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        This is for the insecure ones, the unsure ones. This is for the meager and the mighty.

        We are all beautiful.
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      

      This book is a lighthearted, gay romantic comedy adaptation. While inspired by certain scenes you might recognize, expect a fresh twist filled with humor and heart. Please be aware that this narrative does touch on themes of disordered eating, love triangle drama, and includes some colorful language and depictions of substance use.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We all know now, we all got crowns…”

        ~ Taylor Swift ‘You Need to Calm Down’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      These studio lights are relentless, beaming down and magnifying every pore and wrinkle on my face, currently red like a pepperoni pizza. Oy vey, is that a new gray hair? My stomach rumbles, reminding me of the half-eaten container of plain Greek yogurt this morning. Suffice it to say, that’s only gotten me through this far. However, as I draw nearer to lunch, I know I’ll need to eat more and win the war against hunger. For now, I must get my bearings because commercial break is over in three—two—back live.

      Ken Chandler gleams toward my right shoulder while I maneuver the camera, smoothly transitioning as he prepares to welcome viewers back.

      “Welcome back to Midday Manhattan,” he smiles, effortlessly delivering his lines. “If you’ve been wondering what you can do to lower your cholesterol, you’re in luck—we have Dr. Priya Kapoor here to dole out a dose for today’s healthy bite⁠—”

      His on-air charm is so smooth, you could cut it like butter. I’d love to be in that seat, delivering the daily news like a real pro. And the shit thing is, he’s about to retire, too. Friday’s his last day here at NYNY7. Yet, I’m far from hitting the marks of someone like him or Jake Tapper. It’s never gonna happen, man. Get over it! You’re always gonna be the poor schmuck behind the rig. Suffice it to say, I’d be the talk of the town if I ever stepped in front of this damn camera. And that’s the worst part of it all.

      While his co-anchor, Melody Swanson, finishes her lines, I glide the rig into second position for Ken’s next delivery. I grumble under my breath because I can practically taste the London broil across the set being prepared for a cooking segment. I really must work out an extra half-hour tonight so I can eat a decent meal.

      It’s at this precise moment when Ken’s microphone decides to glitch, and I can’t hear anything through my monitor. I gesture a signal with my fingers, prompting the producers to call for a cut to the second camera so Melody can take over his lines while my on-set audio engineer equips him with a spare mic. This gives me pause to press into my gut, conquering the hunger pangs threatening to impale me.

      Danny steps off-set, giving me the green light to resume filming Ken once Melody has finished rescuing us from this technical mishap. Around the studio here, we either call her ‘Ad-Libby’ because she’s excellent at improvising when the unexpected happens. Or ‘Snake Nose’ because she’s definitely had some work done on her face. All this to say, I’m sure she’s the friendliest anchor we have at NYNY7, giving me compliments on my eccentric choice in band t-shirts and sunglasses.

      Ugh, shades. I fucking love the appeal sunglasses have on me, because they’re able to hide my large, pudgy eyes. Glancing into my reflection behind the camera, I note them looking something like an old guy afflicted with hyperthyroidism. No offense to those who suffer from that medical condition. It’s just I’m not even quite forty. My heart would soar with joy if I could maintain my unfortunate youth for a minimum of two additional years.

      Another commercial break and I’m blessed with the liberty of schlepping across the set to shoot the cooking segment with Ken, Melody, and our very own Martha Stewart-esque chef, Allison King. Oh my God, that meat smells amazing, but it has too much fat.

      “Back live in three—two—one—” my producer, Troy, shouts in our monitors while I gesture the signal to everyone on set.

      In an act, Melody exaggerates her response to a strong smell by perking up. “And welcome back to Midday Manhattan, we have Chef King whipping up a gorgeous London broil today—” her dulcet tone flourishes around the studio, conversing with Allison as if she’s making a mental note of the recipe on camera.

      The aroma of cooking meat triggers a flood of memories from my childhood Friday night dinners, where Bubbe would lovingly prepare an entire beefy meal complete with challah bread, Brussels sprouts, and some variety of potato. Truth is, I’d love to hold her responsible for this unnecessary weight I’m lugging around like a fuckin’ whale. But there’s no way I could fault her for it now, I suppose. Regardless of whether she still chases me around wielding a fork in her scrawny fingers.

      Ken enthusiastically chimes in, offering a chef’s kiss to Allison for delivering a burst of flavor that dances on his tastebuds. “This is truly spectacular, folks,” he grins into the camera. “Chef King will have this recipe—and more—on the NYNY7 website. And when we return, we’ll have NYPD Captain Miles Langford here to advise New Yorkers of the city’s ‘Click it or ticket’ campaign—don’t go too far, friends,” he wraps his spiel with a charming smile.

      “And out,” I holler, motioning the rig to a neutral stance.

      Ken, Melody, and Allison share laughs over an extra few bites of the leftover broil, sending a spasm of envy through my veins. There’s no way I could indulge myself. As it is, I’m already planning on an extra hour at the gym this evening because the station is providing a going away luncheon for Troy, who’s also leaving us behind to take a better position at our affiliate in Chicago.

      A four-minute commercial break affords me an opportunity to take a few glugs of water at the cooler down the hall. There are a few associates from the control room gathered around talking about Ray Liotta’s unexpected death. They offer a discriminating glare as I approach the cooler uncomfortably, as if I’m hobbling around like some smelly ogre. Truthfully, it’s just the overwhelming heat causing me to sweat buckets.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, our lunch hour has arrived, leaving me to question exactly how much of this Panda Express I can justify eating without feeling an abundance of guilt afterwards. But oh, my good God, it’s some tasty shit. One bite turns into another, followed by a smooth after bite of charred orange peels and a marmalade-like sauce. The breakroom bursts with a frenetic energy, cheering Troy for his victorious grab of an Executive Producer job after twelve years as a meager Associate Producer. I could have his old job, maybe? Oh, who am I kidding?

      My ultimate goal is to find a place that appreciates the longing within me and recognizes my efforts and accomplishments. An environment where everyone treats me like their best friend, instead of just Melody Swanson and Maya, the makeup chick. I’ve been here long enough that my tenure should earn me something greater than ‘that clumsy camera-boy’ who smells like Dirk Caber’s balmy asshole.

      As everybody continues their banter, I decide to retreat to the bathroom, where I can find some solace in the quiet. Besides listening to my favorite music at full-blast, I don’t enjoy loud noises. And living in Gramercy Park next to several nightclubs should be enough noise and reckless excitement to last me a lifetime.

      Sauntering into the welcome and invigorating chill of our men’s bathroom, I’m accosted by the sight of my measly shadow in the mirror. I turn sideways, scrunching my exposed tummy to gauge if the lunch I just ate is already showing, or if it’ll wait to creep up on me like flu season.

      “Feh!” I hiss at myself, abhorred by the sight staring back at me.

      It brings to mind that unforgettable scene in “The Birdcage” where Albert, wearing a look of disgust, critiques his own appearance in the mirror while Armand watches with concern. Only that’s the other thing I don’t have—a man to wrap his reassuring eyes around me, offering words of comfort and adoration.

      While I’m in here, I should take a leak so I can prepare for my shift’s extra studio duties, like emptying the trash and restocking the mini fridges in Ken and Melody’s dressing rooms. Lucky shits. That would feel good to have people waiting on me for a change. Tapping the flush lever, I turn around to wash my hands. Then at this precise moment, I’m left debating whether to eat my fortune cookie or toss it. I should probably throw it away. How many carbs are in fortune cookies?

      A pang of guilt strikes me while I search Google for the answer, consciously aware that I’ll give into the food noise and consume it, anyway. Fuck! Seven grams of carbohydrates? Whatever.

      My brain jitters with anticipation as I fuss with the cellophane wrapper, paying attention to the thrill that awaits. If anything, whoever writes these cheesy fortunes must have the easiest job on the planet. Besides, sitting around looking pretty like Paris Hilton probably does, of course. However, the sentiments inscribed on this flimsy white slip of paper seem auspicious.

      With enough mental effort, your wildest dreams can transform from mere fantasies into tangible realities.

      Lucky Numbers: 6, 7, 11, 17, 21, 37

      “Right,” I roll my eyes. “And I suppose I need to waste thirty fuckin’ bucks on Powerball tickets this week—” my mutterings bounce from one wall to another.

      If anything, wasting money on the lottery would just wind up with another depressing night in front of the TV, watching ‘Shameless’ while I force myself to binge a pint of Ben & Jerry’s.

      “Not gonna happen, Mr. Fortune Cookie author—” I drone, tossing his or her empty promises in the trash can. “All I want is to be the sexiest, most capable man in the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When most people think about sweat, they usually cringe at the thought of pit stains or recoil from the smell of a crowded subway car in a summer month such as this. For me, sweat is a badge of honor. It’s proof that I’m pushing myself, that I’m fighting against the demons in my head. At work, I may be just another schlub behind the camera. But at the gym, I am a fucking warrior, a machine.

      Every morsel of sweat is a calorie burned—one step closer to the body I crave. Sure, most of these calories eliminate with each ragged breath. But the satisfaction of climbing down from the treadmill under a gale of crisp air conditioning? It’s the closest thing I have to feeling whole.

      Schlepping down 10th Avenue from the station on West 52nd Street, a sense of determination scours through me on my way to Hell’s Kitchen Fitness. With a gym bag slung over my shoulder, all I can think about is burning off the three-hundred-thousand calories from lunch. Honestly, I hate how I consumed the entire carton of orange chicken, and now I must pay the price. A half-hour, an hour—those won’t be long enough. I’d need to run a marathon to feel comfortable enough going home. Even if I take until midnight.

      Entering the doors for some would be as inviting as a dentist’s office. Yet for me, I know the only pain I’ll feel will be a byproduct of catharsis, the release of endorphins and gratification, because I’ll have done something productive besides restocking Ken’s Voss water. As the door shuts behind me, I can’t help but hear the distinct clinking sound of weights and the occasional grunt echoing in the room. It’s a melody sung of sore muscles and probably some starvation, if I’m being honest.

      I locate my usual storage unit in the men’s locker room, securing it with a word combination lock. The combo, you ask? Well, it spells: F-U-C-K-E-D, because that’s what I’ll be if I can’t reach my goal weight. An average jock-type bumps shoulders with me as I round the corner leading out to the main part of the gym, flashing an annoyed look as if I need to watch where I’m going.

      “Watch it, dude,” he jeers at me.

      A grimace forms on my face. “Sorry.”

      That’s one of the few things I hate about Hell’s Kitchen Fitness. So many people think because they have the muscles of an Adonis that they may flaunt around like they own the goddamn place. And that I don’t belong in such an upscale fitness center such this. My dad, a doctor on the Upper West Side, insisted on paying for my gym membership to improve my health. Otherwise, I’d probably have to settle for some secondhand weights and a treadmill with more miles under its belt than Legrand Wolf’s boney fingers.

      Fortunately, I can exercise on the latest electronic fitness innovation and then enjoy a dip in the rooftop pool. Thanks, Daddy. Yet, if I’m honest, he’s always been a brute for a person’s physical health. And possibly the reason behind my constant concern about my weight. It takes all of a minute for me to crack my neck in place and stretch before I climb up to the belt, input my target workout program, and press the start button.

      Running is something I don’t particularly enjoy, but I understand the cardio benefits. And it’s a surefire way to burn off my lunch in record time. Whereas my friend Craig would justify his workout regimen of nightly self-pleasure is all he needs to remain the picture of health. Did you know masturbation only burns four calories per wank session? Apparently, he’s been getting his health news from Pornhub again. Literally.

      One swift stride after another turns into three minutes of jogging, yet it feels like I’ve been on this damn machine for thirty at least. I’m not in the best shape, and I know it. Ryan Greenwood, one of the morning engineers, makes me paranoid because of his judicious glances and remarks about my physical appearance. Specifically, from the unfortunate interaction with him this morning.

      I’d just punched in at the time clock, rubbing my eyes free of the sleep lingering over me the entire subway ride to work.

      From out of nowhere, Ryan came tumbling around the corner, whistling some melodic tune to a genre of music I don’t enjoy—heavy metal.

      “Hey tubby,” he remarked, narrowing his vision. “Working on that ‘Dad bod’ are we?” He hinted, patting his belly.

      All I could do was roll my eyes. “Fuck off,” I brushed him out of the way on my path into the studio.

      Though I appeared to hold my own, the inner parts of me hurt. People could be so incredibly cruel towards others. The thoughts swirled my mind about why fat shaming has become so prominent in a society that has far bigger fish to fry. Then Maya peeked out from a closet, brandishing an entire tackle box of makeup with her usual smile.

      “Don’t let him bother you too much, Judah,” she said. “He’s just jealous because you’re snug in bed at 5:00 AM every morning when he has to rise before the cock crows.”

      I nodded. “And he’s the fucking cock.”

      We shared a laugh, almost telepathically finishing each other’s thoughts. “Cream of the cock.”

      She tottered back towards her desk while turning around with a closing remark. “See you boys at The Lion’s Den tomorrow night?”

      The music flowing into my ears instantly ground me in the present. As I concentrate on my breath, the soothing voice of Billy Joel provides a musical backdrop for almost five minutes. “We Didn’t Start the Fire” is a song that my middle school history teacher insisted we remember every single word of. Trying to recite the lyrics stand to keep me occupied, then I can hit ‘pause.’

      “Chubby Checker.” Ha. The words resound within me like a cruel joke. It’s just one more reminder of why I’m here, on this infernal treadmill with sweat dripping into my eyes. Breathless, I slam the stop button as a gasp of air rises to my throat. Fortunately, the gym has kept a steady supply of paper towels since 2020, providing me with a comforting way to gauge my effort based on how saturated they become with sweat.

      Not wet enough, man. Keep going.

      As I catch my breath, I glance over at a tall man on the StairMaster two rows ahead of me. His body is a masterpiece, boasting well-defined abs that could shatter glass, powerful arms capable of felling mighty trees, and legs that I would trade my left nut for. It’s a vision ripped from a magazine cover, heckling me that even forty hours at the gym per week wouldn’t sculpt me into that impossible ideal. I’m like a fraud standing here pretending to be the poster child for GNC Wellness.

      Cher’s cloudy apparition appears before me like ejecting from a movie screen. “Snap out of it!”

      Precisely, my Queen. Precisely. Knowing that the night is ticking away, I choose to persevere and resume my strenuous exercise routine. Increasing the speed and intensity this time, for a heightened and maximum effect.

      Only moments pass before my legs turn to jelly and I struggle to maintain my balance, as a thick fog clouds my mind. If I don’t stop now, I’m gonna fall backward and break a hip in the process.

      Rolling my eyes, I glimpse at myself in a mirrored wall. Oy vey, what a Schlump. My face is flushed, hair plastered to my forehead with perspiration. Shame crawls up my spine with a bitter reminder that I’m the guy huffing and puffing like a steam engine while everyone else glides painlessly on their machines.

      My gaze sweeps across the gym as each toned body stabs my already deflated ego. There’s the Greek God with boastful abs, now hoisting dumbbells as if he was born with a weight in his hands. And that gazelle-like woman. Her legs blur as she sprints like Justin Gatlin. They’re all tokens of what I’m not, of what I’ll never be.

      These thoughts churn in my stomach, but also fuel a stubbornness to keep going. If I can’t even last half an hour on this damn treadmill, how the hell am I supposed to look like them? The answer is simple, yet agonizing. I must do better. Push harder, run faster, sweat more. I basically need to transform this lump of clay into something worthy of Dad’s approval, of my deepest desire.
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      Galliano slides down my throat easily, like it’s a sickly sweet relief against the sting of rejection. The Lion’s Den roars around us with a medley of laughter and grinding bodies. But here I am, stuck in a private purgatory, nursing a Harvey Wallbanger tasting something akin to regret and unfulfilled dreams.

      I catch a glimpse of Craig, his face buried in his phone. He takes a sip of his Shirley Temple with a wide-eyed grin. “This is the best damn Shirley Temple I’ve ever had,” he declares under the muffle of his straw.

      Ever the pragmatist of us three, Rocco just rolls his eyes. “It’s ginger ale and grenadine, Craig. You could make it yourself at home for far cheaper than here.”

      “But it wouldn’t be the same,” Craig retorts, taking another dramatic sip. “It wouldn’t have the ambiance of hot guys shaking their groove thing.”

      I chuckle despite myself. Leave it to Craig to find joy in a glorified kiddie cocktail. Though, in his defense as a child raised by alcoholics, he’s seen the dangerous side of booze that a considerable part of the Yankee population hasn’t. Course, he still lives with his mom and she’s sober now. So, that’s what counts.

      We’ve been friends the longest, Craig and I. Some could say we met by chance, in the most peculiar way ever. A chilly September night brought us together out on our stoop while his mom fucked the attorney living next door to us. At ten, we both donned Power Rangers shirts with matching sweatpants—and it’s been a steady friendship ever since.

      He leaps down from his seat to take a piss, leaving me to stare at Rocco, who’s also a slave to his phone.

      “Judah,” Rocco snaps his fingers, stealing my attention from the Sniffies app. “This guy’s totally your type,” he affirms, mischievously wagging his eyebrows.

      Scooting closer, I study the picture of a toned businessman or professional shirtless underneath a navy-blue blazer with matching slacks and a thick cock peeking out from the zipper hole. Meanwhile, I let out a gasp.

      “Oh yeah right,” I feign amusement. “And who’s the lucky twink Daddy long legs is chasing tonight?”

      The truth is a bitch. Older guys on these sites are hunting for the fountain of fucking youth, masking their insecurities by flashing dollar signs and the prospect for some premiere, young tail. Christ, Judah. And you think you have problems? Perhaps I’m more normal than I originally thought. But the guy on Rocco’s phone? I’d only be lucky enough to shine his shoes at Grand Central Station.

      “He’s more your type, Rock,” I nod, gesturing my cocktail in a toast. “Go get him!”

      Rocco, blessed with a trust fund and his grandfather’s Tribeca penthouse view, is a mystery to me sometimes. How the hell did a regular schmuck like me, or Craig end up friends with Lower Manhattan royalty, anyway? Maybe it’s because even with his tailored suits and Ivy League pedigree, Rocco has a stain on his family crest—his father’s infamous ‘Turnkey Investments’ Ponzi scheme. So, in his infinite wisdom, he humbled himself in every attempt to avoid following in his father’s footsteps. That, and I suppose he is every bit as socially awkward as I am.

      A slender young twenty-something in shiny gold spandex shorts approaches our table with an empty serving tray. “Can I get you fellas anything else to drink?”

      Moderation isn’t my strong suit with fruity beverages. Wincing, I remind myself that it’s not a good idea, but I can’t resist and order a third Harvey. Now I’ll definitely work these off this weekend.

      “Yes,” I nod. “I’ll have another Harvey Wallbanger, this schmuck will have another Shirley Temple as well,” I add, pointing at Craig’s nearly empty glass.

      Rocco clears his throat, glancing up from his device. “And I’ll have another mojito.”

      Craig makes his way back after a couple of minutes as I contemplate what could cause Maya to be late. They also postponed the Drag Queen Karaoke tonight, which she intended to be a part of. Or so it seems because it was supposed to start half an hour ago. The thought occurs to me I should text her to ask why she’s running late, but the buzzing of my phone is a sign she’s beat me to the punch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry I won’t make it. My boyfriend is being a total douche nozzle tonight. Have fun belting out some Cher.

      

      

      

      

      

      My reply is quick-witted and to the point.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll miss you. Next time, just don’t even tell him you’re hanging out with us gays. And for your information, I’ll be singing “The Man” by Taylor Swift.

      

      

      

      

      

      Uninterested in the dating scene tonight, I click my phone off and set it on the table. A gristle forms at the back of my throat while I try sparking conversation with the boys.

      “Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever find someone who truly sees me, not just my flaws.”

      Rocco smacks me playfully. “Stop it, you’re too hard on yourself. You’re smart, funny, and you have a good heart—” he emphasizes. “Someone would be lucky to have you.”

      Meanwhile, Craig interjects with his usual comic-nerd vernacular. “Dude, you’re like a superhero in disguise. You just need to find your Lois Lane—err—Louis Lane.”

      They could be right, but my confidence is beyond thwarted at this rate. I shake my head, insistent on proving a point.

      My exasperation is tangible while I snap both fingers, garnering Rocco’s attention as his head twitches away from his phone. “You guys—this dating app is bullshit⁠—”

      The boys offer me a look as if I have two heads. “How so?” Craig asks.

      “From the skewed expectations and competition to the five second profile picture judgment call—” my words falter, seriously parched for another drink. “We don’t stand a chance.”

      Rocco could have a man at every port, but only because he’s rich. Craig could find some equally nerdy ‘gaymer’ with a penchant for dabbing marijuana, sharing their mutual fondness for Henry Cavill. Whereas a schlump like yours truly? I’m stuck in a sea of young, thin, incredibly horny guys willing to swallow Daddy’s cock for the prospect of a five-star meal and a wardrobe filled to the brim with designer clothing. I simply cannot compete with these twinks. Not with my flabby belly roll.

      My explanation endures. “We’re each in our late thirties and couldn’t fall further from fitting the plastic mold of fresh Ken Dolls—sorry fellas—but we just aren’t.”

      Craig grimaces, spluttering the last of his empty Shirley Temple. Meanwhile, Rocco scratches at his temple. They seem to hear me, but I can’t be sure if the words have completely registered.

      “Except for you, Rock,” I add, pointing in his direction. “Your schwanz could probably have it all,” my chuckle reverberates between us.

      Rocco’s eyes widen. “Only for my money, but like you said earlier, we’re competing with a bunch of young twinks.”

      The thought occurs to me why they’re even referred to as ‘twinks’ anyway. My desire for information compels me to pull up Google for a quick search.

      Wikipedia: Twink is gay slang for a man who is usually in his late teens to twenties whose traits may include a slim to average physique, a youthful appearance, little or no body hair, and flamboyancy. Twink is used both as a neutral descriptor, which can be compared with bear, and as a pejorative.

      So, in essence, these Daddies love the petite femme aspect. Yet I question if they’re even remotely as intelligent as I am. Or fucking Craig O’Dell with his doctorate in organic chemistry. Even Rocco Moretti, who’s in the prime of his accounting career. Come to think of it, my friends are smarter than me. Here I am at thirty-seven, and what do I have to show for myself? A stagnant, dead-end position as a news camera operator? A trained monkey could do that.

      Before we know it, the server is back at our table with our freshly made drinks. I clear my throat as he places my Harvey refill down in front of me. “So why hasn’t karaoke started?” I ask, reaching for the glass.

      “Oh, Kandy got sick, and Jimmy couldn’t find anyone at the last minute,” he clarifies. “Were you planning to sing?”

      Embarrassed to admit it, my head wavers. “Not me—but these two yutzes were gonna duet “Islands in the Stream” tonight,” I laugh, getting a rise out of Craig.

      “Sorry, guys,” the server winces. “Maybe next week.”

      Since Drag Queen Karaoke’s canceled for the night, we have no reason to stay in a place where we hardly belong. As it stands, we only come to The Lion’s Den because it’s so close to mine and Craig’s apartments.

      Rocco allows a yawn to escape his mouth. “Well, boys,” he muffles. “Don’t we all have an early morning tomorrow?”

      “I suppose I do,” I acknowledge, downing my drink.

      As I step back onto the sidewalk, the cool night air collides against my sweaty pores like a splash of cold water. I’m suddenly aware of the growing emptiness in my stomach, with each hunger pang amplified by the lingering taste of my three Harvey Wallbangers. The scent of pizza wafts from a nearby slice joint on Irving, leaving my mouth to water involuntarily.

      Just one slice, the devil whispers on my shoulder. You deserve it after tonight.

      But I shake my head with the image of that carved Greek God from the gym flashing through my mind. I’ve already indulged in enough liquid calories tonight, damn it. Knowing my lack of self-control, one slice would turn into two, then two into a whole pie. And before I know it, I’ll be back at square one. No, I can’t afford to lose my progress. Not when I’m making hay on my goals. The city lights blur into a kaleidoscope of neon disappointment as I trudge towards my apartment down the block. Maybe Ryan was right. What if I am just a tubby schlub with a dad bod, destined for a life of loneliness and self-loathing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Mornings are the worst, I swear. Last night, I made the mistake of drinking three Harvey Wallbangers without taking a shower, so now I feel extra sluggish at six in the morning. To add to my misery, my phone rings two hours earlier than it’s supposed to. As I groggily turn over, my stomach grumbles, urging me to reach for the docked phone. It’s currently glaring an egregious white glow throughout my darkened room. And another epic win straight out of the gate—a text from my station manager.

      
        
          
            
              
        Robert Fine: Hey Wilder, we need a cameraman to go on-location this morning. Greenwood already called in sick, so I have nobody else available. See you at eight sharp.

      

      

      

      

      

      Not exactly how I envisioned the day starting out, but I suppose I’ll oblige if it means Ryan’s contracted some incurable form of plague. Okay, I’m just kidding. Most likely, he’s playing hooky because he’s currently engaged in a battle with a Level 99 Orc named ‘Buttmuncher69’ during an all-day World of WarCraft tournament. He’d sooner fake his own bris than let down his league of extraordinary geeks. Even Craig doesn’t get lost in the world of digital delinquencies.

      Masking my frustration, I force myself to type a reply to Robert with feigned enthusiasm.

      
        
          
            
              
        K. That’s fine. I enjoy going on location! Be there soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      As for Ryan, whatever the case may be, I hope he knows how much he owes me right now. In a sluggish fashion, I slide my legs off the bed and clear the sleep from my eyes.

      As soon as I reach the bathroom and flick the lights on, my phone dings again. Another response from Robert.

      
        
          
            
              
        Perfect. It’s gonna be Byron Knox’s rally in Brooklyn. Bring your A-Game, Wilder. You’ll need it.

      

      

      

      

      

      This is not the assignment I’d consider fun. Byron Knox, our ex-President, is vying for a second term in office in two years because he’s a pompous, pathological liar with more scandals than Jefferson, Harding, and Nixon combined. Let’s just say Robert’s text is a clear sign that I’m walking into a war zone of supporters and protesters. If I have any hope of surviving covering this rally from behind the camera, I’ll need a fresh shower and breakfast. Perhaps I’ll have half of a Jimmy Dean breakfast sandwich for the protein.
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        * * *

      

      My shower went almost too quickly. Yet it left no time to fix even a microwavable breakfast. Now I’m schlepping my way to the subway at an hour that I’d usually still be blissfully asleep in the comforts of my bed. Thanks, Ryan, you putz. An older gentleman in a red hat offers me a glare with a scowl under his breath as I board the train, as if I must have ‘I’m the biggest Democrat that ever Democrat-ed’ or something written across my forehead.

      However, glancing down at the shirt I yanked from my drawer, it finally dawns on me why he’d have reason to believe we wouldn’t see eye to eye in a political capacity. Shit. Fuck. Currently, I’m proudly sporting a blue campaign shirt to support Atlas Ironside, the incumbent President of the United States. It is worth noting that he emerged victorious in a fair and just manner, despite the baseless accusations made by Byron Knox regarding the alleged tampering of the ballot machines.

      As soon as I secure a seat on the subway, I quickly retrieve my phone from my bag in order to divert my attention away from the increasing queasiness that I feel. The evidence of my remorse for the poor choices I made last night is undeniable, and the insignificant gesture of eating a banana as I left the apartment has provided minimal relief for this intense hangover.

      There seems to be an unread message in my Sniffies account, as shown by the notifications. The sender’s identity remains unknown as they are operating behind the veil of scrutiny, using an anonymous profile. Naturally, one would assume that I’m thrilled because a man is showing me even the slightest bit of interest in a dating app. This assertion is completely false, despite what some may believe. The picture before my eyes is none other than an indeterminable lengthy cock, draped over the side of a black leather couch cushion.

      My head wavers in disgust that any person could think for one second everybody appreciates cold-cock-dialing. Simply put, this is like the unsolicited telemarketing angle for internet dating and cruising. And it’s not even that pretty. I’ve seen better looking dick, and I don’t get it that often at all. Rocco gets more action than Craig or I do, but I can guarantee I’ll be ignoring this sly attempt at a poor introduction. Block!

