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      I had barely settled into the leather seat when the first-class attendant slid a flute of mimosa onto the middle console. The name tag that read Jeremy was startlingly close to my face. His eyes scanned me—the TV-actor looks, the sculpted body, the tailored clothes—before he leaned in.

      “If I may say, Mr. Grayson, my mother absolutely adores you,” Jeremy cooed. “She says your amnesia episodes on Mercy Ridge were divine, but this new storyline—the medically induced coma? She’s hooked.” He leaned in, voice in a hush, as if he were talking about my actual medical history. “She is practically glued to the television every afternoon.”

      I offered him the polished, practiced smile I kept in my repertoire for public interactions, a precise, calculated engagement that conveyed accessibility and warmth without actually revealing anything of myself.

      “How kind of you to say.” A practiced line. “Tell her I appreciate the loyalty.”

      “Oh, I will,” Jeremy beamed. “She thinks it’s about time you got some rest. ‘Bless his heart,’ she said to me just yesterday, ‘after all that running around shirtless in the jungle, Dr. Vale deserves a nap!’” He adjusted a cocktail napkin that didn’t need adjusting, and his eyes dragged slowly down my fitted travel sweater and back up to my face. “Though between you and me, I didn’t mind the jungle scenes myself. Not one bit.”

      The flirtation wrapped in a compliment was flattering. I let the smile widen just a fraction, the standard-issue soap-actor charm, a blend of conspiratorial humility and gratitude.

      It hadn’t always been this way.

      People like Jeremy saw the end product. The Men’s Fitness cover. The result of the punishing hours at the gym, the braces, and the relentless editing of my tone, my posture, and my gestures.

      I had carefully filed down every messy aspect of the boy I used to be until he was entirely buried under layers of TV-actor white smiles, inoffensive mannerisms, and muscle.

      My phone buzzed, a violent little vibration against my thigh. I pulled it out of my pocket. The screen lit up with a rapid succession of texts from my agent, Bebe.

      Still no word. They won’t budge. You’re under contract to Mercy Ridge, Zach. They can keep you in that hospital bed forever.

      I locked the screen and set the phone face-down on the armrest. I closed my eyes, feeling a headache beginning to pulse behind my eyes.

      The plane taxied and took off. As the engines throttled back and we reached cruising altitude, the seat-belt sign dinged.

      “I just don’t buy all this coma nonsense.”

      I opened my eyes and turned my head.

      The woman beside me was peering at me over the rim of her tortoiseshell reading glasses. She had the lacquered, immovable hair and impeccable affect usually reserved for a retired Miss Georgia. She was draped in an elegant silk scarf, a crossword puzzle half-finished in her lap.

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “I just don’t buy all this coma nonsense.”

      “Oh.”

      “A strong, strapping man like you?” she continued, her Southern drawl dripping with polite but firm judgment. “A world-class surgeon? You’re a wonderful doctor, but sometimes you miss the things hiding right in front of you. You just have to shake yourself out of it! That’s what I yell at the screen every single weekday at two o’clock. Just shake it off, Dr. Vale!”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind, ma’am,” I murmured. “Sometimes the anesthesia is just a little heavy.”

      “Well, you just fight it, honey,” she said, pointing at me with her pen before returning to her crossword. “A man like you shouldn’t be lying down on the job.”

      I looked past her through the scratched acrylic window. Outside, the sky was beginning to bruise with the colors of early dawn. The thick gray clouds drifted by, free of flirting attendants or strangers confusing me with the part I played. It looked peaceful.

      On descent, the cover parted just enough to reveal the rolling expanse of the Georgia landscape far below—endless tracts of dark pine, the creeping red clay I had spent the last fifteen years trying to scrub from my memory, and the absolute certainty that every single surface down there was already coated in a film of yellow pollen.

      I was going backward.

      After the captain announced our final approach, the cabin crew made their last sweep through the aisles. Jeremy returned holding the premium snack basket like an offering.

      As I reached for a small foil packet of almonds, his hand moved with sleight-of-hand quickness, sliding a square white cocktail napkin beneath my wrist. Ten digits were scrawled across it in blue ballpoint ink.

      “I’m in Atlanta for a layover,” Jeremy said softly, hovering in the aisle, checking to ensure the senior Miss Georgia wasn’t eavesdropping. “I’d love to buy you a drink. Or dinner. Or whatever you want, really.”

      I looked at the napkin, at the cheerful blue ink, feeling a suffocating weight settle into my chest. It was the same weight that had been pressing down on me since I received the phone call three days ago.

      “That’s very flattering, Jeremy. I really mean that,” I said, my voice quiet, dropping the Dr. Vale projection. “But I’m afraid I’m tied up this weekend.”

      Jeremy’s smile faltered for a fraction of a second before he caught it. “Visiting family?” he asked, trying to maintain his breezy professional veneer.

      “No,” I said, staring at the packet of almonds in his basket. “I moved my mom up north years ago.”

      Jeremy’s eyes lit up with sudden, breathless excitement. “Oh my god. Are you on a shoot? Is it a secret location? My mother will die—she will absolutely just die—if I get the scoop before the soap blogs do.”

      I looked at him. I saw his bright, eager eyes, his perfect hair, his desperate hunger for a piece of the glossy Hollywood illusion.

      I finally dropped the act.

      “Funny choice of words,” I said, my voice hollow and flat. “I’m here for a funeral.”
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      Fifteen years ago, the High School auditorium smelled of curing latex paint, adolescent sweat, and the burning ozone of stage lamps. I was in the front row, clutching my chest as if I were experiencing a genuine cardiac event.

      On stage, Mary Beth Hayes was massacring Cole Porter.

      We were three weeks into rehearsals, and she was singing You’re the Top with a voice so flat she might as well have been reciting the Tuesday cafeteria menu over the morning announcements. Pizza squares. Choice of fruit. Please take your trays.

      "Miss Hayes," came a voice from the darkness of the center aisle. Mr. Gutta stepped into the edge of the stage light. His gentle, rolling British accent cut through the stale air. "You’re so very good at the words, dear. But now, we must find the rhythm. Cole Porter is a heartbeat, not a metronome."

      Mary Beth nodded blankly, took a breath, and somehow made it significantly worse. I literally shuddered.

      I finally couldn't take it anymore. A physical compulsion propelled me out of my seat. I scrambled up the wooden steps and onto the stage, inserting myself directly between the two leads.

      "You’re supposed to be telling him he’s the best thing since electricity!" I blurted out, my hands flying in frantic, theatrical gestures. "Like... he’s the most wonderful thing in the entire world!"

      I turned to Grant.

      If there was a God, He had spent an inordinate amount of time designing Grant Michaels. He was broad-shouldered and effortlessly athletic. Even the harsh theatrical lighting seemed to bend its own physical laws just to catch the sun-bleached gold of his hair and the blue eyes framed with dark lashes. My heart did a humiliating stutter-step in my chest.

      "Just look at him," I pleaded to Mary Beth, though my eyes were entirely locked on Grant.

      To make my point, I began to sing. My voice was a little spitty from the rubber bands woven through my braces, but I threw my entire soul into it. "You’re the top... You’re the... Colosseum! You’re the top! You’re the Louvre Museum⁠—"

      Mary Beth faded into the periphery. It was just me and Grant. He shifted his weight uncomfortably in his sneakers, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his Abercrombie jeans, but I was about to soar. I was going to make him understand how Mary Beth could never love him with the burning purity of my devotion.

      Something hard hit me squarely on the cheek and bounced onto the stage.

