
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Straight-Bait Roommate

        

        
        
          Jace Wilder

        

        
          Published by Fractal Enigma, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STRAIGHT-BAIT ROOMMATE

    

    
      First edition. May 22, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jace Wilder.

    

    
    
      Written by Jace Wilder.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The second bedroom was not a bedroom.

I stood in the doorway holding a duffel bag that contained roughly sixty percent of my post-divorce life and stared at what Wes had described on the phone as "a perfectly functional guest room" and what was, in reality, a closet with ambitions.

Seven feet by nine, maybe. A desk ran the length of one wall, buried under two monitors, a drawing tablet, a cup of pens arranged by color because of course they were, and a small succulent in a ceramic pot shaped like a cat. The opposite wall had a bookshelf. The floor had a rug. There was no room for a bed. There was barely room for me.

"So," Wes said from behind me, leaning against the hallway wall with his arms crossed and a look on his face that said he knew exactly what I was thinking. "It's cozy."

"It's a closet."

"It's a studio. I do actual work in there."

"You do actual work in a closet."

He pushed off the wall and walked past me, close enough that I caught the smell of him—something warm and clean, cedar maybe, or sandalwood, one of those soaps he bought at the farmers market that cost twelve dollars a bar and made me feel like a caveman for using Irish Spring. "My bed's a queen," he said over his shoulder, heading back toward the living room. "We've shared worse. Remember Bonnaroo?"

"We shared a two-person tent in ninety-degree heat and I woke up spooning you."

"See? Already broken in."

I looked at the closet-studio one more time, then down at my duffel bag, then back at Wes's retreating form—the lean line of his shoulders in a black t-shirt, his bare feet on the hardwood, the way he moved through his own apartment like water finding its level. Comfortable. Settled. Everything I wasn't.

Six weeks since Jenna sat across from me at our kitchen table—her kitchen table now, or her and Mark's kitchen table, fuck me—and said I think we should stop pretending. Four days since the apartment officially sold and I had to get my name off the lease. I'd been sleeping on Kyle's couch, which was fine until you factored in his five-year-old who woke up at dawn shrieking about Paw Patrol and his three-year-old who had apparently decided that Uncle Drew's face was a trampoline.

Wes had texted: Come stay with me. I have a spare room.

Here I was. Here the spare room wasn't.

I dropped the duffel in the corner of Wes's bedroom—our bedroom, Christ—and took in the space. It was bigger than the studio, at least. Queen bed with a gray upholstered headboard, white sheets that looked like they'd been ironed, because Wes was the kind of person who ironed sheets. Nightstands on both sides, one cluttered with a book, a phone charger, a pair of glasses, and a half-empty glass of water. The other side bare. Waiting.

Two pillows on each side. He'd already set it up for me.

Something tightened in my chest that I chose not to examine.

I went back out to the truck for the rest—two boxes of clothes, a toolbox, and a framed photo of me and Kyle at a Sabres game that I'd grabbed off the shelf before Jenna could pack it into the "Drew's stuff" pile. That was it. Thirty-one years of life and it fit in a half-ton pickup with room to spare.

Wes was in the kitchen when I came back, pulling plates from a cabinet. The apartment was nice—I'd been here plenty of times, but I was seeing it differently now that it was mine too. Warm light from a floor lamp with one of those Edison bulbs. Plants everywhere: on the windowsill, on a shelf above the couch, hanging from a macramé thing near the window. Art on the walls that Wes had either made or chosen with the kind of care I reserved for selecting socket wrenches. The kitchen was small but clean—subway tile backsplash, a gas range, a knife block that probably cost more than my truck payment.

It smelled like garlic and lemon and something green. It smelled like Wes's place had always smelled, which was to say it smelled like the one place in the world where I consistently felt like I could exhale.

"Thai okay?" he said, not looking up from his phone. "There's a place on Seventh that does a green curry that'll change your life."

"Thai's great."

He ordered. I stood in his kitchen with my hands in my pockets feeling large and out of place, a six-two construction worker in muddy boots in this apartment full of soft lighting and succulent plants. Then I noticed the faucet was dripping.

"How long has that been doing that?"

Wes glanced up. "What? Oh. Months. I put a towel under it."

I was already pulling open the cabinet under the sink. "You need a new cartridge. I can fix it tomorrow, I've got extras in the truck."