      Once the train comes to a stop, I can de-board and quickly make my way up the stairwell, which ultimately leads me to street-level. The sun beats down on my face with an intensity like it’s going to be another hot fucking day and enough humidity to explode Willie’s barometer in weather. Despite being just a short walk around the block, my stomach grumbles loudly, as it desperately needs proper sustenance. Unfortunately, there is no guarantee of finding any relief soon. Byron Knox rallies wait for no man, and we need to get there with enough time to spare so we can dodge angry protestors. As for my ‘Atlas by your side’ shirt, I don’t know what I’m going to do. It’s not like I can go back home and grab a new one.

      Upstairs on the tenth floor, I’m met by Robert, glancing into his watch by the employee entrance. “Wilder, you were almost a minute late,” he drones. “Lucy’s already waiting for you down in van number four—hurry down there⁠—”

      With no time to spare, I descend the stairwell leading me to the back loading dock on the building’s ground floor. Lucy Lawler’s leaned up against the van, texting on her phone while a deep sigh escapes her lungs. If she’s mad at me, she can fucking deal with it. \

      I’m not even supposed to be here this early. And on top of it all, I’m stuck in the fourth studio van with The Big Apple’s most celebrated—and also bitchiest—news reporter. If only the public knew her on such a personal level as I do, they’d be sending me gift baskets and messages of support.

      “Come on, Judah, Jesus Christ already—get in—” she hisses, practically shoving me in the passenger seat.

      She’s pissed off, and I know it. If Ryan wouldn’t have called in today, he’d be behind the wheel. Given that I don’t possess a driver’s license, Lucy begrudgingly agreed to be our escort to the Brooklyn rally. If mama’s not happy, nobody is. Oh, and four is my worst number. Today is just starting out supremely, wouldn’t you say?

      “Sorry,” I shudder, latching my seatbelt in place. “I couldn’t be here any quicker and not take a shower.”

      Pulling out into the alley, Lucy offers me a side glance. “And what are you wearing, Wilder?” She rolls her eyes. “You actually thought that was a good thing to wear to a Byron Knox rally?”

      A grimace forms on my face. “Yeah, I was in a hurry to get out the door,” I plead. “Robert didn’t give me much time—especially when I’m not even supposed to be working this early.”

      She shakes her head with indignation. “Well you’re gonna have to cover that up⁠—”

      Now that we’ve arrived at Barclay’s Center, I have all of five seconds to gather my bearings before I’ll need to put my professional face on. Lucy’s cheeks are caked with blush and highlighter. By ‘covering that up,’ she meant I’ll be donning a black hooded NYNY7 rain jacket from the back of the van. Great. As if it would not be hot enough!

      We drag ourselves through an already growing crowd of people, lined up to get inside for a seat to watch Byron Knox make an absolute fool of himself. Outside on the opposing end of the Republican picket, staunch Democrats hoard around with signs. They shout things like, “No more Byron the Siren,” or, “It’s time to turn out the lights, we support human rights!”

      Dodging the masses, I prepare the camera and point it towards Lucy. She fusses with her bangs in a pocket-sized mirror as if the wind won’t fuck it up two seconds later. Within no time, my ears buzz with instructions from the control room in Manhattan. “Three—two—now live.”

      Lucy speaks into her mic, poised as the typical reporter out in the field, risking their lives for humanity’s informative needs. “Good morning, New York, I’m standing here on the sidelines of Barclay’s Center as we await the arrival of former President Byron Knox⁠—”

      Her phrasing ‘former president’ evokes a strong feeling of disgust in me. If he had engaged in any form of productive activity during the scant hours he spent away from his luxurious country club, Echelon Manor, then he might have been deserving. Unfortunately, the mounting debts caused by endless stimulus payments and substantial tax cuts that favor the most affluent individuals reflect the impact he has had on our country.

      Meanwhile, the dense humidity enters my nostrils, causing me to become shaky. The fact that I’ve had no protein this morning also poses a serious challenge for my stamina. The camera wobbles back and forth while I catch my breath.

      Lucy’s spiel endures, however, pointing off towards the quarter-mile long line of protestors off in the distance. “As you can see, there are already hundreds of people from the Tri-State area here, protesting President Knox’s efforts to secure the seat in Washington for a second term.”

      If she doesn’t stop waving her fucking arms like a chimpanzee, I’m going to hurl all over the asphalt. And it won’t be pretty. The queasiness continues as she motions her finger—a special gesture reporters use to direct cameramen—to zero in on her mug.

      “And there you have it, folks,” Lucy pauses. “We’ll keep you updated as the rally gets⁠—”

      Before she can fully finish her sign-off, a spasm unexpectedly occurs in my right arm, causing me to lose my grip. In the blink of an eye, the weight transitions from being bearable to being utterly unmanageable, resulting in its abrupt descent to the ground. Yes, while the broadcast is still on the air.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck a duck.

      Despite feeling extremely overwhelmed, my primary concern is ensuring the safety of my solitary banana and preventing it from reaching a state of nausea-inducing proportions. Too late. In the next moment, an unwelcome flavor fills my mouth as bile and undigested sugar make their way up from my stomach. The retching is not being broadcast because our control room is smart enough to cut the broadcast, without a doubt. However, given what happened this morning, I will feel fortunate if I am only demoted to the cleaning crew. And don’t forget about the big bucks that they’ll dock from my pay for camera repair costs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In his office chair, Robert Fine perfectly embodies the character of Lou Grant from ‘The Mary Tyler Moore Show.’ A prominent pulsing vein marks his left eyebrow. There’s no doubt he’s pissed-off at me now.

      “Your recklessness has caused the station four grand and a tarnished reporter’s reputation, Wilder,” he bellows, slamming his fist against the desk. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Words cannot escape my lips. The thought of facing someone like Robert, who thrives on power, terrifies me because I don’t feel comfortable enough in my own skin. I stand in the doorway, trembling in fear over the repercussions of my epic failure an hour ago, while he remains nonplussed. An anxious gulp follows shortly after as I summon the courage to confront what’s bound to happen.

      “Sir,” I begin. “I’m so, so, so very sorry for the camera—I have—erm—” I stammer. “There’s no excuse for the shoddy camerawork this morning—but I can assure you that I insist on paying for the repairs out of my paycheck.”

      Truth is, I have some savings I can fall back on. And if worse comes to worse, Dad would loan me enough to survive the next couple of months without a paycheck coming in.

      His brow raises. “You mean the next three paychecks?”

      “Absolutely, Sir,” I retort. “I felt sick and immediately got weak and when the camera fell off my shoulders—” now the words seem to spill out like applesauce. Shit. Don’t think about food. You’re gonna hurl again.

      Mr. Fine scratched his chin in a contemplating manner. “Well,” he starts. “Accidents happen—you’re not fired, Wilder, but—” he pauses. “I will dock half of your pay for the mishap.”

      I nod. “Yes, Sir.”

      “And one more thing, Wilder,” Robert says, pointing at his own chest. “Next time I assign you to the field for a Republican-centric event, don’t show up with such a controversial shirt.”

      “Yes, Sir,” a second nod as I leave his office, my head bowed.

      Since everyone in the vicinity could hear Robert’s anger, my trip back through the hallway to our breakroom didn’t go without icy stares and looks of pity. I’m sure I have a look of shame on my face.
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s gonna do it for us today on Midday Manhattan,” Ken speaks into my camera, proudly sitting upright for his last ever sign off. “But before we go, I’d just like to express my deepest gratitude for each of you noontime viewers and all my wonderful cohorts here at NYNY7—the transition into retirement will be much harder not having you all to look forward to every weekday.”

      I am eagerly awaiting lunchtime in about four minutes, as I am extremely hungry. If I don’t get something substantial in my belly, I’ll probably wither away. I don’t care how many calories I consume this time, because I’m heading back to Hell’s Kitchen Fitness the minute I clock out for the day. It’s been a hellish week and I know I need to ramp up my exercise schtick if I have any hopes of looking like the other gym goers.

      “Hey, my friend,” Ken shouts from behind, pinching my shoulder with his palm. “It’s been a pleasure working with you all this time.”

      That’s news to me. Especially when I thought he only tolerated me and my abilities. Perhaps he’s expressing some sympathy after hearing through the grapevine what transpired in Brooklyn earlier today. Either way, I know he’s probably lying.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, shuffling towards the switchboard to turn off the studio lights.

      Ken struts his stuff to the breakroom as he looks over his shoulder. “I’ve ordered everyone pizza for lunch to celebrate my last day,” he offers. “You should come get a slice of pie.”

      I’m aware I just abated all inhibitions for today’s dietary plan, but pizza is the last thing I actually need right now. Will I accept the offer for free food? Likely so, because ‘free’ is my jam.

      Back in the breakroom, I’m taken by the pleasant aromas of freshly melted cheese and Italian spices. Each note tingles inside my nose as I approach a banquet-style table with an entire smorgasbord of naughty foods. One slice piles nicely atop another, mixing a supreme style with pineapple and Canadian bacon. Shh, don’t tell Bubbe I’m eating pork. And to top it all off, a heavy helping of 4% cottage cheese takes up the remaining open space on my plate.

      With each bite, I eagerly savor the food as if I have starved for a week. When it comes to indulgences, my self-control goes out the window if I’ve rebelled against my usual regime of counting calories. I dig into the small pile of cottage cheese as I remain seated next to Maya, who’s currently on her phone in the middle of another text battle with her schmucky boyfriend.

      “I can’t believe him,” she hisses, her eyes glued to the screen. “I wished I had the guts to end things with him.”

      “What’s he saying now?” I ask, wiping my chin. “That our weekend plans are stealing you away from him?”

      She nods. “How’d you guess?”

      “Because, sweetie,” I respond astutely. “Your boyfriend’s more insecure than I am with the schmeckle of a toy poodle.”

      Maya rolls her eyes. “Like hell am I missing out on ‘gay night’ at the bowling alley tomorrow.”

      I reply in kind, giggling. “Yeah, because what could go wrong with a straight chick around a bunch of homos and their heavy balls?”

      We laugh over the last of our pizza as I contemplate how many hours on the treadmill it’s going to take this evening to work off three-thousand calories. Meanwhile, Ken prepares for his grand exit.

      “Goodbye, folks,” he waves. “See everyone at Carmine’s tonight.”

      A puzzled look swallows my face.

      “Oh,” she bows her head. “I guess you didn’t get an invite to his party.”

      My head wavers. “Nope, but I’m gonna be at the gym all night anyway,” I affirm. “And Carmines?” I pause for emphasis. “Please—I’ve had enough bad carbs for lunch to last me an entire year.”

      Of course, they didn’t invite me to Ken’s retirement party. Why would they? I’m Judah freaking Wilder, the human equivalent of a half-eaten slice of pizza left on the subway. Greasy, questionable, and probably harboring a few mutated bacteria strains. Honestly, I’m surprised they didn’t hire a skywriter to spell out ‘Judah not invited’ over Midtown just to drive the point home. But hey, more time for me to work out at the gym, anyway. Perhaps I’ll invent a new workout routine called ‘Lonely Cameraman’s Revenge.’ It involves a lot of punching the air while muttering a few ‘fuck youse guys’ along the way.

      Since I only have to stock Melody’s dressing room, I’ll be able to wrap up my work early and leave at a decent time today. After disposing of my plate in the trash, I casually wave at Maya before striding out of the breakroom.

      “See ya tomorrow at bowling,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      A recognizable sting of disinfectant and music-like grunts of overzealous weightlifters welcome me back to Hell’s Kitchen Fitness. Not exactly my idea of a Friday afternoon delight, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Or, more accurately, desperate lunches call for desperate workouts. Two slices of pizza and a heaping pile of cottage cheese I absolutely didn’t need. But hey, when life hands you lube, you take the dildo like a champ.

      I locate my typical locker and place my bag of gym items inside. Today I’ve brought my swimming trunks and a towel this time because I’m planning on swimming after the workout. Noticing my fraying laces, I swiftly bend down to tighten my shoes. I really don’t need another expense right now. Now that I’m responsible for the camera repair costs, I’ll be paying back a portion of it. Robert’s words continue to occupy my thoughts, as I’m here to escape my shame and regret. I’m such a fucking klutz.

      When I return to the main gym floor, I notice that someone has already claimed each treadmill. However, on the far end, there’s an available StairMaster to use while waiting for a treadmill to become available.

      My hands grip the rubber handles, sweat already beading at the top of my forehead from the climb up to the top of this damn machine. Each press of the button adds another layer of speed, my legs pumping to keep up with the relentless pace. Every step descends to the base, thudding with a satisfying click, as if I’m on an escalator of self-reflection. Punishment. My quads burn, my lungs ache, but the pain is a welcome distraction. It drowns out the echo of Robert’s voice, the prickle of his words about my ‘carelessness’ and the humiliating camera fall on live television that followed.

      With each step, I push the shame deeper, burying it beneath the perspiration and effort. The fluorescent lights above blur as I pick up the pace. My vision tunnels as I focus on the numbers of calories burned displayed in red LED lights. This is my penance, my personal hell. I’ll sweat out the toxins of failure and exorcise the demons of shame. And when I step off this machine, I’ll be cleansed. Renewed and ready to face the world again. Stronger. Faster. Better.

      Four songs later, the slow beat to Fleetwood Mac’s “Dreams” become a distorted cacophony of thunder against my skull. My legs, which once pumped with a determined rhythm, now tremble with exhaustion while each step feels like an agonizing struggle against gravity. The LED display flickers and dances before my eyes, serving a mocking reminder of my waning stamina.

      Whereas, the rubber handles, they feel slick and treacherous under my sweaty palms. My grip falters, lurching me forward. And time distorts at this very moment, stretching into an eternity of sickening freefall. With a desperate lunge, I make a futile attempt to grasp at the empty air, then brace for impact as my head collides with the merciless metal frame of the StairMaster.

      Pain explodes through my skull with a blinding white nova that obliterates all sensation. Stevie Nicks’ voice fades, replaced by a high-pitched ringing that reverberates in the void. As for the world, it dissolves into a medley of fragmented images. The jittery glow of gym lights, the frantic blur of my own flailing limbs, and a horrified expression on a stranger’s face.

      Then darkness falls into a suffocating blanket that smothers the pain, the fear, and the shame. Somehow, somewhere, I’m lost in the abyss. My consciousness slips away like tiny grains of sand through my fingers at Cooper’s Beach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain isn’t my friend, and there’s no way I could embrace its searing touch or relentless persistence. It’s a ruthless tormentor and an unwelcome intruder in the shelter of my body and mind. As I wake up, bright lights surround me where I hear whispers, clanging, and the movement of equipment in what seems to be a hospital emergency department. To my surprise, my neighbor, Patrick, sits in a plastic chair towards the left side of this bed, flipping pages of a TIME Magazine. A soft groan escapes my lips while I grab at the throbbing ache in my forehead.

      “Hey buddy,” he utters softly. “How ya feeling?”

      I wince. “My head is pounding like a klezmer drummer on a double espresso—I need a bagel and a nap.”

      Patrick laughs empathetically. “Yeah, well you’ve been asleep for a steady eight hours,” he says. “But I can help you conjure up a bagel when I get ya outa here.”

      I’m not sure what he means by ‘eight hours’ because the last thing I remember is breathlessly trudging up an endless set of automatic stairs at the gym. Judging from the logo on the whiteboard, it seems like I’ve somehow transported from Hell’s Kitchen Fitness to Liberty Midtown. Having thought that, it would make perfect sense that I’ve fallen and injured myself in some capacity.

      “Am I hurt?” I ask, glancing around the room. “Why am I in the hospital?”

      Patrick tosses his magazine into the chair next to him. “Because you fell, my friend,” he assures me. “Your folks are out of town and since I’m a paramedic in your building, they called me as an emergency contact.”

      My vision narrows. “I fell? Like, I caused some public scene in the middle of the gym?”

      “From what I hear,” he replies enthusiastically. “You fell off the StairMaster, conked your noggin at the bottom, and flirted with the EMTs after they administered a hefty dose of morphine.”

      That doesn’t sound like me at all. I would never flirt with anyone because I’m practically scared of my own fat shadow. Drugs, on the other hand, could very well add a different variable to the equation. Now it’s making sense. And possibly why I feel hungry right about now.

      “I flirted with the EMTs?” I gasp, covering my shame. “Were they hot-hot, or hot enough for you or I?”

      Patrick’s chuckle is knowing, acknowledging the undeniable truth. We’re the rebels, the guys who refuse to be defined by abs and cheekbones. While it would be fantastic to have a sculpted body and a flawless aesthetic, we’ve embraced our imperfections and quirks. We’ve found that sometimes the most fulfilling connections are the ones that go beyond surface-level attraction. If we didn’t accept this reality, we may never wind up with a man—or woman—in our lives at all.

      He speaks up as a thin doctor appears with an iPad. “Good morning, sleepyhead,” he says in an unctuous fashion. “I thought I heard you awake—how are you feeling, Judah?”

      My face contorts with another wince, stretching from one cheek to the other. “Like Wile E. Coyote ran into a post. I’m just waiting for the anvil to drop,” I reply.

      Dr. Parker nods. “Mmm hmmm, you fell off some gym equipment and got roughed up pretty good, I’m afraid,” he continues, shining a penlight into both of my eyes. “Can you look straight ahead for me?”

      As instructed, I oblige. “So am I gonna be okay, doc?”

      He responds with certitude. “Well, I don’t see any signs of a concussion.”

      Patrick interjects. “That’s good!”

      Dr. Parker clicks his tongue. “Your friend isn’t out of the woods just yet,” he claims. “Judah, I want you to stay home and relax for a few days with no strenuous activity.”

      “He has to stay awake for seventy-two hours, right?” Patrick asks.

      The young doctor shakes his head. “That rule is obsolete—the primary concern is just not overdoing it so if you had a mild concussion, strenuous activity wouldn’t exacerbate it or cause worse damage.”

      Patrick jabs his elbow into the railing of my ER bed. “Guess a nice rub and tug is out of the equation this weekend,” he jokes.

      Enthused, a grin plays at Dr. Parker’s lips. “I reckon you’re free to spring out of here,” he says. “Just be sure to take it easy these next few days.”

      I nod in agreement, promising to lounge around my apartment. Even if it defies my stringent goals of shedding pounds and working off excessive calories at the gym. Patrick offers me a smirk while Dr. Parker leaves. Shortly after, a nurse enters to remove my IV line and bring a prescription for Percocet to combat the pain.

      “You’re all set, Judah,” she smiles. “Be careful on those machines, alright?”
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        * * *

      

      The automatic doors of Liberty Midtown whoosh open, releasing us into the hazy morning sunlight. I stumble slightly as it seems the world’s still tilting on its axis. Patrick steadies me with a gentle hand on my elbow. He guides me to his Prius, where I sink into the leather seat as a wave of nausea washes over me. The fact that he hasn’t cleared his Dunkin’ Donuts coffee cups from the floorboard—emitting a strong stale coffee aroma—does nothing to quell it at all.

      Thankfully, Patrick seems to detect my discomfort as he climbs behind the wheel. “How about we swing by Moishe’s Bagel Mecca?” He suggests with a twinkle in his eye. “We need to fill your prescription at the nearby CVS anyway.”

      Nodding, I agree. “A little nosh might do some good.”

      A bagel sounds like the perfect remedy for my queasy stomach, and Moishe’s is a legendary institution in our borough. Their bagels are rumored to be blessed by rabbis and infused with the tears of angels. These thoughts fill my stomach, leaving me with a savory anticipation while Patrick weaves through the weekend traffic of Gramercy Park to CVS.

      Half an hour and one filled prescription later, we arrive in the nearest parking garage closest to Moishe’s. Inside, the warm, yeasty scent hits me as if it’s a comforting hug while we step inside. My mouth waters with each shuffle towards the counter.

      “I’ll have a cinnamon sugar bagel with honey-almond schmear,” I declare.

      Then, at this moment, a pang of guilt strikes. With all the sugar on top of the carb-loaded bagel, I’m suddenly at a crossroads.

      I amend my request quickly. “Actually, just a plain one please. Toasted, with a side of self-reproach,” I add with a self-deprecating chuckle.

      The cashier, a young lady with a nose ring and mischievous grin, laughs modestly as she taps into her register screen. “And for you?” She asks in Patrick’s direction.

      Back at my place, Patrick fusses over me like he’s auditioning to replace Wendi McLendon-Covey’s role as Beverly Goldberg on that one ABC sitcom. He insists on fluffing the pillows on my couch, dimming the lights just so, and even offering to brew me a cup of herbal tea. I don’t even have herbal tea, man.

      “You need to rest bubbeleh,” he clucks, tucking a throw blanket around me like I’m a fragile porcelain dish. “Did I say it right?”

      I can’t help but laugh at the theatrics he’s putting on. “Pat, I’m not an invalid,” I protest. “I just took a tumble, not a swan dive off the top of 30 Rock.”

      After he leaves, the exhaustion hits me like a ton of bricks. Dragging myself to the bathroom, I clutch my bagel like it’s Gollum’s ‘precious.’ After the brightness of my bathroom accosts me in its usual fashion, my gaze shifts to the mirror, where I jump nearly two inches into mid-air.

      Is that?

      No. That’s not me. I’m dreaming. Maybe?

      When schlepping in here, I half expected to see a disaster zone in the mirror. Bruises, bandages, maybe a black eye or two.

      But what the hell?

      As I glance into the mirror, I can’t help but think that the guy staring back at me could easily grace the covers of fashion magazines. Seriously. His jawline chiseled, giving his face a sharp and defined look. His eyes shimmer with mischief, hinting at a secret he’s eager to reveal. Every strand of his hair—flawlessly arranged—giving the impression that he’s just left a high-end salon. There’s a brief flicker of uncertainty as I consider if I’ve somehow ended up in the wrong apartment. But then ‘Mr. Perfect’ cocks an eyebrow while a smirk tugs at his lips. It’s me, alright.

      Lifting my arms, I scrutinize them as though they hold the secrets of an ancient enigma, waiting to be deciphered. I poke them once. Twice. No flab? Rock hard!

      My usual reflection is more schlubby than sculpted. More Woody Allen than Adonis. (No offense, sir!) But hey, who am I to argue with the universe? Maybe this is a cosmic do-over. Should I bust out with a rendition of Keala Settle’s performance in “The Greatest Showman” or something? This is me, 2.0.

      The bagel collides with my bathroom tile as I cup both sides of my face with pure astonishment. “I’m actually sexy!”

      My head’s spinning with questions as I awkwardly clean up bagel crumbs from the floor. Did the fall rearrange my face? Did the morphine give me a superhero makeover? Is this bagel laced with more than poppy seeds? Yet after discarding the crumbs into my trashcan, I shoot a glance to my legs in the mirror. Is that all muscle? What happened to my unorthodox ham-hocks?

      “Holy shit, Batman! This is incredible!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The grocery store feels like a never-ending maze, with shelves packed to the brim, the relentless cries of children, and the hypnotic symphony of beeping scanners at the front. It’s been twenty-four hours since my revelation—the discovery that I am, in fact, hot as fuck. My phone vibrates incessantly, each buzz a reminder of the texts from Mom that keep flooding in. It’s like a news ticker, flashing her messages across the screen, as if Byron Knox has once again made headlines by injecting bleach into his veins to avoid falling ill. I know, I know. Wishful thinking, right?

      
        
          
            
              
        Judah, darling, are you okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please call me. We’re in St. Bart’s through the rest of the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      

      I silence the notifications with a sigh, all the while still reeling from the mirror incident. If I look as good as I did yesterday, I’m not letting this opportunity go to waste. Who needs kale and quinoa when you’re smacked over the head with a pretty stick and look like Ryan Reynolds’ stunt double?

      While I confidently stroll down the chip aisle, I can’t help but notice the curious looks from a thirty-something mother and her baby in an over-the-shoulder sling. Bags of pretzels and cans of Pringles fall into my cart, followed by an assortment of cookies, candy bars, and anything else that screams ‘cheat day.’ Forget healthy eating. Between the constant food cravings my Percocet has brought along and my newfound hotness, this is a celebration of epic proportions.

      Stopping short in front of the soda varieties, I’m left to confront the age old question—Coke or Pepsi? Right, Dr. Pepper, it’ll be. The two liter bottle slips through my fingers, nearly crushing my Snickers bar in the process. Who cares? It’ll taste the same going down. I pass by the butcher’s block, where I’m caught by my reflection in the glass display case. Yep, still a knockout. With a confident grin, I turn the cart around at the precise moment another man scrambles around the corner of the bread aisle.

      “Shit! I’m so sorry,” he exclaims, losing grip on his cart. “Are you okay?”

      Am I okay? In the words of our Patron Saint of Breakups and Baking, Taylor Swift, “I can still make the whole place shimmer.” This guy sure is a sight for sore eyes. (Picture what’s his bucket from ‘Mad Men’—Jon Hamm—in a tight denim shirt and his silvery hair casually parted to one side of his face, complete with a seductive look that would make a nun blush.) With one sparkle at the corner of his blue seas of wonder, my breath catches at the back of my throat.

      Without skipping a beat, I reply cheekily. “Who me?” I reply, shooting a glance at our surroundings. “I’m more concerned about you,” I add, pinching my left biceps. “These guns have the force of a freight train.”

      That seems to lighten the mood. He chuckles with a shaken head. “Okay then,” the guy replies over his shoulder with a chuckle. “Have a nice day.”

      “You bet,” I call out. The next statement is far more muffled under my breath. “I mean—can I have your number?”

      My legs take on a life of their own, steering me towards the frozen food aisle. The blast of chilly air hits me as I reach the ice cream section, while a rainbow of cartons beckons me closer. My inner angel and devil start duking it out on opposing shoulders.

      Angel’s all, “Sugar rush! Calories! Think of your waistline!”

      But the devil’s got a point. “Dude, you fell off a StairMaster yesterday. You deserve some comfort food. Besides, you’re gorgeous!”

      Scanning the shelves, I land on my old faithful, Chunky Monkey. Banana Ice Cream, fudge chunks, walnuts—it’s basically sex in a pint. However, I hesitate for a split second. Then I remember that glorious man grinning in the mirror. Who am I to deny this hottie a little treat?

      With a grin, I snatch the pint while a surge of victory courses through me. “You only live once,” I mutter, tossing it in my cart with a dramatic flourish worthy of a Broadway musical.

      Though I catch a few confused stares from fellow shoppers, I flash them a wink in place of any shame at all. It’s my time to shine, and a little ice cream is just the fuel for the fire. As I round the corner from the frozen foods, my overloaded cart goes rogue, slamming into a solid mass.

      “Whoa there, buddy!” A familiar voice exclaims.

      My heart sinks. It’s him again. Dimples. The tousled gray hair to the side. The guy who’d made my pulse race earlier near the meat department. Literally! My grocery haul, including the precious Chunky Monkey, scatters across the floor. A stray jar of pickles rolls under a nearby display at the end of Checkout #4, sending a wave of nausea and anxiety right through me. He’s straight, isn’t he? They’re always fucking straight.

      “Well, this is embarrassing,” I mutter, scrambling for the fallen groceries.

      Meanwhile, my face burns with a mortifying medley of embarrassment and attraction. I sneak a peek at him, hoping he doesn’t notice the sweat stains forming on my shirt. Yet, he’s already crouched down to help me scrounge the scattered items. His fingers brush against mine as we both reach for my can of Pringles when an electric jolt shoots up my arm. Time freezes altogether. I pull back as my cheeks turn a shade of red that would put a ripe tomato to shame.

      “What’re the odds you bumped into me again?” He asks, eliciting a cheery laugh.

      Without skipping a beat, I go with the flow of things. “About as high as Byron Knox falling offstage at Barclay’s Center, tripping over his own ego.”

      The silver fox rolls his eyes. “Don’t get me started on that ass-munch.”

      “Basically pretty high because we’re in the fourth checkout lane,” I cough, realizing he probably has no clue why that’s important. “The number four has—in the past—been an unlucky number for me.”

      He reaches behind him for my crushed Snicker’s bar, instantly swapping it for an undamaged one up on the shelf by his shoulder.

      “And what does that mean for today?” He asks with a raised brow.

      My eyes scan the area, looking for any stragglers that we might’ve missed. Instead, I see a phone—presumably his—on the floor beside him. Wasting no time, I reach for it with a devilish grin and raise it to his forehead to unlock the screen with his FaceID. This gesture seems to get another rise out of him. Surprisingly amused, if you were to ask me. I thumb over to his contacts, punch my first name combined with the peach emoji and my cell number. When I hand it to him, the twinkle returns to his smooth face.