      An orange Skittle.

      Before I could even register what had happened, a second one bounced off my forehead. Yellow.

      From the dark cavern of the back row, a snort echoed through the silence, followed by a loud, raspy laugh.

      "Look at Gayson," a voice jeered. "The fruit’s gonna cry."

      I knew that voice instantly. It was Sawyer, the loudest of the varsity jocks. They used the auditorium because it was the fastest way from the locker room to the fields and because we were their daily dose of cheap entertainment.

      Heat shot up into my face so fast my eyes watered around it.

      I stomped off the stage toward them with my fists balled and no plan except something, anything. A scene I had not blocked.

      I heard Gutta say my name once, “Mr. Grayson!” I did not stop. I just marched up the carpeted aisle toward the back rows, my fingernails digging into my palms.

      As I neared Sawyer's grinning, stupid face, a figure stepped out of the aisle shadows, blocking my path entirely.

      It was Mark Moran.

      He was block-headed and built with the density of a state-qualifying wrestler. I didn't stop. I pushed forward, colliding with his chest.

      It was exactly like running full speed into a brick wall.

      I bounced off him with a sharp gasp and hit the carpeted incline of the aisle hard. The laughter from the back rows spiked.

      I scrambled, desperate to get up, desperate to keep fighting, all one hundred forty pounds of me, but before I could find my footing, Mark stepped forward.

      He pressed one hand flat against the center of my chest and shoved me backward. It was effortless. He pinned me to the floor of the aisle as easily as if I were a piece of stray paper.

      I looked up at him, gasping for air. His dark brick-colored hair fell forward over sleepy eyes.

      "Stay down, Grayson," he said, hissing through his gritted teeth.

      We had been in the same high school for three years, and up until this very moment, he had said maybe a dozen words to me in total. Those were three of them.

      Then, as if I were completely beneath his notice, Mark removed his hand and stood up. The bored, sleepy expression snapped back into place. He didn't even look at me as he turned to Sawyer and the rest of the pack.

      "Are we gonna play or what?" Mark asked, his voice a flat, uninterested rumble.

      Just like that, the spell was broken.

      The jocks lost interest. They pulled the straps of their gym bags and started walking, literally stepping over my sprawled body on their way to whatever sportball they were playing that afternoon.

      The heavy, metal auditorium doors clanged shut behind them. The silence that followed was deafening.

      I scrambled to my feet, brushing off my jeans, my chest heaving. I looked down the aisle. Everyone on stage was staring at me. Mary Beth with her mouth half open. Mr. Gutta’s script frozen midair.

      And Grant.

      Grant was finally looking at me. I was the absolute focus of his beautiful, undivided attention, but for all the wrong reasons. He looked embarrassed in that secondhand, useless way, like he just wanted the music to start again.

      Hot tears spilled over my eyelashes. I pulled myself up to my full height, summoning every ounce of theatrical dignity I had left in my skinny, trembling frame.

      "You people don't deserve Cole Porter!" I erupted, my voice cracking humiliatingly on the last syllable.

      I spun on my heel and ran up the aisle, to the double doors between me and the ugly, unforgiving fluorescent light of the hallway.
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      I burst through the auditorium doors and my sneakers hit the linoleum with a frantic squeak, a one-man pageant of absolute, unmitigated tragedy hurtling down a sterile tunnel of mint-green cinderblock and humming fluorescent tubes.

      I nearly collided with Miss Keener, my sworn academic nemesis, a woman without a single theatrical bone in her body. She stood outside the teachers’ lounge, as if the building itself had positioned her to witness my shame.

      “Mr. Grayson!”

      I cut past her without answering.

      “No running in the halls!” she barked. “This is a school, not a runway!”

      I came face to face with a wall of sports trophies, tributes to Sawyer and Mark Moran and all the boys determined to ruin my life.

      I let out a loud theatrical gasp, spun around, and headed back toward the auditorium and the one safe place I could count on: the props closet. I pushed against the wooden door and practically threw myself inside.

      It was a graveyard of abandoned production pieces. I shoved my way past a rack of sequined vests and slid down the wall onto a rolled-up piece of scratchy Astroturf, between a clutter of fake swords, papier-mâché centerpieces, and a bowl of scuffed fake apples, a gilded throne jammed in the corner like it had been deposed.

      I cried the way I had not let myself cry in the aisle: with my whole skinny body, no audience, no dignity, no Cole Porter left to hide behind.

      “Sense memory, sense memory,” I sniffled to myself, as I tried to file the devastation away for the final act in my dream role as Blanche in an all-male production of Streetcar Named Desire.

      The heavy door clicked and cracked open, slicing a wedge of fluorescent light into the gloom. Mr. Gutta stepped inside. The light caught the heavy black frames of his glasses. He pushed them up the bridge of his nose with one finger, as if the closet were a text he intended to read correctly.

      “I believe,” his gentle, rolling British accent floated into the dark, “that a gentleman never makes an exit without his dignity. But given the circumstances, I think we can excuse the melodrama.”

      He pulled the door shut until there was only the thin yellow line of light bleeding in from under the door. He stood there long enough to let his eyes adjust. Then he rested his back to the wall and slid down next to me on the turf, not close enough to crowd, but enough that I could smell his Earl Grey tea. His shoulder settled near mine and he pulled his knees up to mirror mine.

      “You’re a long way from the stage, Mr. Grayson,” he said, turning to face me.

      “They ruin everything,” I choked out, wiping my nose with zero grace on the heel of my hand. “They just walk in and ruin it.”

      “Barbarians at the gate, my boy,” Mr. Gutta agreed, as if he had waited years for the correct occasion for the line. “It is the tragedy of the artist to be surrounded by those who only appreciate the gymnasium.”

      “They called me a fruit,” I whispered. The word tasted like ash on my tongue. I squeezed my eyes shut, the image of the auditorium flooding back. “And… he’s so pretty.”

      That final admission broke whatever dam I had left, unleashing a fresh, agonizing burst of tears. I felt entirely exposed, stripped down to my most humiliating, hormonal foundation.

      Mr. Gutta sighed. It was a long, quiet exhalation that sounded as though he had sat in the dark and heard this exact confession a thousand times before. He adjusted his glasses again.

      “Time will take care of the latter,” he said gently, his voice steady in the cramped closet. “But as to the former… what kind of fruit would you like to be?”

      I blinked, looking up at him through the gloom. My lashes were wet enough to blur his faint outline into a kind, man-shaped smear. “Is that a trick question?”

      “I’m partial to the passionfruit myself,” he mused, leaning back against the throne. “Not as pedestrian as an apple or an orange. It is completely misunderstood. It is bright, and it is tart, and it absolutely refuses to be ignored. And the name.” He waved his hand in the dark with a grand flourish. “The name is pure theatre.”

      A watery, startled laugh came out of me, entirely against my will. I scrubbed my hands over my face, taking a shaky breath. “So you’re not mad at me? For ruining the rehearsal?”

      “I am mad at the world sometimes,” Mr. Gutta said. “But I am not mad at you.” In the thin light from under the door I could see the tired smile he used when a note had finally landed. “Most people spend their entire lives pretending, Mr. Grayson. They hide away the truest parts of themselves just to survive. But not you. You live out in the open. That is incredibly brave.”

      I sniffed. I had nothing elegant to do with my hands.

      “Don’t let boys who peak at seventeen silence you.”

      I pulled my knees a fraction tighter. “Thank you.”

      He patted the air above my knee, a teacher’s compromise between comfort and decorum.