"You don't have to—"

"Wes. I'm an electrician who knows plumbing. This is literally the only thing I'm good at right now. Let me fix your faucet."

Something shifted in his expression—a softness he covered quickly with a smirk. "Fine. Fix my faucet. Be my live-in handyman."

"That's the arrangement. You provide the bed, I provide the labor."

"Sounds like a country song."

"A bad one."

"All country songs are bad. That's the genre's defining feature."

I laughed, and it felt like the first real laugh I'd had in weeks. Wes had that effect—always had, since the night we met at Danny Kowalski's housewarming party nine years ago, when Wes had been holding court in the kitchen, making fun of Danny's taste in art with such surgical precision that Danny was laughing too hard to be offended. I'd walked in not knowing anyone and walked out with Wes's number in my phone and the unfamiliar sensation of having met someone who made me want to be more interesting than I was.

Nine years. He'd been a constant through all of it—the engagement, the wedding (he'd given a toast that made Jenna cry, the good kind), the slow erosion of a marriage that was more habit than passion, the divorce that felt less like heartbreak and more like finally setting down something heavy I'd been carrying for too long.

Through all of it, Wes.

The food came. We sat on the couch because his dining table was covered in design proofs for some brand identity project, and ate green curry out of containers and drank the beer I'd brought—a six-pack of something local that I knew he liked because I'd been paying attention to what Wes liked for almost a decade, which was a thing I did and didn't think about.

"So," he said carefully, halfway through his pad see ew. "How are you actually doing?"

"Fine."

"Drew."

"I'm fine. I'm great. I'm a thirty-one-year-old divorced electrician eating takeout on his best friend's couch because he doesn't own furniture anymore. Living the dream."

Wes set down his chopsticks. He had this way of looking at me—steady, patient, like he was willing to wait as long as it took for me to stop performing. It was unnerving and somehow also the thing I needed most in the world.

"It wasn't your fault," he said.

"She said I wasn't present. That she felt alone even when I was in the room. That's—I mean, that's my fault, right? Being in the room and somehow not being there?"

"It means you weren't compatible. Not that you failed."

"Feels like failing."

"Lots of things feel like things they aren't."

I looked at him. He was doing that thing where his eyes said more than his mouth, layers under layers, something I could never quite decode. Then he blinked and the moment passed and he stole a piece of chicken from my curry and said, "This place is better than the one on Third, right?" and we were back to normal.

Normal. Whatever that meant now.

We watched two episodes of something on Netflix that I couldn't have described under oath. My brain was doing that thing it did when I was tired and overwhelmed—skimming the surface, not landing anywhere, just bouncing between thoughts. The apartment. The lease. The money. Kyle's offer to co-sign if I needed a place. Jenna's new boyfriend's name, which was Mark, which was the most aggressively adequate name a rebound could have. The sound of Wes laughing at something on the screen, low and warm, and the way his knee was touching mine on the couch and neither of us had moved away.

Around eleven, Wes stretched and yawned and said, "I'm gonna crash. You good?"

"Yeah. I'll be in in a minute."

I'll be in in a minute. Like it was the most natural sentence in the world. Like I'd been coming to bed with Wes Nakamura every night of my life.

I brushed my teeth, changed into boxers and a t-shirt in the bathroom because it seemed like the right thing to do even though we'd changed in front of each other a hundred times, and walked into the bedroom.

And stopped.

Wes was already in bed, propped against the headboard, reading. He'd taken his contacts out and put on his glasses—dark frames that made him look like a hot librarian, which was a thought I'd had before and categorized firmly under objective observation, not attraction. He was shirtless. He slept shirtless. I knew this. I'd seen Wes shirtless approximately nine thousand times in nine years of friendship—at the beach, at the gym, that time we helped Danny move and it was ninety-five degrees and everyone stripped down.

But I'd never seen Wes shirtless in a bed I was about to get into, in a room lit by a single warm lamp, with his tattoo sleeve dark against the white sheets and his stomach flat and defined in a way that my electrician brain catalogued as efficient, no excess, everything where it should be and some other part of my brain catalogued as something else entirely.

He looked up. "You gonna stand there all night?"

"Just admiring the thread count."

"They're good sheets. Get in."

I got in. The mattress was better than anything I'd owned—firm but not hard, the kind of mattress that cost real money. The sheets were cool and soft. The pillow smelled faintly like Wes's shampoo, which smelled like—

I needed to stop smelling things.

