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THE TWINK NEXT DOOR



Chapter One
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I don’t think anyone ever tells you that a house can become a ghost long before any of the people in it die.

Mine still looks the same as it did a year ago, when we were still pretending we were a normal family. The white two-story with the blue shutters, the neatly trimmed lawn, the porch swing I never quite managed to hang straight. From the outside, it photographs well—real estate brochure material. On the inside, though, every room feels like a museum exhibit titled “The Life Teddy Harper Used to Have.”

I walk down the hallway each morning with a mug of coffee in my hand and a knot in my stomach. The pictures on the wall are a time-lapse of the last fifteen years: Allison and me at our wedding, me with more hair and less gut, her with that huge, open smile that convinced me she could never run out of love. Then the baby years—Mia’s first birthday with frosting smeared all over her face, Brandon’s kindergarten graduation where he’s missing his front teeth and looks proud enough to float. There’s one photo where I’m holding both of them at the beach, one on each arm, and Allison is laughing just out of frame, one of those candid shots you don’t know will be precious until much later.

It’s hard to look at that one now.

At forty-five, I should feel more solid than I do. I’m not in bad shape, exactly—just soft in the way men who spend their lives at desks often are. I’m six feet tall, with shoulders that used to be broad from high school football and now mostly just hold up a rotation of wrinkled T-shirts. My hair is brown going gray at the temples, and I’ve been told I have kind eyes, which I think is another way of saying I look tired and not too threatening. When I catch my reflection in the mirror, I see a man who could pass for “ruggedly handsome” on a good day and “divorced dad at Home Depot” on a bad one.

Lately, it’s been mostly Home Depot.

I shuffle into my study—the room I claimed when we bought this place, the one I promised Allison I’d use to “finally focus” on my writing. I wanted to be romantic about it back then: mahogany shelves, stacks of manuscripts, a leather chair worn in all the right places. What I actually have is an IKEA desk, a cheap office chair with a squeaky wheel, and a computer screen that has stared back at me blankly for three months.

The cursor blinks on an empty document like a pulse monitor for a dying patient.

I rub a hand over the stubble on my jaw and try to will myself into creativity. The smell of coffee rises up—strong, dark, too bitter because I’m too impatient to measure anything correctly. Outside the window, morning light stretches over the quiet suburban street. The house across from mine is empty; the family who used to live there moved out in the spring, just before Allison packed up the kids and left to “stay with her sister for a while.” For Sale signs went up, then a big red SOLD banner, and now, for the first time, the driveway is busy again.

There’s a moving truck out front, the big kind with a ramp and men in matching T-shirts hauling boxes. A compact SUV pulls in behind it. I stand there with my coffee, watching the scene unfold like a movie I didn’t audition for.

A woman steps out of the SUV first. She’s in her early forties maybe, with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, sunglasses pushed up on her head, wearing a loose blouse and fitted jeans that suggest she’s actually been keeping up with her gym membership. A man gets out of the driver’s seat—tall, thick arms, the sort of casual athletic build that says “I do crossfit but won’t shut up about it.” They talk to the movers for a moment, gesturing toward the house.

Then he emerges from the back seat.

The son.

He swings his legs out with an easy, unselfconscious confidence I’ve never possessed. He stands up and stretches, lifting his arms overhead, shirt riding up just enough to reveal a slim, tight stomach and the sharp V of his hips disappearing into low-slung shorts.

He’s maybe early twenties and...beautiful.

There’s no other word for it. Not handsome in that rugged, square-jawed way. Beautiful like a boy on the cover of a fashion magazine, or one of those models in cologne ads that I always assumed were digitally edited into perfection. He’s lean and lithe, long limbs, narrow waist, smooth pale skin that glows in the morning sun. His hair is a soft, messy blond—almost gold in the right light—falling over his forehead in the kind of styling that looks accidental but clearly took work. His face is all cheekbones and full lips and bright, curious blue eyes that scan the neighborhood slowly, like he’s deciding how much of it he’s willing to let impress him.

He laughs at something his mother says, the sound muffled by the glass, and I feel...something. A strange twist in my chest, a flutter in my stomach, like the first drop on a rollercoaster I didn’t realize I’d gotten onto.

I take a long sip of coffee and tell myself it’s just caffeine anxiety.

They carry in bags and boxes; the son—later I’ll learn his name is Nathan—disappears inside, reappears, jogs back to the car, moves like he’s got endless energy. He’s wearing a fitted T-shirt and thin athletic shorts that cling to his perky butt cheeks just a little when the breeze picks up, and I catch myself noticing the taut lines of his thighs, the way his calves flex when he runs up the front steps.

I look away, cheeks warming.

This is ridiculous. I’m a grown man. A husband. A father. My life is falling apart and I’m standing here leering at the young man next door like some creep. I usually never notice another guy in this way, so the fact that I did was really fucking with my head. What is happening with me? Is it just because it’s been, damn, maybe a year since I had sex with my wife. One day, we just stopped. We never talked about it, but the lack of intimacy obviously further chipped away at what was left of our marriage.