      “We fruits have to stick together,” he said. “You are going to have a hell of a future. You’ll see.”

      I believed him because I needed to. I said yes, sir and thank you and I meant both and neither, which was the only language I had.

      I sat in the dark with him, breathing in the dust as my heart finally began to slow. I had no idea, sitting between the fake apples and the gold-painted junk, that the man who had followed me offstage would be the one whose funeral brought me back fifteen years later.

      If I had known then, sitting on the scratchy Astroturf, I might have held onto the moment a little longer. I might have said something more, something that was not courtesy. Something that matched the size of being seen.

      But that’s the problem with being Southern: we’re raised from birth to say Yes, ma’am and Thank you kindly, but never what’s really on our minds.
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      I had stayed in the back of the church on purpose.

      The last thing I wanted was to be a distraction, or the reason anyone turned away from the casket. Mr. Gutta looked like a man taking a rare nap, not like the person who had once sat on a props-closet floor and asked me what kind of fruit I wanted to be.

      I had to admit it made me teary, seeing how many people had come. There were teachers I had forgotten. Parents. Grown children who had the look of former theater kids. I found myself counting them and then trying not to, wondering how many of us terrified, messy kids had gotten the closet speech. How many fruits he had collected before the county finished its work, and a heart attack finished his. No warning. A Tuesday. Three days ago the phone had rung, and he was gone.

      The reception had to be held in the high school cafeteria. It was the only room left in town big enough for the sheer volume of the mourners.

      I stood in the hallway first and checked my reflection in the trophy-case glass. State wrestling. State debate. A faded playbill under a rivet. My own face floated over all of it, mid-thirties and tailored, the boy filed down until he could pass for a man who belonged on a TV screen. I smoothed my jacket. I put on the humble smile, the one that said please don’t make a fuss and also I will not drop the fuss if you do.

      I had scripted this moment so many times it had blocking.

      The doors would open. The crowd would part like the Red Sea. At the far end of the linoleum, Grant Michaels would turn to face me. Still breathtaking, still an Abercrombie ad that had peeled itself off the side of a trademark homoerotic paper bag. The awareness would hit him of what he had missed. Zach, he would whisper, realizing he had let a diamond slip through his fingers while he played with rocks.

      It was the ultimate season cliffhanger.

      I smoothed my jacket one last time, summoned my most gracious, humble, leading-man smile, and pushed through the doors.

      “Zach Grayson?!”

      The fantasy shattered instantly. A woman balancing a paper plate of deviled eggs practically intercepted me before the door could swing shut behind me. “Oh my heavens, it’s you! We were in History together! My daughter watches your show every single day! We are just praying you wake up from that coma!”

      I looked at the peeling paper name tag on her chest. Barbara scrawled in Sharpie.

      “It’s so good to see you, Barbara,” I murmured smoothly. “The writers have me in very good hands.”

      Before I could take a single step further, a woman I vaguely recognized from AP English materialized at my elbow. “I always knew you were going places, Zach,” she announced. “I always said it. You were just so… the-at-ri-cal.”

      She gave the word extra syllables, and the extra syllables came with extra meanings. In this zip code, theatrical had never just meant the spring musical. It meant the hands. The voice. It meant being the kind of boy who looked at boys like Grant Michaels the way I did. It was the polite word you could say in a cafeteria without saying the other one. I thanked her for all of them.

      “Still dressing up, I see,” said Kevin Miller, a guy who barked like a dog the first time I walked into freshman gym class. He smoothed the front of a short-sleeve button-down and looked me up and down as if the suit were a costume I had finally grown into.

      “Still theatrical,” I said.

      “I mean it as a compliment.”

      “So did I,” I said.

      “If it isn’t Zachary Grayson!”

      It was Miss Keener. She looked exactly the same, as if she had been preserved in formaldehyde and petty grievances.

      “I always said you were special,” she said, folding her arms across her chest, sizing me up. She said it with the conviction of someone who had personally discovered me, as if giving me three days of after-school detention for “flamboyant hallway behavior” had been a recognition of things to come, right after she caught me doing jazz hands outside the library.

      Everywhere I turned, it was the exact same chorus of retroactive certainty.

      “You were always so dramatic!”

      “I said you’d be a star, didn’t I? I told my husband just last week.”

      “We all knew, Zach. Honestly, we knew in kindergarten.”

      A woman wearing a devastatingly bright floral blazer cornered me. “Your junior year one-man show, Kesha: The Voice of a Generation? I still get goosebumps from your tap dance to Tik Tok. I mean it, I really do!”

      I kept the humble smile plastered firmly in place. I nodded. I thanked them. All the while, I looked at their eager, beaming faces and wondered if a single one of them remembered hurling Skittles at my head during the sophomore talent show, back when I had enacted a scene from Postcards from the Edge, playing both Meryl Streep and Shirley MacLaine’s parts because no one else would stand opposite me.

      Apparently not. The town had recast itself as an early believers’ club, and not a single person in the room seemed to remember that for my whole childhood my legal name might as well have been Zach Gayson.

      Then a hand touched my shoulder softly. I turned and found Miss Renee, the librarian who used to let me eat my lunch hiding between the stacks of biographies. She didn’t look at me like I was Dr. Vale. She just looked kind.

      “He was so incredibly proud of you, Zachary,” she said quietly. She pressed her hand flat against her ample bosom, right over her heart. “And he was so, so grateful for what you did. We all were.”

      “He deserved the best,” I said, my throat tightening with unexpected emotion.

      Miss Renee patted my cheek, but duty called. She hurried off to intercept a toddler in a clip-on tie who was actively trying to scale the dessert table

      I took a steadying breath and scanned the room, trying to find an exit route, when my eyes landed on a man heading my way. He was wearing a stiff button-down shirt tucked tightly into khaki pants, with a conservative haircut. He was holding a tiny paper cup of fruit punch.

      How nice, I thought, Grant’s dad came to the memorial.

      Same eyes. Same mouth. He looked in great shape for a man his age.

      Then his face broke into a wide, familiar grin, and he started walking enthusiastically in my direction.

      The realization clicked into place, with horrifying certainty.

      It wasn’t Grant’s father.
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      I was halfway to Grant when another fan stepped into my path.

      “Mr. Grayson. My mother never misses an episode. She lights candles for your coma. Little tea lights. The unscented ones, because of her allergies.” The woman had a paper plate that shivered in her nervous, trembling hand. “And my nephew—he wants to be an actor too. He makes up his own choreography in the garage. I tell him, look at Zach Grayson. He came from here.”

      “Please thank her for the prayers,” I said, looking past her shoulder, “and for the encouragement.” I suppressed a knowing smirk for the baby-gay in training. “And tell your nephew to keep practicing those eight-counts.”

      I did the humble smile and escaped while she was still blessing me.

      Grant was still good-looking. Time had not ruined him so much as rebranded him. The Abercrombie boy had been traded in for Eddie Bauer: a body that said household chores instead of wild nights. But he still had the face God had been so careful with.

      “Zach.” He said my name like a test drive. “I didn’t know you’d be here. But I hoped you would.”

      My heart did a pathetic, involuntary flutter. Fifteen years of therapy, a mortgage in Los Feliz, a daytime syndication deal, and my pulse was still taking its cues from a high school locker room.

      “Funerals have a way of bringing people back together.”

      He stepped closer. Close enough that I could smell cheap cologne that had no doubt been chosen by a wife at a Walmart. His brow furrowed.

      “Zach… there’s actually something I’ve been wanting to tell you.”