"Light off?" he asked.

"Yeah."

The room went dark. Not fully—the city pushed light through the curtains, painting everything in dim amber. I could see Wes's outline next to me, the slope of his shoulder, the angle of his jaw.

"Thanks for this," I said to the ceiling. "The room. Or the lack of room. You know what I mean."

"You'd do the same for me."

"I would. But still."

A pause. Then Wes said, "You're going to be okay, Drew." He said it simply, without pity, without performance. A statement of fact from someone who knew me well enough to make one.

"Yeah," I said. "I know."

I didn't know. But lying in the dark next to Wes, in sheets that smelled like cedar and clean skin, with the distant hum of the city outside and the drip of the faucet I'd fix tomorrow, I could almost believe it.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

The problem was the heat. Not the temperature—the apartment was fine, Wes kept it cool—but the heat coming off his body. We weren't touching. There was a solid ten inches of mattress between us. But I could feel him there, the warmth of him radiating across the gap like a space heater, and my body was orienting toward it the way it always did. Wes was warm. He'd always been warm. On every couch, at every bar, in every car ride and camping trip and late-night diner booth, I gravitated toward him like a cold-blooded animal finding a sun-soaked rock.

I didn't think about why. I'd never thought about why. Wes was my best friend and he ran warm and I ran cold and it was physics, not—

Not whatever else it could be.

I rolled onto my side, facing away from him. Breathed slowly. Counted backward from a hundred, which was a trick Kyle's wife had taught me for insomnia that worked about half the time.

I made it to sixty-three before I fell asleep.

•   •   •
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I woke up at three in the morning with my face pressed into the curve of Wes's neck.

For a few seconds—five, maybe ten—I didn't register it. I was warm. I was comfortable. Something smelled incredible. My arm was heavy and resting on something solid and smooth and my body was pressed against a long, lean line of heat and everything in me was saying yes, this, stay.

Then my brain came online and I understood that the solid smooth thing was Wes's bare chest and the heat was Wes's body and my face was in Wes's neck and my hips were—

Close. Very close. Dangerously close.

I should have moved. I should have rolled back to my side, slowly, carefully, pretending I'd never been here. That was the correct response. That was what a normal person would do when they woke up essentially wrapped around their best friend like a koala on a eucalyptus branch.

I didn't move.

Wes was breathing slow and deep. Asleep. His skin was warm under my arm, and I could feel his heartbeat—steady, calm, nothing like mine, which was doing something arrhythmic and medically concerning. My nose was against the tendon in his neck and every time I breathed in, I got that cedar-sandalwood thing and underneath it, something that was just him, just skin and sleep and Wes.

My body was reacting. Specifically, the lower half of my body was reacting in a way that was going to become a problem if I didn't move in the next thirty seconds. I could feel it building—warmth and weight gathering low in my stomach, my cock thickening against the back of Wes's thigh, and the absolute last thing I needed was to be hard pressed against my best friend at three in the morning on my first night in his apartment.

Move, I told myself. Roll over. Now.

But his heartbeat was so steady under my palm. And he was so warm. And I hadn't been held—hadn't held anyone—in months. The last time I'd been this close to another person was Jenna, and even at the end, even sharing a bed for five years, it had never felt like this. This easy. This right. Like my body had been shaped specifically to fit against this particular person and was just now figuring it out.

That's the loneliness talking, I told myself. You'd feel this way about anyone. You're touch-starved and sad and he's here and he's warm and it doesn't mean—

It didn't mean anything. It was physics. Body heat and muscle memory and the blind animal need to press against something alive in the dark.

I closed my eyes. I breathed Wes in one more time—just once, just to have it—and then I'd move. I'd roll over and in the morning we'd laugh about it and I'd fix his faucet and this would be fine. We'd be fine.

One more breath.

His heartbeat under my hand.

The warmth of him everywhere.

I didn't move.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Here's the thing about being in love with your straight best friend for nine years: you get really, really good at lying to yourself.

You tell yourself it's admiration. He's objectively attractive—anyone with functional eyes can see that Drew Callahan was built by a God who had strong opinions about jaw angles and shoulder-to-waist ratios. You're a designer. You notice aesthetics. That's all it is.