      “I suppose you’ll text me sometime if you ever care to find out,” I retort. “Today, tomorrow—” I pause. “But Monday’s pushing it, because I’m probably gonna have a hot date scheduled by then,” I affirm proudly and unabashedly.

      He glances at me as if I have two heads. “Okay⁠—”

      When I rise from the ground and brush my shoulders off, the cashier shoots a knowing wink in my direction. She seems to have enjoyed her preview of ‘The Judah Wilder Show’ in living color, all the while a smile forms on her face. The silver fox schleps nervously to the next checkout lane, offering this one to me and my desperate pleas for his touch and affection. I give him all of five minutes before he gives into temptation.

      Ronnie could win an Olympic gold medal for speed-scanning groceries. I swear, my Chunky Monkey hadn’t even hit the conveyer belt before she bagged it and sent it halfway to Jupiter. I didn’t even have time to express a modicum of shoppers’ remorse. However, my brain was too busy replaying that encounter with the silver fox. Salt and pepper hair, laugh lines that could tell a thousand stories, and a smile that’d melt a glacier. I’m really hoping he’s not straight, because if he is, I might just have to fake my own death and start a new life in a remote fishing village in Alaska.

      Shuffling back to my shoebox of an apartment two blocks away, mind turns into a runaway train of what-ifs. What is Silver Fox and I hit it off? I can see us now, sharing a plate of pasta at Carmine’s while he tells me about his worldly travels. I’d try my best to impress him with my extensive knowledge of 90s sitcoms. Maybe we’d even take a romantic boat ride in the South Pacific, dolphins leaping alongside as we sip champagne and laugh at each other’s jokes.

      But then my imagination really kicks into high gear. I can just picture us striding out of my family’s shul, hand-in-hand, showered in rose petals while everyone cheers us on the way to a shiny red Mercedes decked out with tin cans trailing behind. Da dump du dah, da dump du dah. And Silver Fox, with that heart-stopping smile, would lean in and whisper, “This is just the beginning, my dear.” I mean, a guy can dream, can’t he? Even if he doesn’t know the other guy’s name yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Alright, Carter, let’s get this feast started,” I mumble, shoving the ice cream into my freezer while my furry overlord meows impatiently. “Hold your horses, buddy. Lunch is served when I say it is,” I hiss playfully. “Besides, you wouldn’t believe the day I’ve just had.”

      Carter, of course, doesn’t care as he rubs against my leg, leaving a trail of orange fur on my jeans.

      “I met the most charming silver fox at the store today,” I confess, pouring a can of salmon flavored Fancy Feast into his dish. “Salt and pepper hair, gorgeous blue eyes that would melt your catnip stash—I’m telling you, Carter, this could be the one.”

      I grab a handful of pretzels, munching as I pace from one end of the kitchen to the other. “I’m betting my phone will chime any minute with a text from McDreamy,” I say, chuckling at my overbearing optimism.

      Out of nowhere, as if on cue, my phone emits a cheerful beep. I nearly choke on a large bite of pretzel while my heart pounds like a drum solo.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask, amusingly. “That’s destiny calling!”

      
        
          
            
              
        So, what’s the deal with you and the number four? Spill the tea, mister.

      

      

      

      

      

      I knew he’d text today. The fact that it’s this soon provides the validation I need to determine he’s gay as a three-dollar bill. No self-respecting straight man would actually text some rando to hear a story about their superstitions. Unless they’re a psycho killer. No, McDreamy—Silver Fox or whatever his name is—couldn’t possibly be an axe murderer. Finding a comfortable spot on the sofa, the gears in my mind spin fast, engineering a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where to start? This is my whole life we’re talking about.

      

      

      

      

      

      Judging by the three dots at the bottom of our conversation thread, he’s actively paying attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        How about with your name? Dave, here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Seems easy enough. My muscle memory is quick to reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Judah. If you’re lucky enough—then McSteamy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I love his wit. From what it seems, he’s either a professor of some kind or a creative genius. Mom always told me she envisioned me with somebody on the creative end of the personality spectrum.

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, it’s nice to meet you, Judah. Now I must hear this story. Especially if you look at the time. Happy 4:00 PM!

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn it, he’s right. It’s four on the dot.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok so. Do you know that movie ‘Where the Heart Is?’ when Natalie Portman’s character had a superstition with the number 5? That’s me with 4’s. My whole life, that number has affected me in some way, shape, or form. My mother says when I was 4 months old, I rolled off the changing table. Don’t worry, I survived, as you can tell. But my dad still has nightmares about it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        On my 4th birthday, my parents used one of those sparkler candles and it exploded in my face. That scar above my left eyebrow isn’t a birthmark! Then later that night, I started coming down with chickenpox.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ohhh and my birthday is on February 2nd. (You know how to add, I’m sure.)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m the fourth and youngest child.

      

      

      

      

      

      His reactions don’t go without a slew of teeth clenching and laugh emojis.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh my God, Judah. I don’t know whether I should laugh, but you’ve really caught onto a pattern, here.

      

      

      

      

      

      It should go without saying that I’m haunted by the digit in more ways than this. Countless instances fill my mind, making it difficult to convey every chilling detail.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, well. I have my BA in Journalism and Mass Communications. Catching patterns and clues is second nature to me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Anyway… in the year 2004, we went to Six Flags and the roller coaster got stuck at the very top while we were hanging upside down. It took an entire station of firemen and four hours to get everybody down safely. Needless to say, I’ve not been on a roller coaster since then.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ohhhh and my birthday in 2004, I had to get my appendix removed. Luckily, my dad’s a doctor and we caught it before the fucker ruptured.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And get this, on April 4th, 2004, I went on a field trip with classmates to The Buffalo Zoo, where a monkey stole my glasses and threw them into the gorilla enclosure. Dicks out for Harambe, anybody?

      

      

      

      

      

      While I sit here thinking about other instances where the number four has given me some type of inconvenience or pain, I can’t help but cringe as Dave sends a GIF of Mr. Bean pointing at me and laughing. Had Mr. Hearst not been looking my way, I’d have made a nosedive over that glass wall for my fucking specs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Judah, I say this with the utmost respect, but have you been to therapy over some of this stuff?

      

      

      

      

      

      With a nod, I speak into the phone screen, imagining that my words are reaching him. “Yes, almost every week for the past ten years of my adult life, Dave.” Fortunately, Carter heard me and shoots a glare for startling him during his nap.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh, and my grandfather died on January 3rd, 2004…the fourth death in the family in four years. And just on Friday, at Byron Knox’s rally in Brooklyn, I dropped a news station camera because I was hot and hungover.

      

      

      

      

      

      His reply appears quick.

      
        
          
            
              
        THAT WAS YOU BEHIND THE CAMERA?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, Dave, I take it you saw my colossal four-thousand-dollar fuckup?!?

      

      

      

      

      

      I type, but my thumbs stop short as he sends a follow-up question.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is that where the four comes in here?

      

      

      

      

      

      A grimace molds my face in place. I should’ve thought to use a tripod the minute I realized me and Lucy were in Van #4.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, actually, well—partly. Lucy Lawler and I were in Van #4 that day.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jesus, Judah. Now I feel you’re holding me to some credulous standard because you pointed out we were just in checkout lane #4 today—where your cart sprung to life.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send on the last text to Dave, some witty remark about how my good looks must be genetic, even if my klutziness isn’t. A yawn escapes me as the Percocet works its magic. It’s a good thing, too, because my ribs are still aching from that mishap at Hell’s Kitchen Fitness. I mean, seriously, who falls off a StairMaster? This guy, apparently. But then again, if I hadn’t taken that tumble, I wouldn’t have caught Dave’s eyes while swallowing my pride in the fourth checkout lane today.

      Suddenly, it hits me. The fortune cookie! The one I cracked open last week that said my dreams would come true. Could it be? Did a flimsy piece of paper with cryptic writing actually orchestrate this entire chain of events? Do I get to sue the author of the fortune cookie company for the damages incurred to the news station’s broken equipment? I chuckle to myself, the absurdity of it all washing over me. Who needs logic when you have fortune cookies, right? Sliding down the back of my couch, I nestle into Carter’s warm fur. My eyelids grow heavy, and my thoughts drift away on an Oxycodone-laced magic carpet ride. Maybe fortune cookies aren’t so crazy after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks. It feels like a lifetime ago that I succumbed to the effects of gravity, sprawled out to retrieve my stray food from the grocery store floor. Now, I strut down the sidewalk with a goofy grin plastered on my face. The sun seems to shine a little brighter. Birds ostensibly chirping a little sweeter, too. I swear, even the pigeons give me a respectful nod as I pass. Catching my reflection in a storefront window, I offer a wink.

      “You sexy son of a bitch,” I mutter to myself. “Knock ‘em dead today.”

      One may think I’d be nervous about today’s audition. That’s the old Judah Wilder—a young, insecure man who’d sooner cut off his tongue than submit himself to the scrutiny of a new producer for Midday Manhattan. Judah v2.0? He’s the badass about to take New York City by storm, piercing the heart of The Big Apple with a devilish charm NYNY7 has never seen.

      “Not bad, Judah,” I continue, admiring myself. “Not bad at all.”

      The elderly couple leaving GNC seems to agree, giving me a thumbs-up as they shuffle past.

      However, the thought of Dave sends a shiver down my spine. I’ve spent these last couple of weeks getting to know him through a flurry of text messages. He’s witty, charming, and surprisingly elusive. Have you ever tried to solve a puzzle with half the pieces missing? I know he’s an author, a successful one at that. But the details are frustratingly vague. When I ask about his work, he deflects with a joke or some obscure comment. Perhaps it’s the storyteller within him, trying his damnedest to follow a linear plot and develop our relationship naturally. It’s driving me fucking nuts.

      As I round the corner of Columbus Avenue, the sight of my lofty news building comes into view. And my heart skips a major beat, like hiccupping for a constant twenty minutes with no relief in sight. With this moment in front of me, I have the chance to showcase my skills and reveal the incredible potential within Judah Wilder to the entire world.

      Schlepping from the elevator, I offer a wave to Jasper Carrington, the new guy taking Troy’s spot as a producer for Midday Manhattan. Rumor has it he’s new in town altogether, hailing from the illustrious Los Angeles sister affiliate. It’s hard for me to avoid looking at the monstrous cock underneath his perfectly ironed slacks. Oy vey, Judah, you horny schmuck. You know, however, it says a lot about a man’s character when they’re willing to step into the field of video journalism when his resume’s decked out with far more impressive chops in California. I think I overheard Maya telling somebody about Jasper’s former experience as a producer for The Kelly Clarkson show. But that’s just conjecture.

      “Hiya Jasper,” I grin. “Are you ready for me?” I feign desperation, in serious need to feel his cock in my ass.

      Of course, I meant that in a far more professional context. I’m gonna shine under those scorching studio lights, rise to the occasion, and give Midday Manhattan the chance to improve its ratings. If I can make it past craft services up ahead and hold off on pilfering a bagel, I’ll be in the first audition slot for today. Screw everybody else auditioning. I have this in the bag, baby.

      “Are you ready for your audition?” He asks, glimpsing down to his Apple Watch.

      I nod. “You betcha! Since I’m first, you can go ahead and have Carrie send everybody home—no need to waste your precious time,” I add, shooting a wink in his direction.

      Jasper chuckles, seemingly amused by my self-assurance. “Okay then, show me what you got,” he says, curling his fingers in a beckoning gesture.

      Oooof. He means business, man. I’ll accept his challenge any day of the week. With a side of honey-almond schmear, please. Forget it, Judah. You have Dave. Wait a second! You still don’t even know Dave’s last name? I must get on the stick and learn more about my charming silver fox.

      The station hums with a usual energy that I’m accustomed to. However, today’s my day off. I’ve taken the day because I wanted to ensure that I had no distractions keeping me from missing any marks on the audition. Besides, that putz owes me a shift. I’m not nervous, not anymore. Not with the fortune cookie’s prophecy reverberating in my ears and the memory of Dave’s smile fueling my confidence.

      My eyes land on Jasper, who stands across the room, his grip firm on the clipboard, as if he’s in control of everything. With a thumbs up, he silently conveys to me it’s time to get ready. Little does he know, I’m already fully prepared and need nothing else to be any more prepared. Well, apart from Maya’s skills to patsh some makeup on my pretty face, that is. Carrie, our human resources manager, offered Jasper the suggestion that everyone auditioning today receive ‘the full experience’ by having Maya prep them for the camera.

      Approaching Maya’s cubicle, I flash a smirk towards Jasper, accepting the unspoken challenge. Game on, sir. Then my gaze shifts back over my shoulder, where I see Ryan looming from behind, lugging a bundle of cords with a grim expression. Poor, poor Petrie. You’re stuck with my Friday grunt work.

      “Hey Judah,” Maya calls out, glancing up from her phone. I swear she’s always on that thing!

      Confidently, I offer a grin. “Hey Sis—let’s make like a dreidel and spin this thing into action, yeah?”

      For a woman, her smile is a simple comfort if anyone needed it. She’s fresh back from vacation, so I haven’t been able to tell her about Dave in person. We could’ve texted about it, but I’d rather tell her in the flesh. I want to hear her squeal of excitement. She’s the Grace Adler to my Will Truman, so everything’s better spoken about in person.

      “Yes, baby,” she grins, cracking her neck as a show of readiness. “Let’s make you shine.”

      My eyebrow furls. “I’m already shining, Maya,” I counter playfully. “I need you to take all this—” I pause, swirling a finger around my face for emphasis. “Down a notch so I don’t look like I’m melting under those lights.”

      She clicks her tongue, leading the way through a set of doors that separate the office portion from the studio itself. “Have a seat, Mr. Wilder,” she chuckles, gesturing for me to sit.

      As Maya expertly pats various shades of brown and tan onto my face, I sink deeper into the fabric folding chair. A ridiculous grin spreads across my cheeks, relishing this moment. This isn’t just any chair. This is the chair. The one reserved for on-air talent. The one where the magic happens. For a moment, I’m transported through an imaginary tunnel of all the big shots who’ve sat here before me, their faces receiving the royal treatment before going live. Ken Chandler, Melody Swanson, maybe even Dianne Sawyer back in the day.

      Now it’s my turn. I close my eyes, savoring the cool brushstrokes grazing across my skin. I’m not just getting my makeup done—I’m being transformed into a daytime dreamboat. One who’s about to rock this audition and show New York City’s lunchtime viewers the youngest, sexiest, most charismatic news anchor they’ve ever seen.

      Behind us, I hear a trail of footsteps getting closer. The initial series of footsteps is heavy and resembles the galloping of a horse. Melody emerges into the spotlight, extending an arm for a handshake. And the others are Jasper’s perfect size ten Armani loafers. This season, no less.

      Melody smiles amiably. “Are you ready to get a glimpse from behind the news desk?” She asks.

      I nod excitedly. “You bet, Mel.”

      Maya clears her throat, swishing her brush for one final perfect detail. “And—finished.”

      Turning my head towards Jasper, I leap from the chair, as energetic as a puma. “I’m ready for my closeup, Mr. DeMille.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay Judah,” Jasper announces through my earpiece from the control room. “Just follow the script on the teleprompter.”

      Melody wags her eyebrows in my direction, seemingly enthused to be graced with my presence in a different capacity today.

      “Three—two—one—” the countdown persists.

      This is it. My moment has finally arrived.

      The studio lights beat down on my fresh makeover like a spotlight on my newfound confidence. A Broadway spotlight wouldn’t have shit on me! Thankfully, their glare also blocks my view of Ryan’s ugly smirk, undoubtedly green with envy because I’m currently sitting in the one spot he’ll never be. Meanwhile, the teleprompter whirs to life when I take a deep breath and dive into the script.

      Each word flows effortlessly from my lips. “Good afternoon, New Yorkers, Former President Knox is still under fire after FBI agents seized fourteen boxes of classified documents from a bathroom in his private residence at Echelon Manor in March⁠—”

      It’s as if the teleprompter and I are engaged in a perfectly choreographed dance, each step in sync with the other. After a pause, I raise an eyebrow, and deliver a witty quip that would make even Jon Stewart proud. The crew chuckles in the background, including Sir-Putz-a lot, who’s undeniably just as anti-Knox as I am. Perhaps Jasper appreciated my little ad-lib, despite this being the farthest from The Weekend Update at ‘Saturday Night Live.’

      But the truth is? I can’t believe how easy this is. Two weeks ago, the thought of being on camera would’ve sent me into a cold sweat. Now? I’m owning it. Thriving. At this precise moment, I feel like a natural-born star.

      Melody seems taken by my performance. She claps with a round of applause the moment the control room pretends to switch from a live broadcast to a commercial break. “That was a damn fine job, Judah,” she says, gleaming. “Where the hell did that come from?”

      My shoulders turn up in a shrug. “I was born to do this—” I pause, pressing into my earpiece. “Did you catch all that, Jasper?”

      The silence that follows my question lasts for an excruciatingly long time. And for a moment, my breath slows to a complete halt while my heart sinks. Maybe I fucked up? However, not even two minutes later, Jasper emerges from the soundproof doors with his own applause.

      “That was remarkable, Judah,” he hollers, each syllable echoing throughout the set. He steps up onto the platform before me, extending his arm under the warmth of the studio lights. “Do we put ‘Judah’ or ‘Mr. Wilder’ on your dressing room door?”

      Euphoria wraps me with its blissful embrace while Jasper’s words sink in. “Welcome aboard, Judah. You’re officially the new co-host of Midday Manhattan!”

      I did it! I actually did it. My chest puffs out as a wide grin threatens to split my face in two. I’m not just the sexiest man alive, I’m the most capable, the most talented, the most destined for greatness. The world is my knish, and I’m ready to take a big bite with a side of chutzpah!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Life is good. Scratch that, life is freaking fantastic! Only two weeks ago, I was just another face in the crowd, a regular guy with a wonky ankle and a glutton for punishment where Chunky Monkey ice cream is concerned. Now, I’m the newest co-host of Midday Manhattan. Yes, the hottest thing to hit daytime television since Kathie Lee and Hoda discovered wine. My self-esteem has reached previously uncharted heights. I’m practically levitating with confidence, ready to take on the world with a wink and a dazzling smile.

      I’m currently underground on the 6 train, about to step-off at the station near Central Park, where I’m meeting the enigmatic ‘Dave what’s his name’ for brunch. Our text conversations have been a cyclone of witty banter and veiled hints about his life. Oh, his last name is Coxwell. Well, that’s yet to be determined, if you know what I mean. However, today, he’s running fashionably late. Mr. Coxwell claims to be “lost in the literary vortex,” which I’m pretty sure is code for, “I’m too engrossed in my novel to remember I have a date.” Classic writer move, but hey, who am I to judge?

      Before the train comes to a grinding halt, I send a few words off into the universe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey handsome. I’m about to climb the steps at 86th. Does Sir Cox have an ETA?

      

      

      

      

      

      Moments turn into minutes, just as I’m about to step off the platform. As soon as the 6 train zooms off into the distance, my phone immediately chirps with an incoming message.

      
        
          
            
              
        About an hour, give or take? Sorry. I feel bad for making you wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head, fully understanding his current dilemma.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cool. I can walk around and wait for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      As I emerge from the subway station into the bustling heart of Central Park, I’m taken by a vibrant sign at one of Midtown’s famous drag clubs.

      DRAG BRUNCH TODAY: COMPETITION & BOTTOMLESS MIMOSAS @ 11 AM

      Bottomless mimosas? A fierce lip sync battle? Challenge accepted. A surge of adrenaline courses through me at the notion of competing. I’m not just a co-host, I’m a performer. A star. A force to be reckoned with. And my newfound confidence? I could probably out-sass RuPaul and out-dance Ke$ha. Okay, maybe not. But I’m definitely feeling the fantasy right about now. Let’s just say, this drag brunch better be ready for the Judah-licious hurricane that’s about to hit Algonquin Queens Incorporated.

      Bass-heavy music pulses through the dimly lit club as I step inside. Judging by the smell of hairspray and perfume, this is most assuredly a drag queen establishment. I approach the sign-up sheet with a flourish, where an available Sharpie dangles on a string. You might wonder why I’m not nervous. Especially since I haven’t lip-synced since my Bar Mitzvah. And that was to the Spice Girls. However, the only sensation I can feel is a mischievous grin spreading across my face. So what if I’m not prepared? I’m Judah freakin’ Wilder, the guy who can turn spilled eggs into a date with a literary silver fox. I can handle a measly lip-sync battle.

      Besides, Bergdorf’s is just a stone’s throw away from here. With a quick swipe of dad’s emergency credit card, I’ll be decked out in enough sequins to make Cher jealous. Sorry, Dad. This IS an emergency. I need to show these queens that Judah Wilder doesn’t back down from a challenge. I spot the club owner, a burly man with a shaved head and a surprisingly friendly smile. He’s hunched over a laptop at a nearby table, punching numbers into a calculator. Inhaling a deep breath, I plaster on my most charming smile possible so I can make my grand entrance. This is gonna be epic.

      “Can I help you?” He says, turning his head in my direction.

      I nod. “I think it’s more what I can do for you, my friend,” I reply brazenly. “I’m signing up as a last-minute entry for the competition.”

      The man glances into his Rolex. “Do you realize it starts in little over an hour?”

      My shoulders form a shrug. “If Darienne Lake can step into a pair of chunky heels and be camera-ready in twenty minutes, then Eileen Dover can shop, shave, and turn face glitter into literal fucking diamonds,” I affirm, snapping my fingers.

      He tilts his head. “Okay then, I’ll see you soon—real soon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With no time to spare, I practically skip through the aisles of Bergdorf’s while my eyes scan each rack for the perfect ensemble. Suddenly, it appears before me as if a shimmering oasis in a desert of cashmere cardigans—a floor-length green sequin gown, complete with a luxurious brown mink shawl. The sequins glimmer under the store’s fluorescent lights, promising a spotlight-stealing entrance.

      “Hello gorgeous,” I purr, caressing the soft fur.

      The price tag doesn’t even register in my brain. Dad’s not gonna understand how this could be an emergency, anyway. And wouldn’t you much rather beg for forgiveness than permission?

      Next stop—shoes. The shoe department is a jungle of towering stilettos and bejeweled sandals, each pair more tempting than the last. Focusing on the task at hand, I narrow it down to two contenders. One pair of strappy silver sandals that scream ‘Studio 54’ and a pair of ruby red pumps that evoke a certain girl from Kansas. A vision of Dorothy clicking her heels together, chanting, “there’s no place like home,” flashes through my mind. The decision, my friends, is made. If Byron Knox can wear red ties at every rally, debate, and interview, I can definitely rock red heels on stage. Besides, who doesn’t love a wonderful Wizard of Oz motif?

      My phone buzzes with another message from Dave, of course.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just now leaving. Sorry for the delay. What’s for brunch? I’m starving.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit, fuck. Fuck a duck. Screw a kangaroo. My self-indulgence has caused me to lose sight of the primary reason for being near Midtown in the first place. How do I tell Dave that brunch is turning into a drag show instead? My fingers, in a frenzy, scramble to type whatever comes to mind first. Yes, exactly how I came up with Eileen Dover at the drop of a bobby pin.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve made an addendum to our date… Entering a drag show and lip-sync competition for the sheer joy of winning something. We’ll have lunch after. Sound fair?

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart skips a couple of beats as I glance at my phone. Thirty minutes! Holy shit, Batman. I need to move fast! It’s clear there’s no more time to spare, so I sprint towards the cosmetics department while my eyes dart between shelves like a squirrel high on espresso. Foundations, concealers, blushes, highlighters, fake eyelashes—they all tumble into my basket in a haphazard jumble. I grab a rainbow of eyeshadows, figuring more is always better when it comes to drag. A tube of glitter catches my eye, and I toss it in for good measure. Who doesn’t love a little sparkle?

      At the register, the cashier’s eyebrows raise as she scans my mountain of makeup. And I can practically hear Dad’s voice in my head, “Judah, what have you done?” The final total flashes on the screen—$3,517.88. A wave of nausea washes over me.

      “Will this be on your Bergdorf Goodman card?” Brittany asks, flashing a smile.

      I grimace. To be frank, this is more than my rent. More than my grocery bill. More than—well, more than I’m comfortable admitting. But I’ve come this far, and there’s no turning back now.

      My hand trembles as I pass the AMEX to Brittany while my mind races to justify the expense. Maybe I can tell Dad it was a donation to a charity. A very glamorous charity that specializes in drag queen makeovers. Yeah, that could work. Impatient, my fingers drum against the marble counter as I wait for the credit card to authorize. It feels like an eternity, but finally, the little green light blinks, and the signature pad springs to life. I scribble my digital signature like the genuine star I am, adding a cute heart above the ‘i’ in ‘Wilder.’ Finally, I shove the receipt into my pocket, grab my bags, and make a beeline for the door.

      As soon as I hit the sidewalk, a wave of panic accosts me. The wig! Bang a rang orangutang. Orgy at the zoo! How could I forget the most important part of a drag queen’s ensemble? Frantically, I scan the street, searching for a sign of a wig shot or a beauty supply store. But all I see are designer boutiques and overpriced coffee shops. Time is ticking away, and I’m sweating. At this moment, my phone buzzes with another message. Presumably, Dave.

      
        
          
            
              
        Drag show? You’re a drag queen? You’ve never mentioned this before. Okay…

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s simply not enough minutes in this hour to respond to him, but I can’t leave the guy hanging. He is, after all, on his way to Midtown as we speak.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yep. Last minute decision. I watch it on TV all the time. It looks like a cakewalk.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shoving the phone back in my pocket, I spot a flash of color around the corner. There’s a street vendor with a makeshift wig display, a full rainbow of synthetic hair cascading down a metal rack. Thank you, God, or whoever’s in charge of last-minute drag miracles! Quickly, I select a short, curly blonde wig, figuring it’ll be the easiest to manage. There’s no time for complex styling today.

      The friendly little Chinese man blinks at me when I hand him the AMEX. “Cash only,” he iterates, something he’s probably used to saying in a place like Midtown, New York, when 110% of us rely on invisible, plastic money.

      Luckily, there’s a fifty in my wallet. I yank it from the billfold, toss it in his direction, and scram down the street for Algonquin Queens Drag Bar. It’s go-time, baby!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Frantically, I patsch foundation and blush on my face, practically painting it onto the mirror. However, with the precision of a neurosurgeon, I steadily apply my false eyelashes. Meanwhile, Dave is hovering in the corner, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. The expression etched on his face makes it seem like he just walked in on his grandmother, twerking to a Drake song. Relax, buddy, I’ve got this.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re getting yourself into, Judah?” He asks, tilting his head. “These other queens have had more time to prepare⁠—”

      I interject before he can finish. “Dave, you worry too much. This whole thing is fakakta fun—I’m not trying to be Angeria Paris VanMichaels or anything,” I assure him, dropping my eyeliner. “Besides, haven’t you heard fortune favors the bold—or in my case—the fabulous?”

      Taking a deep breath, I steal a glance back into the mirror, captivated by the exquisite reflection staring back at me. “Don’t look so constipated, babe.”

      Within moments, Roger, the club owner, begins calling out the queens in the order they signed up. Luckily, I’m the last to be mentioned because I need to take a moment to secure my wig with some tape. Dave exits backstage to go find a seat in the audience while I casually slip into these dazzling ruby red pumps.

      “Perfect fit,” I squeal. “This is gonna rock.”

      Meanwhile, I hear Roger announcing me from the stage. “And we’ve had a last minute addition to today’s competition—allow me to introduce Miss Eileen Dover from Gramercy Park!”

      The spotlight hits my face like a blast of pure adrenaline. I can barely make out the crowd, but their roars of approval echo through the room. They love me already! My thoughts swim casually while a giddy thrill courses through my veins. I strike a pose, channeling my inner Patrick Swayze circa “To Wong Foo” and sashay towards center stage. But these heels are definitely not designed for comfortable walking. My ankle wobbles, and I stumble, my arms flailing wildly to regain balance.

      A collective gasp rises from the audience, but I catch a glimpse of Dave, who appears to clap with a supportive wink. Uproarious laughter ensues while flashing my pearly whites. They love my luminous smile! I pirouette gracefully—or at least, what I hope resembles grace.

      “Eat your heart out, Michelle Visage,” I whisper to myself, offering a dramatic pageant wave to my adoring fans.

      Roger’s thunderous voice booms from both speakers onstage. “And these are your queens for the day, but only one of them can be crowned Miss Mimosa 2022.”

      Bitch. Just give me that glass tiara already. It’s mine and you know it.