      Here it comes, I thought, bracing myself. The delayed realization. The confession. Mary Beth meant nothing to me. I was fool. A fool! It was you Zach, all along.

      Grant suddenly looked down. I followed his gaze.

      A tow-headed child with a spectacularly runny nose was tugging at his belt loop.

      Shoo, I hissed at it in my mind. Go on now. Get.

      But the child did not get. Instead, another one appeared from behind Grant’s leg. And then a third, this one wielding a half-eaten celery stick like a weapon.

      Good Lord. Three of them?

      Then the crowd parted, and Mary Beth Hayes emerged. The world’s worst Cole Porter stylist had transformed into a mid-thirties matriarch in a sensible floral blouse, holding a fourth child—a fourth!—on her hip, and pushing a tank-sized double stroller.

      “Babe, look who it is!” Grant beamed, completely oblivious to the romantic tension she had just murdered in cold blood.

      “We DVR your show, Zach,” she said, bouncing the littlest one. “But we don’t always get to watch, you know, with the kids and all.”

      “Of course,” I said, like a gentleman who thought about such things. Inside I was privately horrified by the Children of the Corn situation unfolding before me. Four kids. Four miniature, sticky reminders of suburban heterosexual fertility.

      And then the stroller hood popped back.

      Five.

      Five kids.

      It was exactly like a Methodist potluck—there was always more right when you thought you’d seen the absolute last of it.

      Mary Beth, I wanted to say, honey, it’s a vagina, not a clown car. Did your mama not teach you about contraception?

      I did not say it. The South had given me that much.

      “Anyway,” Grant chuckled, running a hand through his hair as the kids began to climb him like a human jungle gym. He reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a crisp white rectangle, and pressed it firmly into my palm. “The thing I wanted to tell you is… if you’re ever looking for a sweet deal on a minivan, I’m your guy.”

      I looked down at the card.

      Grant Michaels

      Sales Lead, North Georgia Auto Group

      “A sweetheart deal for old friends,” Grant said with a wink. “I can get you friends-and-family pricing on a Palisade.”

      I physically recoiled. A minivan? A Palisade?

      The incipient dad-bod was one thing. A man could survive Eddie Bauer. But a minivan? Safety ratings? The suburbs? An unremarkable beige existence measured out in sippy cups and miles per gallon?

      My skin actually crawled. Mr. Tennessee Williams himself could not have devised such a descent.

      “I’ll… keep that in mind,” I managed to choke out.

      It was time to get out. As the five children swarmed Grant and Mary Beth began wiping a nose with a sleeve, I backed away, muttering something about needing a drink.

      I turned toward the far doors by the refreshment table, desperate for an exit. If I avoided eye contact I could be out in two minutes. I gripped the shoulder strap of my messenger bag. If I made it out now I might still have time to try Jeremy the flight attendant. A little Airbnb sex to clear this all from my head before my flight tomorrow morning.

      And then I saw him.

      Standing by the punch bowls was a guy in a black polo shirt. My gaze snagged on his shoulders, built like a brick wall, stretching the cotton fabric. Below the short sleeves, his arms looked like he could haul a tractor out of a muddy ditch. And beneath the beltline of his dark jeans was a spectacularly disciplined ass.

      God bless the South, I thought, a sudden, shallow thrill of appreciation overriding my rush to get out.

      I was already mentally unbuttoning that shirt when the man turned full-on to face the room.

      Mark Moran.

      That sports asshole. He had definitely filled out. The boyish bulk had hardened into dense adult muscle, but it was undeniably him. He had the same sleepy eyes. The same blockhead jaw. The same dark, brick-red hair flopping lazily over his forehead as if it had never been told about funerals.

      It was a cruel, cosmic joke. But, as my mama always used to say, the Devil has a magnificent eye for packaging.

      Mark’s sleepy gaze drifted over the crowd and landed squarely on me. He didn’t look surprised. He didn’t smile. He gave the smallest up-chin of recognition and raised a red Solo cup, as if we were just two men at the same wake and not a boy on a carpet and the hand that had put him there.
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      I was three feet from the double doors, gripping the strap of my bag and giving Mark Moran the absolute most chilling glare in my daytime-television repertoire—the one Dr. Vale used when a nurse had been sleeping with a patient—when a hand clamped firmly onto my elbow.

      “Mr. Grayson! Oh, I am so glad I caught you.”

      It was Mrs. Anderson, the principal. She had the vise-like grip of a woman used to breaking up hallway fights between varsity boys. “I simply must talk to you about the school’s endowment before you leave.”

      As if I had not done enough.

      I pasted on my smile—acting!—and tried to angle toward the doors. “Mrs. Anderson, I really⁠—”

      Mark caught my eye over the principal’s shoulder. The corner of his mouth ticked up into an easy, infuriating smile, slow as molasses.

      Mrs. Anderson caught the exchange and gasped. “Oh, where are my manners? Mr. Grayson, this is Mark Moran, our history teacher and gym teacher! Can you imagine? But with our budget cuts…”

      Her words faded into background sound.

      Up close, my earlier suspicions were entirely confirmed: Mark wasn’t a kid anymore. He had creases at the corners of his eyes, settling comfortably into his thirties. And beneath that black polo he was unfairly, unreasonably fit. It was as if he hadn’t gotten the memo about the natural decay of aging, or had just ignored it. I knew a body that lived at the gym when I saw one. I was one, and had the magazine cover to prove it. But this was something else.

      “We have history,” I said, my voice tight.

      “Oh, that’s right!” Mrs. Anderson clapped her hands together. “You two were students at the same time. You must have so much to talk about.”

      Mark’s grin widened.

      Really? I thought, the hairs rising on my neck. You’re going to mock me? At Mr. Gutta’s funeral?

      Mark reached over to pick up a plastic Solo cup, and filled it from a crystal bowl of unnaturally pink liquid. He held it out to me.

      “Fruit punch?” he offered.

      Fruit. Really?

      Something inside me snapped. I was not a teenager anymore. I was not a kid who got walked over in the aisles and told to stay down. I was a grown man. I’d been on the cover of Men’s Fitness!

      I took the plastic cup from his hand. But I didn’t drink it.

      Instead, I held it at eye level and looked him dead in his sleepy, arrogant eyes.

      “Did you really think the fruit was gonna take it forever?” I asked, in my best Julia Sugarbaker.

      With a sharp, perfectly executed flick of my wrist, I sent the drink flying.

      The punch left the cup in a bright, stupid arc and hit Mark square in the face. Neon pink slapped across his cheeks and mouth and the front of the black polo. It ran off his chin and the tip of his nose while his eyes clamped shut.

      For one clean second the cafeteria was perfectly silent.

      Then a shrill voice from the back squealed, “It’s just like Mercy Ridge!”

      “Oh, honey, he was always dramatic. I told you⁠—”

      “You’re one to talk, after the Great Bake Off Meltdown of ’23!” I recognized the voice immediately. It was the woman in the bright floral blazer, seizing the moment.

      The woman from AP English narrowed her eyes, her voice dripping with venom. “Oh please. Your deep-fried lasagna pops were just diabetes on a stick. If your cooking was any good, maybe your husband wouldn’t be getting his… sustenance… from that librarian over in Dalton.”

      A hush fell over the cafeteria, then a slow, wicked murmur spread like wildfire.

      “Ladies,” Mrs. Anderson tried to cut in, voice sharp. “Let’s keep this civil⁠—”

      “Just stay out of it,” snapped Miss Keener, my old nemesis. “Everyone knows you’re only principal because of that little ‘accident’ back in ’98. You know what I mean.”