You tell yourself the warmth you feel when he texts you is just friendship. Best friends text each other at midnight. Best friends send each other memes and then say this made me think of you and it doesn't mean anything that your heart does a full gymnastics routine every time you see those words.

You tell yourself that offering him your bed when his marriage collapsed was an act of generosity, not a strategic deployment of proximity. That you didn't lie awake the night before he moved in changing the sheets twice and reorganizing the bathroom shelf to make room for his toothbrush and standing in the bedroom doorway trying to calculate exactly how close six-foot-two and five-foot-ten would lie on a queen mattress.

You tell yourself all of this, and you almost believe it, and then he walks into your kitchen at seven in the morning wearing nothing but gray boxer briefs and your whole careful architecture of denial collapses like a house of cards in a wind tunnel.

"Morning," Drew said, scratching his stomach and squinting at the light like a bear emerging from hibernation. His hair was wrecked—smashed flat on one side, standing straight up on the other. There was a pillow crease on his cheek. He looked like an absolute disaster and I wanted to put my mouth on every visible inch of him.

Instead I said, "Coffee's almost ready."

He grunted and made a beeline for the cabinet where I kept mugs. I watched him reach up—back muscles shifting, boxer briefs pulling tight across his ass, a strip of lower back visible where his t-shirt would have been if he'd been wearing one—and I looked away so fast I almost gave myself whiplash.

Nine years. I've been doing this for nine years. I can do it with him in the apartment. I am a grown man with self-control and dignity.

He pulled down a mug, found the jar of instant coffee I kept for emergencies, and started spooning crystals directly into the mug.

"What are you doing?"

"Making coffee."

"That's not coffee. That's a cry for help."

"It's what I drink."

"Not in this house." I took the mug from his hand—our fingers brushed, which I noted and filed away with the ten thousand other accidental touches I'd catalogued over nearly a decade—and dumped the instant grounds into the sink. "Sit down. I'm making you actual coffee."

He sat at the counter and watched me do the pour-over. I could feel his eyes tracking me—the kettle, the filter, the slow circular pour—and I focused on the ritual of it because if I focused on the weight of Drew Callahan's attention I'd pour boiling water on my hand.

I set the mug in front of him. He took a sip. And made a sound.

A low, rumbly groan that started in his chest and rolled up through his throat and came out of his mouth like something obscene. His eyes half-closed. His lips were wet. "Jesus Christ, Wes."

"It's just coffee."

"It's not just coffee. This is—" Another sip. Another sound. Softer this time, almost a hum, and I could feel it in places that had no business responding to a man drinking a beverage. "Why have you been holding out on me?"

Because if I gave you everything I've been holding back, you'd run screaming. "I wasn't aware you were drinking instant. I would have staged an intervention."

He grinned at me over the mug. Crinkles around his brown eyes, the scar on his jaw catching the light, and god, he was so fucking beautiful it made my teeth ache. He had no idea. That was the worst part. Drew Callahan had no idea what he looked like when he smiled at me, backlit by the morning sun in my kitchen, half-naked and sleep-warm and trusting me with the soft, unguarded version of himself that Jenna got for five years and didn't want and I would have killed for.

"So," I said briskly. "Logistics. Bathroom schedule—I shower at night, you?"

"Morning."

"Perfect. Fridge is yours—left side. I'll clear a shelf. Groceries, I usually do Sunday mornings at the market on Ninth—"

"I'll come."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to. I like grocery shopping." He paused. "Jenna always did it online. I haven't been to an actual store in two years."

There it was. The casual mention, dropped like a stone into still water. He did this—referenced the marriage in passing, matter-of-fact, like he was narrating someone else's life. I'd learned not to push. Drew processed things the way tectonic plates moved: slowly, invisibly, and then all at once with devastating consequences.

"Sunday mornings," I confirmed. "I'll make a list."

"I want to pay half the rent."

"Drew—"

"Half. Or I'm not staying."

I opened my mouth to argue. His jaw was set—the stubborn one, the one that meant he'd die on this hill, the one I'd watched him deploy against mechanics, contractors, his mother, and one memorable bartender who tried to charge him for a beer that was clearly flat. I closed my mouth.

"Fine. Half."

"And utilities."

"Now you're just being difficult."

"I'm being fair." He took another sip of coffee. "You're giving me a place to live, Wes. Let me contribute."