Allison has been gone for three months. We’re “estranged,” the word our therapists use, the word that sounds formal and temporary and doesn’t fully capture the blow of walking into a silent house at the end of the day. She took Mia and Brandon to her sister’s place in San Diego because, in her words, she “needed space to think.” I know she’s still wearing her wedding ring. I know she hasn’t filed for divorce. I also know she doesn’t answer half my calls.

It’s foggy between us. A fog I keep hoping will clear on its own if I’m patient enough. But every day the air just feels thicker.

I turn away from the window, tell myself to focus on the page.

Family man. Writer. Husband trying to earn his second chance.

That’s who I’m supposed to be.

Not the kind of middle-aged man who notices the curve of his male college-aged neighbor’s mouth. It was like the young guy was so pretty he transcended gender.

Still... later, as I head down the hallway toward the bathroom, the image clings to me. The flash of blond hair in the sun. That youthful looseness, that ease in his own skin. The way he laughed like the world hadn’t yet disappointed him enough to quiet him down.

I try to shake it off. I’ve got more important things to worry about than some new neighbor’s kid.

Like the fact that my marriage might be dissolving.

And the fact that there’s still a blinking cursor on my screen where a novel contract says there’s supposed to be 80,000 words.

––––––––
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The shower is the one place where I can’t see all the failures yet, so I linger there longer than necessary. Hot water pounds my shoulders, steam fogs up the glass, and for a few blessed minutes I can pretend the world outside the bathroom doesn’t exist. I lean my forehead against the tiled wall and let the water run over my face, trying to wash away the persistent ache in my chest.

I think about Allison. Her dark hair fanned out on her pillow, the tiny lines that had started to form at the corners of her eyes when she smiled, the way she used to laugh at my stupid jokes. I think about the last big fight, the way she threw my unfinished manuscript pages onto the floor and said, “You care more about your imaginary characters than your actual family.” I remember the way the door sounded when it closed behind her that night, how it echoed in my bones.

I have spent three months trying to figure out how to fix it. Therapy sessions, long emails I never send, text messages that start with “I’m sorry” and end with me staring at the screen, unable to hit “send.” I keep telling myself if I can just finish this book, if I can prove I’m not a failure, maybe I’ll have the courage to really face her and say the things I should have said years ago.

I turn off the water and step out of the shower, grabbing a towel to dry off. I’m not ashamed of my body; I’m not twenty-five anymore, but I’m not completely gone either. There’s a little softness at my waist, a bit of a curve at my stomach, but my chest is still solid, my shoulders broad enough to fill out a shirt. My hair, when it’s wet, darkens to a deeper brown, and a few silver strands cling stubbornly at my temples. I towel it roughly and step into the doorway, rubbing at my face.

That’s when I see him.

Across the narrow strip of space that separates my house from the one next door, in the rectangle of their upstairs window, someone is standing in shadow.

The light from behind him outlines his shape: slim, compact, shoulders bare. The window is lower than mine, so from my position I can see just enough—pale skin, a bare chest that’s smooth and lightly defined, a collarbone that catches the light.

And then, as my eyes adjust, I see his face.

Nathan.

His hair is damp, falling in soft waves over his forehead. He’s closer now than before, and even through the glass I can make out the delicate line of his jaw, the curve of his nose, the defined bow of his lips. He’s not wearing a shirt, just a pair of low-slung shorts that cling to his narrow hips, and his lean body is turned very deliberately toward my window.

He’s staring straight at my naked body.

There is a split second where I’m sure this is an accident, that he just happens to be there, that our eyes have randomly met. But he doesn’t do what most people would do when they realize they’ve been caught looking; he doesn’t jerk away, doesn’t pretend to be doing something else.

He holds my gaze.

And that makes it worse.

My first instinct is to step back, yank a towel around my waist, slam the blinds shut and pretend this never happened. But my body doesn’t move as quickly as my mind wants it to. I stand there, frozen in the doorway, water still dripping from the ends of my hair, chest rising and falling too fast, locked into this silent, impossible moment with the boy next door.

His eyes slide down over me—slowly, deliberately, taking inventory. My shoulders, my chest, my crotch...my cock. A flush creeps up my neck, but I can’t look away. I also notice my cock begins to stiffen. 

He tilts his head just a fraction, like he’s sizing me up. Like he’s interested. Like I’m not a forty-five-year-old man with crow’s feet and a mortgage and a wife who might never come back.

The absurdity of it hits me.

Maybe I’ve finally snapped. Maybe this is what a midlife crisis looks like now—silent, charged eye contact with a college kid through adjacent windows.

I force myself to move. I take one step back into the bathroom, then another, until the wall cuts off the line of sight. My heart is beating too fast, my skin prickling with something that feels like humiliation and something else I’m not ready to name.