      There was a gasp, and I saw a deviled egg fly by like a Hail Mary pass and smack Miss Keener in the shoulder.

      “Oh, bless your heart!” the woman in the floral blazer shrieked, which in Georgia is not a blessing so much as a starting pistol.

      “Save your prayers for your roots, darling!” the AP English woman retorted. “God can see them even if we can’t!”

      “Oh… YOU TACKY HEIFER!” came another voice as a glass of punch splattered one woman’s face, then another—neither with my panache, obviously.

      “We all know why your baby looks just like your father-in-law!” screamed one woman.

      “He’s his grand-daddy!” screamed the other.

      A plastic fork sailed through the air like a harpoon, and the temperature in the cafeteria skyrocketed.

      I heard Mary Beth scream with a hundred times more passion than she ever gave Cole Porter, “Not the biscuits!” Out of nowhere, a pale, doughy missile sailed through the air, landing with a splat on the principal’s shoe.

      Then—I didn’t know who said it—“Mary Beth, I wouldn’t feed your biscuits to a hog!”

      The fatal blow.

      The screams started. Hair was pulled. Food flew free. Grant tried to gather his pale-haired children, circling the strollers like wagons, dodging cheesy grits and potato-salad projectiles.

      But in the absolute center of the tornado, amidst the flying dinner rolls and shrieking mourners, there was me and Mark Moran, punch dropping from his stupid nose.

      He opened his eyes, looking at me through the sticky pink residue like a soggy, ginger Buddha with a CrossFit habit.

      “Still theatrical,” he rumbled.

      He wiped his face and turned toward the cafeteria doors as if I had spilled tea and not started a war.

      He left me there, surrounded by our classmates living out their soap-opera dreams with decades of material they had been too polite to use until then. I stood with an empty Solo cup and Grant’s card still in my other hand and watched Mark Moran walk away from me for the second time in my life.

      This time I did not stay down.

      I went after him.
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      I dropped the cup and the card and pushed through the heavy double doors into the athletic wing, my dress shoes slapping hard against the polished linoleum.

      The halls were lined with lockers and posters—state qualifiers, spirit week, school plays. I kept my focus.

      Up ahead, Mark Moran was moving with the maddening efficiency of a wrestler. It was a low-slung stride that covered an unfair amount of ground with minimal effort, my dress-shoe legs working overtime to keep up.

      “Hey!” I yelled, my voice cracking off the lockers. “Don’t you walk away from me!”

      He threw his hands up without looking back.

      “Save some drama for your soap, Grayson.”

      He made a sharp turn and disappeared through the swinging doors of the gymnasium. I paused on the threshold for half a second—long enough to know this was a bad idea, not long enough to obey that knowledge—and went in after him.

      The air hit like a physical wall. Icy Hot. Old rubber. Fifty years of teenage sweat.

      I bypassed the rows of dented lockers just in time to see him shove open a heavy, solid wood door at the very back. A plastic placard bolted to the front read COACH. I followed him inside and shut the door behind me.

      “Good Lord,” I said. “Does it always smell like this?”

      Mark spun around.

      “Is that what you came here to ask?”

      A vein was throbbing in his neck in a way that was, frankly, just rude under the circumstances. The polo clung where the punch had soaked through. I could see the shape of him under the cotton, which I resented him for, and myself more.

      “I came in here,” I said, stepping forward, “to tell you that you are a colossal prick. You made my life absolute hell. You called me Gayson! You called me a fruit! And now you have the nerve to use Mr. Gutta’s memorial to taunt me to my face?”

      Mark stared at me. “You’re certifiable.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I snapped, closing the distance in the tiny, airless room. “Fruit punch? Really, Mark? At the man’s funeral?” I crossed my arms, trying to maintain my intimidating glare, but my eyes were traitorously drawn downward to where the sticky punch pasted the black cotton to his chest, putting his pecs in unforgiving relief.

      Mark threw his hands up again. “It was fruit punch, you psycho! What the hell else was I supposed to call it? Mourning lemonade?” His voice went rough. “And you’re not the only one who’s upset he’s gone, Zach. He was my friend, too.”

      Before I could even process that impossible statement, Mark reached down, grabbed the hem of his ruined polo, and pulled it over his head.

      The effect was dizzying. The wrestler’s body had settled into something adult and worse: compact muscle, a trim waist, flat slabs of chest dusted with dark brick hair that ran down abs sculpted out of marble and bad intentions. I forgot how to breathe.

      He threw the sticky shirt. It hit the metal trash can in the corner with a wet slap. Then he yanked open the locker behind the desk, exposing the broad surface of his back, and the downy hair on it. He pulled out a folded gray shirt and shook it once, like the next step was obvious—put on the dry thing—and then he didn’t. He just stood there with it clenched in his fist, bare and furious, the spare hanging like a decision he hadn’t made.

      “And for the record, I never called you a fruit. I never called you Gayson. Not once.”

      My brain screeched to a halt. I frantically ran through my years of mental receipts to that particular day. Sawyer. The back row. The Skittles. Look at the fruit. Gayson’s gonna cry. Mark’s hand on my chest. Mark’s voice. I hunted for the word in his mouth and came up with nothing. He had said stay down Grayson. He had asked are we gonna play or what.

      He had said almost nothing else to me in all four years.

      It seemed like he had.

      But none of the receipts had his name. Only the one thing I still had did.

      “You pushed me down!” I fired back, working to keep the venom in it. “You stood over me and told me to stay down!”

      Mark ran a hand through his hair, punch-damp, the pink residue making the dark strands clump together. He let out a long, exhausted sigh.

      “I blocked you, you idiot,” he said. “Sawyer had forty pounds on you. Kevin Miller was coming up right behind you. They were going to make it a show. I put you on the floor so it would end. So they’d get bored.” He exhaled through his teeth. “I was keeping it from getting worse.”

      My world went sideways.

      The linoleum tilted under my feet. Fifteen years of perfectly preserved, crystal-clear resentment suddenly shattered, the pieces reassembling into something completely different.

      “You… you could have done more!” I choked out, my voice sounding incredibly small in the cramped room. “You were one of them! You could have⁠—”

      Mark’s shoulders dropped. “I know,” he said softly, like he’d been waiting to be accused by someone who was not himself. “I’m not proud of it. I was a coward. I wasn’t like you, Zach.”

      I snorted. “Right. A freak.”

      “No,” Mark said quickly. He closed the final two feet between us. “Look. I’m not proud I didn’t do more. I was covering my own ass. Because you were the guy who knew exactly who you were. You were living out loud, and I was hiding. Gutta knew that about both of us.”

      I reeled. The weight of the new information was too much to carry. The boy on the carpet recast as a person Mark Moran had been afraid of and afraid for in the same breath. Mr. Gutta’s props closet not just a sanctuary for me, but maybe for Mark, too.

      A shaky, incredulous laugh punched out of my chest.

      “I was so sure,” I whispered.

      I looked up to double check his face. There was no mockery at all.

      This close, I could see the gold flecks in his dark eyes. I had never been close enough, at seventeen, to notice—except that one time, and then I had been too blinded by righteous rage to see them.

      He grinned a little sideways, the first unguarded thing he had given me all day.

      “You’re cute when you’re mad, Grayson,” Mark murmured. “You always were.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. He leaned in. His mouth tasted like fake fruit and salt.

      I had kissed people for a living. If anyone on earth knew a soap-opera kiss, it was me.