      Multicolored lights dance around the stage, throwing long strings of brilliance that morph and twist as if it’s a disco kaleidoscope. The opening chords of Katy Perry’s “Roar” blare through the speakers, and I watch as two fierce queens battle it out. Their lips mesh perfectly in sync with the lyrics, ushering a wave of confidence deep within me. A mischievous grin spreads across my face, because they have no idea what’s coming. I, Judah Wilder, aka Eileen Dover, am about to unleash a performance so epic it’ll make their wigs fly off.

      Earlier, I’d sneaked a peek at the set list. Hey, a little recon hurt no one. Relax. My number is Lady Gaga’s “Born This Way.” I could sing it in my sleep if I had to. Even after a night of one too many lemon drop shots.

      “And now, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” Roger’s booming voice announces. “Get ready for the queen who needs no introduction—Eileen Dover!”

      I strut back onto the stage with a newfound confidence in my red pumps. The crowd erupts in cheers, and I can’t help but bask in the glow of their support. Meanwhile, Lady Gaga’s opening beats fill the air, and I launch into my performance, channeling my inner Shannel. At this moment, my lips flow with perfect timing, hitting every lyric with ease. My ass shakes as I turn around, garnering another raucous cheer from the crowd. They’re eating this up like a latke! But the truth is, I really was born this way—a true superstar.

      As the final note fades, the crowd goes wild. Okay, maybe a little too wild. That is my name, after all. I spot a server balancing a silver tray of champagne flutes while a fun idea bubbles up inside me. This is my moment, my grand finale. I want that glass crown! I lunge forward as my knees buckle while trying to snatch a bottle from the tray. Champagne showers my face, my wig, the stage, and the first few rows of the audience.

      It’s a bubbly baptism, a celebration of my sheer audacity. The crowd explodes into a frenzy of cheers and whistles, and their laughter bounces from one wall to the other. I’m uncertain if they’re cheering for my performance or my unexpected shower. But hey, a reaction is a reaction, right? Accepting the success of this competition, I raise the bottle in triumph, feeling a surge of elation wash over me. Take that, Ginger Lefevre.

      Backstage, I’m trembling with anticipation after six more queens finish their lip-sync duels. Roger is about to announce who the audience chose to be the victor of Miss Mimosa 2022. Much like the catchy earworm from Justin Timberlake, “It’s gonna be me!” I can hear chatter amongst the others backstage and see them pointing in my direction with jealousy.

      They’re green with envy because none of them thought about taking their performance to the next level. Having a deep understanding of show business, I recognize the value of ratings and the crucial role played by the ‘wow factor.’ For all these bitches know, my champagne finish could be worthy of an Oscar nod.

      “It’s that time, folks,” Roger boasts from the microphone. “Your ballots have been counted, so please give it up for all the performing queens today⁠—”

      The chaos ensues as everyone aggressively jostles past me, their glares conveying a sense of annoyance, while the sound of their heels clicking fills the air as they make their way back to the stage. Despite their behavior, I remain unaffected because I’m confident in my own abilities and know that I am a star. And they know it, too.

      “Ladies, the votes have been counted and one of you is about to be crowned Miss Mimosa 2022,” Roger waves towards each of us onstage. “May I have the envelope please?”

      As he tears open the envelope to announce today’s winner, I feel a surge of excitement building inside me. Accepting the glass crown would not only bring me immense joy, but it would also give me another tangible item to proudly show my dad, reinforcing the urgency of this situation—a chance for his youngest son to display his extraordinary brilliance.

      Roger clears his throat. “And the winner is—Ginger Lefevre!”

      A collective gasp reverberates through the club, but it’s not from the audience. It’s from me. My jaw drops, my eyes widen, and a bead of sweat trickles down my back. Wait, what? How did this happen? I’m certain Eileen Dover was a vision in green sequins—a sparkling supernova of charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent. Maybe that stumble threw off some votes? But no, no, that can’t be. I was flawless after that! Plastering a wide smile, I clap politely for Ginger as she basks in the spotlight. After all, I had a blast, and that’s what really matters, right? Right?

      Dave joins me backstage while I ‘de-queen,’ a process I hadn’t expected being as grueling as it really is. All this time transforming back into Judah Wilder has taken a decent hour. My silver fox rubs his belly while I hear a noticeable grumble emanating from below his palm.

      “I think we need some food now, Judah,” he says, seemingly embarrassed. “Are you okay?”

      Am I okay? Honey, I’m not just okay. I’m Britney Spears at the VMA’s with a live snake!

      “Of course, I am,” I affirm, grinning. “You know these things are usually rigged,” I finish, rolling my eyes. “I don’t wanna get into the specifics or anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Schlepping from the parking garage into the July heat, I immediately regret my outfit choice. Why, oh why, did I wear a long-sleeved black shirt? I’m sweating like a whore at temple. Meanwhile, Dave looks cool as a cucumber in his orange hibiscus Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts, a diametric opposite of my fashion faux pas. I can practically feel the sweat trickling down my back as we make our way towards Central Park.

      Since my impromptu decision to compete in a drag competition, our brunch date got canceled. However, Dave kindly offered to keep ‘Eileen’s’ gown and garb in his car while we continue with our Saturday plans. He leads me down East 65th, past the Emanu-El shul, on a trek to the entrance of Central Park Zoo. We figured it would be a good idea to explore some animal exhibits and enjoy each other’s company.

      “Nice shirt,” Dave jokes, pointing to my perspiration-soaked attire. “Perfect for a humid July day such as this.”

      I shoot him a playful glare. “Hey at least I’m not sporting a touristy Hawaiian shirt.”

      It’s difficult to avoid noticing how the vibrant colors of his shirt complement his sun-kissed skin.

      “Did you pick that up on your recent travels?” I ask.

      He nods. “Well, when a friendly native woman offers you five shirts for the price of two, you take that offer and don’t look back.”

      “You have a point, there,” I admit. “I’m no stranger to a good bargain.”

      Saving money is like a mitzvah in my family. We celebrate frugality like it’s a Jewish holiday. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll splurge occasionally—like today. But finding a good deal? It gives me a rush of adrenaline that rivals winning the lottery.

      “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Dave winks. “So tell me more about your family.”

      My head wavers. “What haven’t I told you?”

      Approaching the zoo’s ticket booth, I pull out my wallet to cover my admission. Casually, Dave pushes my arm back down. “I got this,” he insists. “You’ve spent enough money today, I’m afraid.”

      What a gentleman! The last time somebody’s paid my way on a date would be my sophomore year in journalism school, when Marty Bellows begrudgingly covered the cost of my lunch because I’d dropped it into Lake Hopatcong while kayaking. Retelling this story to Dave leaves him with a major chuckle.

      “Perhaps you need to tether all your most important belongings when going on an outing—” he stalls. “Monkeys stealing your eyeglasses, losing your wallet in a major body of water—” he finishes with a laugh.

      Our schlep leads us to the exotic exhibit with tropical birds, snakes, and various other reptiles. Of course, Dave has a point. I need to keep better track of my belongings. In which case, I feel around for my wallet and phone just to make sure they’re still in my pockets. Wallet, phone, keys. Phew!

      “When did you realize you wanted to be a writer?” I ask, probing for some more info. “Like was it some instant revelation?”

      In a romantic gesture, he takes my hand in his. “I’ve been crafting stories since I was about ten years old,” he declares. “This one summer, me and my parents went around to a slew of garage sales where I spotted a 1942 Smith-Corona Sterling—” Dave pauses, a grin washing him over as he reminisces.

      His story continues. “You see, I only had about five bucks allowance saved up at that moment, so I begged and begged my mom to give me allowance in advance to pay for it. Well, this woman didn’t leave me wanting for nothing, so she agreed,” he affirms. “So after ordering a new ribbon, I sat down, cracked my knuckles, and let the ideas flow.”

      There’s something charming about Dave’s excitement as he recounts stories about his first typewriter. He has this far-off look in his eyes, almost like he’s transported back to his childhood bedroom while his fingers fly across those worn-out keys. And when he describes his first story, about a kid astronaut launching into space with his Golden Retriever, Sparky, I can see the excitement bubbling up inside him. It’s honestly so damn adorable.

      “We’re almost to the snow monkeys, kid,” he grins widely, reaching for my glasses. “I best put these in my pocket for safe keeping.”

      Of course, I let him. Considering my tendencies, it is highly probable that if the enclosure wasn’t made of glass, the chances of a recurring situation from my school field trip would be much greater than Byron Knox ever admitting to making payments for the silence of a specific porn star.

      “What made you want to get into television news?” Dave asks, sliding my glasses into his shirt pocket. “Did you always want to be an anchorman or co-host?”

      Clicking my tongue, I take a moment to think of a response. I’m not necessarily sure what made me choose journalism.

      “I’m not exactly sure why,” I admit, noting a snow monkey perched on a rock with an apple. “But I remember one time when I was little, Mom and I were at the grocery store and she ran into a psychic friend of hers⁠—”

      Dave grunts. “Oh boy.”

      “Well, her friend said I would grow up to have my talents showcased—like on a celebrity level.”

      He offers me a side glance. “Looks like that came true.”

      All thanks to a fortune cookie, I suppose.

      A grimace forms on my face. “Aheh, yeah I guess so. Good ‘ole Chinese metaphysics.”

      On the far corner of the zoo, we approach the grizzly bear enclosure. A large, furry male lies on his backside next to the partition, scratching his head while a yawn escapes his jowls. Dave stops to turn around, retrieving the phone from his pocket.

      “I think we need pictures of ourselves,” he hints, wagging his eyebrows. “And not just of our cocks.”

      Yes, please. I can’t wait to show Craig and Rocco how lucky I’ve struck it with Dave Coxwell, the silver-haired author who’s currently sweeping me off my feet like some cheesy rom-com film.

      “Okay, like with this beast over here?” I question playfully, hobbling over to the glass with a fierce pose.

      Dave chuckles. “That’s exactly it,” he says, snapping a couple photos.

      After a pose of pointing to the bear with a shocked face, I reposition my body much how an underwear model might, showing off my guns. “Like these puppies here?—Growwl.”

      This seems to get a rise out of him. And good thing, too. Because this date couldn’t have gone any differently than we’d originally planned. When it comes to describing an endearing individual, one can’t simply overlook their remarkable talent for effortlessly and swiftly adjusting to changes. Dave shuffles down the steps from the bear enclosure to pose in front of the penguins at the polar circle. Feigning a shiver, he crosses his arms with a chilly expression etched on his pore-less face.

      “Brrrrr,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve prepared for this visit to the Arctic.”

      I snap a photo of him in various poses. Some were silly, and others serious—yet entirely sexy. There’s something to be said about his charisma. And I freaking love it!
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        * * *

      

      We leave the zoo behind while the chatter of excited kids and the pungent aroma of popcorn fades away as we meander along the winding path towards Gapstow Bridge. My mind whirs with plenty of emotions. Today has been—unexpected. From the drag debacle to this surprisingly peaceful stroll, Dave has managed to surprise me at every turn.

      I find myself drawn to his quiet confidence, gentle humor, and the way his eyes emblazon when he talks about his passions. It’s a side of him I hadn’t seen before. Like, from a couple of weeks ago when my shopping cart ran into him at the checkout aisle #4. Talk about a strange twist of fate, given my preoccupation with the number itself. This is his enigmatic beauty puffing to the surface, making my heart flutter as a hummingbird flaps its wings.

      Reaching the bridge, I pause for a moment to take in the view. The late afternoon sun paints the water with a shimmering gold, and the city skyline offers a breathtaking backdrop. An idea sparks in me.

      “Hey sexy,” I say, pulling out my phone. “Let me get a picture of you with the skyline—it’ll be like a postcard for your biggest fan.”

      His eyes crinkle at the corner when he smiles while leaning against the stone railing. I snap a few photos, capturing his unforced charm against the urban landscape. As I realize that he still has my glasses, I slowly shuffle towards him to retrieve them.

      “Oh, I forgot you have my glasses,” I begin, but the words die on my lips as Dave closes the distance between us.

      The touch of his hands against my skin is so gentle, as if he’s cradling my chin like a precious chalice, while his thumbs lovingly follow the contour of my jaw. Oh, but his lips. My spine tingles with a shiver as their gentle touch, soft and warm, brushes against mine. Right now, there is a sense of the world slipping away, as if it is being replaced by the alluring fragrance of his luxurious cologne and the soft caress of his lips. In this moment, I am overwhelmed with a feeling of pure bliss, as if I am catching a fleeting but enchanting glance at the future I have always dreamed of.

      Filled with excitement, I can’t help but let out a giddy laugh, ready to speak my mind. However, Dave immediately silences me by softly pressing his finger against my lips. I find myself transfixed by the way his eyes hold on to mine, as if they are silently posing a question that remains unanswered. In response, I nod my head without uttering a word. As the kiss between us intensifies, our bodies gently move in sync with the mellowness of Central Park’s rhythm.

      Passersby chatter drowns away into a hum, only to be replaced by my thumping heart. In this moment of unspoken exaltation, a soft breeze whispers the scent of freshly cut grass and the distant fragrance of wet earth, mingling with the synchronized quacks of a flock of ducks in the nearby pond. Their calls seem to bounce off the water’s surface, as if cheering us on.

      My stomach chooses now to stage a melody of gurgles and growls, which is a not-so-subtle reminder that I haven’t eaten since last night. I’d been saving my appetite for brunch, but you can clearly see how that panned out.

      Dave chuckles while his eyelids glint with amusement. “Hungry?” He asks, as if the answer isn’t written all over my face in bold, capital letters. “Since our brunch plans were—rather switched around—how about we grab a bite from something around the park?”

      After a few more footfalls, a hot dog stand materializes before us with a heavenly aroma of grilled meat, warm buns, and sizzling onions. My mouth waters, and I nod enthusiastically. Forget avocado toast and eggs. I’m ready to embrace the classic New York experience.

      “Can you have hotdogs if you’re Jewish?” Dave asks, a brow furled. “Or are you not completely Orthodox?”

      I grimace. “Don’t tell my bubbe, and we’re copasetic,” a chuckle plays at my lips. “I eat pork—in fact—I absolutely love pork!”

      A slender hotdog vendor shoves his chin upwards. “What can I get you fellas?”

      “Just the basic,” I reply, glancing into Dave’s blue stare. “What about you?”

      He shouts over the sizzle and pop of the grill. The boy nods while his sausage-stained fingers fly in an orchestrated fashion. Dave reaches for his wallet, but I swat his hand away with a playful grin.

      “Put that away, big spender,” I say, nudging him with my elbow. “You paid for the zoo, my treat this time.”

      He looks at me as if I have two heads. “Are you sure? This won’t put you out?”

      My head wavers. “It’s a hot dog for crying out loud, not a not a ticket to the Met Gala—besides—I owe you for the entertainment value at the drag brunch.”

      Both of Dave’s eyebrows curl inward. “What are you talking about?” He asks, taking my hand. “I find your confidence incredibly sexy.”

      Heat flares in my cheeks with a warmth that has nothing to do with the July sun. Did he just say—sexy? My brain barely registers the surprise, because deep down, I already know it. But hearing it from him, from somebody I’m genuinely falling in love with—well—it’s a whole different ballgame. It’s validation. Confirmation that I’m not just deluding myself. Like the confidence radiating from me isn’t just a byproduct of a bump on the head and a lucky fortune cookie, but something real, something certain.

      I throw my head back and laugh. “Aw shucks, Mr. Bestselling Author,” I purr. “You’ve got good taste, I’ll give you that.”

      Our hotdogs drip with a messy display of toppings as we take sloppy bites, savoring the explosion of onion and mustard flavors mixed with a tang of beef and sauerkraut. A drop of ketchup lands on my chin, and I swipe it away with the back of my hand, chuckling as Dave mirrors my messy eating with equal enthusiasm.

      We stumble upon a secluded beach, nestled beneath the shade of a sprawling oak tree overlooking a tranquil pond. The gentle lapping of water against the shore creates a soothing backdrop for our impromptu picnic. A soft wind rustles the leaves above us, dappling the sunlight filtering through the branches. I lean back against the rough bark, feeling a sense of contentment settle over me as I watch a family of ducks gliding gracefully across the water. As we hold hands, I think of what to ask him next.

      “So what is your current book about—or to put it more bluntly—what had you engrossed in your novel earlier today?” I ask, studying his eyes narrow to a fine degree.

      Dave chuckles lightly with a wink. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you,” he says, squeezing my hand tighter.

      “Oh so we’re gonna play this game, are we?” I retort. “I bet it has something to do with your love of Byron Knox.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Over my gay dead body!”

      “Well then—what?”

      “Okay,” he replies with a sigh. “It’s about a hitman by night, underwear model by day.”

      My eyes widen with intrigue. “Oh that sounds interesting.”

      “Except—” he continues with a pause. “His new target has a hit out on him, so it’s sort of like a race to see who can outsmart who.”

      Dave wipes a trail of sweat from beneath his salted hairline. “Say, Judah,” he mutters softly, leaning in for another kiss. “Would you like to come back to my place and watch the sunset?”

      Oh, this is getting better and better. I’m picturing a swanky penthouse overlooking the Hudson, maybe even a hot tub. And, you know, a bed. My imagination runs wild with visions of candlelight, calm music, and me finally getting to see if the silver fox is as smooth under the sheets as he is over hotdogs.

      “Does a bagel have a hole?” I reply cheekily.

      His tongue slides into my mouth, brushing against mine. “I’d like to see your hole, Mr. Anchorman of Midday Manhattan.”
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        * * *

      

      I follow Dave into his brownstone with my jaw practically on the floor. Forget a swanky penthouse. This place is the picture of cozy straight from Better Homes & Gardens. Exposed brick and wood beams surround us with a surprising twist. Bears. Everywhere. Teddy Bears on the couch, bear paintings on the walls, even a giant grizzly rug tossed across the living room floor. It’s like a forest ranger’s fever dream, only way more stylish. And wait, are those otters?

      In his office, he has otter figurines on the bookshelf, and otter throw pillows in the bedroom. You name it—there’s probably an otter version of it somewhere in this apartment. He excuses himself to grab drinks, leaving me alone on the charming balcony to soak up the atmosphere. I can totally work with this. A gentle mist from an aerial sprinkler system above cools the air, offering a welcome relief from the summer heat.

      “Can I get you a seltzer, or something stronger?” He winks, a playful glint in his eyes.

      I nod. “Mmmm, I’ll take a hard lemonade if you have it.”

      “I have lemonade mix—” he counts to himself with his fingers. “There’s vodka in the cupboard—so yeah—I can scare us up some hard lemonade.”

      He totters back inside, sliding the door shut behind him. The strip of Sullivan Street is a sensory delight, with the enticing smells of bakeries and cafés wafting through the air. If you ask me, the atmosphere is perfect for a romantic evening. But it’s still daylight outside, and I’m not about to pounce on the guy before he’s even finished his first sip of seltzer. Besides, subtlety is the name of the game, right?

      I think I have a better idea for three in the afternoon, when the humidity is high and the sounds of bustling city life fill the streets. Nonchalantly, I peel off my sweat-drenched shirt and drape it over the back of a wrought-iron chair. Then, I find a comfortable spot against the railing, taking in the crisp bite of water particles colliding with my shoulders while I wait for Dave’s return.

      A few minutes later, the door slides back open, and he emerges with a tray of refreshments. I flex my biceps with a shit-eating-grin, offering him a wink in return.

      “Hot day, huh?” I say, flashing another coy smile.

      Unsure if it’s the invigorating mist that gently caresses my exposed, well-defined torso or the audacity of baring my chest, but I could swear I catch a glimmer of approval in his eyes. Game on, Mr. Silver Fox.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaning back, I allow the cool mist from sprinklers overhead to tickle my naked skin. Dave settles into a chair beside me, scooting up close to mine so he can wrap his arm around my shoulders. A shiver of anticipation runs down my backside. Though silence envelopes us up here on the seventh floor, the streets below are alive with its normal Saturday hustle. And weirdly enough, a pigeon struts along the railing, cooing at us like a matchmaker in feathered disguise.

      Dave’s free hand finds mine, interlacing with my palm. I glance at him with a goofy grin spread from cheek to cheek. “So, this is your lair, huh?” I ask, gesturing towards the bear-themed décor. “I’m starting to think you have a secret life as a park ranger.”

      He chuckles modestly as his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Not quite. But I do have a soft spot for bears. And otters, apparently.” He shrugs with a sheepish grin. “I have sort of a—collection.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry, I won’t judge. I’m a sucker for a good tchotchke myself. But I gotta say, this is way more interesting than any penthouse view,” I pause, feeling a surge of boldness. “Plus, it’s got that whole ‘cabin in the woods’ vibe going on. Very romantic.”

      My silver fox leans closer while his voice drops to an inaudible murmur. “Is that so?”

      His hand gently cups my cheek while his thumb traces the contour of my jaw. Meanwhile, my breath hitches in my throat as his lips meet mine for another slow burn. A gradual build-up of warmth and desire. Dave brushes a stray strand of hair from my forehead, sending sparks of electricity right through me. I moan, feeling my cock thundering below. Once at my neck, his hand travels the length of my slick torso, slipping underneath the confines of my denim shorts. The world narrows down to this single moment, our shared connection on a rooftop in SoHo.

      After a quick sip of my vodka-infused lemonade, I clear my throat. “So, what does Dave Coxwell’s writing process look like?”

      He lets out a grunt. “Well—” a momentary pause. “I like to pick up younger guys in markets and bring them back to my place—” another intimate delay, his wink melting my heart in the process. “And I filthily fuck them into an extra dimension, piquing my creative juices so I can keep trucking.”

      “Fucking to keep trucking,” I giggle with a wry smile. “How sexy.”

      Our lips meet, and I can hear the gentle sound of our breaths mingling over the hiss of his water misters. As my tongue roams his mouth, I detect the lingering texture of his morning shave, the prickly stubble beneath my touch. With a subtle bite to my upper lip, Dave exhales a sigh that seems to float away effortlessly.

      A sudden fluttering of wings shatters the peaceful silence as the pigeon beside us takes off in a hurried frenzy. When my hand reaches for the glass, Dave’s thumb instinctively moves to remove the small amount of saliva lingering on my lips.

      “Oh good,” I grin. “I can’t have any schmutz on this pretty face.”

      He shakes his head. “No we cannot.”

      We?! Did he just say we? As in, we can’t have my face muddled up in any way? The butterflies in my stomach have officially formed a marching band, complete with an entire clarinet section. This is it, the moment I’ve been waiting for since I tipped over that rogue shopping cart. My heart swells with joy and, yet, a little doubt. Is this actually happening? Is Dave—into me? Like, into me? The possibilities are endless, and I’m already planning our wedding hashtag. #BearlyMarried, #LoveAtFirstSwipe, #MazelTovMoFo.

      Shaking my head, I try dislodging the image of miniature Judah’s and Dave’s scampering around a backyard with a Golden Retriever named Trixie. Get a grip, Wilder. It’s just a fuckin’ kiss, not a ketubah. I must focus on the present, not some fantasy future filled with diaper changes and PTA meetings. A grin washes over my face as I rack my brain for a new conversation topic—something light and breezy.

      “So,” I say, clearing my throat from the tart bite of lemon juice. “Tell me about your family. Any siblings? Crazy aunts? Perhaps a pet bear named after your favorite author?”

      He takes a drink from his glass with a smile. “No, no pet bears, I’m afraid,” he affirms. “But plenty of batshit aunts and a gaggle of fucked up cousins—” he pauses, rubbing my inner thigh. “My mother’s still ticking up in Yonkers, and Dad’s six feet under—may Satan ravage his soul,” he grimly smacks his lips. “One sister—my biggest fan and best friend on this green planet.”

      It’s refreshing to hear how close Dave is to his mom and sister and their acceptance of his life. It’s a warmth I can easily identify that radiates from him when he talks about them. As for his father being six feet under with such a resentful remark as that, makes me wonder what their relationship might’ve been like. But hey, who am I to judge? Everyone’s family has their own unique brand of dysfunction, right?

      “Sorry,” I say. “Bad blood between you and your dear old pop?”

      He nods as his eyes narrow. “Let’s just put it this way—water is thicker than blood where he’s concerned,” he sighs, reversing the conversation back onto me. “What about you? What’s your family like?”

      His question throws me off ever so slightly. I’ve mentioned my parents and brothers in texts, but he wants to know more about what they’re like. I pause, sifting through memories of Thanksgivings, Hanukkah’s, and birthdays. The image of my cousins sneering at me, calling me names, flashes through my mind. I haven’t told Dave about that. He knows I’m not close to them, but not to the extent of it. Now that things are getting more serious, perhaps he should know.

      Carefully, I begin, “Well,” as I contemplate my choice of words.

      Anything I say has the potential to become firsthand research material for a writer, finding its way into a book someday, somewhere.

      “My family’s complicated—there’s a lot of history there,” a quick breath follows, preparing to share the darker side of my past. “Growing up, my cousins—they weren’t always kind. I was always the outcast—the one they picked on because I’m the youngest.”

      Dave nods, as if understanding where I’m going with this. “I see.”

      My palm collides with the wrought-iron table as I sigh. “I used to be the Kevin McAllister of my family,” I declare, bringing to light a common reference anyone can resonate with. “They used to make me feel like I was ugly and unworthy of another person’s love.”

      These words loom in the short distance between us, heavy with the weight of unspoken pain. A certain tightness grips my chest, proving that I’m just as vulnerable right now as I was weeks ago. I haven’t felt this way since before the gym—the whole StairMaster fiasco. It feels like an icy hand reaching out from the past, squeezing my heart with an unforgiving clutch.

      Oy vey! Is my power diffusing? I wonder, a wave of panic washing over me. Am I turning back into the old Judah Wilder? The insecure one? The boy who let his cousin’s taunts chip away at his self-worth. The Judah who believed he wasn’t good enough. I push the thoughts away, determined not to let my past define me. But the fear lingers like a shadow lurking in the deep ravines of my consciousness.

      I catch my breath while Dave pats my back. “It’s okay, babe,” he whispers. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      My head wavers. “No, no,” I counter with a mischievous grin. “That’s just the thing. The joke’s on them now—” I stammer. “My youngest cousin, Timmy, he’s a meth head with no desire to live a fruitful life—and Justin, the oldest—he’s stuck with a raging psycho bitch of a wife and two kids, lodged in a marriage of convenience with two kids who may wind up subjects of your future novels.”

      Dave’s eyebrow furls softly. “Is that so?”

      “So, there you have it,” I wink. “Every family’s got their own brand of crazy.”

      The tightness of his embrace makes me feel cherished and protected, his arms a shield against the world. “And look at Judah Wilder, the hottest new name in New York news,” he grins.

      The taste of his lips is reminiscent of candy, a sugary delight on my tongue. Presumably from the lemonade, but there’s an underlying tanginess that lingers on his tongue. They join mine, creating a chaotic dance of shapes, promising a future filled with joy and love. And his tongue dances on my palate like a master chef, satisfying my ravenous soul with a nourishment I’ve longed for.

      In a matter of moments, Dave rustles from his chair, urging me to rise under the weight of his palm. The steady gaze in his sapphire oceans screams an unspoken command to yield to him and his desire. Truthfully, who am I to deny a major DILF like Dave Coxwell the opportunity to usher me into another harmonious, ecstasy-fueled dimension?

      His rough, keyboard fraught fingers nudge me inside as my backside brushes up against the living room wall. He grunts playfully, unbuttoning my denim shorts with a certain finesse.

      “We’re gonna play this, huh?” He whispers into my ear.

      My dick hardens at the sensation of him gently biting my earlobe while the strength of his palm presses into my left shoulder. Pinned against the brick, I can feel the rough texture against my back, creating a constant scratching sensation even with the slightest shift. He likes to play rough, I see.

      Our tongues waltz over each other, gliding in and out while Dave pumps my stiff cock with a forceful clutch. I’m fully invested in this moment now, and my arousal is at the highest it’s been in years. In a swift motion, I lean forward, desperately trying to break free from the suffocating weight of his touch. If I thought his lips were a sugary explosion of flavor, his nipples offer the perfect ratio of salt, countering the sweetness just perfectly.

      “Yes, Dave,” I affirm with a hint of seduction. “If you’re gonna filthily fuck me, I want you to be nice and—” my hand feels his cock. “Ooooh hard!”