In the mirror, my reflection looks strange. Flushed. Wide-eyed. I laugh once, under my breath, but it’s not a sound with any humor in it.

“Get a grip,” I tell myself. “You’re imagining things. He wasn’t... that wasn’t... he’s just a college kid, and you’re straight.”

Why the fuck was I having these kinds of thoughts? I remembered how he looked in his tight shorts the first time I saw him. He had a bubble ass that I bet was tight, and my cock could slide into it and...

Stop it! Stop having these fucking thoughts!

I dress quickly, pulling on jeans and a faded navy T-shirt, and avoid the window this time as I head back to the study. The blinking cursor is still there, patiently waiting.


I sit.

I stare.

I don’t write a word.



Because now, every time my mind quiets, I see blue eyes watching me through glass and a slim, bare chest framed in sunlight.

––––––––
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The pool appears a few days later.

Their backyard is small but landscaped beautifully; the previous owners had some money and little imagination, so it’s all manicured hedges and tasteful stone pavers. The new family decides, apparently, that what it really needs is an above-ground pool. I watch from my office window as some installation crew rolls in a circular blue monster and sets it up right along the fence line, towering just high enough that, if you’re in my yard, you can see whoever’s inside it from the shoulders up.

The first time I see Nathan in it, it’s late afternoon and the heat has settled over the neighborhood like a heavy blanket. I’m supposed to be writing—my agent emailed earlier that morning with a carefully worded message about deadlines and “checking in,” which is publishing speak for “are you planning to ever send me pages again?”—but my brain feels like static.

I push away from the desk and wander downstairs, telling myself I’m just going to get another coffee. The kitchen window looks out onto the backyard. I’m halfway through filling the kettle when a splash draws my eye.

He’s there, arms draped over the inflatable ring of the pool, chin resting on his crossed wrists. His body is submerged up to his chest, droplets of water rolling down over tanned skin. His hair is wet and pushed back, exposing his forehead fully, making his eyes look even bigger. He’s wearing a pair of small, bright red swim trunks that cling to him indecently, the thin fabric molding to his narrow hips and the tops of his thighs.

He looks like he belongs in some glossy ad for summer, all effortless youth and relaxed amusement. There’s a little tattoo on his upper arm—just a small symbol that I can’t make out from here—and a faint line of pale hair that glints on his forearm when the sun hits it.

He’s talking to someone—his mother, I assume, who’s out of my line of sight—and then his gaze drifts lazily, scanning the fence line.

It lands on my window.

Our eyes meet again.

I freeze with the kettle in my hand. I feel ridiculous, like a teenager caught staring across the cafeteria. His mouth curves into a small, knowing smile. He lifts one hand in a slow wave, fingers fluttering.

For a second, I consider ducking. As if that would help.

Instead, my upbringing kicks in and I manage to lift my own hand in return, a jerky motion that probably looks more like I’m swatting at a fly. He laughs—actually laughs—and I can see the lines crinkle at the corners of his eyes.

He says something to whoever’s with him, then pushes off the edge of the pool and glides backward, arms outstretched, floating on his back. His chest is smooth and slim, pectorals lightly defined, his stomach flat with the faint hint of abdominal lines visible when he arches a little. He closes his eyes and lets himself drift, the sunlight tracing his profile.

It’s the kind of picture that would make a great painting.

It’s also the kind of picture I have absolutely no business staring at.

I yank my gaze back to the kettle, set it on the stove with more force than necessary, and walk away.

I can feel my pulse everywhere—behind my eyes, in my throat, low in my belly. My body is reacting like I’m fifteen again, watching some forbidden movie late at night with the volume turned down low. My mind scrambles to reframe it as something else.

You’re just jealous, I tell myself. Jealous of the ease, the youth, the way he doesn’t seem weighed down by regret.

You’re not attracted to him. You’re just... noticing.

Men notice other men. That’s not new. I’ve seen handsome actors and recognized their appeal. I’ve thought, He’s a good-looking guy, without it meaning anything.

But this feels different. It feels close. Immediate. Dangerous. After all, I had never found myself fantasizing about penetrating a young college guy up his ass. Sure, Allison and I tried me fucking her anally a few times after our seven-year slump. We were trying everything we could think of to add some spark back to the bedroom, but Allison didn’t really enjoy. So, I didn’t either. But, this guy looked like he was born to have another man fuck him in his ass. He was that pretty.

I stand in the middle of my quiet kitchen, listening to the faint splash from next door, and wonder when exactly my life became so unrecognizable.

––––––––
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Days later, I do the only thing I know how to do when my thoughts feel too loud: I run.

I’ve been a morning runner since my early thirties, after my doctor gently suggested that my lifestyle of “coffee, deadlines, and sitting on my ass for twelve hours a day” might not be sustainable. Over the years, it became more than just exercise. It was where I sorted plot problems, argued with imaginary critics in my head, played back old conversations and thought of better things I could have said.