      My fingers found the small of his back, and for the first time all day I was exactly where I was supposed to be: in a coach’s office that smelled like Icy Hot, kissing the boy who had put me on the floor, who had never once called me a fruit.
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      We crashed together, hands, lips, teeth, everywhere at once. It was as if a match had been thrown onto a spill of gasoline, fifteen years of resentment and misunderstanding burning off in the stale air of the coach’s office.

      Mark backed me up until the backs of my thighs hit the edge of the metal desk. His sandpaper jaw scraped my neck as he shoved the jacket off my shoulders, fumbling at the tie with fingers that had been built for other work.

      “You still dress like you’re accepting an award.”

      The jacket hit the floor.

      “Sorry I didn’t wear gym shorts to a FUNERAL, Mark Moron,” I snapped, grasping at him, hands on the pecs I’d only just been allowed to look at.

      He pulled back an inch.

      “Mark Moron? A fifteen-year mad-on and that’s the best you’ve got?”

      “I’m just getting started,” I promised, pulling my tie through the collar.

      I hopped backward, hoisting myself up onto the cold metal of the desk, ass at the edge. A clipboard went clattering to the floor. Mark stepped immediately into the V of my legs, attacking the buttons of my dress shirt, cursing under his breath.

      I kicked off my dress shoes. One of them struck the metal trash can.

      I writhed out of the half-unbuttoned dress shirt like Houdini with an audience of one, tossing it toward the filing cabinet. We both pushed down pants and briefs—Mark stepping out of his, me lifting my ass to shimmy free—until I was naked on his desk.

      I settled back on my palms like it was a photo shoot with incredibly bad lighting.

      Mark looked even better fully naked than the polo had advertised: that wrestler’s build pressed flat, brick hair running down the center of him, his cock standing flushed and hard up against his belly.

      The frantic scrambling ceased for a minute. “Fuck,” he grunted.

      His heavy-lidded eyes tracked down my chest, taking in the reality of what the skinny theater kid had grown into. He reached out, calloused palm flattening over my heartbeat, then trailing down to wrap around my cock with a firm grip.

      “Always thought you’d look good like this,” Mark murmured. He stroked me once, his thumb dragging right under the head, and my hips snapped upward on pure instinct. “Jesus, Grayson. You grew up.”

      “Just get over here,” I muttered.

      There was barely time to breathe before he was on me, grinding our cocks together, his hairy thigh wedged under my leg.

      “You still talk too much,” he muttered, then kissed me hard, our teeth clattering. I reached for him, thick and already wet at the tip, and hooked my legs around his waist to keep him there.

      I locked my heels at the hairy small of his back, pulling him in. A clear invitation, if not a demand.

      He jolted, looking me right in the eyes. He hesitated just a second, then said, “Hold on.”

      His hand roamed the desktop, knocking over a cup of pens and scattering papers until it landed on a battered tube of something.

      “Chafing stuff,” he said.

      “Classy.”

      “You threw punch in my face.”

      “Fair.”

      He pushed the cap open with a thumb and squirted a stripe onto his palm. I watched his shoulder and bicep twitch as he reached down to smear it on his cock till it glistened, then curled two fingers and worked them into my cleft, into me, stretching me open. He was rough but careful, a hell of a lot more gentle than he looked.

      It didn’t take much. I’d had fifteen years of waiting.

      His mouth hit mine. “You good?” he asked, between kisses.

      I was not in the market for careful.

      “Yeah,” I said, breathless. “Get in here, Coach.”

      He hooked my legs over the crooks of his arms, folding me at the edge of the desk, and pushed in—once, then again—then one hard thrust and the world tilted as he filled me, deep. My vision went white.

      “Oh fuck,” I gasped. He didn’t say anything. Just breathed through his teeth and waited for me to take it.

      Then he moved. That wrestler’s stride turned into a rhythm, pulling almost out and driving back in until the desk started creaking. A mug went overboard. A pen rolled. The whole cheap thing rocked in a dull, indecent beat.

      I clawed at the muscles in his back, feeling downy hair there.

      He let my legs go to press himself against me, my cock dragging at the fur on his abs. I tightened my legs around his waist, heels digging in to pull him in to fill me up.

      “Oh fuck,” I groaned as his cockhead hit every circuit of nerves I had.

      “Look at me,” he grunted.

      I did. He planted a knee on the edge of the desk so he could come down over me the way he had been in the auditorium—same falling brick hair, same mouth set like a decision. His hair swayed with every thrust. Gold flecks in his eyes. Sweat dropped onto my collarbone.

      He braced one hand by my head and wrapped the other around my leaking cock. The remnants of the lotion let his fist glide, but his thumb caught the head, sending jolts through me.

      He was precise, then sloppy, then precise again. I was loud. I didn’t care. Somewhere down the hall the building had the food fight. This office had us.

      He snapped his hips and stayed deep, grinding, and I felt the climax start low and mean, gathering behind the place he kept hitting.

      I came first, helpless, spilling over his fist onto my own stomach, clenching around him so hard he cursed. He fucked me through it in shorter strokes till I was only dribbling cum. Then he broke—buried in me, a wrecked sound against my throat as he emptied and kept rolling his hips through the last of it like he couldn’t stand to stop.

      When it was done the office came back in pieces. The white ceiling, the ugly light. Our breathing. The desk three inches west of where it had started.

      Mark shuddered like a dog, sweat flying. He lifted his head to make eye contact.

      “Still theatrical,” he said, stunned, almost laughing.

      For once in my life, I had no comeback.
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      Mark pushed off the desk and pulled down two wrestling mats, then pulled me down with him. We draped over each other as if the argument might start again if we stopped touching, until we finally settled side by side, looking up at the office ceiling.

      The air was humid, but the blue vinyl of the mat was cool. My face pressed into the crook of his neck. His skin still tasted faintly of cheap punch and sex.

      Mark stared up at the acoustic tiles. “I’m gonna miss the old man. Did you know he wasn’t even English? His whole accent⁠—”

      “He told me once,” I cut in, affecting Mr. Gutta’s droll lilt, “‘My dear boy, when you’re from Buffalo⁠—’”

      “‘You have to do something,’” we recited in unison.

      We both laughed, but I looked at him with a sudden, sharp realization. I’d always thought that line was a private admission. Knowing he’d shared it with Mark, too, didn’t make it feel less precious. It just made Mark a little more special. Like the old man’s vote of confidence in the blockhead.

      “He appreciated what you did,” Mark said, voice low, looking up at some distant point beyond the ceiling. “His job got saved. Even with all the budget cuts.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Well. I couldn’t let them lay him off.”

      I’d been relentless back then, when my mom told me the arts budget was being slashed to zero. I did the rounds: the publicists, the producers, the sponsors. I didn’t just want to save his job for a year. I wanted to secure it forever.

      In the end, I think they cut the check just to get me to stop calling. A restricted gift of a cool million, locked as an endowment so the interest would always cover a drama teacher and production costs at this school.

      The truth was, it was good PR for the show. They filmed a whole Soap Saves the Stage segment for E! News, bought a spread in People, and clipped it into the Daytime Emmy Awards.

      It was before things soured with my soap career. Now it felt like the only thing I’d done in ten years that didn’t feel like a performance.

      Mark’s grin softened. His eyes looked drowsy. “We had lunch together a lot. Talked about the old days. He was sweet, you know? But he had a tough core underneath. Had to, I guess.”

      “A peach.” I nodded.

      I shifted topics, looking at Mark’s strong jaw and drowsy eyes. “Never would have pegged you for a teacher.”