      Practically ripping it off his body, Dave removes his shirt, revealing a sheen of sweat on his chest. In one smooth movement, he scoops me up in his muscular arms and swiftly carries me back to the bedroom. Or at least, I thought he took me there, with its cozy ambiance and soft, inviting bed. As I glance around, the sight of an L-shaped desk and leather sofa clarifies that he’s brought me to his office for my fuckening.

      As the sunlight filters through the translucent tan curtains, it illuminates the room and reveals the twinkle in his eye as he uses one arm to swipe the surface of his desk. The whisper of papers flying in every direction engulfs me and is quickly followed by the loud clunk of a pen cup crashing against the hardwood floor.

      “Not the bedroom?” I suggest.

      His head shakes. “Shhhhh—” his finger presses against my lips while delicately placing me atop the desk. “Condom, or no?”

      He’s giving me an option? Chivalry hasn’t gone and completely died altogether, has it?

      If he’s offering, I trust him enough to know in my mind about his HIV status, allowing me to feel secure. His hands caress my arms smoothly, all the while delivering a small series of kisses from my chin down my torso. “Don’t worry, I take PrEP prophylactically,” he whispers with assurance.

      As soon as his teeth clench around the elastic of my underwear, I moan with a burst of anticipation. “Raw and ragged,” I utter, glaring around the walls to see framed posters of his book covers. “Use my inkwell as you please, Mr. Bestselling Author.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he grunts playfully, his weight pressing me backwards. “Prepare to feel the transcendent thrill of my mighty pen.”

      My bare skin tingles as it meets the crisp surface of the oak desk, sending a rush of exhilaration through my veins. Come to consider it, I don’t think I’ve felt anything like this before. I’ve fantasized about my doctor stripping me naked and pressing me into a cool vinyl exam table. But feeling this much cold against my spine is a novel experience altogether.

      The scrutiny in Dave’s stare leaves me feeling vulnerable, yet excited. Though unspoken, there’s a certain hue of dominance painted across his smooth face that screams, “you’ve been a naughty boy and it’s time to take your punishment.” He topples me quickly, licking my sweaty skin to my cock. His stubble against the underside is prickly and enticing, already a surefire promise for a happy finish. It’s been a few years since Judah Wilder’s hole has been pulverized, let alone his dick getting any sort of validation from an outside source.

      His tongue, soft and wet, makes slurping noises while I feel my cock inch farther and farther into his mouth. Dave pauses momentarily, inhaling a breath of air before attempting to swallow the entire thing. And his throat. Oy vey! There’s no way I can put it into words—it’s an indescribable experience like none other.

      “Oh fuck—” I shriek, feeling a wave of euphoria.

      Huffing, he raises his head, licking my abdomen back up to my lips. With another dive, his tongue glides gracefully into my mouth while I feel his toughened fingers pinch both of my nipples.

      The intoxicating twinkle in his eye could command a room. “You like that don’t you?” He moans, now supporting the back of my head with a stray hand.

      “Mmmm hmmmm,” I oblige. “McDreamy is soooo McNasty.”

      Dave’s stare narrows. “You’ve been watching too many ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ reruns,” he laughs, lowering my head back to the desk.

      With another smooth glide of his tongue, he’s already back to comforting my raging cock inside his mouth. However, the warm sensation feels like he’s breathing air on it instead.

      “Oh fuck that’s amazing,” I cry with pleasure, trying all I can to hold off on orgasming.

      I grasp the crown of his head, pushing it down to feel the tight confines of his throat. My cock is hungry. And it wants seconds personally served by the master chef himself. Another shudder of excitement cascades up my spine when the tip passes over the threshold of his esophagus. He’s a master of many things.

      Lost in an endless trance, I find myself fixated on the spinning blades of the ceiling fan. Meanwhile, my welcoming hole feels a finger—then two—slipping their way through with gentle force. Based on my spastic legs, he’s already found my prostate. And another plunge deeper causes me to yowl in ecstasy.

      “Fucckk me already!” I wince. “Use my hole, pound me into next Tuesday⁠—”

      Dave grunts. “Patience is a virtue, Judah,” he teases, now licking the circumference. “Mmmmm,” he moans in pleasure.

      “I can’t hold it in much longer,” I whine, biting my bottom lip as his fingers graze my prostate. “Oooohhhh.”

      Startling as it is, his heavy palm collides against my bare ass cheek. The pang lingers. “I said to wait, boy,” he huffs.

      Oooooh. Now we’re talking.

      Moments later, he rises back to his feet and lifts me into his embrace again. This time, hauling me over his shoulder as if I’m a limp roll of carpet waiting to be laid. Truth is, the latter should be true. Hopefully.

      As we enter his bedroom, the dimmer lighting sets a soothing mood for part two, in contrast to the sunshine from moments ago. With a mischievous grin, he throws me onto his velvety dark bedspread, then quickly flips me over, exhaling a warm gust of air into my sweaty forehead. Our lips meet, creating a symphony of wet sounds that flourish throughout the room, like a sweet melody.

      Dave’s a big guy with solid muscle. But when he’s pressed against me, it feels more like a warm hug than a barbell at the gym. It’s like sinking into a beanbag chair, only way more comfortable and a lot less embarrassing because he lives alone. His arm drapes over me as a warm towel fresh out of the dryer, and I can feel his steady breath against my neck. Strangely, calming and sensual, I’m more turned on than I’ve ever been.

      “Get on top, boy,” he urges me, swiftly pressing himself up into a sea of pillows.

      His cock, at least a good nine inches, waves in the air. Both of his palms press into my hips as if smooth anchors guiding my hole to his cock like two puzzle pieces intended to unite. Fuck. Much like the camera always adding ten pounds, feeling a guy’s erection always feels ten times bigger when you can’t see its mighty length inside.

      “That’s a good boy,” he mutters, huffing and puffing with his eyes shut.

      With a sort of gentle ease, Dave bucks his hips, plunging deeper and deeper within. I turn my head to spot a sizeable mirror above his dresser. As vain as it seems, the smooth putz staring back at me has a grin playing on his lips. I fix my hair like I’m about to go on camera, all the while riding his magnetic cock like the good boy that he wants me to be.

      He offers a quick chuckle, raising an eyebrow. “Are you looking at yourself in the mirror?”

      Honey, please. I can’t help but grin, giving him a playful wink. Of course, I’m checking myself out! This is a sight for sore eyes, if you ask me. I mean, who wouldn’t want to admire this masterpiece? Me, straddling Mr. Silver Fox, my muscles flexing, his skin glistening under the scrap of light filtering in through the hallway—it’s basically a scene straight out of an 80s music video. And I’m the rockstar. And let’s be real, it’s not every day you get to see a demigod like me in action. So yeah, I’m gonna take a moment to bask in my own glory. You’re welcome, Dave.

      Huffing faster, bucking harder, Dave lets out a sigh. “Oh, that is so fuckin’ sexy.”

      Offering a shrug, I shoot him another wink. “I know.”

      My confidence must really turn him on. There’s no questioning it—I’m truly the luckiest man alive. Judging by the pace his hips in action have reached, he’s about to orgasm while inside me. Yet another first for Judah Wilder. And if he doesn’t hurry, I’m going to cum before him.

      Then, almost like divine intervention, Dave gasps. “Are you ready for Mr. Coxwell’s cum?”

      “Yes, sir,” I moan softly, feeling the surge of desire coursing through me.

      Without a moment to spare, his thighs tremble while he bucks his hips, perhaps the hardest all day, with a loud cry of pleasure. Warmth shoots up inside me as if the top of a fire hydrant has just blown off. Between Dave’s unintelligible groaning and his hot seed, my cock jitters with rage, spilling one shot of cum after another across his chest. This is the release I’ve been waiting to feel for years. If only I’d known all it would take was a magic fortune cookie and a random bump on the head for it to happen, I’d have staged it much sooner.

      “Oh my fucking God,” he drones, his eyes alight with admiration. “That was incredible.”

      I moan. “I believe the term transcendent comes to mind?”

      His soft touch caresses the length of my torso, traveling down to the pool of passion left behind by my satisfied dick. Using two fingers, he scoops up a heaping portion and eagerly licks them clean, a ravenous grin of satisfaction on his face.

      “Mmmm,” he mumbles, blowing a chef’s kiss. “Splendid.”

      As I lie next to my silver fox, our bodies hum with the afterglow of our shared passion. We lock stares as if it’s a silent conversation passing between us, filled with unspoken emotions and a mutual feeling of wonder. The feeling of his hand on my skin is both soothing and electrifying, as his touch trails lazy patterns, causing shivers to ripple through me. I can finally catch my breath, having just endured the most supreme cardio workout of them all. Contentment floods through me, radiating from my heart to every inch of my being. This moment feels like a dream, some kind of magical interlude suspended in time. And I never want it to end.
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        * * *

      

      Dave takes my hand with a twinkle in his stare. “Come on,” he says, leading me through his apartment and up a narrow set of stairs.

      I follow him while my heart pounds with anticipation. He hasn’t mentioned a rooftop before, but the idea of a private oasis hidden away in the heart of the Big Apple seems to excite me. As we reach the top of the stairs, he pushes open a heavy door, revealing a dimly lit rooftop swathed in the warm glow of string lights.

      A gasp falls from my lips, taking in the sight before me. “So there is a hot tub after all,” I giggle, wagging my eyebrows.

      This is a paradise, complete with a steaming jacuzzi, plush lounge chairs, and a panoramic view of the city skyline. I turn to him with eyes of wonder.

      “This is incredible,” I whisper.

      He smiles, pulling me towards the hot tub. “I knew you’d like it,” he responds proudly. “I share this rooftop with my other three top-floor neighbors. Sometimes it’s this right here that’ll break a bad bout of writer’s block.”

      “I can only imagine,” I reply, admiring the view with a hand covering my forehead. “This beats my diorama view of the city from my shoebox of an apartment I share with my four-year old cat, Carter.”

      Time melts away as we soak in the jacuzzi, Dave’s arms wrapped around me as if they’re a life preserver. I reach out to sniff a rose bush while its sweet fragrance mingles with the rising steam from the water. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and allow the scent to transport me to a state of pure bliss. Calgon doesn’t have shit on me. This view, this moment, this man—it’s enough to make me want to change my name to Judah Wilder-Coxwell right here, right now. But hey, maybe I’ll wait until we’re out of the hot tub and I’ve regained some semblance of motor skills. Baby steps, Judah. Baby steps.

      “Well, I guess I don’t have to worry about getting wrinkled anymore,” he jokes over the hum of the roaring jets.

      I can’t help but laugh. He’s right, of course. My skin is already resembling a prune. But at this point, who cares? We’re surrounded by the twinkling lights of the city while the sky sets ablaze with fiery hues from the sunset over the Hudson. Swiftly, I lean back against the edge of the hot tub, pulling Dave close. The warmth of the water envelops us. His lips find mine, soft and inviting as ever.

      Our kiss lingers, fueled by the overwhelming passion of the moment, and I become completely lost in the sensation. All distractions melt away until it’s just the two of us, locked in this moment. It’s perfect—a complete contrast to the way this morning started off. And okay, maybe not a penthouse. However, this rooftop oasis is definitely a close second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Blinking my eyes open, I squint against the harsh morning light, coming to the realization that this wasn’t my bed. These sheets are softer, the mattress firmer—and wait—where’s the incessant kneading of tiny cat claws on my lower back? I roll over, expecting to find Dave’s sleepy smile greeting me. Yet, I’m met with cold emptiness instead. A jolt of panic shoots through me as I sit up, wrangling the sleep from under my brows.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed when my bare feet hit the cool wooden floor. Where the fuck is he? Quickly, I scram into the bathroom thinking he might’ve woken before me and needed to take a piss. Not in here. The living room remains empty, even the balcony. There’s simply no sign of him anywhere. Just as panic sets in, my eyes catch sight of a note card resting on the kitchen island, accompanied by a single red rose positioned carefully beside it. My heart flutters as I pick it up. Dave’s handwriting is neat and almost kind of fancy.

      A smile spreads across my relieved face as I read the words.

      
        
        Judah,

        Went to go grab us breakfast. If you want a cup of joe while you wait, just tell Alexa to make coffee. Provided that you’re in your thirties, you know how to do that.

        I’ll be right back!

        ‘McDreamy’

      

      

      Yeah, and that’s exactly what Tom Hanks said in “Castaway,” and we all know how that turned out. However, I find it amusing that Dave’s equipped with the latest in smart home furnishings. Apparently, busy writers can’t be bothered to start their own coffee machines. Maybe when I wind up moving in, we’ll have a command to feed Carter without lifting a finger.

      “Alexa—” I shout, immediately hearing a responsive chime. “Make coffee.”

      Her voice, pleasant and creepy as ever, swims throughout the living room. “Okay, preparing fresh coffee.”

      The notion dawns on me I haven’t spoken to Craig and Rocco in several days. They must be worried that I’ve run away from New York to join the ranks of hot and sculpted underwear models in Los Angeles by now.

      
        
          
            
              
        You guys, I’ve had the most amazing weekend ever. I can’t wait to tell you all about it, but Dave is coming right back with breakfast.

      

      

      

      

      

      No time passes at all before I receive a response from Rocco. Then Craig soon after.

      
        
          
            
              
        ROCCO: No way. Dave as in the author, Dave? Did you guys get hot and heavy last night? This morning? Both times? We need the details!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CRAIG: You fucked him, didn’t you? Was it everything I’ve ever dreamed of?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s funny because Craig is such a huge nerd, he’s still a total virgin. Though a catch, he hasn’t found the right guy yet. Or perhaps it’s his penchant for comic books. Either way, his time will come, poor putz. As for Rocco’s response, he’s been waiting for me to drop more details about Dave Coxwell, my talented Mr. Silver Fox, also known as ‘McDreamy.’

      
        
          
            
              
        Yep, it happened. Last night. Totally magical. TRANSCENDENT would sum it up nicely, as Dave would put it. Oh, and then I also competed in a drag show yesterday… so much to tell you quite honestly.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ROCCO: We need a boys’ night.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CRAIG: *shocked emoji*

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CRAIG: You were in drag? No way!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know, I need to get together with you guys.

      

      

      

      

      

      Okay, plans are set in motion. Boys’ night at The Lion’s Den tonight. I can’t wait to spill all the tea to Craig and Rocco about the drag competition—my near-death experience on stage, the crazy audience, and, of course, my glorious victory. And obviously, they’ll harangue me about Dave, too. It’s gonna be a great night to unwind before I start my new role tomorrow morning. While I have my phone in hand, I decide it’s important to send Mom and Dad a quick message.

      Just as I’m typing a reassuring text to my parents, who are likely fearing the worst, Dave strolls through the front door, his hands occupied with paper bags filled with breakfast delights and two glasses emitting a fruity aroma. Of course, the fresh brew Alexa’s finished will go to waste now. Who actually mixes coffee and juice? Gross.

      For now, I suppose I’ll keep my extracurricular activities under wraps from the folks for now. After all, a little mystery never hurt anyone, right?

      “I’m starving,” I exclaim, grabbing my belly. “What’s for breakfast?”

      Dave shuffles past me with a grin of equal parts elation and intrigue. “My cock,” he hisses playfully.

      Ummmmm. Do I tell him the only thing that goes in my mouth is food? Perhaps that’s a second date kind of conversation.

      “That’s at least a second date—post move-in type of reward—should you ever be so lucky to have me and Carter in this rustic haven,” I reply cheekily, getting a rise out of him.

      He winks, patting the sofa cushion next to him. “Come eat your damn breakfast,” he chuckles. “Are you saying you a guy like you doesn’t suck dick?”

      A grimace forms on my face as I sit. “Mmmmm—depends on the cock,” I counter, accepting a foam takeout container. “I might need to have a few things removed to make room for yours.”

      “Well thanks,” Dave laughs. “Then your dad might have some connections to make that a possibility.”

      I nod with a shrug. “If you play your cards right.”

      Well, it’s not that I wouldn’t suck Dave Coxwell’s mighty dick. I’m more concerned about passing out from oxygen deprivation. That thing between his legs is a beast. (Picture Billy Santoro plus Legrand Wolf.) And my tiny, strict bottom can attest to the fact. But we’ll see how it goes. Rome wasn’t built in a day.

      As I tear into a cinnamon roll the size of my head, I find it incredibly difficult to keep from propelling precum. Not only have we not eaten since yesterday’s hotdog in the park, but this delectable creation is a work of art that should be immortalized in a museum. Meanwhile, a fleeting pang of guilt hits me as I think of Carter, probably back home, gnawing on his tail out of starvation. Hell hath no fury like a tabby scorned.

      Dave and I chat excitedly about my plans for Midday Manhattan. My brain buzzes with ideas for segments, interviews, and hilarious on-air antics. I can already picture Jasper ordering a giant sheet cake with my face on it and the entire newsroom erupting in applause as I deliver my first witty one-liner. And lest I not forget practically hearing the city of New York laughing along with me, their cheers bouncing from every apartment and office building.

      Dave clicks his tongue as he checks the time. “Do you need to get back home so your poor cat doesn’t wither away?”

      It’s like he’s stuck in my head or something.

      Nodding, I grab my full belly. “Yeah, that little rascal’s probably chewed through half his tail about now.”

      Dave’s navigating the Sunday morning traffic like a pro racer. Meanwhile, I’m trying not to groan with every bump in the road, a sonata of aches and pains orchestrated by last night’s—enthusiasm. Though, no pain, no gain, I suppose. Besides, that jacuzzi session helped loosen things up. At this moment, I’m practically floating on air, my head swirling with the exhilaration of our incredible night together.

      Glancing at the overflowing shopping bags in the backseat, I note the evidence left behind from my drag brunch mania. This newfound confidence is wreaking havoc on Dad’s credit card statement, and I’m at a loss for how to justify this impulsive shopping spree. Then again, I wouldn’t have this newfound confidence without that fateful StairMaster incident and the man behind this steering wheel.

      Oh, the way he looked at me last night, the way he made me feel—it was like finally unlocking a whole new level of myself I never knew existed. I simply feel invincible, like I can achieve anything and get anything I want. If falling at the gym landed me Dave, then sex with him is the key to a kingdom I’ve dared not enter before. Until now.
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        * * *

      

      Flinging my closet doors open leaves me with a whirlwind of expectation. Tonight’s the night, baby. Boys’ night at The Lion’s Den to celebrate my impending TV stardom. I rifle through the racks, tossing aside the usual suspects—boring button-downs, and these sensible denim jeans. No, tonight calls for something bolder. A piece that screams, “I’m here to slay, bitches!”

      After searching for what feels like an eternity, my hand finally comes across a pair of tight leather pants that I bought, intending to fit into them someday. Tonight’s that night, however, and I’m popping their cherry. Always the cynic, Carter gives me a scornful look as I wriggle into the jeans, sucking in my belly, completely assured that they’ll remain zipped.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I hiss, flashing faux claws in his direction.

      He scrams under the bed, a shriek-like meow crashing against my ears while I shimmy into the most slimming gold button-down, smattered with hundreds of sequins for an extra sparkle. Since Judah Wilder v2.0 is all about making a statement, I leave the shirt unbuttoned down to my navel. Accessorize, man. Now I need something flashy, and I’m left to decide between a clunky gold watch I’ve been hanging onto since my Bar Mitzvah or a Cuban link bracelet. Bracelet, it is.

      It snaps into place around my wrist as I shuffle into the bathroom. Glancing in the mirror, I primp my hair with some pomade. From the bed, my phone chimes, its sound piercing through the silence. There’s no doubt it’s Rocco with a reminder text that he’s arrived at the club. The Lion’s Den is practically within arm’s reach, a mere three-minute distance separating us, giving him the opportunity to enjoy a mojito while I put the finishing touches on my face. Using Eileen Dover’s foundation, I patsch a generous layer from one cheek to the other. Maybe a couple of these falsies and a little eyeliner wouldn’t be too over the top?

      “What a sexy son of a bitch,” I mutter into the handsome guy staring back at me, forming a grin. “You look like a million bucks—you’re Judah fuckin’ Wilder—the co-host of Midday Manhattan.”

      My mind is filled with a tidal wave of excitement for tomorrow, crashing against the shores of my thoughts. It’s my first full day in front of the lens, which means I can’t stay out too terribly late tonight. Being camera ready requires me to show up earlier than I typically would to spend all day behind it. In the bedroom, Carter positions himself gracefully on the disheveled bedspread, his tail creating a gentle thumping sound against the mattress as he purrs softly.

      “Buddy, you can be mad all you want about last night,” I say, waving my hands. “I’m sorry, but I wasn’t expecting to spend the entire night at his place.”

      The phone’s screen lights up with another hasty beep.

      
        
          
            
              
        ROCCO: We’re here, man. Where are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CRAIG: Dude, you live a minute away. Do we have to drag you down the street by your ankles? We’re dying to mop up some tea.

      

      

      

      

      

      Since my friends can’t be bothered to wait any longer, I hurry out the door, phone in hand and my charm in full-check. “Be good, Carter,” I scream over a shoulder.

      My leather pants squeak with every stride down the street, approaching The Lion’s Den around the corner. I flash a smile at the bouncer, a dark, towering figure who usually looks like he’s sucking on a lemon.

      “Judah Wilder,” I hum, dripping with self-assurance. “I’m on Jimmy’s list.”

      He raises a skeptical eyebrow as his gaze lingers on my outfit. Oh, honey, don’t even try to deny it. You’re mesmerized. I give him a wink and sashay past, leaving him in a cloud of my fabulousness.

      Inside, the music pulses at a high level while lights swirl around with a certain intensity. Amongst the throng of sweaty bodies, the overpowering aroma of cologne, spilled drinks, and ill-advised decisions permeates the air. Normally, I’d be overwhelmed by this sensory overload. But not tonight. Right now, I’m riding the high of last night’s escapades, fueled by the knowledge that I am, in fact, the hottest thing on two legs since cavemen discovered fire.

      Rocco sits in the corner, our usual spot. When I creep up behind him, my hands cover his mouth before he can let out a yelp. “Don’t scream when you turn around,” I holler over the Demi Lovato song. “But I’m going to prove to you I’m your friend⁠—”

      He turns around, eyes full of shock. I remove my hands, expecting a hug or a squeal of delight. Instead, all he can do is stare as his mouth hangs open.

      Before I can even process his reaction, Craig appears to my side, and I instinctively repeat my maneuver, covering his mouth before he can make a sound. “Don’t scream,” I reiterate. “I know you guys don’t recognize me—who is this sexy son of a bitch covering our mouths? But it’s me—Judah—” my hands fall gently.

      They’re gawking at me like I’ve just farted during Kol Nidre. I throw my arms out in a flashy display, spinning in a slow circle, highlight my tight leather pants and glistening skin. As my gaze shifts back to them, their blank stares appear larger than ever.

      “Oy vey! You don’t believe me⁠—”

      I scratch the side of my head, frantically thinking of some way I can prove to them it’s still me. “Okay, I’m gonna tell you guys something that nobody would know unless they were me—Judah Wilder—” I point across the club towards the private lounge. “Remember the night I got so drunk you guys paid for my lap dance and the guy was so hot I schmutzed my pants before I even sat down?”

      Crickets. Their shock and bewilderment are enough to silence the entire club.

      “I don’t know how it happened—” I pause. “All I know is I woke up in the ER after falling off a StairMaster—looked in my bathroom mirror—and saw what I’ve always wanted to be—a chance to be hot as fuck.”

      These guys are nonplussed to the point I could tell them Byron Knox died in a plane crash on his way to tee-off in Florida and they still wouldn’t believe me. The way they respond when we take our seats shows that my hard work at the gym is paying off and making me look better. But my explanation of waking up looking this good is lost on them. Probably forever.

      “Feast your eyes on this masterpiece,” I declare, sliding my phone across the table towards Craig and Rocco. “That, my friends, is Dave.”

      I watch their jaws drop as they swipe through the pictures I snapped yesterday in Central Park. Dozens of them in various angles and perspectives, that is. My silver fox propped up against the bridge with our phenomenal city skyline in the background. Dave feeding pigeons, laughing at my terrible jokes, him looking like a million bucks in the afternoon light. Dave, Dave, Dave. This has become a literal ‘Dave-fest’ while I list every endearing quality and feature about him. And each time they say his name, the warm fuzzies explode in my chest. I’m officially obsessed.

      In the midst of our celebration, a server in shiny silver spandex trunks appears out of nowhere, causing a momentary distraction. “What can I get you gentlemen?” He asks.

      My hand raises, boldly placing a request. “Whiskey Sunrise for me—extra pineapple juice—” I pause, glancing at Rocco. “I need to replenish my electrolytes after last night’s—” using air quotes, “festivities.”

      Craig and Rocco raise their eyebrows, eager for the deets. While I indulge in a refreshing sip of water, my mind becomes engulfed in a whirlwind of thoughts as they prepare to embark on the epic tale of my victorious journey in the drag competition. While I may not have been granted the prestigious glass tiara, I must still recount the most remarkable sleepover experience I have ever had.

      “So yesterday, I slayed that drag competition,” I affirm with a dramatic sigh.

      Craig and Rocco, comfortably settled on their barstools, leisurely sip their drinks as they eagerly listen to me captivating them with every single juicy detail. From the moment I narrowly missed the top spot for that damn glass tiara, to the slight stumble I had at the beginning, and finally, my grand finale with the explosion of the champagne bottle.

      “I’ll have another,” my hand waves to the tall drink of water serving drinks. “Keep ‘em coming!”

      A couple more cocktails later, I feel the need to dance out my excitement.

      “Come on, you two,” I urge, tugging on their arms. “Live little—oy vey—if you’re gonna hang with the new Judah Wilder, you gotta step it up.”

      Painstakingly and fast, I guide them up to the elevated platform, where a group of oiled-up hotties skillfully dancing around poles, perfectly in sync with the energetic club music. I mean, who needs a gym membership when this kind of cardio is available?

      Fully embracing the freedom of this moment, I surrender to the pulsating music as my hips sway to the energetic beats of Chappell Roan’s “HOT TO GO!” resonating throughout the club, surrounded by dancing laser lights. I’m whirling a dervish of sexiness—twerking up against a blonde dancer—shaking what my mama gave me with enough force to rival a magnitude 5 earthquake. Meanwhile, I catch Craig and Rocco staring at me, their mouths gaping wide. Oh, please, don’t act so surprised. This is just a glimpse of the magic I bring to the table. Consider yourselves lucky to be in the presence of greatness.

      As the night progresses, I remain on the platform, moving to the rhythm until my feet cry out in agony and my voice fades into a hoarse whisper from singing along to each and every song. I’m not just walking on sunshine. I’m soaring through the stratosphere, fueled by pure, unadulterated joy and love for Dave. I’ve never felt so alive, so free, so utterly and completely myself. This is my moment, and I’m owning it. And tomorrow? Tomorrow I’m going to channel this energy into becoming the biggest name in New York daytime news since Katie Couric first graced the Today Show stage. Watch out, Yankees, there’s a new sheriff in town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Ugh, my head feels like it’s housing a mariachi band. And the metrical snoring beside me is doing nothing to help. With a groan, I roll over, squinting through sunlight to see Dave’s peaceful face. Oh, right. Him. Now I remember. Vaguely. I think I may have drunkenly texted him to come rescue me from my own poor decisions last night. Smart move, Judah.

      But hey, no regrets, right? I mean, look at him. He’s like a sleeping bear with all that tousled hair and chiseled jawline. I can’t help but smile as I lean into him, grabbing his cock and pressing a soft kiss to his lips.

      “Morning, sunshine,” I whisper.

      My voice is raspy from too many tequila shots and impromptu karaoke performances. You’d think Dave would’ve woken to my morning grasp around his obviously erect dick. But the man’s out cold. It sounds like a damn lawn mower in here. Well, time to face the day. Or at least try to before the room starts spinning again.

      Carter glares at me from his perch on the bathroom tile, clearly left unimpressed by the whole ‘Dave sleeping over’ situation. Hey, don’t give me that attitude, buddy. It’s not my fault the full-sized bed can barely fit one person, let alone two and a half. And Carter’s big enough. He at least counts as a tiny human. But hey, perhaps one day I’ll be waking up in Dave’s California King, feeling like a sultan in the Taj Mahal. Okay, Judah, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

      A wave of memories flash before my mind as I catch a reflection of ‘Hungover Judah’ in the mirror. The Lion’s Den, flashing laser and strobe lights, the deafening music—and then, nothing. There’s a blank space where the rest of last night should be. A knot forms in my stomach as I realize Craig and Rocco must have left me there. They never leave without me. Icy dread sets in, ushering in the immediate need to vomit.