You are contributing. You're here. You're in my kitchen in your underwear drinking coffee I made you and I have never been happier and more miserable simultaneously in my entire life.

"Fine," I said. "Half of everything."

•   •   •
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He started on the faucet after breakfast.

I'd mentioned it once, weeks ago, offhand—my kitchen faucet drips, I should call someone—and he'd apparently filed it away in whatever internal database he kept of Things That Need Fixing, because by ten a.m. he was under my sink with a wrench and a headlamp, shirtless, because the cabinet was cramped and the apartment ran warm and Drew Callahan apparently did not believe in wearing clothes indoors.

I sat at my desk in the studio-closet and tried to work on the brand identity project that was due Thursday. I had three logo concepts to finalize, a color palette to lock, and a mood board to present. What I did instead was stare at my monitor and listen to the sounds coming from the kitchen: the clank of metal, a muttered curse, the squeak of a valve being turned, and Drew's voice calling out, "Hey, can you come hold this for a sec?"

I went.

He was on his back, wedged under the sink, and the view was—I mean. Objectively. From a design perspective. The geometry of him was exceptional. Broad chest tapering to narrow waist, the cut of his obliques disappearing into the waistband of his jeans, which he'd pulled on but hadn't buttoned, so they sat low on his hips in a way that suggested God was testing me personally.

"Hold the flashlight here." He pointed. I crouched next to him and held the flashlight where he indicated, which put me approximately fourteen inches from his bare stomach, close enough to see the trail of dark hair below his navel and the way his muscles jumped when he reached up to tighten something.

"Almost got it," he said, and his arm flexed, and a bead of sweat ran from his collarbone down the center of his chest, and I thought about biting through my own tongue as a distraction technique.

His hand came down and closed around mine on the flashlight to adjust the angle. His palm was warm and rough—callused from work, wide enough to engulf my hand completely—and the contact went through me like a current. I held perfectly still.

"There." The wrench turned. Something clicked. "Try the faucet."

I stood up, turned the handle, and the water ran clean and silent. No drip.

"You're a miracle worker."

He slid out from under the cabinet and stood up, wiping his hands on his jeans, looking pleased with himself in that golden retriever way he had—I did a good thing, tell me I did a good thing. "What else you got?"

"What?"

"What else needs fixing? I saw the light switch in the hallway sparking. And your cabinet door's misaligned."

"Drew, you don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to." He was already walking toward the hallway. "But I've got nothing till Monday and if I sit still I'll start thinking, so. Put me to work."

There it was again—the deflection dressed as productivity. Drew couldn't sit with his own feelings, so he fixed things instead. Pipes, wiring, cabinets, anything that held still long enough. I wondered sometimes if that was what the marriage had been: Drew trying to fix something that wasn't broken in the way he knew how to fix, and Jenna standing in the middle of it saying I don't need a handyman, I need a partner.

He spent the next three hours rewiring the hallway switch, rehinging the cabinet door, tightening the towel bar in the bathroom, and replacing the showerhead with one from his toolbox that had better pressure. He did all of this shirtless, occasionally humming under his breath, muscles working in ways that were architecturally impressive, and I sat at my desk pretending to design a logo while my best friend performed a one-man home renovation show ten feet away like a very specific genre of pornography I didn't know I needed.

By two o'clock, every broken thing in my apartment was fixed. By two-fifteen, I had done approximately zero productive work and was questioning every life choice that had led me to the decision to invite this man into my home.

"Shower," Drew announced, grabbing a towel and heading for the bathroom. The bathroom with the new showerhead. The bathroom that shared a wall with my studio. I heard the water turn on—heard it, because the walls were thin and because my brain was apparently on a mission to destroy me—and I put my head down on my desk and breathed through it.

You invited this. You knew what you were doing. You knew what it would be like, having him here, in your space, touching your things, fixing your home, walking around half-naked like the world's most oblivious pinup.

You did it anyway because he needed you and you have never once in your life been able to deny Drew Callahan a single thing he needed.

So shut up. Do your work. And stop imagining him in the shower.

I opened Illustrator. I selected the pen tool. I drew a single, shaky line and deleted it.

The water turned off. I heard him step out, heard the towel, heard him pad barefoot into the bedroom. Heard the rustle of clothes.

I drew another line. It was marginally less shaky. Progress.

•   •   •
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We fell into a rhythm faster than I expected.