      He shrugged. “I like it. It’s frustrating—not enough resources, too many kids struggling, too many battles. But every day I feel like I’m making a difference. Maybe I’m trying to be him to some of these kids, in my own way.”

      There was a quiet pride in his voice, like he’d found something real here, even if it wasn’t easy. It was annoyingly, devastatingly attractive.

      “And you?” he asked, turning toward me. “What’s next for you?”

      “Ugh,” I groaned, turning my face into his shoulder.

      “What?” He rolled onto his side to face me, head propped on his elbow. “What what what?”

      “The future,” I muttered.

      “Well, you know what Kierkegaard said: ‘Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.’”

      I pulled back to look at him, brow furrowed. “Kierkegaard? Who even are you, Moran?”

      He chuckled and flopped onto his back again. “I read, Grayson. Shocking, I know.”

      “I’m not even supposed to be here.” I hesitated, the familiar knot twisting in my gut. “I’m trying to renegotiate my contract with the bastards at Mercy Ridge. I want to do something real. You know. Theater. A play. My play.”

      He ran a thumb along my hip. “You wrote a play?”

      “Yeah. A one-man show. Passionfruit. All the stuff I never got to say back then. But their contract has this morals clause, if you can believe that. The show breaks at least three deadly sins a day, but they don’t want their junior heartthrob doctor on stage talking about being a faggy teen. Not the brand they’re going for.”

      “Can they really stop you?”

      “It’s in the fine print, buried right under the clause about not changing my hair color without written consent. And there’s a nasty non-compete I signed when I was young and desperate. I can leave the show, but if I do, I’m barred from performing for five more years. I can flip burgers or sell real estate, but for the duration of my contract, if I so much as sneeze on another set or stage, they’ll sue me into oblivion.”

      He looked at me, steady and quiet. “That’s rough. Would you really leave?”

      “I want to do something that scares me.” The words felt thick in my mouth. “Something that matters. But they’ve got me by the balls—and not in the fun way. That’s why I’ve been in a coma all season. It’s a power move. A reminder that they can stop me from acting altogether, or keep me in the hospital bed.”

      Mark laughed, untroubled by the Hollywood melodrama. “You’ll figure something out. You always were the gutsiest kid in the room.”

      He shifted his weight, stretching his arms over his head. The movement pulled his chest taut, the muscles in his abdomen shifting in a way that defied human logic. His spent cock twitched, dry post-cum at the tip.

      I swallowed hard. “How the hell do you look like that, anyway? You were a high school jock who stayed in his hometown. You were supposed to go bald and get a beer belly. It’s a trope for a reason.”

      Mark grinned, dropping his arms. “Not much else to do around here but work out and read. And I like eating. Gotta earn the calories somehow.” He rolled onto his side again, close enough that his mouth grazed my ear, his hand sliding down to rest lightly on my abs. “And you’re one to talk. Do you know how many times I jerked off to your Men’s Fitness cover?”

      I barked out a laugh. I’d spent three months eating boiled chicken and spinach for that cover, then dehydrated myself for three days, mostly for the ego boost. But hearing it from Mark Moran? It was the first time that magazine felt like it was worth the paper it was printed on.

      I slid my arm under him and gathered him in, so he stayed on his side against me. The vinyl stuck to my shoulder. My hand traveled the line of his back and down the cleft of his ass, fuzzy as Georgia peaches. “You wanna see if the real thing lives up to your imagination?”

      Mark’s mouth ticked up, molasses-slow. The same smile that had started a food fight now made my cock shift. “Zach Grayson, you’ll be the death of me.”
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      This time we didn’t crash. I moved my palm down the brick hair on his chest and abs, all the way down to his rising cock, like I was learning a script I should have been given at seventeen.

      Our mouths met and we rolled on the cool vinyl. His back to it, then mine, then his again. We were slower because we could be, and because the desk had taken the first pass off both of us.

      We were still in our old high school, but we weren’t teenagers.

      I found the place under his jaw where the punch had dried. He found my cock, stroking it hard.

      “You’re biting,” he muttered.

      I pulled back to look him in the eyes. “I’m getting caught up.”

      That got the sideways grin. Fuck.

      I got my hand back on his cock. Thick, veiny, still tacky from the chafing stuff and from being in me. I thumbed the underside and felt him thicken by degrees, muscle in his stomach jumping like it hadn’t gotten the memo that we’d already done this once.

      “God,” I said. “You’re hairy.”

      Mark cracked one eye. “Wait till you see my back.”

      He rolled onto his side, facing away. That back again, but up close. Fine, downy hair ran his lats, lighter than the hair on his chest, and a rough shave from just under the hairline down to his collar—the back of a man who lived in a locker room and still had standards for a funeral. I laughed into it, startled, and he glanced over his shoulder like he’d won something.

      “Pick a complaint, Grayson,” he said, “and stay there.”

      “No complaints.”

      I slid in behind him. One arm under his neck. His top knee drawn up toward his chest so he wasn’t crushed into the mat. My cock settled between his pale cheeks. He reached back and fumbled for me, pulling me into position.

      The disbelief arrived late and stupid. This was Mark Moran. The brick wall. And I was lined up behind him on a wrestling mat that still smelled like high school, about to do something I didn’t have the language for at seventeen.

      “Tube,” I said against his skin, because if I said anything else I was going to ruin it.

      He let out a rumbling laugh and nodded at the floor beyond the mat. “Somewhere over there. Port side.”

      I stretched and swept the linoleum with my hand—jeans, a stray clipboard, a sneaker—until my fingers closed on plastic. I dragged the tube out and popped the cap with my thumb.

      I slicked my fingers and worked him open the way he had done to me, except I didn’t hurry. He swore into the crook of his own arm. When I added a second finger his hips kicked.

      “For a guy who quotes Kierkegaard,” I said after a while, “you’re awfully quiet right now.”

      “Hard to think,” Mark grunted, pushing back onto me, “when you’re doing… that.”

      “Good. Don’t think.”

      That got him laughing, which helped open him more than the chafing stuff.

      I worked it onto myself, used my own leg to keep his top knee open, took aim and pushed in slow. When I let go, I wrapped my free arm under his and got a hand on his chest, and pushed to the root.

      He was tight and hot, the part no revenge fantasy had budgeted for.

      “Holy fuck, Grayson. Fuck me.”

      “I’m appreciating the moment. I spent fifteen years hating you. Let me have this.”

      He laughed. I stayed there, mouth on his shoulder, waiting for both of us to catch up to the fact that we were doing this again. My hand was on his chest. His heart was going like he was in a race. So was mine.

      When I moved it wasn’t the frantic desk rhythm. I fucked him in long, steady strokes from behind, feeling him clench especially when I drove deep. He made ugly, beautiful croaking sounds, his blind hand on my thigh first pushing away and then pulling.

      “Yeah. Like that—” He shifted, face down, ass up, cheek turned to the mat. “Oh fuck.”

      I fucked him with rolling hips, watching what that angle actually gave me: the shaved strip at his nape, sweat in the down on his lats, the one eye I could see where his face was smashed into vinyl. Mark Moran, face down on his own mat, asking for it. I would have laughed if I could have spared the air.

      I lowered my hand to grab his cock, roughly stroking him in time with my hips, thumb under the head the way he had done to me, and felt the work of it—the extra minutes, the almost, the laugh when it slipped away and had to be built again. But he was getting there, precum leaking onto my pumping fist.

      “Zach—”

      “I know.” I was panting with the effort of fighting my own finish. “You first. I want to feel it when you do.”

      “Show-off,” he managed, already so close.