Lately, though, it’s just been where I try not to think about anything at all.

The trail behind our neighborhood loops around a small manmade lake and a line of eucalyptus trees. At six a.m., it’s mostly empty aside from a few retirees walking dogs and the occasional other jogger. The air is cooler, carrying that faint damp smell of sprinklers and cut grass.

I start at my usual pace, my sneakers thudding softly against the asphalt. My muscles protest for the first half mile, then settle into the rhythm they know. My breathing evens out. Sweat begins to gather at the base of my neck, trickle down between my shoulder blades. For a few minutes, I’m just a body in motion, not a failed husband, not a blocked writer, not a man who can’t stop thinking about the neighbor’s kid.

I’m halfway around the loop, rounding a bend, when I hear footsteps behind me. Lighter, quicker. Someone catching up.

“Teddy?” a voice calls.

I know the voice before I turn. It’s effortless and bright, threaded with curiosity and just a hint of mischief.

I slow and glance back.

Nathan is jogging toward me, blond hair tied back in a small messy bun at the nape of his neck, a few strands already coming loose and sticking to his temples with sweat. I had met him and his parents after I came home from the supermarket. We waved at each other and made introductions, and I tried to avoid making eye contact with Nathan.

Now, he’s wearing neon blue running shorts that end high on his thighs and a white tank top so thin it’s almost translucent where it clings to his chest. His legs are long and lean, muscles defined without being bulky, and his sneakers look more expensive than any pair I’ve ever owned.

He pulls up beside me, matching my pace with annoying ease.

“Didn’t know you ran this early,” he says, slightly breathless, but not nearly as winded as I feel.

“I’ve... been doing it for years,” I manage. “Helps clear my head.”

“Cool.” He grins at me, teeth white against his tanned skin. Up close in this light, I can see the faint sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of his nose, the way his eyelashes—absurdly long for a guy—cast shadows on his cheeks when he looks down. “Mind if I join you?”

I want to say yes. To tell him to go run with someone his own age, someone whose knees don’t make noise when they stand up. I want to protect myself from however this will replay in my head later.

Instead, I hear myself say, “Sure.”

We run side by side. For a while, all I’m aware of is the sound of our feet hitting the ground in sync, the coordinated rhythm of inhale-exhale, the way his presence changes the entire feel of the morning. With him next to me, the world feels sharper, colors brighter, like someone adjusted the saturation in a photo.

“So,” he says after a minute, “I Googled you.”

I almost trip.

“You what?”

He laughs, low and delighted. “You’re a writer, right? Teddy Harper. You’ve got, like, three or four books out?”

“Five,” I say automatically, then immediately hate myself for correcting him. “Sorry. That sounded... absurd.”

“No, it’s cool. I read the blurbs.” He looks over, eyes sparkling with interest. “You write thrillers. Dark stuff. Serial killers and secrets and all that.”

“Gives my anxiety something to do,” I say.

He laughs again. It’s a good sound, open and unapologetic. “My mom bought one of your books last Christmas for my dad, I think. I saw it on our coffee table. Small world.”

The idea of this family I barely know reading my work is both weird and flattering. I shrug. “That was a while ago. The last one came out two years back.”

“And now you’re working on the next one?”

“I’m... supposed to be.”

“How’s it going?”

I blow out a breath. “Like trying to wrestle an octopus made of wet cement.”

He snorts. “So, not great.”

“That would be the delicate way to put it, yeah.”

“Writer’s block?”

“Something like that.” I hesitate, then add, “Hard to write about fictional emotional disasters when your real life is starring in one.”

His expression shifts, softening. “Your wife, right? My mom mentioned something. You live here alone?”

“Yeah.” It’s strange how easily the truth comes out when we’re both moving, not looking directly at each other. “My wife took the kids to stay with her sister a few months ago. We’re... trying to figure things out.”

“I’m sorry.” He says it simply, without pity, and it makes it easier to bear. “That must suck.”

“That is the technical term for it, yes.”

A beat passes; I can feel him looking at me now, even without turning. “You miss them?”

“Every day,” I say quietly. “I miss making Mia’s ridiculous school projects at midnight because she forgot they were due. I miss Brandon’s terrible knock-knock jokes. I even miss my wife leaving her coffee mugs all over the house.”

“She sounds cool,” he says.

“She is,” I reply. “Or she was. Maybe she still is and I just... don’t get to see that version of her right now.”

He nods, like he understands more than I would expect from someone his age. “My parents are still together, but sometimes I look at them and think they’re just... roommates who share a history.”

The honesty of that surprises me.

“You’re what, twenty-one?” I ask.

“Yeah. Junior in college.”

“Most people your age don’t think about their parents’ marriage that deeply.”

“I’m a psych major.” He gives me a sly look. “Overthinking is my passion.”

I huff out something like a laugh. “That explains a lot.”