By the end of the first week, we had a system. Drew left early for his jobsites—five-thirty, six, an hour that shouldn't exist—and I'd hear the front door close and roll over into the warm spot he'd left in the bed and tell myself I was adjusting the blankets, not pressing my face into his pillow. I worked until afternoon, took calls, sent proofs, billed clients. Drew came home around four, smelling like copper and drywall, and showered while I started dinner.

Dinner was the dangerous part.

Not because of anything explicit. Because of how easy it was. I cooked; he set the table. I seasoned; he tasted. He stood behind me at the stove to reach the cabinet above my head—a reach I could make, technically, but that he made first every time, his chest close enough to my back that I could feel the heat of him through my shirt—and I didn't tell him I could reach it myself because I am weak and pathetic and addicted to the almost-touch of a man who will never want me the way I want him.

We ate. We talked. We cleaned up—him washing, me drying, our elbows bumping in the narrow space between sink and counter. We watched TV, his thigh against mine, his arm along the back of the couch behind my shoulders, his laugh coming from deep in his chest and vibrating through the cushions into my ribs.

It was the best week of my life. It was also killing me.

Because here's the thing they don't tell you about living with the person you're in love with: it's not the big moments that wreck you. It's the small ones. It's the way he leaves his coffee mug on the counter for me to find in the morning, still faintly warm. It's the way he says "we're out of eggs" instead of "you're out of eggs." It's the way he falls asleep on the couch during the second episode and his head tips sideways onto my shoulder and I sit perfectly still for forty-five minutes watching a show I don't care about because moving would mean losing the weight of him against me.

It's the way he looks at me sometimes—across the kitchen, over the back of the couch, in the mirror while we're brushing our teeth side by side—with an expression I can't read. Something searching. Something almost there. And then he blinks and it's gone and he's Drew again, my best friend, my roommate, the straightest man alive, and I'm left holding a feeling so big it doesn't fit inside my body.

Friday night. One week in.

We'd had beers on the couch and watched a movie and Drew had been quieter than usual all evening—less joking, more staring into the middle distance. I recognized the pattern. The grief wasn't linear; it came in waves. He'd be fine for days and then something would trigger it—a song, a smell, a text from Jenna about the logistics of separating their phone plan—and he'd go somewhere I couldn't follow.

I didn't push. I never pushed. I just stayed close and waited.

We brushed our teeth. Got into bed. I picked up my book—a novel I'd been reading for three weeks because I kept rereading the same page every night since Drew moved in and my brain no longer retained written language. Drew lay on his back, phone facedown on his chest, staring at the ceiling.

The silence stretched. Not uncomfortable—we'd always been good at silence, Drew and me. But this one had something underneath it. A pressure. Like a storm front moving in.

"Hey, Wes?"

"Yeah."

"Do you think I'm hard to love?"

My hand froze on the page. I looked at him. He was still staring at the ceiling, jaw tight, and I could see the effort it had cost him to say it—Drew, who would rather rewire an entire building than admit to a single emotion.

"No," I said. "I don't."

"Jenna did. Not—she didn't say it like that. But that's what she meant, right? When she said I wasn't present. That I shut her out. That's just a nice way of saying I'm hard to love."

"That's a nice way of saying you were in the wrong relationship."

He turned his head to look at me. Those brown eyes, unguarded in a way he almost never let them be. "You really think that?"

I think you were in the wrong relationship because you were supposed to be in this one, with me, in this bed, for the rest of our lives, but you're straight and I'm a masochist and the universe has a sick fucking sense of humor.

"I think you're easy to love and bad at believing it," I said.

Something in his face crumpled. Not visibly—Drew didn't cry, not in front of people—but behind the eyes, in the small muscles around his mouth. A microfracture in the mask.

He rolled toward me.

My book was between us for approximately half a second before he closed the distance and pressed his face into my shoulder. I set the book on the nightstand without looking, because looking away from him felt impossible, and put my hand on his back.

His skin was warm through his t-shirt. I could feel the knots of tension along his spine—trapezius, rhomboids, the long muscles flanking his vertebrae locked tight from weeks of clenching against grief he refused to acknowledge. I rubbed slow circles between his shoulder blades. He exhaled, and some of the tension left, and he shifted closer.