      I changed the angle until I knew I was hitting the place that made his toes curl and his breath catch. I kept the hand on him steady while I fucked him through the climb. Sweat ran the fine hair on his lats and stuck us together. His fingers splayed on the mat.

      And just like that, Mark Moran stiffened and came with a broken, astonished sound, thrusting into my fist and spilling onto the vinyl. Every muscle in his body seemed to clench, especially where he was wrapped around me.

      I let go—deep, shaking, my open mouth and teeth on his shoulder as I emptied into him. My vision whited out and when it came back I was still moving through it because stopping felt like leaving the room too soon.

      We stayed where we were, stunned, stuck to each other and the mat, my heart hammering against him.

      The room was the same. The trophies were still down the hall. We were not the same men who had walked in.

      I pulled out gingerly and he rolled onto his back. He stared at the lights until his breathing calmed and he turned to me.

      “Show-off,” he rasped again, softer this time.

      I pushed the damp dark hair off his forehead and gave him my absolute best, most authentic leading-man smile.

      Well. Who doesn’t love a curtain call?
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            THE NEXT ACT

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a vicious crick in my neck and a bare shoulder under my mouth.

      For a second I didn’t know the shoulder. Didn’t know the vinyl. Didn't remember the freezing, bare-foot trek to the locker room stalls at two in the morning, shivering with the aftermath of sex. Didn’t know why my suit jacket was thrown over us like a blanket, lining to our skin, one sleeve hanging off the mat toward the trash can. The early morning sunlight was just creeping in through the high, frosted window.

      Oh. Yeah. Georgia.

      I let my head drop back onto the pillow of wadded-up jeans. Under the jacket we were still naked, two men tangled up with nothing between them but a little mess and a lot of history.

      For a brief moment I let myself pretend this was my life. No coma. No Bebe. Just Mark Moran breathing like he had nowhere else to be.

      He stirred beside me, a heavy arm tightening around my waist. “Mrnng,” he rumbled. “Sleep well?”

      "I have a king-sized bed in a five-star hotel I never even made it to," I rasped, twisting my neck. "This mat is a hate crime."

      He laughed into my hair.

      We pulled ourselves upright, sticky, ridiculous, the desk still three inches west of honest. My suit was a crime scene on the chair. His polo was still in the trash can. I glanced at the clock on the wall.

      “I’ve got a flight in three hours.” I dragged a hand down my face. “Fuck, I’m hungry. I wonder if there’s any deviled eggs left in the cafeteria. Even one of Mary Beth’s biscuits. Even off the floor.”

      On cue, Mark reached up and pulled two protein bars from a drawer in his desk. He sat there completely naked, ripping a wrapper with his teeth and a jerk of his head, wrestler’s abs tensing beautifully. He caught me staring and knew exactly what he was doing.

      He casually handed me the first bar and made quick work of the second wrapper. I took it, chewing mechanically. I could barely taste the chalky chocolate. I was too busy looking at him, completely baffled by my own teenage blindness. I could not believe I had ever looked twice at Grant Michaels when this absolute specimen had been in the building the whole time.

      We got up. Mark opened the desk drawer again and came up with a toothbrush in a plastic travel case, bristles already the tired spend of a man who kept a spare life at work.

      “Romantic,” I said.

      “This or your finger.”

      My real toothbrush was out in my overnight bag in the rental car. It seemed miles away.

      “This.”

      We dragged ourselves to the locker-room showers, dealing with the distinctly unglamorous morning-after realities of cheap chafing cream and sex. Mark hit the metal button with the heel of his hand, and we stood together under a lukewarm, pathetic trickle of school-board water. It was a far cry from the steam showers at my gym in LA, but watching Mark Moran wash dried fruit punch out of his chest hair under a rusted showerhead was worth it.

      I brushed with his toothbrush under fluorescents that were unkind enough to show me the night on my face. When I finished he took it back and used it after me, which was either disgusting or the most married thing anyone had done to me in years. I decided not to decide.

      I tried to tame my wet hair in a metal mirror that had seen worse. It did not tame.

      "So, you're heading out?" Mark asked, catching my reflection.

      "Hollywood waits for no man," I said, toweling off. "Or, at least, my agent doesn't."

      We dressed. I buttoned the shambles of my shirt. It clung to my damp skin. Mark hiked his black jeans up over that peach-fuzz ass and picked the gray shirt up off the desk, the one he had taken out last night and never put on. WEST GEORGIA was peeling off the chest. He pulled it over his head. It fit like sin.

      We walked the hall together. Through the glass panels on the double doors, the cafeteria was completely littered with the casualties of Southern hospitality and long-repressed rage, I spied a comet-smear of Jell-O, an overturned chafing dish of green beans, and one lonely dinner roll under a folding table. It looked like Sherman’s March through a potluck.

      Nobody was there to recast themselves as my earliest fan. The building was just a building again.

      Out at the front entrance, the oppressive morning heat was already rising. Yellow pollen dusted everything. We traded numbers, our phones buzzing simultaneously between us.

      Mark stood there, looking anywhere but directly at me, hands deep in his pockets, slowly rolling up and down on the balls of his bare feet.

      “Still mad at me?” he asked, squinting as the sunlight hit his eyes.

      “Nah.” I meant it, which was the surprise. “I guess I never was. That plot twist is going to take some getting used to.”

      He turned to grin at me, looking every bit a man and only a little like the boy who had once blocked the world for me.

      “Take care of yourself, Grayson.”

      I slung the bag over my shoulder. “You too, Moran. Hell of a reunion.”

      I drove to the airport in a blur of pine and red clay and a rental that still smelled like nobody. I returned the keys. I boarded, shoved my untouched carry-on in the overhead and buckled into the same kind of leather seat that had started the weekend.

      Jeremy, the exact same overly eager attendant who had flirted with me on the way in, appeared instantly with a flute of mimosa. "Welcome aboard, Mr. Grayson," he beamed. "I hope your time in Atlanta brought you some closure."

      I cleared my throat, forcing down the lazy Southern vowels that had already crept back into my voice, stubborn as kudzu.

      "Jeremy, you have absolutely no idea."

      I drank the mimosa and then I slept hard. The kind of dreamless, heavy sleep I hadn't managed in months.

      I woke up to Jeremy gently nudging my shoulder. As the plane came to a rest at the gate, people were already standing too early in the aisle, the way they always did. I thumbed the phone alive and it buzzed through a backlog of texts: Bebe. Bebe again. My mother. Bebe. And there at the bottom, a single message from Mark Moran.

      It was a photo of the high school bulletin board, with a fresh flyer tacked to the center of the cork:

      DRAMA TEACHER NEEDED – AN ENDOWED POSITION.

      Beneath that, his message: Thought you might know a guy.

      In my drowsy, post-flight state, it hit me.

      Teaching. Not acting. Not a stage, not a studio set. A classroom. The studio lawyers and their non-compete clauses couldn't touch a man for standing in front of kids and talking about Cole Porter.

      It was the absolute perfect loophole, and the joke of it—the real one, the one Mr. Gutta would have loved—was that I had hustled the network to create it myself.

      I shook my head.

      Only Mark Moran would send a message about an “endowed position” and not make a double entendre out of it. Or maybe he had, and I was just finally learning to read the blockhead’s subtext.

      Before I could stop myself, I found myself humming You’re the Top under my breath.

      I stood up, careful not to hit my head on the open carry-on bin, and filed into the aisle to leave the plane, feeling like, for the first time in a long time, the next act might actually be mine.

      

      END
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