We fall into silence for another minute. The trail curves around the lake, and the water catches the early sun, sending glittering strips of light across the surface. A duck glides past with a line of fuzzy ducklings behind it.

“So,” Nathan says eventually, “if you’re blocked, maybe you need a new kind of inspiration.”

I glance over at him, and he’s watching me with a look I can’t decode. His eyes are bright, a little too sharp, like he’s testing something. The air feels suddenly thicker, the space between us charged in a way that has nothing to do with shared oxygen.

“Inspiration,” I repeat carefully. “You offering to edit my manuscript?”

He laughs, low and knowing. “That’s one thing you could call it.”

My pulse stutters.

We reach the end of the loop and slow down, both of us breathing a little harder. Sweat beads on his temples, making his hair curl slightly where it sticks to his forehead. His tank top clings to his torso, outlining the firm planes of his chest, the subtle dip at his waist. I force my eyes back up to his face.

“Thanks for the company,” I say, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. “I should get back. Deadline to avoid, pages not to write.”

He looks like he wants to say something else, then just nods. “Sure. I’ll, uh, see you around, Teddy.”

He says my name in a way that makes it sound different somehow. Softer. More important.

As I jog the rest of the distance home, I can’t decide if it was all perfectly innocent or something else entirely, especially when I realized how hard my cock had become. As I showered back at my house, I found myself jerking off under the hot water as I thought about bending Nathan over my dining room table and fucking the hell out of that ass.

––––––––
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It’s late afternoon when the doorbell rings. The sky outside has turned a soft, hazy blue, the kind of light that always makes me nostalgic for summer evenings with sprinklers and popsicles and the kids running around in the yard. I’ve been staring at the same paragraph in my empty draft outline for over an hour, trying to squeeze out a single sentence that doesn’t sound like it was written by a toaster.

The chime startles me. I half-hope it’s Allison, even though she never comes by without texting first. My heart does a quick hopeful leap that I immediately tamp down; I don’t think I can handle that disappointment today.

I open the front door.

It’s not Allison.

Nathan stands on my porch, one hip cocked out just slightly, hands tucked into the pockets of a pair of black athletic shorts. He’s swapped the earlier tank top for a fitted gray T-shirt with some band logo on it that I don’t recognize, the fabric hugging his chest and shoulders in a way that leaves very little to the imagination. His blond hair is dry now, styled into an artful mess that makes him look like he woke up perfect. There’s a faint sheen of sunscreen on his forearms, and he smells like a mix of chlorine and something light and citrusy.

“Hey, Mr. Harper,” he says, then corrects himself with a playful grin. “Teddy.”

My throat feels too tight. “Nathan. Everything okay?”

“Can I come in?”

Everything in me wants to say no. That this is a bad idea. That neighbors wave across lawns, they don’t hang out in each other’s living rooms when one of them is old enough to be the other’s father.

But my hand betrays me, pushing the door open wider. “Sure.”

He steps inside, taking a slow look around, as if cataloging the details of my life from the hallway. The photos on the wall, the stack of mail on the entry table, the pair of kids’ sneakers that I haven’t had the heart to move from their spot by the door.

“You’ve got a nice place,” he says. “Feels... lived in.”

“That’s a polite way of saying I need to dust more.”

He smiles, then drifts toward the living room like he’s been here a hundred times instead of never. He sits on the couch, right in the middle, legs spread comfortably, hands resting on his thighs.

“Come sit,” he says, patting the space next to him.

I hover for a moment, then sink down onto the cushion, leaving what I hope is a reasonable amount of space between us. Close enough to be friendly. Far enough to not be... whatever else this could be.

“So,” I begin, because the silence is too loaded, “what brings you—”

“I’m just going to say this,” he interrupts, turning to face me more fully. His knee brushes my thigh, and the contact feels like a spark. “I like you.”

I blink. “What?”

“I like you,” he repeats, slower, as if I didn’t hear him the first time. “I think you’re attractive. And interesting. And sad in a way that makes me want to know more.”

“That’s... a lot to unpack,” I say weakly.

He shrugs one slim shoulder. “I’m not big on tiptoeing.”

“Nathan...” I rake a hand through my hair, suddenly aware of every inch of my own body, how I must look sitting here in my worn jeans and old T-shirt next to him, all brightness and youth. “I’m old enough to be your father.”

“Technically, sure. If you’d been very adventurous at twenty-four.” His mouth curves. “But you’re not my father. You’re my hot neighbor.”

“Hot—” I sputter, then stop. “I’m not— I mean, I’m not gay.”

“I didn’t say you were.” His voice is gentle, but there’s a glint in his eyes that tells me he’s playing a deeper game. “Sexuality isn’t some on-off switch. It’s a dimmer, at least in my experience.”

“I’ve been married to a woman for nearly twenty years,” I say, more defensive than I mean to sound.

“Yeah. And now you’re not living with her.” He tilts his head. “Has that stopped you from noticing me?”