      The knot suddenly tightens, and I lurch towards the toilet just in time to offer up last night’s tequila shots as a sacrifice to the porcelain gods. My body shudders with the effort, all the while making a mental note to never mix tequila with whatever neon concoction the bartender insisted was ‘totally harmless.’ After a few minutes of deep breathing and splashing cold water into my face, the nausea subsides.

      Then, it hits me. The drunken text to Dave. My desperate plea for rescue. Embarrassment heats my cheeks, but before I can dwell on it further, he emerges from the bedroom with outstretched arms in a silent invitation. As he wraps his arms around me, I feel myself melting, comforted by the heat emanating from his body, erasing any trace of the chilly night.

      “I figured you’d spent some time in here this morning,” he says, seemingly empathetic.

      I swallow hard. “Did this interfere with your writing at all?”

      “No,” his head wavers gently. “I was more concerned about you getting home safely.”

      “And my friends weren’t there when you came?”

      Another negative confirmation. “What friends?”

      The normal reaction is to probably worry about the fool I must’ve made of myself last time. Yet, at this moment, everything else fades away. My doubts, the insecurities about Craig and Rocco, and what they might think. All that matters is the feeling of Dave Coxwell’s muscular arms around me and the beat of his heart against my chest. This feels right. This feels like home.

      “Let’s get you some breakfast,” he insists, preparing to take a leak as Carter scrams into the bedroom. “So this is the infamous tabby you speak so highly about,” he chuckles.

      “Oh fuck—” I blurt, grabbing the aching throb in my forehead. “It’s already daylight out there!”

      Dave appears confused. “That’s usually how it happens every morning, yeah,” he nods. “What time do you have to be to work?”

      As I scurry into the bedroom, I scan around for where I might’ve left my phone. Yet it’s nowhere to be found.

      “Have you seen my phone?” I ask, searching frantically through the cluttered room. Meanwhile, my headache amplifies.

      My silver fox finishes washing his hands before returning to the bedroom to slip on his pants. “It’s charging on the kitchen counter,” he assures me. “I take it you’re running late?”

      Panic scatters through my veins as I ransack my closet for something presentable. Shit! I’m laaattteeee. Dave helps me pick an outfit, a crisp white button-down and a pair of tailored slacks—a far cry from last night’s leather-clad ensemble. Oy vey!

      In the bathroom, I hurriedly step into the shower, desperate to wash away the remnants of my regretful night. All the while, thoughts cloud my brain as I drag a soap bar from one shoulder to the other. I’m about to step out into a whole new light, a shining beacon of journalistic integrity and daytime show charm. Except my blood runs cold when I realize there’s still shampoo in my hair. Fuck a duck. Screw a kangaroo. Praise Moses, Dave offered to drop me off. If I’d relied on the subway today, I’d probably still be underground, trying to explain my tequila-induced blackout to a confused rat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Though bright, the studio lights thankfully aren’t causing the disco ball effect in my vision like they did this morning when I first arrived. Of course, Zofran—the patron saint of hungover gays—helps tremendously. The scent of hairspray and anticipation fills my nostrils as I smooth down my tie. This is it! The moment I’ve been dreaming of. On the other side of the camera, I take pleasure in observing Ryan Greenwood’s discomfort, knowing that he is envious of my achievements, which are solely attributed to my natural beauty and exceptional talent.

      Melody kicks off the segment, sounding like smooth, melted butter on toast. It’s my turn next, and I will not let a little hangover hold me back. My earpiece whirrs with a countdown from the control room. Three, two—showtime.

      “Frank Robert James, the suspect in the April Brooklyn subway attack, is facing a federal indictment on multiple charges, including terrorism related offenses. He’s scheduled to appear in court later this week. We’ll continue to follow this developing story and provide updates as they become available,” a short, fleeting breath allows me to segue into the next headline as I glance into the second camera.

      “Former President Byron Knox—” (I can practically taste the bile) “—bless his heart, made front-page news this morning with a breakfast blunder. Seems he tweeted his McDonald’s order to his poor, unsuspecting aide: five McGriddles, two McMuffins, a sack of hash browns, and enough Coke to drown a small horse. Apology tweet followed, blaming the Ambien he took five hours earlier—” a subtle on-air chuckle. “Personally, I blame those McGriddles, Melody, they’re dangerously delicious.”

      Propped up in a plush chair, I anxiously await for the broadcast to return from a commercial break. Me and Melody are across the studio, on a set designed to look like a cozy sitting room, about to interview Bob Corduroy, a bestselling author of unconventional romances. Across from us, he’s nervously adjusting his tie, probably wishing he was anywhere but here.

      Thoughts fill my mind of Dave’s promise from this morning, promising to whisk me away for a celebratory lunch somewhere fancy. Honestly, a candlelit meal with my favorite guy sounds way more appealing than grilling this guy about his panda love story. When the control room buzzes through my earpiece, I take a deep breath and prepare for my sexy-ass self to be displayed across thousands of New York City televisions. Three, two, back-live.

      “Alright, Bob,” I say, trying to engineer some enthusiasm. “Your book, ‘The Panda Who Loved Too Much,’ is a real page-turner—” (I bet it is quite the bathroom material. Nothing close to Dave’s upcoming thriller.) “—So, tell us, where’d you get the idea for a story about a lovesick panda? Did you, like, fall head over heels for a furry black and white bear at the zoo or something?”

      Bob clears his throat with a nervous squeak. “Well, Judah,” he begins, his eyes darting around the studio. “It all started with a dream—a very vivid dream involving a panda, a bamboo forest, and—a rather amorous moon.”

      I raise an eyebrow, resisting the urge to burst out laughing. “An amorous moon, huh,” I grin. “Sounds like some kind of Hallmark movie gone wild.”

      Melody chuckles at my quip. “Bob, I’m sure your child audience will be vying for a spot in line this Friday when it hits bookshelves worldwide.”

      As Bob drones on, I try to convey my impatience with a last smile in his direction. Thankfully, he seems to get the hint and launches into a soliloquy about the importance of bamboo in a panda’s love life. I glance at Melody, who offers me a subtle wink. We’re almost home free. Though we’re still live and I must deliver another line straight into the camera.

      “Chef Allison King’s in the kitchen today, scaring up some scrumptious Croque Madame Sliders—right here on NYNY7 when we return—don’t go too far, New York.”

      As soon as the Midday Manhattan logo flashes across the screen and we break for a commercial, I’m out of this chair and headed straight for the kitchen set. But first, a quick detour. Maya intercepts me with my phone when a text from Dave pops up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Choose a door, mi amore. Door #1 or Door #2?

      

      

      

      

      

      A thrill runs through me. This guy knows how to keep things interesting. If I choose the first, will he pull up to the doors on West 66th Street wearing nothing but a solid red silk tie? Or, if I choose the latter, does he meet me in the back alley next to Dunkin’ Donuts for a quick fuck and a smoke? If I must choose, I’m going with Door #2, Mr. Brady.

      Quick and witted, my thumbs hammer out a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        With you, anything is an adventure. Flip a coin and take a picture. Heads- #1. Tails- #2.

      

      

      

      

      

      On the kitchen set, Melody’s giving me the side-eye as I sneak a peek at Chef Allison King’s mise en place.

      “Don’t even think about it, Judah,” she whispers, both eyes twinkling with amusement. “Remember what happened last time you tried to ‘help’ in the kitchen?”

      All I can do is grin and shrug, fixing my gave on the glistening mound of béchamel sauce. Just then, Chef King swoops in, shaking her fiery red hair. Three, two, back-live!

      “Bonjour, mes amis!” She chirps, waving a spatula like it’s a magic wand. “Today, we’re taking a classic French bistro favorite and giving it a playful twist.”

      My chance to shine in three, two, showtime.

      I fan myself as dramatically as Al Roker would in the kitchen at The Today Show. “Croque Madame Sliders?” I reiterate playfully. “Chef King, you’re speaking my love language! Forget diamonds, just shower me in Gruyère and call it a day!”

      Both ladies chuckle, appreciating my wonderful ad-lib. Allison continues her segment, offering us a tasty bite. The quail egg and cheese combo on bread is a delightful symphony of flavors. And it definitely satisfies my empty, hungover, and rumbling stomach. Chef King finishes with a flourish, plating the last slider with a drizzle of her signature truffle oil when the camera zooms in for a close-up.

      Melody wraps up the segment, and I shoot a quick glance out the tall studio windows. Any minute now, Dave will pull up to the doors, ready to carry me away on his magic carpet for a lunch fit for an anchorman. It’s a great feeling, having someone who wants to celebrate my accomplishments. I mean, I’ve dated guys before—heck, even that gas station attendant back in college took me out once. But our most extravagant date involved a soggy hard-shell taco from a food vendor on Madison Avenue. This? It’s a whole different level.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of Mom’s famous chicken soup fills the dining room, a scent that instantly transports me back to my childhood. Today, though, the atmosphere is a little different. The table’s set for five, a testament to the fact that it’s been a cyclone of a few weeks since my promotion. Not only am I adjusting to life as the new anchor for Midday Manhattan, but I’m also introducing my special silver fox to the family. He sits beside me, charming my parents with his amiable smile and witty anecdotes. My bubbe, bless her, keeps sneaking him extra knishes under the table.

      “How many books have you written?” Dad asks, swatting Ladybird, our old basset hound, away from the table.

      Dave politely chews his current bite before replying. “Officially—thirteen, sir,” he says, a look of conviction twinkling in his eyes. “Published—twelve.”

      Thankfully, the conversation seems to flow smoothly. Nobody’s brought up the fact that Rocco and Craig have been suspiciously silent since my promotion. Maybe they’re busy, or maybe they’re just adjusting to not being the stars of the show anymore. Either way, it’s their loss. Dave even managed to get my dad to crack a smile, which is no small feat.

      My dad chuckles. “You can call me Saul,” he says, winking. “Thirteen books is simply outstanding.”

      Ever the yenta, Mom chimes in with her usual allure. “Well you’ve found the right boy, here,” she says, pointing at me. “My schmoopy here has the best imagination and is full of fun tales from his adventurous life—” she adds, leaning forward with a conspiratorial tone. “Did Judah ever tell you about the time he tried to make latkes for Hanukkah? Let’s just say the smoke alarm became the eighth candle that year—and the kitchen—oy vey,” she rolls her eyes. “It looked like a potato tornado hit.”

      “Mom—” I interject, blushing all the way.

      She throws back her head and lets out a hearty laugh, patting Dave on the arm. “Don’t worry, darling, he’s much better at making reservations than latkes these days.”

      Bubbe lets out a major giggle. “My tataleh speaks very highly of you—I hope you treat him right—” she yammers. “Don’t make me hunt you down with my wooden spoon!”

      That seems to get a rise out of Dave. This is just your typical Jewish family, however. I hope that as time goes by, he’ll feel more enthusiastic by the time Hanukkah arrives. Picture a room where more of us are gathered, forming a circle around Dave Coxwell, the only Catholic-turned-agnostic among us.

      As if on cue, Bubbe clears her throat, a signal that the show is about to begin. “Picture it: Vienna, 1932—” she’ll proclaim, much like Sophia Petrillo. It’s her usual tale, recounted with the dramatic flair of a seasoned actress. Each movement and moment of silence is carefully orchestrated, ensuring maximum impact.

      To save you time, I’ll help her land the plane. Today’s story revolves around her youthful encounter with Oskar Kokoschka, the famed artist who captured her essence on canvas. It’s a performance so captivating, I’m half convinced Martin Scorsese’s going to burst through the door with a camera crew. The proof of this grand tale hangs proudly in our mudroom, a constant reminder of Bubbe’s starring role in her own personal history. I exchange a knowing glance with Dave as we prepare for the grand finale: the obligatory art appreciation tour before we depart.

      As we finish up our meal, I’m filled with excitement. After this, Dave’s dropping me off at J.F.K. for my ultimate departure to Los Angeles. Jasper wants to take me to California to our parent network company so I can mentor some newbie anchor. Midday Manhattan’s ratings have skyrocketed. Many thanks to yours truly, of course. So, now everyone in the company wants a piece of Judah Wilder. Guess I’ll be missing New York for a while. But hey, a little change of scenery never hurt anyone, right?

      Dave squeezes my hand as we make our escape, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Your family is so amazing, Judah,” he gasps. “You’re so lucky.”

      I smile back while the thoughts flow in my head at the pace of a 5k. He thinks this was fun? This was the PG-13 version. If he thinks this is a party, wait until he sees Passover Seder or a bar mitzvah. My mom wasted no time in making him feel like family, treating him as her fifth son before the appetizer plate was even cleared. She’s probably already picking out his plot on the family burial ground. Ah, the joys of Jewish guilt and overbearing affection.

      My actual reply is far more concise. “Ummm yeah,” I giggle. “It’s a fiesta of fakakta fun.”

      He escorts me to his car, a black Audi A4, holding the door like the gentleman he is. “Sure everything you need is packed in those four suitcases?”

      He’s not exaggerating. With this extended trip lasting a minimum of two to three weeks, it’s important for someone as irresistible as me to have a range of options. Apart from Carter, Dave’s new companion for the length of my trip, I’m lugging almost everything I could ever think of.

      “Except you, of course,” I wink, climbing into the passenger seat.
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        * * *

      

      Jasper’s snoozing peacefully beside me with a newspaper tented over his face as the flight attendant drones on about seatbelts and oxygen masks. Not me, though. I’m wide awake, marveling at the legroom in first class. Perks of being a rising star at NYNY7, I guess. Taking a sip of my complimentary champagne has me relishing the royal treatment, feeling like a bona fide celebrity. I mean, my dad’s a rich doctor, don’t get me wrong. But since he’s a frugal son of a bitch, I’ve only ever experienced first class through film and TV.

      Now, as the plane starts taxiing, my mind drifts to Dave. For a minute, I wonder if he’s back home yet, missing me as much as I already do him. And about Carter. My cantankerous, furry roommate could very well give him a run for his money. Perhaps I should’ve left him at a fancy cat hotel instead? Nah, he’s probably snuggled up on Dave’s lap as we speak, enjoying the extra attention from somebody who gets to work from the comforts of home. Maybe this trip will give my McDreamy some much-needed peace and quiet to focus on his current book. After all, I can be a major distraction when I’m around—what with all my charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent.

      The engine’s roar jolts Jasper awake as his newspaper flutters to the floor. He blinks sleepily and stretches, then catches my eye. “So, Judah, frequent flyer, are ya?” He asks, adjusting his glasses.

      “Frequent enough,” I reply with a shrug. “Not that I’m counting, mind you. But let’s just say I’ve seen my fair share of those safety demonstrations.”

      As if I’d ever fear flying. I’m Judah fucking Wilder. Fear is for lesser mortals.

      A few minutes later, has us sitting pretty at cruising altitude, and Jasper’s already flagged down our private flight attendant for a scotch. “So, how long have you been with NYNY7?” He asks, smiling at the male in tight-fitting gray slacks. “Excuse me⁠—”

      The flight attendant hunches over. “Can I get you something, sir?”

      Jasper orders his scotch, then glances at me as if I need anything else. Of course I want more champagne. This shit is free, and I haven’t had my fill yet.

      “Yes,” I declare. “Another one of these bubbly’s, please.”

      Returning to our conversation, I reply vaguely. “A few years,” I say. “Since I graduated college, actually. Time sure flies when you’re having fun, right?”

      He nods. “Ain’t that the truth,” he replies, rolling his eyes. “Sometimes being a producer can be way too demanding than I care to handle, though.”

      “What got you into television?” I ask.

      Jasper scratches his temple. “My brother, actually,” he affirms with a grimace. “Much like you, I was a cameraman for a local L.A. news outlet—” he stalls. “My brother was being interviewed for one of his new movies for a daytime talk show, the producer had some nervous breakdown that day and Weston gave me the inside info so I could send my resume that day—and the rest is history.”

      Weston? The flight attendant returns with our drinks, smiling as he totters back down the aisle. That’s a pretty uncommon name for somebody in the film industry. Only at this moment does it dawn on me who he’s probably talking about.

      “Do you mean to tell me that Weston Daniels is your brother?” I gasp, almost star-struck in the presence of greatness. “The Weston Daniels?”

      Jasper grins. He must get this a lot. “Yeah, half-brother, but blood is blood.”

      I’m speechless, completely and utterly flabbergasted. The only celebrities I’ve encountered are those who have walked through the doors at NYNY7, not to mention anyone remotely resembling a Hollywood icon. If only Jasper knew about the Weston Daniels magazine centerfolds that once adorned my walls, he’d surely think I’m a weirdo. Now I’m pretty sure this trip is going to rock, despite missing Dave.

      “This is too cool,” I say, fanboying. “There’s not a single movie of his that I haven’t liked.”

      Jasper retrieves his phone from the side pocket of his blazer. “This is us at The Oscars last year,” he says, swiping through his camera roll. “This is from our family trip to Mykonos—oh gawd I’m redder than a tomato, here,” he adds with a wince.

      A glimpse of ‘old Judah’ shines through, giving him a glimpse at my awkward side. “I used to have the biggest crush on your brother, Jasper,” I admit, gulping my champagne. “The day he came out of the closet, we got married in my imagination⁠—”

      Cringe, Judah. Cringe!

      Four (okay, maybe five) glasses of bubbly deep and I’m feeling pretty damn good. The world is a slightly blurry, sparkly wonderland, and Jasper’s laughter sounds like the most delightful wind chimes. We’ve just finished hashing out plans for a dinner with Weston, and I have to admit, the prospect of a night out in L.A. is downright enthralling.

      But there’s something else buzzing beneath the surface, a strange sort of energy I can’t quite pinpoint. Every time Jasper leans in to make a point, I find myself leaning in, too. Then our shoulders brush against one another’s. His eyes fold at the corners when he smiles, and I swear it sends my heart racing. Is this the champagne talking? Or is there some weird, unexpected chemistry brewing between us?

      Our captain’s voice crackles over the intercom, interrupting mine and Jasper’s liquified and tipsy banter.

      “Ladies and gentleman, we’ve begun our descent into Los Angeles International Airport—local time is 7:11 PM, and the temperature is a mild 79 degrees.”

      I glance past Jasper’s shoulder, out the window at the sprawling cityscape below. It’s a glittering expanse of lights stretching as far as the eye can see. My champagne buzz is fading, replaced by a nervous excitement. L.A., heeere comes Judah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ugh. My head. This hotel room seems to do the electric slide as I blink against a harsh morning light. Memories of last night flicker through my mind like a rum-soaked slideshow—Jasper’s laughter, the rooftop bar’s dizzying city views, and the way his hand felt on my lower back. It’s enough to send shivers down anybody’s spine, quite rightly. Okay, maybe a few too many mojitos. But hey, who could blame me? The man’s smile is warmer than a fresh babka straight out of the oven.

      And then it hits me. That kiss. Not just any kiss, mind you. This was a full-on, fireworks-exploding, right foot-raising kind of lip-smacking goodness that I’ve almost never felt.

      The rooftop bar was alive with a certain energy, lights twirling in every which way, and music throbbing deep into my eardrums. Jasper’s hand, warm and sure, guided me onto the dance floor. We moved in sync with the music, grinding our bodies up against one another’s to the song “My First Kiss” by 3OH!3. Shared laughter turned into stolen glances, while a gentle breeze smelling of a faint lavender haze played with our hair as we twirled under the moonlit sky.

      It resembled a scene from a film, but with an added touch of enchantment. And then, in an instant, everything changed. Our eyes locked as the music swelled to its peak, and in that moment, everything else faded away, leaving only the intensity of our gaze. Our lips collided, and in that moment, a powerful surge of energy pulsed through our bodies, awakening something profound within me. It felt as if a spontaneous combustion of emotions erupted within me, akin to the grand finale of a fireworks display, leaving me craving for more.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand, jolting me back to reality. Dave’s name flashes on the screen with a string of blurry letters and emojis.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good morning, handsome. *kissy face* *wink*

      

      

      

      

      

      A wave of guilt knocks me down, quickly replaced by a surge of adrenaline. I fire off with a flirty response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good morning to you too, sunshine. *kissy face* *wink*

      

      

      

      

      

      Meanwhile, I try convincing myself last night was just harmless fun. After all, what happens in Vegas—err—I mean L.A., stays in L.A., right?

      Startled by the unexpected raps on my hotel suite door, I jump in surprise. A yawn escapes me on the trail out through the sitting room, where I glimpse through the peephole with one eye. Jasper.

      “Hang on just a second,” I shout, scurrying back into the bedroom for a shirt and pair of pants.

      It’s a scramble of emotions as I tug a shirt over my head. “Just friends, Judah,” I mutter to myself, smoothing down my hair in the bathroom mirror. “It was just a kiss. It meant nothing.”

      But as I fumble with my pants, the memory of Jasper’s touch, the warmth of his lips against mine, sends a shiver down my spine. “Dave, Dave, Dave,” I chant, trying to drown out the intoxicating pull of forbidden desires. “We’re not exclusive, it was just innocent flirtation.”

      Heart pounding, I take a deep breath and plaster on a smile while schlepping back into the sitting room. It’s time to face the music, or rather, the man behind the door.

      “Good morning, Judah,” Jasper says, letting himself in as I swing the door open. “So we have a busy day today,” he adds, recounting an itinerary on his phone. “Studio twelve at eight—that’s where you’ll meet Ronan Weiss, the new anchor you’ll be mentoring,” he sighs, scrolling more. “The execs upstairs want a brainstorm session with me, and I want you there to pull together some of your fabulous ideas⁠—”

      Jasper’s list has already given me whiplash. What? Meeting the top executives at QRTY TV will be a highlight, among other things. (Like partying with fucking Weston Daniels, you know.) A deep exhale exits my nostrils.

      “And I suppose lunch with John Wells or Shonda Rhimes for a meeting of the minds?” I joke, flailing my wrist.

      He rolls his eyes. “Easy, tiger,” he says with an upturned palm.

      No, not ‘easy tiger.’ I’m serious, honey. I know the entire world wants a piece of this sechel of mine.

      “Oh, I’m just kidding,” I feign innocence.

      Jasper continues listing off the rest of our plans for the day, including lunch at some place with a fancy Asian word I couldn’t say ten times fast. Ryōtei? He flashes me a picture of the restaurant. It’s a fancy establishment that I probably couldn’t otherwise afford, even on my new salary as an anchorman.

      As we cruise down Sunset Boulevard in this swanky Range Rover, my stomach decides to voice its opinion on the matter of my missed breakfast. It grumbles loudly enough that I’m certain Jasper can hear it over the smooth jazz playing softly in the background. Flashing him a sheepish grin, I mutter something about needing a bagel—stat. He just chuckles and assures me we’ll be eating a “power lunch” after the meeting with the QRTY bigwigs. Power lunch, huh? Sounds promising.

      My mind races, filled with all the innovative ideas I’m itching to share with these television execs. I can practically see it now: me, Judah Wilder, the news anchor extraordinaire, revolutionizing the industry. First step, conquering the world news desk, second step, prime-time programming domination. It’s practically beshert, destiny, written in the stars. I can’t help but grin at the thought of my own late-night talk show, “The Late Hour with Judah Wilder,” where I’ll interview celebrities, politicians, and some poor schlumps in their fifteen minutes of fame.

      We step off the elevator and are immediately greeted by a vortex of energy in the form of a studio PA, Mark. This guy is like Maya on steroids, with a headset practically glued to his ear and an iPad clutched in his manicured hand. He fires off vigorous greetings, barely taking a breath before launching into a detailed itinerary of the next thirty minutes.

      “First, I’m going to send my associate PA, Francesca, to fetch you Starbucks,” he says. “What would you like?”

      “Black for me, please, and maybe a bagel if there’s time?” I ask.

      Francesca totters off as Mark whisks me through a maze of hallways leading us to a dressing room, complete with my name on a printed piece of paper. Ronan Weiss is waiting for me to ‘get pretty’ so I can mentor him and help him feel more confident being alone on camera.

      The whole situation is quite surreal. One minute we’re passing under a stretch of palm trees, and the next I’m being primped and prepped by a corporate broadcasting makeup artist who probably makes ten times what Maya does back home. And she does more work. But hey, I’m not complaining. This is show business, baby! And I, Judah Wilder, am ready for it. I can just picture it now. Oy vey! I sound like Bubbe, don’t I? Game on, Ronan Weiss. Let’s see what you got.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Under the sheen of a dozen studio lights, I shoot Ronan a glance before delivering my last line. “Well, Ronan,” I say, straightening the small stack of papers before me. “It seems even the former President can’t escape the long arm of the law. Just goes to show, you reap what you sow, even in politics.” I flash a million-dollar smile at the camera and sign off with a flourish, “This is Judah Wilder and Ronan Weiss, wishing you a happy and informed lunch hour. Until tomorrow, America.”

      The moment a red light on the main camera blinks off, my earpiece crackles with a chorus of ‘that’s a wrap’ from the control room. I can’t help but chuckle to myself. If only those viewers knew that this polished professional news anchor barely has time to pee before he’s whisked away to another high-stakes meeting. But hey, that’s the glamorous life of a television personality. No time for bagels or bathroom breaks when you’re busy shaping the future of broadcasting. I just hope they have a decent spread on the 44th floor. A man can only run on adrenaline and caffeine for so long.

      Jasper emerges from the shadows, appearing nervous. “That was terrific, Judah,” he praises me. “And good job to you too, Ronan,” he adds.

      “Leave it to me to have something clever and witty to say about Byron Knox, yeah?” I can’t resist jabbing Jasper in the ribs as we make our way to the elevators, causing him to let out a startled laugh.

      As I sink into one of these oversized leather chairs, I can’t help but appreciate the generous room between the armrests, imagining how even someone as schlubby as Byron Knox would have no trouble maneuvering. It’s a humbling realization, showing me that even the most influential figures can be brought back to reality. But then again, maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. I haven’t even pitched my brilliant idea yet.

      As Jasper and I make small talk, my mind races with the possibilities. However, before too long, a petite young lady appears at the end of another long hallway to escort us back to the conference room.

      “Mr. Rothstein is eagerly waiting for you in the conference room,” she utters in a professional tone.

      This revelation is perfect for me, now coming to understand that the top network exec at QRTY TV is a Jew like me. If there’s anyone that could lend a welcoming idea or two, let it be me, Judah fucking Wilder.

      We enter the conference room, and my jaw drops. This thing is massive, easily the size of a football field. Or so I imagine, being the shul-going, bookish type that I am. The entire far wall is a living, breathing waterfall, tricking gently and sending a soothing whoosh through the otherwise silent expanse. It’s like stepping into a high-end spa, only with more suits and fewer cucumbers over the eyes. Hey, Siri, remind me to schedule my next mud bath. And then there’s the view. Floor-to-ceiling windows reveal the Pacific Ocean, sparkling in the afternoon sun. A wide grin warms me over like a kid in a candy store. This place is meshugge!

      Introductions have already come and passed, and we’re already talking turkey amongst a dozen other guys in ties—and gals in the cutest goddamn heels this world has ever seen. Oh, if only I’d give Eileen Dover one more return to the stage, I’d wear those and put on a show. Mr. Rothstein appears enthused as I rise from my chair, gesturing with my hands while emphatically pacing back and forth in front of the Pacific view.

      Clearing my throat, I begin pitching the idea. “I envision a groundbreaking new format, a hybrid of news and entertainment that will captivate audiences like never before. Imagine if you will, interactive polls that let viewers weigh in on current events in real-time, immersive virtual reality segments that transport them to the heart of breaking news stories, and deep-dive interviews with experts and influencers that go beyond the soundbites.”

      Ari Rothstein, with his quick and easy charm, could easily be mistaken for Aziz Ansari’s younger, slightly more studious cousin. His dark, tousled hair and expressive brown eyes hint at a mischievous spirit, while his sharp attire—a well-fitted blazer of a crisp button-down shirt—reveals a touch of ambition. His slightly crooked smile exudes warmth and approachability, instantly putting me at ease. You could easily imagine him cracking a joke at a Shabbat dinner with his hint of a Brooklyn accent. I have this guy right where I want him!

      Meanwhile, my brainstorming continues to emit sparkly rainbows, unicorns, and fuzzy fucking puppies. “We could even incorporate elements of social media, creating a platform where viewers can connect with each other and share their thoughts and opinions. It’s a bold vision, I know. But it has the potential to revolutionize the industry. This isn’t just about the next quarter’s ratings—it’s about shaping the future of journalism itself.”

