubt, Dave is telling him that he has to leave or he’ll throw him out. When I see James shake his head no and fold his arms, I know there’s going to be trouble. Despite every instinct in my body, I walk to the table where they’re both talking.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Lauren, this guy says—”

      “Lauren, I just need to talk to you. Please. That’s all. Just hear me out.”

      I sigh and sit at the table. “It’s OK Dave.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I know him. Really well. He’s harmless. In fact, if you want to head home, I can lock up. I’ll give you back the keys tomorrow.”

      “You really sure?”

      “I’m really sure. See ya tomorrow.”

      “Keep your phone in your hand, so you can call the police if he tries anything. I mean it. Get it out right now.”

      I pull it out of my back pocket and show it to him. “Happy?”

      “Not really.” He turns to James. “I’m only trusting you because she says you’re harmless, but if you do anything to her—anything at all—I will torture you. Brutally. I promise that.”

      I would laugh, but the look in Dave’s eyes tells me that he’s completely serious right now. “Dave, go. I’m fine. His name is James Callan, by the way. You know, to help you find him later if you need to.” I laugh, but Dave actually puts the name into his phone before he leaves.

      “So? I’m here. What do you want?”

      “To apologize. To say I was wrong. To tell you, I’m an idiot. To ask if it’s too late to give things another try.”

      “Well, that was short and to the point. Thank you for the apology. Yes, you were wrong. Yes, you are an idiot.”

      “And?”

      “And?”

      “The fourth part. Is it too late to try one more time?”

      “Is that what you want? To give it another try?”

      “I didn’t sit at this table all day because it feels good on my back.”

      “God, you’re such an old man.” I laugh, but he doesn’t.

      “I know. And you’re so young. You’re just twenty-four—practically still a kid. That’s why I was scared. That and Nate’s reaction, just—I don’t know—made me question things. And instead of communicating and telling you my feelings like a grown-up, I—”

      “Dumped me in an empty parking lot in the rain.”

      “Yeah… But I did wait to make sure your car started before I left… in case that makes it one percent better.”

      “Eh, maybe half a percent.”

      “I’ll take anything I can get at this point. Look, I have feelings for you. I didn’t expect that, so that surprised me. But I do. I don’t know what they are yet, but I really would like to explore them. I think maybe there’s something there.”

      “I thought so, but the way things happened and then the way you just pretended I didn’t exist afterward… that really hurt me. You should have been better.”

      “I should have. I can’t defend myself. I was completely wrong, and I’m sorry. I don’t expect forgiveness now. I just want to work through this. If you do.”

      I know better, don’t I? I know I need to say no. I need to cut my losses. That is what I decided over the last couple of weeks, right? But I don’t want to. I want to take a chance with him. I want to try one more time.

      Instead of answering, I stand up and take his hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

      “What?”

      I walk him to the bar and stop. “This.” I kick off my shoes and hop up so I’m sitting on the bar top. I take both of his hands and pull him toward me. “Do you remember where we left off?”

      “I think about it all the time.”

      “Me too.” I brush my mouth against his neck. “Why don’t we start by finishing that? Then we can see what happens afterward.”

      “I think I’d like that. Back to my place, then?”

      “No. Have you ever fucked a woman on a bar before?”

      “Are you serious? We can’t do that.”

      “Who says? Who’s here to stop us?”

      “Aren’t there cameras?”

      “They don’t come on until I arm the security system. It’s just us.” I pat the area next to me, and he lifts himself up onto it.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      “I can’t believe I am either, but I know I want to.”

      He pushes me down, my back against the smooth wood. I unfasten my pants and lift my hips so I can push them and my panties down. He takes them the rest of the way, and then pulls his pants down too. Before he does, he takes a condom from his pocket and rips the package open. This time I don’t offer to put it on. I just watch as he unrolls it down his perfect cock. There’s so much I want to do to that cock. But before I do any of that, I need to feel it inside me.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yes. Are you?”

      The only answer he gives me is his erection sliding against me. I hold my breath, knowing what’s to come. That still doesn’t prepare me for the sensation as he plunges inside me. He doesn’t waste time trying to be gentle. I’m uncomfortable as my body adjusts to hold his girth while he rocks me back and forth with his thrusts. With each one, my body grows more accustomed to him. Soon all the discomfort is gone, and there’s only pleasure. Pleasure as I slide up and back on the polished wood. As he rams himself into me. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m driving back into him. I want to fill myself with as much of him as possible.

      “Your pussy is so tight around me.”

      I giggle a little when he says it. That’s something I never imagined my best friend’s dad would ever say to me. But I never imagined he would make me feel this way, either.

      “Oh my God, James. I think I’m going to come already.”

      My breaths are ragged, and it feels like there’s electricity flowing through my entire body. I close my eyes and let the feeling of his erection inside me—moving against my sensitive areas—consume me. Everything flows outward from there. All sensation starts in my core and spreads and spreads. I hear him start to breathe harder, and I try to hold out. I don’t want to come before him. But I’m at the precipice, and I can’t stop. My body dives and then explodes. I no longer have control over any of the pieces. My hips are rocking up and back with their own pace. My head is pushing itself into the bar top. My hands are clenched around his back trying to pull all of him, not just his cock, inside me. My lungs refuse to give up their breath.

      I feel him tense as he bucks inside me. More. More. Then he relaxes and slows down. Finally, he collapses on top of me. The weight pressing on me allows my lungs to breathe again. I sigh and gasp, trying to drink in as much air as possible.

      “I can’t believe that.” I whisper as I nibble on the side of his neck. “That was the most incredible sex I’ve ever had.”

      “Am I your first?”

      “The first man I’ve had inside me? Yeah. And wow.”

      “I agree. Wow.”

      When we’ve both caught our breath, he slides off me and sits beside me while I still lie on the bar.

      “So what happens now?” I ask.

      “First, I take some ibuprofen because that was the most uncomfortable place I’ve ever had sex.” He laughs. “But then… I don’t know. I know I’d like you to come home with me tonight. I want you beside me while I’m sleeping. And I want you there when I wake up in the morning.”

      “I’d like that. And maybe dating? I think I’d like for us to date.”

      “I think I would too.” He leans over and kisses me. “I remember someone a few months ago telling me that there’s a woman out there for me somewhere. Maybe I accidentally found her.”

      “Maybe you did.”
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