My heart stutters. “You’re... you’re just very hard not to notice. You’re loud.”

He laughs, delighted. “Loud is one word for it.”

“And you walk around in almost nothing,” I continue, flustered. “Those... those swim trunks are practically illegal.”

“You were staring at them,” he says, leaning in slightly.

“I was staring at the audacity,” I counter.

“Sure,” he says, unconvinced. “Look, I’m not here to bully you into a label. I’m not here to blow up your life.”

“Then what are you here for?” I ask, voice softer now.

He takes a breath, and for the first time, some of the easy bravado drops away. His eyes are still bright, but there’s something earnest in them now. “You’re hurting,” he says. “I can see it in the way you walk, the way you look at your phone like it’s going to tell you if your wife still loves you. You look like someone whose heart is stuck in neutral.”

The accuracy of that observation hits harder than I expect. I can’t look at him for a moment. My gaze drops to his hands—long fingers, clean nails, a faint tan line where a bracelet must usually sit on his wrist.

“And?” I prompt.

“And I’m here for the summer,” he continues. “Three months. No roommates, no RA, no finals. My parents are busy with their own stuff, and I...” He hesitates, then smiles. “I like older guys. Men who know things. Men with lines on their faces and stories in their eyes. And, men who are...straight. I like to be fucked by men who fuck women. It’s a....fetish of mine, I guess you could say.”

I swallow. My throat feels dry. “Nathan...”

“What I’m saying,” he says, leaning in until his knee presses fully against mine, the warmth of his body seeping into my skin, “is that if you need a place to pound everything you’re feeling—your frustration, your confusion, your... curiosity—I’m offering myself as that outlet.” His voice lowers. “No strings. No judgments. Just... relief. For both of us.”

The room feels smaller suddenly, the air thicker. I can hear my own heartbeat, loud in my ears. Up close like this, I can see the faint shadow of stubble on his upper lip, the tiny mole just below his jawline, the way his pupils are blown wide, his lips parted just slightly.

“This is... this is insane,” I whisper.

“Maybe,” he says. “But sometimes the only way to get unstuck is to do something a little insane.”

“I’m not gay,” I say again, but it comes out less certain this time, more like a question I’m asking myself.

He reaches out and places a hand on my knee. His skin is warm, his touch firm but gentle. He doesn’t move it higher, doesn’t rush. Just rests it there, waiting.

“You don’t have to be anything,” he murmurs. “You just have to be honest. Do you want me?”

The honesty of the question steals my breath. My mind scrambles for excuses—age, morality, marriage, neighbors, what would people say—but beneath all that noise, my body knows the answer. It knows it from the jolt I felt when I first saw him in that window, from the way my stomach flipped when he smiled at me in the pool, from the way my pulse jumped when he jogged beside me this morning.

“Yes,” I hear myself say, so quietly I’m not sure he hears it.

His fingers tighten just a fraction. “Then let me have you, Teddy.”

He shifts closer, erasing the space between us, his thigh pressed firmly against mine now, his shoulder brushing my arm. I can feel the heat radiating off him, smell the faint mix of chlorine and citrus and something uniquely his.

“If this is a mistake...” I begin.

“Then we’ll call it a beautiful one,” he replies.

I close my eyes for a second, searching for Allison’s face in my mind, for my kids’ laughter, for the man I thought I was supposed to be. He’s there, hovering, wounded and hopeful and terrified. But there’s another version of me now too, one who’s tired of living on pause, tired of pretending he doesn’t feel what he feels.

I open my eyes.

Nathan is watching me, lips parted, breath shallow.

“Okay,” I whisper.

His answering smile is slow and radiant, like the sun coming out.

“Come here,” he says softly.

He leans in.

Our lips meet.

And then—

Before I know it, I’m on top of my smaller, younger neighbor and kissing him. I had never kissed a man before, but Nathan, while being male, had a touch of femininity about him that somehow made the vibe feel familiar.

“Can I suck your cock?” Nathan asked in between kisses.

I nodded and sat up. Nathan knelt before me and looked up at me with his soulful beautiful eyes.

“You deserve to have your cock worshipped,” Nathan told me.

Damn, when was the last time I heard anything remotely like that? I certainly never heard it from Allison, and for as long as I remembered, she had treated blow jobs as some sort of chore she just had to get through a few times a year.

But, Nathan obviously relished tasting my cock, as he unzipped my pants, pulled my cock out of my boxers, and practically inhaled it into his mouth. His tongue, his sucking pressure, his everything...was amazing. It was like this young guy had a Goddamn PhD in cocksucking. I had never experienced anything like it in my life.

When I started to get close, he sensed it and pulled back.

“Do you want to fuck me in my ass, Teddy? Because I would love for you to do that. I promise you that my hole is really tight, just like a pussy,” Nathan said, eagerness in his eyes.

“I...uh...mmmm...have never done it before,” I finally said.