      Mr. Rothstein rises from his seat with a slow clap, garnering those around him to do the same. This was easier than serving up a pan of kugel.

      The meeting buzz hasn’t worn off as we step out of the elevator, practically floating on air. We stroll through the fancy lobby with the cool marble offering a delightful change from the hot L.A. sun beating down outside. My senses are on high alert as I take in the scene—expensive cologne mixing with the smell of fancy flowers, a clickety-clack of heels on the polished floors, and the whirr of traffic from Sunset Boulevard in the distance. It’s all so Hollywood, I can’t help but grin.

      As we head towards that Asian place with the tongue-twister of a name, I’m feeling pretty stoked. Not just for the food, but for the whole L.A. experience. Melrose Avenue with its funky shops and parade of tanned, muscle-bound guys? Sounds like my kind of scene. I’m ready to trade in the New York rush for this laid-back, sunny paradise.

      From the sounds of it, Jasper has just caught a fly at the back of his throat. “Hlechh,” he makes a sound reminiscent of Rabbi Peters on a Saturday morning. “Are you ready for the best sushi you’ll ever have in your life?”

      “Is matzah free on Passover?” I reply cheekily. “Of course, Jasper, I’m starving.”

      He guides me into Ryōtei Asian Infusion while a blast of chilled air and the intoxicating aroma of soy sauce and ginger hit me like a welcome tidal wave. We’re led to a private booth tucked away in the corner, shielded by a bamboo partition—an entire row of them, in fact—like a miniature maze of exclusive dining experiences.

      A smirk plays on my lips. This is the perfect spot for A-listers to chow down without being bothered by overzealous fans. Though, with my newfound stardom after that lunchtime broadcast on QRTY TV World News, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone were to recognize me. A little autograph here, a selfie there, it’s soon to be a part of the Judah Wilder charm.

      “So it seems Ari liked your ideas,” Jasper says, leaning forward with a short slurp of some raw bite of fish. “And he’s difficult to please, from what I hear.”

      Oh honey, I’m Judah Wilder. Of course, it was no feat for me.

      “He’s Jewish, I’m Jewish,” I shrug. “I was destined to dazzle him, Jasp,” I offer a wink, causally dropping the whole suffix of his name. “This place is fantastic.”

      I savor a bite of my Vegas roll, all the while laughing because I’m surprised this was the best name they could come up with given the lack of casinos in Los Angeles. Each flavor bursts on my tongue like an orchestrated symphony of the sea—simply divine. He’s telling me about his brother’s upcoming party with a clear level of enthusiasm. It’s easy to smile and express a genuine appreciation for his love of family. There’s a warmth and friendship between us that feels effortless, almost like we’ve known each other for years.

      But just as I’m about to respond, my phone buzzes with a text from Dave. My heart leaps into my throat as I read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey cutie pie, I’m coming to L.A. for a last-minute book signing my publisher has arranged. The other authors who were scheduled to appear, close personal friends of mine, have both tragically passed away. I’ll be landing at LAX in a couple of days and we’ll be together. How about I offer you some friendly nighttime companionship, yes?

      

      

      

      

      

      A thrill of anticipation shoots through me, chased by an enormous knot of anxiety. Dave. Jasper. Two amazing men for entirely different reasons altogether. One, a genuine comfort, a shared history and unwavering support. The other, a spark of something new and a thrill of the unknown. Pushing the thought aside, I shake my head with haste, focusing on the present moment. Right now, it’s just me, Jasper, and a plate of the most delicious sushi I’ve ever tasted.

      “Are you okay over there?” Jasper questions, shooting a suspicious grin. “Is your lunch still moving around in your stomach?”

      “Aheh—” I mutter. “Nothing major,” I flail my wrist, setting the phone back down. “So, when’s Weston’s party?”

      “In a couple of days, I think,” he replies, excited. “I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

      Fantastic. Just terrific. The universe clearly has a wicked sense of humor. Of course, Weston’s party is the same night Dave arrives. Because why make things simple when you can create a tangled web of potential awkwardness and emotional turmoil? I plaster on a smile and nod enthusiastically as Jasper fills me in on the details, all the while my brain frantically tries to calculate the odds of me surviving this social minefield without a major meltdown. Two men, one night, one very confused Judah. Oy vey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The QRTY lounge is a cavernous space, certainly to make our NYNY7 break room look like a broom closet. It’s decked out with sleek furniture, and even a mini-putting green for those high stress days. A yawn escapes my lips as I settle into a plush armchair. I’m here early to prep Ronan for the lunchtime world news, but he’s already holding court with a group of seasoned anchors. His charisma and confidence, however, already radiates like a beacon.

      “And then, I was chatting with Spielberg’s people about a potential cameo in his next project. You know, something small, just to test the waters,” Ronan says with a casual shrug, as if discussing the weather.

      The anchors around him lean in, their eyes wide with admiration. I can practically hear the gears turning in their heads, calculating how they can leverage this tidbit to their advantage. Soon after, everyone erupts in laughter, and I feel a prickle of unease. This guy isn’t just a quick learner, he’s a natural. I came here thinking I’d be the mentor, the guiding light for this rising star with a world news platform. But now, watching him command the room so casually, I’m starting to wonder if he’s about to outshine me completely. Maybe I should’ve stuck to bagels and Broadway.

      Ronan struts beside me as we navigate the maze of hallways to the studio. This putz’s voice reverberates between each panel. “So, did you hear about the Spielberg thing?” He asks nonchalantly, as if I wasn’t just sitting in the lounge listening to him squawking like a fuckin’ macaw. “But my agent thinks it might be too soon, you know? Gotta protect the brand.”

      I force a chuckle, offering a half-hearted attempt at support. “Mazel tov, kid,” I shrug. “Just remember, Hollywood is full of pretty faces. It’s talent that keeps you there.”

      Inside, however, my stomach is doing somersaults. This guy is oozing with confidence, the kind that comes with youth, privilege, and apparently, a direct line to Steven Spielberg. Oy, this is gonna be a long day. Not only do I have to babysit this over-eager pup, but I have to act like I’m not completely jealous of his life. Mentoring, shmentoring. It’s more like a masterclass in how to be outshone by your own student.

      Just as we’re about to step on-set for a screen test, my phone chirps with an incoming text message. From Dave, of course.

      
        
          
            
              
        Haven’t heard from you at all last night or this morning. Are you okay? Call me if you have time. I’m coming to Los Angeles tomorrow! I’m thrilled to see you, baby.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now, I realize that I have purposefully ignored all of his messages and calls for the past twenty-four hours. And most of the time, not necessarily on purpose. I could’ve called last night. No Judah, you should have called last night.

      “Hang tight, kid,” I say, stopping mid-step so I can respond to Dave.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, I’ve been swamped since I got here. I’m sorry. How are you doing with Carter? Is he keeping you on your toes? Or did you train Alexa to feed him, too? *laugh emoji* I’ll call this evening. Promise. *kissy face*

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      During the live broadcast, I’m about to wrap up my segment on a beef recall, which is a serious issue that thankfully didn’t involve any puns about, ‘taking the bull by the horns.’ Just as the camera is about to pan to Ronan, I take a deep breath and launch into an unscripted follow-up.

      “Now, I know we’re all concerned about what’s on our dinner plates, but let’s not forget the unsung heroes of the food industry: the farmers, the ranchers, and the truck drivers. They work tirelessly to put food on our tables, and it’s important to support them, especially during these challenging times.”

      I gesture towards the camera with a touch of righteous indignation in my tone. “So, next time you’re enjoying a delicious steak, remember the hard work that went into it. And maybe, just maybe, consider buying local.”

      The control room is probably freaking out, but I can’t help the surge of adrenaline coursing through my veins. I’m not just a news anchor, I’m a champion for the little guy. The voice of the voice of the voiceless. And hey, if it steals even one tiny morsel of Ronan’s thunder, well, that’s just the whipped cream on top of this juicy story.

      Surrounding us, a group of studio monitors flash the QRTY World News logo before going to a commercial break. However, Jasper emerges from the shadows, accompanied by a tall woman with the most gorgeous waist-length hair I’ve ever seen. Sherry Benson, the producer of QRTY World News, is actually praising me instead of criticizing me for impeding Ronan’s opportunity to make a clever remark about a boring book signing at the Barnes & Noble in Huntington Beach.

      “That was terrific, Judah,” she claps, joining in Jasper’s applause. “Way to sink into those viewers’ bones, there—that’s just the spirit we’re trying to show Ronan.”

      My rush of adrenaline hasn’t subsided yet, and a grin stretches across my face. I feel a hand clap onto my shoulder and turn to see Jasper beaming at me. “That was incredible, Judah! You absolutely nailed it.” Jasper turns to Ronan Weiss, his smile unwavering but his tone takes on a gentle edge. “See, Ronan? That’s how you capture an audience. It’s not just about the facts, it’s about connecting with people on an emotional level.”

      Ronan’s face flushes, while a wave of satisfaction washes over me. Looks like someone’s not getting a gold star today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, we hit the swanky sushi joint for lunch called Ryōtei Asian Infusion,” I’m telling Dave on FaceTime, trying to mimic the pronunciation with a dramatic flair. Carter, purring like a motorboat in Dave’s lap, looks thoroughly unimpressed with my antics.

      Dave chuckles while scratching the cat behind his ears. “Sounds fancy. Did you order the spicy tuna roll?”

      Just as I’m about to present my review of the Vegas roll, and how the name doesn’t belong in a place like Los Angeles, my phone buzzes with a text. It’s from Jasper.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bigwigs loved your ideas. Want another meeting ASAP to discuss the next steps.

      

      

      

      

      

      A giddy thrill courses through me, but I quickly shove it aside. “Dave, you’ll never guess what just happened,” I say, trying to keep my tone even.

      “Yeah, what’s that?” Dave asks, concern etched on his face.

      “I, uh—got a text from the network. They want to meet again to discuss my ideas.”

      While it’s incredibly thrilling, I attempt to minimize the excitement. But a self-effacing Judah isn’t a good look, so I roll with it, flashing a humongous grin.

      Dave’s face lights up with surprise. “That’s incredible, baby! I’m so proud of you.” His smile is warm and genuine. “Speaking of L.A., are you ready for me to fly in tomorrow?”

      Right. The awkward tension I’m going to confront between him and Jasper. I love them both!

      “Of course,” I reply, flashing a wink. “I can probably have the network send their Range Rover to pick you up in style.”

      His voice takes on a somber tone. “It was supposed to be my friend Julian, and his husband’s event, but—” he pauses with a gentle tear falling from his eyes. “They never got to make it to Huntington Beach for one last signing after Julian suffered so needlessly from Alzheimer’s.”

      Huntington Beach? Now it hits me like a brick. I managed to prevent Ronan from mentioning the mundane book signing during the last minute of airtime today, which was actually supposed to be Dave’s event that he’s flying in for. Suddenly, I feel like a schmuck, because he was honorably taking over for two friends of his who died a week apart from each other last month. Now that I think about it, I remember Ken during the Midday Manhattan segment covering the news of the first husband who was found dead in their bathroom. I must make things right.

      “I’ll be sure to meet you at the airport tomorrow so we can get you settled into the hotel, here,” I affirm, wagging my eyebrows. “You’ll never believe whose party we’re going to afterwards, though,” I add enthusiastically.

      Dave scratches his chin. “Ummmm—Ben Stiller? No, Angelina Jolie—it’s hers, right?”

      A smile spreads across my face as I enthusiastically burst into a symphony of excitement. “Close—we’re going to Jasper’s brother’s place up in Hidden Hills—Weston Daniels!”

      My heart aches with guilt and confusion. Part of me wants to spill everything, to confess about the kiss with Jasper and to lay bare all my conflicting emotions. But another part of me is terrified of ruining what I have with Dave. And what about Weston? The man of my teenage dreams, suddenly within reach. Can I really enjoy the party with this emotional baggage weighing me down? I’m a mess. Oy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaning back against the soft leather seat, I let out a sigh while the studio’s Range Rover glides through the palm-lined streets of L.A. Ronan’s ego might be bigger than the planet Saturn, but I must admit, the kid’s got talent. Still, it’s a relief to be away from the hustle and bustle of the studio, even if for just a little while. Truth is, I’m not going back for the day because Dave has probably already landed at the airport.

      The sun beats down on the city, casting a golden glow on everything it touches. This is a far cry from the gray skies and concrete canyons of New York, and for a moment, I feel nothing but peace wash over me. But that tranquility is fleeting, quickly replaced by nagging questions that have been swirling in my head. Dave. Jasper. Two paths, two different futures. One, a comfortable routine that’s safe and tender. The other, a wild card, an adventure, a love that scares the shit out of me just as much as it excites me.

      I’ve always prided myself on my ability to think things through, to weigh the pros and cons. But right now, my brain is a jumble of conflicting emotions, like a bowl of cholent past its prime after a few too many hours on the stove. I just hope I don’t end up burning myself in the process.

      Adam catches my attention, glancing back through the rearview mirror. “Did he say which airline he’s flying in on?”

      I smack my lips while retrieving the details Dave texted last night. “Yeah, it says here, American Airlines.”

      In a matter of seconds, the SUV arrives at the loading zone of LAX, and I notice Dave sitting on the top of a big aluminum suitcase. That’s a lot of luggage for just two nights. But I have to admit that I’ve traveled with just about everything except my kitchen sink.

      Rolling down the window, I wave him over to the vehicle with a quick whistle and a wink. “Over here, McDreamy!”

      For a second, it occurs to me with this being California, there’s a higher chance of me summoning the real swarthy Patrick Dempsey should he have found himself in the loading zone of LAX at this precise moment. Hey, I’m just saying it’s possible. Dave’s face lights up with amusement as I call him over. Like a real mensch, Adam hurries around to the back to help Dave load his luggage. Meanwhile, I scoot over so my silver fox doesn’t have to risk his life by dodging the swarm of honking vehicles currently weaving through this narrow strip like a pit stop at Daytona on a Sunday afternoon.

      He jumps up into the backseat with as much enthusiasm as if he were boarding a thoroughbred. “Ooooh you smell good,” he remarks, leaning into the nape of my neck.

      His lips meet mine, and it’s like—clicking into place. Everything just feels right. It’s not fireworks or a bolt of lightning. But it’s warm and comforting, like a favorite sweater on a chilly day. The taste of his toothpaste, this hint of coffee on his breath—it’s all so recognizable and so Dave. At this moment, all the doubts and confusion swirling around in my head seem silly. Almost like it’s my heart saying, “Dude, what are you even stressing about? This is it.”

      The idea of juggling two relationships feels exhausting, and a little ridiculous. The other problem is, one of those choices is also my boss. Talk about a recipe for disaster. I can already see the headlines: “Anchorman’s Career Goes Up in Flames After Workplace Romance.” Oy vey. What have I gotten myself into? Maybe I should just move to Israel and join a kibbutz now. At least then my biggest dilemma would be choosing between heirloom tomatoes and cucumbers for lunch.

      “Thanks,” I offer, hearing the driver’s door slam shut. “I got it at a little boutique on Melrose. It costs as much as Carter’s stay in a luxury cat condo—of which I will cover of course.”

      Dave’s head wavers. “No you won’t, anything I can do for our fur-child is my absolute pleasure.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Man, have you ever seen someone so natural and poised on camera? It’s like she was born to do this,” I gesture with a fry towards the TV, where Erin Burnett is currently updating her CNN audience about the latest discovery in Byron Knox’s confidential records scandal.

      I pop the fry into my mouth and chase it with a bite of my double-double. The juicy patties and melted cheese are a perfect match to the crisp lettuce and tangy spread.

      “If In-N-Out ever needs a spokesperson,” I say between munches. “They should hire this lady right here. She could sell sand to a desert dweller.”

      Dave grunts beside me with a mouth full of fries. “Yeah, maybe,” he mumbles, shaking his head. “You and your news obsession.”

      Like everyone who lives on the East Coast, Dave couldn’t resist swooping through the In-N-Out drive-thru the minute he landed on pure Californian soil. We’re catching a bite to eat, currently waiting for Jasper to come up from his suite to take us to his brother’s place north of Calabasas. In Weston’s Mercedes Benz, no less. Talk about the life of Riley.

      A mischievous glint in his eye makes my heart race as he rises from the couch and reaches for the hem of my shirt. I offer no resistance while a playful smirk mirrors his own. His fingers work deftly, buttons popping open as our lips meet in a fiery kiss. We stumble towards the bedroom with a trail of discarded clothing marking our path. A quick glance at the TV reveals Erin’s perfectly painted lips moving, but her words are lost in the masterpiece of our passionate embrace.

      “See you later, Erin Burnett Out Front,” I murmur, my focus shifting entirely to the invigorating warmth of Dave’s body pressed against mine.

      He huffs with a mild grunt at the back of his throat. “You’ve missed me, haven’t you?”

      Judging by the twinkle in his eye, I can tell he’s missed me. “Oh, McDreamy, my life would be empty without you in it,” I reply genuinely.

      His hands cup my chin, something he’s fond of when being intimate. Meanwhile, his tongue dives between my lips in an excited frenzy. With anticipation already building, I let out a soft moan. It’s been a few days since we’ve had this level of heat spark, so my cock is already thumping to the cadence of a dozen wild horses.

      “If you’re good and suck my hard cock, I’ll breed inside of you today,” he grunts playfully, a grin playing at his lips. “I’m so ready to take things to the next level.”

      Mmmmmmm. Sucking dick is not something I’m fond of, but for the sake of our relationship, compromises must be made. Right?

      Dave positions himself on his back, urging me down to his crotch. As if time couldn’t speed up any greater, it feels like a matter of moments pass by and my lips have already wrapped around the head of his dick. Salty, but clean. This isn’t so bad.

      “Oh yeah, Judah,” he moans softly. “Keep going, baby,” he encourages me. “Ohhh.”

      A little butt-slapping never hurt anybody. I suppose in the equestrian world, this is more a sign of love and encouragement than anything. Enthused, I press on, allowing more of Dave’s cock to slide gracefully into my mouth. When it reaches the back of my throat, I pause. In a usual instance, my body would reject this as not being food and I’d choke. However, I remember watching Ken and Melody interview some fake TV doctor about a breathing technique that relaxes the throat. In through my nostrils and back out seems to let me suck longer and farther. What do ya know? I think this must be how all the guys do it in the videos.

      Moments turn into minutes when Dave’s excited fingers reach around for my hole. I let out a surprised moan, feeling him inch one finger—then two—inside me while I continue polishing his cock to perfection. After all, if he insists on breeding me this evening, we want to make sure the dipstick is clean before it can take an accurate reading.

      If patience is truly a virtue, then I must have failed miserably, as Dave abruptly turns me around just as a minute passes us by. He crawls behind me like a gorilla marking his territory. Why not another Harambe analogy? That poor fucker. Using all his strength, he spreads my legs open to ensure my ass is in the prime position. I must’ve forgotten he loves a little ass play. Rather than getting straight to the point, he takes his time with his tongue and a few fingers. Honestly, I can’t complain. It feels incredible. You should try it sometime.

      “It’s so nice,” he grunts. “My love’s ass tastes so good,” he shudders, wheezing.

      I can feel both of his palms pressed into my cheeks while his tongue dives deeper and deeper inside. The sensation has me spilling precum all over the hotel comforter.

      “Oh this is fantastic, McDreamy,” I moan. “Keep going.”

      Dave inhales heavier as his fingers move out of the way for his hardened, pulsating cock to replace his wonderfully skilled tongue. If this were a relay race, now would be the moment his mouth passes the baton. Always startling, it catches me off guard each time. But the sensation of nine inches sliding into a hole no wider than a kiwi leaves something to be enjoyed.

      His cock moves in and out with finesse a few times, while we both pick up the pace of our breathing. He pulls out gently, slapping his dick against my ass cheeks in a show of playful force.

      “Does that feel good, baby?” He grunts raucously. “Is this what you’ve missed the most?”

      “Mmmmm hmmmm,” I yowl, feeling him slide back inside. “Ohhhhhhh.”

      My ass tenses and loosens with each new plunge, forcing me to relax. At the current speed, however, I can’t resist biting my bottom lip. It’s so painfully satisfying, and I don’t want it to stop. If I had to rank our sex on a scale of one to ten, this would be a fucking twelve. Inside and out. Back in again.

      “Ohhh yeah, baby,” he grunts. “This is what I’ve been waiting for,” he says breathlessly.

      Now I’m so turned on, if I don’t rub this out, I’m going to self-implode. My palm tugs at my enraged cock, smoothing and rubbing with a repetitive motion.

      “Oh yeah, Dave,” I shudder. “Fuck me harder.”

      As instructed, the intensity of his hip thrusting picks up and, for the first time in our relationship, it feels like that cock has reached uncharted territory. He pulls out long enough to yank me onto my backside.

      “I wanna see your face while I do it,” he grunts. “Ohhh yeah⁠—”

      The rate of my tugging speeds up to match Dave’s rhythm. More precum shoots from the head of my dick, proclaiming this bed an oasis of Judah Wilder seed. Now that I’m famous, it wouldn’t surprise me if housekeeping wanted to preserve the comforter to mark my special visit to Los Angeles.

      “Cum on my face,” Dave huffs. “Cum now,” he shouts louder.

      In an instant, as if he just spoke the words to wake me from an enchanting hypnotism, white, warm seed propels from my dick. A jut shoots into his torso while another splashes into his freshly trimmed beard. Dave lets out a pleasure cry.

      “Are you ready for me to fill your nasty hole?” He drones, a spark of intensity at the corner of his eyes.

      “Yessssss—” I moan. “Mmmmmm give me all of your seed.”

      Dave shivers in anticipation while his thrusting comes to a halt. But his cock remains up inside me so far, I can feel the pulses of warmth and satisfaction colliding with my insides. Three times—four. Five. Six? Holy shit, he’s been holding this in for quite some time.

      Relief washes over me, feeling the euphoria of my orgasm settling over with ease. His reddened face smooths out as he jerks his head back for another grunt. Meanwhile, I can feel the nectar sliding out of my hole when he pulls out. He barely settles into the sheets before a series of three sharp knocks echo from the hotel suite door. Jasper.

      Muffled, I can make out my name and ‘party.’

      “Damn, David,” I wince, leaning into his pretty face for a kiss. “You made me forget all about the party we’re going to.”

      The knocks persist, urging us to hurry off the bed and get dressed.

      I shout over my shoulder towards the sitting room. “Be just a few minutes!”
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        * * *

      

      Damn, do I look good or what? I catch my reflection in the guest bathroom mirror of Weston Daniels’ luxurious Hidden Hills mansion. Jasper lost us somewhere around seven, leaving me to touch up my hair. The sleek lines of my suit hug my perfectly sculpted physique. And the gentle shimmer of my diamond cufflinks catches the light just so, offering a subtle reminder of my exquisite taste. After one more hand through my pristinely coiffed hair, I leave the restroom and shut out the lights, catching looks of envy from everyone around me. Even the dullest of wallflowers can’t deny the sheer magnetism of my presence.

      The music thunders while hordes of Hollywood elite chatter and dance throughout the entire lower level of Weston’s home. Dave, bless his clueless soul, heads straight for the bar like a moth to a flame, for I don’t know how many times this evening. He seems to have a one-track mind with alcohol, but I’m not about to let a little liquid distraction ruin my moment of glory. I can hear Jasper and his brother around the corner, leaving me to bask in the spotlight. Just as I’m about to round the corner, I’m captivated by the sight of another A-lister at the party.

      I smooth out a nonexistent wrinkle in my suit and approach the legend, who’s surrounded by a gaggle of equally famous faces. “Vincent, my good sir,” I purr, extending my hand. “It’s an honor to meet you. Allow me to introduce myself—Judah, the man who’s about to revolutionize the world of video journalism by adding a flair of acting.”

      Vincent Rossi stands at about five-foot-six with square eyeglasses and a smile that would melt an iceberg. He flashes his camera-best, but there’s a hint of amusement in his eyes. I don’t let it deter me. “I must say,” my tone dripping with confidence. “Your role in ‘The Arrangement’ was quite impressive. Though I must admit, I could have given you a few pointers on how to truly embody the spirit of a paper-pushing cop from Philly.”

      The hilarity in Vincent’s stare turns to bewilderment, and Dave returns with our beverages, shooting me a look that could curdle milk. But I’m too busy reveling in my own brilliance to notice. After all, who wouldn’t want to learn a thing or two from the most stylish and capable man in the room?

      “A paper-pushing cop from Philly?” Vincent bellows, a bemused smile playing on his lips. “Well, Judah, that’s certainly an interesting take. I’m always open to feedback—especially from someone as clearly discerning as yourself,” he adds.

      His sarcasm isn’t lost on me, but I’m too intoxicated by my own self-importance to notice.

      Leaning in conspiratorially, I lower my voice as if sharing a state secret. “Between you and me, Vincent,” I whisper—which is more of a yell in this loud atmosphere. “I have a vision for you, a vision that transcends mere acting.”

      Dave chokes on his drink, and I hear a snort of laughter from one of Vincent’s entourage. Undeterred, I press on, oblivious to the grown unease on Dave’s face. “I see you, Vinny—can I call you Vinny?—as a multimedia sensation. A captivating presence on screen and behind the scenes—a true Renaissance man of the entertainment world.”

      Gesturing dramatically, I paint an invisible masterpiece through the air. “Just imagine, a docuseries chronicling your life, a talk show where you interview the biggest names in Hollywood, a cameo in a blockbuster action film.”

      I offer him a wink, utterly convinced of my genius. Dave, however, looks like wants to crawl into a hole and disappear. Vincent rambles off some overly sarcastic comments, as if I’ve just suggested he commit career suicide. They’re amazing ideas. I’m stunned he’s not buying it.

      Vincent leans in, his smile widening to an almost grotesque degree. “A docuseries, you say? Now that’s a fascinating concept. ‘The Life and Times of Vinny D: From The Long Arm of the Law to Late Night.’ It has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?” His tone is dripping with mock enthusiasm, but I remain oblivious to the sarcasm.

      “And a talk show! Brilliant!” I exclaim, my excitement bubbling over. “Appearing in the slot after yours, where I grill the A-listers on their deepest, darkest secrets.” My eyes sparkle with the thrill of such an idea. “Can’t you just picture it? Me, the next Oprah, but with a dash of Ryan Seacrest’s charm and a sprinkle of Jimmy Fallon’s wit.”

      Vincent’s eyebrows raise, a barely contained smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Oh, without a doubt, Judah. You’re a visionary. A natural-born interviewer, with a talent for making people feel comfortable enough to spill their guts on national television.” He pauses, letting the sarcasm hang heavy, before adding, “Perhaps we could even reenact some of my most iconic movie scenes. That would be ratings gold, wouldn’t it?”

      I nod eagerly, completely unaware of the thinly veiled mockery. “Absolutely, Vinny! We’ll make television history together. Just you wait and see. The world of broadcast news is about to get a whole lot more—Judah-licious.” I add, beaming with self-satisfaction, oblivious to the suppressed laughter rippling through the surrounding crowd.

      Dave, however, can no longer contain his embarrassment. With a flushed face and a burst of rage, he forcefully places his drink on a nearby table, causing a loud thud, before swiftly exiting the room, muttering about the need for fresh air. I watch him go with a flicker of confusion crossing my face before quickly dismissing it altogether. After all, who needs a Debbie Downer when you’re on the cusp of revolutionizing an entire industry?

      Scanning the party, my head buzzes with a delightful cocktail of champagne and pride. Where did Dave disappear to? It seems his ‘breath of fresh air’ has turned into a full-blown expedition across the Pacific. Ah, well, more champagne for me! Jasper stumbles back with a wide grin plastered on his face.

      “Dude, you were killing it on the dance floor,” he slurs, throwing an arm around my shoulder. “Weston Daniels, can you believe it?” He asks. “You’re practically best friends with my brother now.”

      I laugh, the sound reverberating in my ears as we join the throng of dancers. Our bodies sway to the infectious beat. “Tonight has been a dream come true,” I shout over the music, laced with a hint of smugness. “Meeting your brother was the highlight of this entire trip. I can’t wait to see what other doors this friendship opens,” I add, gasping for a breath after another chug of bubbly. “Maybe a minor role on his next project?”