His body was a wall of heat against my side. His arm came across my chest, heavy, and his leg hooked over mine, and he was essentially draped across me, face in my neck, breathing slowing, and I could feel every point of contact like a brand: his thigh on my thigh, his forearm across my ribs, his breath hot and damp against the hollow of my throat.

This is comfort. This is just comfort. Best friends comfort each other. This is normal.

Then I felt it.

A thickening pressure against my hip, unmistakable even through two layers of cotton. Drew's hips shifted—a tiny, involuntary motion, barely a twitch—and the pressure increased, and I felt my entire body go rigid with the effort of not reacting.

He was hard. Drew was hard, pressed against me, his face in my neck, and he was either asleep and didn't know it or awake and couldn't help it, and either way I was going to lie here and not move and not breathe and not acknowledge it because that was the deal. That was always the deal. I was Drew Callahan's best friend, not his lover, and his body's response to physical closeness and emotional vulnerability was a neurological reflex and nothing more.

His hips shifted again. Fractionally. The pressure against my hip was firm now—I could feel the shape of him, thick and insistent, and my own body was responding in kind, blood rushing south fast enough to make me dizzy, and I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I tasted iron.

Don't react. Don't move. Don't you dare make this weird.

His breathing changed—a subtle quickening, a slight catch—and then he went perfectly still. Awake. Aware of what was happening. I could feel the mortification radiating off him like heat from asphalt.

I kept rubbing his back. Kept my breathing even. Said nothing. Because if I acknowledged it, he'd pull away. And if he pulled away, I'd lose the weight of him and the warmth of him and the impossible, agonizing, perfect pressure of his body against mine, and I couldn't—I couldn't lose that. Not tonight.

"Sorry," he mumbled into my shoulder. "I'm—that's not—"

"It's fine," I said, and my voice came out remarkably steady for someone whose entire nervous system was screaming. "You're safe here."

A long pause. His body was still tense, still pressed against me, still unmistakably aroused. Then, slowly, he relaxed. The tension left his shoulders. His arm tightened across my chest. His breathing evened out, and I felt the moment he fell asleep—the full weight of him settling against me, the small unconscious nuzzle of his face deeper into my neck.

He was hard against my hip and asleep in my arms and I was going to lie here all night and not sleep at all.

•   •   •
[image: ]


Four a.m. The ceiling had forty-seven plaster irregularities. I'd counted them twice.

Drew hadn't moved. His erection had softened eventually, which was a mercy I wasn't sure I deserved, but he was still wrapped around me like I was a body pillow, his face still in my neck, his hand curled into the fabric of my t-shirt at my side. Every few minutes, he'd make a soft sound in his sleep—not a word, just a hum, a murmur—and my heart would clench so hard I was surprised it didn't wake him.

I stared at the ceiling and did the math I'd been doing for nine years.

He was straight. He'd been married to a woman. He'd been in love with a woman—or at least he'd thought so, which amounted to the same thing. His body's response tonight was cortisol and oxytocin, grief chemistry, the animal need for contact when everything else was falling apart. It didn't mean what I wanted it to mean. It never did.

I'd been here before. Not with Drew—Drew had never been this close, this available, this heartbreakingly present in my space—but with the pattern. The straight friend who gets curious. The recently-single guy who needs comfort. The "I've never done this before but you make me feel safe" that turns into "I think I was just confused" three weeks later. I'd been the practice boyfriend, the training-wheels lover, the safe harbor they docked in before sailing off to someone they were willing to be seen with.

I was not going to let Drew Callahan be another one. I couldn't survive it. Not him. Anyone but him.

But he was breathing against my neck and holding my shirt like an anchor and he'd asked me if he was hard to love, and the answer—the real answer, the one I'd swallowed for nine years—was: No. You are the easiest person in the world to love. I know because I've been doing it since the night we met and I've never once been able to stop.

I closed my eyes. The ceiling could keep its forty-seven imperfections. I was too tired to count them again.

Nine years. I've wanted him for nine years and he's in my bed with a hard-on and I'm not going to do a single thing about it because he's straight and he's hurting and I'm not that guy.

I'm not that guy.

I'm not.

His hand tightened on my shirt. His breath sighed warm against my pulse point. And I lay there in the dark, not sleeping, not moving, not letting go, because I have never once in my life been able to let go of Drew Callahan, and tonight—with his weight on my chest and his grief in my neck and the ghost of his desire still burned into my hip—was not going to be the night I started.


​
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