“You’ve never fucked anyone’s ass?” Nathan said, sitting next to me now.

“Uh, yeah, but not a guy,” I said, my heart pounding in my chest.

Nathan chuckled, “I promise you. It’s not that different. It’s pretty much the same whether it’s a guy or girl.”

I suppose he was right.

“It’s just...” I started to say.

“You’re so much my fucking fantasy, Teddy. I’ve wanted a man like you to fuck me.”

No one had ever called me their fantasy. I certainly never thought of myself that way. But, Nathan looked at me as if I were just that for him.

“What do you mean man like me?” I asked.

“Straight. Married to a woman. With a real baby making dick,” he said.

“I...don’t know, Nathan. I’m so much older than you,” I weakly protested.

“I told you. That’s what I like. It’s a turn on for me to know that you’re old enough to be my dad,” he admitted.

I took that in for a beat and asked, “Why do you think you’re attracted to that?”

He shrugged and said, “I’m sure a therapist could have a field day with me, but all I know is what I’m attracted to.”

He reached over and began to slowly stroke my cock.

“Put your cock inside me, Teddy, and fuck me...hard.”

I felt myself begin to sweat nervously.

“You want to be fucked hard?” I said. “How hard?”

“As hard as you can give it to me,” Nathan answered, still slowly stroking me. “Take out all of your frustration on my ass. Fuck me like I have a pussy and make me want to call you daddy.”

“Fuck, Nathan,” I managed to say. 

I felt like my head was spinning.

Nathan took my hand in his and said, “Let’s go to the bedroom.”

As if he’d hypnotized me, I let him lead me to my bedroom where he began to undress for me. His body was toned and smooth with just a little bush of pubes at the top of his hard dick. My cock was at least two inches longer than his which looked to be about only four inches hard. Something about his smaller dick also turned me on. It made me feel even more life the man in the situation, and I began to feel like this could be something I could actually do.

“Fill me with your cum and sperm, daddy. Please,” Nathan said.

I noticed he almost seemed to be pleading, begging as if taking my cock would be the most amazing thing that ever happened to him, and that began to make me even hornier.

It was that moment that I decided why the fuck not. I pushed him on the bed, and he flipped over and got on all fours. I hastily pulled down my pants and shook them off and ripped off my t-shirt.

“Just put some of your spit on my hole, and then do it,” Nathan said scooting to the edge of the bed so that his ass would be level to where my cock was.

I did as he told me. I spit in my hand and rubbed it on his tight little hole. His ass did look inviting as if it had been made to be fucked and pounded.

“Are you sure?” I asked one more time.

“You never need to ask me that, daddy,” he said, pushing his ass towards me.

Allison would never let me do it doggy style. But, not I just pushed my cock inside him which caused Nathan to let out a little cry. Then, I went straight to pounding that bubble ass of his...

Harder.

Harder.

Harder.

Until Nathan let out a cry, and I stopped. But, he called out, “Keep going!”

I did. I fucked that ass of his hard and good with my balls slapping his ass.

“I’m going to cum soon,” I called out mid-thrust.

“Shoot it inside me, daddy!” Nathan exclaimed.

And, then I unloaded in his tight, warm ass. I came hard, and I knew my sperm load had been shot way up in his gut.

I noticed he was jerking himself off underneath, and then he came as well.

“Thank you, daddy,” he said in a half-whisper as we collapsed on the ebd.

––––––––
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Later, when I’m lying awake staring at the ceiling, heart still racing, I’ll wonder if this was the moment my life took a turn I can never walk back from—or the moment I finally allowed myself to be honest.

For now, in the blur of warmth and sensation and reckless surrender, I stop thinking.

And, for the first time in a long time, I just feel.
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CHAPTER SIX 
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The thing about doing something you’ve spent your entire life believing you would never do is that the world doesn’t actually explode afterward.

There’s no thunderclap. No lightning bolt. The sky doesn’t turn red, fire doesn’t rain down. The neighbors don’t gather outside with pitchforks and torches, chanting my name. The earth doesn’t open up and swallow me whole.

Instead, the sun slowly moves across the living room floor, dragging a patch of light along the carpet. The air conditioner hums. A car drives past outside, some distant pop song leaking through its closed windows. It’s all insultingly normal.

Nathan leaves sometime around dusk. He gets dressed slowly, unhurried, the glow of satisfaction sitting on his features like it’s lived there for years. His hair is mussed, a little wild, his lips faintly swollen. I can’t look at him for too long without remembering the specific ways my body betrayed me, the sounds that slipped out of my mouth, the way I reached for him like I’d been drowning and he was the surface.

At the door, he pauses. He’s barefoot, one hand resting on the frame, the other shoving his phone into the pocket of his shorts.

“You okay?” he asks.

The question is simple, but it feels like a loaded gun pointed right between my eyes. I want to say yes, that I’ve never been more okay, that this is the most alive I’ve felt in months. I also want to say no, that I’m spinning, that I don’t recognize the man who did what I just did, that something inside me is cracking open and it hurts.

“I don’t know,” I admit.

Nathan nods slowly, as if he expected that answer. “It’s a lot,” he says. “First time is always... a lot.” His mouth curves in a half-smile that’s softer than his usual teasing smirk. “Text me if you freak out. Or if you don’t. I’m two doors away either way.”

He reaches up, like he’s going to touch my cheek, then seems to think better of it. Instead, he gives a little salute, an easy, boyish gesture that somehow feels more intimate than a kiss.

“See you, Teddy. Daddy.”

The door closes behind him with a gentle click.

I stand there for a long moment, staring at the wood, listening to my own breathing. My legs feel strangely unsteady, like I’ve been at sea. It’s not just the physical exhaustion—that I can explain, tuck away under simple human need. It’s the psychological whiplash.

I did that.

I did that with him.

I walk back into the living room as if it might look different now, as if there will be some visible mark on the furniture, an imprint on the couch, a scorch mark on the floor. The cushions are slightly askew, the throw blanket half on, half off. A pillow has fallen onto the rug. There’s an indentation where our bodies were.

I sit down in that space and put my head in my hands.

Allison’s face swims up in my mind—dark eyes, tired but still beautiful, the way she looked the last time she left this house with a suitcase in hand. My kids’ faces follow, like ghosts in a parade. Mia, with her messy ponytail and paint-stained fingers. Brandon, with his constant, eager questions. The idea of them ever finding out what I’ve just done makes my stomach twist.

And yet... beneath the guilt, beneath the fear, something else hums. A low, steady thrum of energy in my chest, a heat in my belly that feels dangerously like hope. Not full-fledged, not yet, but a flicker. A spark.

For the first time in months, I do something I’ve been avoiding.

I go upstairs. I sit at my desk. I open my laptop.

The blank document is still there, waiting like a patient dog.

My fingers hover over the keyboard. The words aren’t easy—nothing about them feels effortless—but they appear, one after another, instead of scattering in panic the moment I reach for them. I start writing a scene. Not the one I’d planned in my outline, not the methodical unfolding of my thriller’s plot. Something else. A man alone in a house, a knock at the door, the arrival of a stranger who looks too much like a version of himself he never got to be.

I don’t write about Nathan directly. But the cadence of his speech sneaks into the dialogue; the way he leans on doorframes finds its way into a description; the tilt of his smile shows up on a character who didn’t exist ten minutes ago.

When I finally look up, an hour has passed. Two pages fill the screen.

I lean back in my chair, chest tight, eyes burning.

I’ve written something.

It may be terrible. It may never be published. It may have to be disguised six ways from Sunday to keep it from being a confession in paperback form. But it’s there.

I close the laptop gently, fingers resting on the lid for a moment.

Then I wash my face, brush my teeth, and go to bed, lying there in the dark with my heart pounding, caught between two versions of myself: the man who wants his family back and the one who just opened a door he can’t easily close.

Sleep doesn’t come for a long time.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
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The universe has a sense of humor, and it apparently prefers timing that feels like a punchline.

The next morning, I’m in the kitchen making coffee when my phone buzzes on the counter. It’s early—just after seven—and light is slipping around the edges of the blinds in thin, golden bars. I assume it’s spam. Nobody texts me this early except Allison when she’s reminding me about something kid-related, and those messages have been fewer and farther between lately.

I glance down.

It’s her.

Allison: Can we come by this afternoon? The kids want to see the house. Thought it might be good to talk.

My heart lodges itself somewhere in my throat. The words blur until I blink hard.

We. The kids. Talk.

It should be a good sign. She’s reaching out. She wants to come here instead of having me meet her at a neutral coffee shop or a park. That has to mean something positive, doesn’t it?

Unless it means she’s coming to ask for the divorce in the most formal, ceremonial way possible—inside the house we bought together, so we can both mourn it like a funeral.

I stare at the message for a full minute before my fingers manage to type back.

Me: Of course. What time?

She replies almost immediately.

Allison: Around 3?

I agree, set the phone down carefully, and then lean both hands on the counter as if I need its help to stay upright.

Every neuron in my brain starts firing at once. Do I have time to clean the entire house? Does it smell like Nathan in here? Could anyone else possibly sense the residual heat of what happened? Do I look different? Is there a mark on my skin, a tell, some traitor clue that will give everything away?

Calm down, I tell myself. You’re not a teenager who’s just snuck someone out before their parents get home. You’re a grown man. You had sex. That doesn’t mean you have to broadcast it.

Still, I find myself opening windows to let in fresh air, wiping down surfaces that don’t actually need it, fluffing pillows and straightening picture frames. I move through the rooms like a tornado with guilt at its center.

Outside, a splash echoes faintly over the fence. I glance out the kitchen window in spite of myself.
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