      The night blurs into a long tunnel of flashing lights and thumping bass. I’ve seemingly lost track of time, lost in the euphoria of the moment altogether. As the champagne flows freely, like a pop-up party at Gatsby’s, I’m fueled by my growing sense of invincibility.

      Yet, as the party winds down, my eyelids grow droopy. I stumble towards a plush armchair while the world tilts on its axis. The last thing I see before darkness envelops me is Jasper’s blurry figure towering over me, trying to lift my scrawny ass up off the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      A sudden pounding on the door jolts me out of a deep sleep. I blink, my eyes adjusting to the sunlight streaming through unfamiliar curtains. Oh right, Jasper’s brother’s place. Glancing over, I notice Jasper and his unruly hair sticking out in all directions. He’s already out of bed, slipping into a robe. Another knock, and he opens the door to a maid holding a tray of breakfast fare.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Jasper chirps, seemingly way too cheerful for this early. “Bet your heads pounding, isn’t it?”

      He’s not wrong. My head feels like a stuffed teddy bear, and somebody’s taken a baseball bat to it. I sit up with a groan while Jasper fills me in on the highlights of last night—my Oscar-worthy performance with Vincent Rossi, our epic dance moves, and my grand finale of face-planting on the marble floor. Apparently, just a minor bump on the head. Nothing to worry about.

      Fresh water in my face is the only thing that’s going to get me to rise and shine, so I schlep into the bathroom. Note: dragging my sorry ass into the bathroom. As I stare into the mirror, it hits me like a cold shower. The guy staring back at me isn’t some chiseled Greek god. It’s just—me. Plain old Judah, with his slightly crooked nose and cowlick that never seems to stay down. The image of the confident, irresistible man I’d convinced myself that I was—is gone. Shattered like a crystal vase. The magic? Gone. And all that’s left? The harsh reality of my reflection.

      I scream into the mirror. “Who are you? Who ARE YOU?”

      My pleas for understanding continue. “It’s me—I’m—I’M UGLY!”

      Jasper knocks on the door, immediately letting himself in without permission. “Dude, what’s going on in here?” His tone is heavy with worry, but all I can see is his beautiful reflection in the mirror beside mine.

      “I’m ugly!” I shout, my hand slamming against the marble countertop. “Don’t you see it?”

      It all comes crashing down around me. The fortune cookie, the tumble down the StairMaster, the cocky façade I’d built. Was it a lie? The magic, if it ever existed at all, has vanished. My eyes dart back to the mirror, while my apparition serves as a cruel reminder of the truth I’ve been denying.

      “I knew it wouldn’t last,” I scream under the vale of tears. “I just knew it. You’re so stupid, Judah. You’re ugly and stupid.”

      Jasper reaches out with a tentative touch, but I recoil from his embrace. I can’t bear to see the pity in his eyes. Grabbing my phone, I shove past him and bolt out of the bathroom. My bare feet pounds against the cold marble as I race down the winding staircase, desperate to escape the suffocating weight of my own self-loathing. In the foyer, I frantically book an Uber. My fingers shake just typing the name of the hotel. The world outside blurs as I wait. Meanwhile, my mind races with a million thoughts. How could I have been so blind? So foolish? So—ugly?
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        * * *

      

      My suitcase lies open on the bed, a gaping maw waiting to swallow my designer wardrobe. As I fold each meticulously chosen garment, a wave of nausea attacks me at the core. What was I thinking? These clothes, these colognes, all the accessories. They were all a desperate attempt to mask my insecurities, to create an illusion of perfection that never truly existed.

      Jasper’s calls ring out incessantly, but I let them drown in the background of my internal plight. I can’t face him, not yet. Not after the humiliating spectacle I made of myself last night. And Dave—where is he? His side of the hotel closet is empty, down to the toiletries. Did he leave while I was knocked out? Did he even try to find me? The questions gnaw at my insides, adding yet one more layer of misery to my already heavy heart.

      Dad’s credit card came through, and now my flight back to New York is all set. I doubt I’ll be able to afford much after this spending spree. The dream of becoming the next big thing in broadcast journalism seems like a distant fantasy now. Who am I kidding? I’m not meant to be in front of the camera. I’ll take the demotion and slink back into my role as a cameraman. At least I won’t have to subject the world to my ugliness any further.

      As I wait for my Uber, a notification pops up on my phone. An unread email. From Dave, of course. My heart clenches with dread as I open it, bracing myself for the inevitable.

      Judah,

      

      I’ve been struggling to find the right words, but there’s no way around this. I can’t continue this relationship. The carefree spirit I met at the grocery store seems to have vanished, replaced by a brash confidence that leaves me feeling like a stranger. I barely recognize the person you’ve become.

      The Judah I fell for was humble. He loved his appearance and took pride in it. That’s okay. But he was also kind and genuine. Lately, I’ve felt like I’m living in the shadow of a self-absorbed ego. The person I knew is hidden beneath layers of superficiality, and it hurts to see you lose sight of who you truly are.

      Maybe someday, when the dust settles and we’ve both had time to reflect, we can salvage a friendship. But right now, I need to distance myself from the shell of a person you’re pretending to be.

      Please take care of yourself, Dave
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        * * *

      

      “Well buddy,” I say, scooping Carter out of his carrier. “Looks like it’s just you and me again.”

      My apartment feels empty, a far cry from the glitz and glamor of Los Angeles. No word from Dave since his email, but I’m not surprised. My last text to Jasper glares at me from my palm.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m stepping down as anchor, and you’ll need to find a replacement as soon as you can.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response remains a single string of question marks, but I left it at that. How could a gorgeous guy like him understand what it’s like to suddenly feel like a million bucks, only to have it yanked out from under you like a rug from Chinatown?

      Carter meows softly, rubbing against my cheek as we laze back into the sofa. “You wouldn’t get it either, would you, big guy?” I scratch behind his ears. “One minute, I’m strutting around like a damn model, thinking I’m God’s gift to television. And the next, I’m back to being plain old Judah, the fat schlub with a wonky nose and such thick eyebrows that Taylor Swift is vetting them to hide her next Easter eggs.”

      A sigh escapes my lips. “These past few weeks have been a real clusterfuck. Lost Craig and Rocco, and now Dave. And for what? A fleeting taste of confidence that turned out to be a cruel joke.”

      Leaping from the couch, I schlep into the bathroom with the image of Dave’s email burned into my brain. He didn’t recognize me anymore. But what did he see? Did he see the mirage, the fantasy of a Judah who could never exist? Or did my appearance never really change at all? Was it just a shift in my own perception? Or some sudden acceptance of my flaws that made me feel, for a brief moment, like I could conquer the world? I stare into the mirror as my cold reflection bounces back with weary eyes. Then, at this moment, it finally occurs to me. Maybe it wasn’t about how I looked, but how I thought about myself. Perhaps that’s where the real magic lies.

      “It had absolutely nothing to do with a fortune cookie—” I exclaim, watching the lips in my mirror echoing back. “And it wasn’t the fall at the gym, either,” I add, scratching my head. “This was me all along. My body didn’t change—I changed.”

      A jolt of clarity surges through me. I must fix this, starting with Craig and Rocco. In addition to a heartfelt apology, they deserve a thorough explanation. I’d been a self-absorbed jerk, blinded by my inflated ego. And maybe they’ll understand.

      But what about Dave? He’d seen the worst of me. The swollen, obnoxious version. Earning his forgiveness will be a tougher challenge, but not impossible. Our relationship was so new, barely a month old. It’s easy for him to walk away, to write me off as a lost cause. But I can’t give up on him. I fucking love him. He saw something in me, something real, even if I was buried beneath a mountain of delusion.

      Sprinting back into the living room, my heart pounds in my chest. I grab my phone, frantically typing out a message to Craig and Rocco, pouring out my regrets and begging for their understanding.

      
        
          
            
              
        You guys. I have been an absolute schmuck the last few weeks. And I’m so sorry that my inflated sense of self got in the way of our friendship. Can we meet up soon to bury the hatchet? I know earning your forgiveness won’t come easy. But I’m willing to prove just how sorry I am for acting like I did.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s a long shot. However, it’s a start, nonetheless. My stomach growls, reminding me I haven’t eaten all day. Carter’s probably starving himself, so I toss some kibble into his bowl and heat the only thing in my fridge that hasn’t gone sour and rotted—a frozen dinner. And what’s waiting for me in the freezer, bolstering a golden oasis of enchanting light? The last half of my Chunky Monkey. Yep, that’s gonna do it.

      As I eat, my mind races, searching for a way to mend the shattered pieces of my life. Tomorrow, I’ll visit Mom and Bubbe. They always know how to put things into perspective and help me find some light in the darkness. It’s possible, with their help, I can find my way back to the person I was meant to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Entering my childhood home is always a welcoming and warm experience. Whether it’s morning, afternoon, or evening, mom and Bubbe can always be found in the kitchen, creating delicious dishes. Today happens to be one of my favorites, challah and kugel. The smell of yeast fills the air as soon as I step a single foot in the door, announcing my presence.

      “Mom, Bubbe?” I call out, met with the tingle of Ladybird’s claws pattering against the hardwood floor.

      Mom rushes over with her arms outstretched, pulling me into a tight embrace. “Judah, my schmoopaloo,” she coos, kissing the crown of my head with all her might. “Come in, Bubbe’s waiting.”

      In the living room, Bubbe sits in her favorite armchair with a worn book of Yiddish poetry resting on her lap. Her eyes light up as I approach, bringing a smile to her weathered face. “Judaleh,” she says softly, patting the seat beside her. “Sit, tell your Bubbe everything.”

      It’s now or never, I suppose. As I pour my heart out to them, I recount the cyclone of events starting here at home, then those most recent in Los Angeles. My explanation goes into further detail, telling them about the exhilarating high of newfound confidence, the reckless abandon of my behavior, the fleeting taste of success, and the crushing realization that it was all some fantastical performance. A mirage amidst a sullen desert of hopes and dreams.

      “Then yesterday at Jasper’s brother’s house,” I continue, feeling the overwhelming sense of shame and self-loathing. “It was all a lie—something that felt real—but as fake as Byron Knox and his smug air.”

      By the time I finish, my voice is raw and ragged, and both cheeks are stained with tears. Silence fills the room as Mom and Bubbe offer each other a knowing glance at one another, when Bubbe reaches for my hand with a surprisingly firm grip at her endured age. Her eyes, usually twinkling with warmth, now shimmer with a deep sadness that reflects my own pain.

      “Judah, mein bubbeleh,” she offers softly. “You remind me of myself when I was a young girl in Austria,” she continues, her gaze shifting towards the fireplace. “I was always so self-conscious and worried about what others thought of me.”

      In a surprising twist, her story hasn’t begun with ‘Picture it—’ or the like. She dives straight into the heart of the matter. Honestly, might would’ve preferred to be taken in slowly by a prologue of sorts. Hearing her recount memories of her self-worth pains me deep inside.

      Bubbe shakes her head. “Until that painting, I never felt pretty enough, smart enough, good enough—but then Oskar Kokoschka had a vision of me I never thought possible—and the war came—” her tone becomes laced with a hint of dread as she swallows a lump in her throat. “And everything changed.”

      She pauses, her fingers grazing across the faded numbers tattooed on her forearm. They’re a chilling reminder of each horror she endured in those years. Stories me and my brothers will never, ever forget either.

      “In the camps,” she continues with a whisper. “I saw true ugliness, true evil, Judaleh,” her head wavers with narrow eyes. “And I realized that beauty is not about how you look—but how you live.”

      As much as I’d like to offer an interjection, I know she’s going to silence me. Though I try anyway. “But⁠—”

      Her tone rises. “Shtil, Judah—” she hisses lovingly. “Beauty is about the kindness you show to others, the strength you find in adversity, and the love you hold in your heart,” she adds, covering my ribcage with her palm.

      My stare meets hers where I see a lifetime of pain and resilience reflected in the depths of her soul. “Judah, my darling boy—you are beautiful,” she asserts. “Not because of your face or your body—but because of your soul,” she adds. “You’re kind, you are compassionate, and you’re so very strong, bubbeleh—and that is a beauty that will never fade.”

      Mom sets down her teacup with a thoughtful expression on her face. Ever the therapist—her occupation before my second brother was born—her clinical analysis begins with a gentle but firm touch.

      “Judah—schmoopy—” she says. “What you experienced in L.A. wasn’t magic. It was a powerful example of how our minds can shape our reality.”

      Despite my lingering self-pity, I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean, Ma?”

      Bubbe tightens her grip of my hand as she nods to Mom’s explanation.

      “Judah, darling,” Mom continues. “It’s called the self-fulfilling prophecy,” she affirms, leaning forward. “You believed you were attractive and confident, so you acted that way. And because you acted that way, people responded to you differently,” Mom takes a staggering breath. “You created your own success, schmoopy. It wasn’t about your looks, it was about your mindset,” she pauses again, allowing her words to sink in. “Think about it. Before the StairMaster incident, you were already a talented journalist. But you lacked confidence. So you hid behind the camera for years and years thinking you weren’t worthy enough—but when you believed you were more attractive—you suddenly had the courage to take risks and put yourself out there.”

      I nod with understanding, as this makes perfect sense now. “So, you’re saying that it was all in my head?”

      Mom smiles with a clarifying wink. “No, it was a combination of factors. The initial boost of confidence, whether real or imagined, opened a door for you. It allowed you to step into your own power, to discover your true potential—” another head bow. However, it’s crucial to keep in mind that your value goes beyond your physical appearance or how others perceive you.

      Ma covers her heart. “Your value comes from here, from your talents, your kindness—and that goddamned spunk of your Bubbe’s that’s wired within you, of course,” she winks again.

      The fog in my mind finally dissipates, replaced by a truth that’s both elating and scary at the same time. But it all makes sense now. My confidence and success, they weren’t about being ‘hot’ because it was about believing in myself. I’d unlocked some superpower within me, something that had absolutely nothing to do with my reflection in the mirror.

      Having ruminated on these thoughts, the questions loom large. How do I fix this mess? How do I approach Dave, the man I pushed away with my inflated ego? Is it possible to convince him that the Judah he fell for, the one with a kind heart and genuine spirit, is still in here somewhere? The thought of facing him, baring my soul and begging for forgiveness, makes my stomach twist into knots. Yet, I know it’s something I have to do. I owe it to him—and myself—and to the person I’m meant to be.

      “Ma,” I ask. “How do I make this right with Dave? Is it too late?”

      Mom rises from the sofa, approaches me with her hand cupping my cheek. “Judah, my sweet little fruitcake,” she says. “It’s never too late to apologize and make amends. But you need to be honest with him—and with yourself,” she asserts, raising a stern brow. “Tell him what you’ve learned, how you’ve grown from it. Show him the sweet boy inside that we love so much,” she concludes, well I thought, anyway. “It’s up to Dave to decide if he wants to give you another chance. But if you believe you deserve it, then you can claim it.”

      A wave of determination washes over me as I rise from the chair, clutching my phone as if it’s the key to unlocking my future. Well, duh, it is. This is the 21st century, after all.

      “I have to try, Ma, Bubbe,” I say, trembling with a medley of fear and hope. “I must make things right with Dave, Craig, and Rocco, too.”

      Opening my text messages, I shoot off a quick note to Dave, if he hasn’t already blocked my phone number or deleted me from his contacts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dave, can we meet? Gapstone Bridge? I need to talk to you. Please don’t give up on me!

      

      

      

      

      

      Hitting the send button has never felt so satisfying and overwhelming at the same time. Having forgotten about lunch, I pace the living room while my mind races with anticipation and dread. There’s no guarantee that Dave will agree to meet me, or even if he does, that he’ll forgive me. But I love him so much, I have to try. This will not be the end of #LoveAtFirstSwipe. This is my chance to prove to him I’m not the arrogant fool I became, but the man he saw in me that day at the grocery store.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lunch isn’t an afterthought today, ultimately. I’m just now settling into a booth at Uncle Mort’s Deli, waiting for Dad to show up. (No, not my real uncle.) It’s a stone’s throw away from the drag club where I once made a fool of myself in that lip sync competition. Just one more humbling reminder of how far I’ve come—rather, how far I’ve strayed. As I sip on my iced tea, a nervous knot twists in my stomach. My father and I need to talk about the mountain of credit card debt I’ve racked up, which is the true testament to my misguided quest for external validation.

      As I count the minutes away, my phone buzzes with a text from Jasper.

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s great, Judah. I appreciate your willingness to see this through.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s relieved that I’m not abandoning Midday Manhattan, and seems genuinely excited about my newfound clarity.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just be yourself. That’s all we ever wanted!

      

      

      

      

      

      A wave of guilt crashes ashore, however, because I can recall the way I treated him in Los Angeles, abandoning him in California because of my epic freakout. Honestly, I’m lucky to have Jasper in my corner, even after everything. As for the romantic fling between us, he’s ensured me we didn’t have sex the night of Weston’s party. Which, if I may be frank, is an enormous relief in my commitment to patching things up with Dave. In the end, the bond I’ve forged with Dave Coxwell means the most to me.

      Another buzz, this time from Craig.

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course, buddy. Apology accepted.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s comforting to know that one of my closest and oldest friends has seen past my flaws and accepts me as I am. This may be an insignificant victory, especially since I need to earn Rocco’s forgiveness, too. However, I refuse to abandon those with whom a broken relationship still exists. As for the true love of my life, my phone remains silent. And a pang of sadness sinks deep into my chest. Will he ever forgive me?

      After a few more minutes of waiting, Dad strides in with a furrowed brow. It’s the authentic look of concern that only a seasoned physician could ever pull off. He slides into the booth across from me, scanning my face.

      “Judah, my boy,” he begins. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Everything all right?”

      Is everything all right? Well hmmm. I don’t know. I have broken relationships all over the map, I’m eleven grand in debt to him, and I’ve just been reminded of Bubbe’s harrowing times reliving her memories of the holocaust. It’s been a day, Dad. I need an everything bagel and some schmear, then everything will be just peachy.

      “Yeah,” I affirm, feigning a certain level of composure. “Just a little jet lag, Dad—the flight back from L.A. was rough.”

      We exchange pleasantries, talking about the weather, Byron Knox soaking up the attention after his ear was grazed at a rally in Oregon, and Bubbe’s new recipe we’ll be trying for Shabbat dinner next week. Anything to avoid the massive elephant in the room. However, Dad is no fool and can see through deception easily.

      “So,” he says, leaning into the table. “About those credit card charges—care to explain why you suddenly decided to finance a small nation with designer clothing?”

      I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the inevitable lecture. “It’s a long story, Dad,” I begin. “But the good news is, I’m not stepping down from my anchor position after all. So, the paychecks will keep flowing, and I’ll have that eleven grand paid off in no time.”

      A wave of pride hits me at my core as I say the words. Despite my recent setbacks, I’m still determined to make a success of myself, proving that I’m worthy of the opportunities that I’ve been given.

      “Not stepping down, huh?” Dad raises another eyebrow, skepticism lacing his reply. “That’s a change of tune. Thought you were ready to throw in the towel.”

      Leaning forward, I clear my throat. “I was, Dad. I thought I wasn’t good enough, that I didn’t deserve the success that I had. But I was wrong,” I affirm, flagging down the waiter for a tea refill. “It wasn’t about how I looked—it was about how I felt about myself. And I’ve learned a lot about that in the past couple of days.”

      Dad’s response softens, replaced by a glimmer of pride. “I’m glad to hear that, son. But don’t forget,” he adds seriously. “Confidence is important, but it’s not everything. Don’t let it go to your head again and remember where you came from—who you genuinely are.”

      With another nod, a lump forms in my throat. “I won’t, Dad, I promise.” I reach across the table to squeeze his hand. “Thank you for always believing in my, even I didn’t believe in myself.”

      As I schlep down the street to the subway station, I’m finally relieved with a text message from Rocco.

      
        
          
            
              
        Apology accepted, brother. Glad to hear you’re back to your old self. I can’t wait to catch up soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Two down, one to go. But the silence from Dave is becoming quite deafening. Did he block my number? The thought stings, but I can’t deny that it’s a possibility. After the way I acted in Los Angeles, I wouldn’t blame him. Maybe, however, he’s on a plane right now, flying back to the Big Apple. Maybe he’ll reach out when he lands. Or maybe, maybe he’s done with me for good. The uncertainty gnaws at me, but I can push it aside for a while longer. Like Mom said, I can’t control Dave’s reaction—only my own.

      For now, as I descend the steps into a dark tunnel of the subway station at 59th Street, I can focus on the positive. My conversation with Mom and Bubbe has given me a renewed purpose, a clearer understanding of what truly matters. The anchorman schtick is no longer about proving my worth or feeding my ego. It’s about using my platform to connect with people, to share stories that matter—okay, maybe some much deserved jokes tossed in Byron Knox’s direction—and to make a difference in the world.

      I’m not the arrogant Judah v2.0 anymore, nor am I the insecure Judah v1.0. I’m Judah v1.5, a work in progress, striving to be the best version of myself. The edition striving to be the best version of myself—one that’s confident, compassionate, and authentic. Judah v1.5 will slay because he’s worthy of love and respect, both from himself and others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya’s makeup chair buzzes beneath me as she expertly applies a generous layer of foundation to my face. While this newfound purpose has filled me greatly, it’s a far cry from the vanity that once consumed my thoughts. I’m not here to be a pretty face on screen anymore. Since this begins with my work pal, Maya, I’m about to make her day.

      “Maya,” I say, watching her step back with a circumspect look.

      Her stare narrows. “Yessss?” She says. “Something wrong, Judah?”

      Shaking my head, I insist on the contrary. “Actually, no,” I affirm. “I’m gonna pitch an idea to Robert and ask him to consider giving you a considerable raise.”

      She seems shocked, but modestly downplaying her efforts around here. “What makes you want to do a thing like that, handsome?”

      I clear my throat. “Well when I was in L.A., their studio had two people doing all the work you as one person complete in a single day,” my voice steeps. “And like hell is that fair on any level, Maya.”

      If I’m going to execute Judah v1.5, I must bring with me a sense of positive change for those around me. Because this show couldn’t run without people like her, it just couldn’t. She seems perceptive to the idea before returning to my face with her dutiful brush.

      “Thanks, babe,” she smiles. “Perhaps then I could have enough money to escape from my bastard of a boyfriend and finally dump him.”

      Today’s interview carries a weight far heavier than ratings or social media attention. Alex Wilkins, a close friend of the late author, Julian Torres, is joining me in the studio to discuss the upcoming film adaptation of “Broken in the Bayou,” a novel Julian co-authored with his husband Grayson Welles before their tragic deaths. A bittersweet project, a tribute to two lives cut short, but also a celebration of their enduring legacy.

      The thought of Dave, Julian’s close friend, tugs at my heart. I hope this interview reaches him and shows that I’m not the same person I was in Los Angeles. I want to make him proud, to prove that I’m capable of more than just superficial charm. Judah Wilder cares about people, and that’s always been the case, you know?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A quick glance at the large LED clock confirms my suspicions—the commercial break is nearing its end. “Back live in five,” the director’s voice crackles into my earpiece, reminding me to shift gears.

      Straightening my posture, I prepare for a wholesome take on an otherwise tragic scenario. It’s not about snappy banter or flashy displays. This is purely and simply about honoring the memory of two extraordinary men.

      Alex clears his throat while his eyes shimmer with a medley of sadness and determination. I can tell there’s more going on underneath his shell of sadness, and it takes everything in me to keep from offering an impromptu hug.

      “Julian’s battle with Alzheimer’s was—a long and difficult one,” he opens up. “But even as his memories faded, his spirit remained unbroken. He was a fighters, a survivor, and above all else, a tremendous storyteller.”

      He pauses, collecting himself before continuing. “Grayson, on the other hand, was a force of nature with an infectious energy—a passion for life that was simply contagious. And when Julian passed, Grayson was tasked with the unspeakable amongst our group of friends—embarking on a journey down South to reconnect with their families and to piece together the fragments of their shared past.”

      I remain here listening intently while my heart aches for the pain and loss etched on Alex’s face. With a nod here and there, I offer words of encouragement and understanding. “It’s a beautiful tribute,” I mumble. “A testament to the enduring power of friendship and the importance of preserving our stories.”

      Surely, I know this interview could be a ratings bonanza. But that’s not my focus at all. My goal today is just to create a safe space for Alex to share his grief with New York and to celebrate the lives of Julian Torres and Grayson Welles. It’s about connection, not exploitation. Perhaps using my voice to amplify theirs.

      “And folks,” my head turns to the camera. “Hopefully soon, you’ll get to take the journey together by purchasing your ticket to see ‘Broken in the Bayou’ next year.”

      Alex nods his head, swelling with pride and a tinge of sadness. Surely this wasn’t easy for him, especially coming from the son of New York Senator Arthur Wilkins. Necessities aside, I’m glad Midday Manhattan could shine a light on his tribute and project.

      “Coming up on Midday Manhattan, you won’t want to miss Chef Allison King and what she’s whipping up next for us Yankees. We’ll spill all that tea when we return from this special message.”

      Jasper emerges from the dark abyss that separates the set from the crew. “That was terrific, Judah,” he says. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Alex, thank you for coming in today.”

      Alex shakes Jasper’s hand. “If it wouldn’t have been for your anchor here, I wouldn’t have been able to express my vision for this project—so you should really thank Mr. Wilder, here.”

      He’s not wrong. I did reach out to through a connection in the newsroom to inquire about Alex and the project he’s currently working on. Yet for the sake of humility, I downplay this as nothing more than ‘media kismet.’

      Maya guides Alex away from the set while Melody and I awkwardly make our way to the kitchen set, where Allison is busy arranging a mouthwatering Mexican casserole that wafts a heavenly scent. As we take our places, Jasper’s voice swims through my earpiece.

      “Hey, Judah,” he says with a hint of amusement. “Just wanted to share a tweet that just rolled through the newsroom—someone said you seem humbler and more genuine today,” he continues, apparently paraphrasing the actual tweet. “It’s like you finally found your footing in daytime news.”

      A certain warmth spreads through me with pride and relief. Maybe I’m not such a disaster after all. The red light blinks on, and we’re back live. Allowing Melody to take the reins, I step back and zip my lips. I’m perfectly content to let her lead the cooking segment, only chiming in with the occasional “Yumm-O,” or “that looks amazing.”

      Mostly, I just observe and appreciate. It’s a fresh experience for me, this feeling of being a team player, that is. And of not needing to be the center of attention. And you know what? It feels damn good.

      As the day progresses, I’m pulling my gear together and mentally preparing for the rest of the day when my cell rings. Oh my god, Dave!

      “Judah,” he says. “That interview with Alex was incredible and I don’t mind admitting I shed a few tears. It really touched my heart.”

      The warmth in his voice radiates through me, leaving a comforting tingle in its wake. And also, Dave’s been watching my segments? Maybe all is not lost, as I once thought.

      “Thank you, Dave—that means a lot,” I respond with a smile.

      I can tell the sincerity in his voice is clear, and I feel a deep connection forming between us again. Dave expresses interest in meeting at Gapstone Bridge in Central Park by three, and I quickly agree. Excitement with a touch of nervousness rises to the surface. The chance to meet my silver fox, the man who has captivated me throughout the last month or so. Our conversations have been filled with laughter, insightful discussions, and a genuine bond the defies all logic. It would be stupid if the universe let all that hard work be for nothing.

      Having said that, Mom and Bubbe’s words ring in my ears, grounding me in their unwavering support. With a deep breath, I reassure myself that I’ve got this as I schlep down the hallway of NYNY7 with a pep in my step. I’m getting my McDreamy back!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      West 66th Street is a hive of activity as I make my way towards the lush gardens of Central Park. A knot of anticipation tightens in my stomach with each step closer to the Gapstone Bridge. Arriving a few minutes early, I find a secluded bench where I can collect my thoughts. Sunlight peeks through a cluster of leaves, throwing dappled shadows on the worn stone path. Was he for real?

      Minutes tick by, then a quarter hour. Still no sign of Dave. I glance at the time on my phone, now with anxiety mocking my confidence. Is this some elaborate payback? The longer I wait, the more my thoughts ruminate and conjure worst-case scenarios. As much as I try to calm myself, praying on the reminder of his genuine warmth on the phone, I hold firm to the faith that he wouldn’t leave me hanging. Dave isn’t that kind of guy.

      Just as I’m about to give up and chalk this up to another missed connection, a figure emerges from the trees. Dave. Fuck. I can’t express how relieved I am to see his face. He’s slightly flustered, but his eyes meet mine with the same radiant glow I remember. My anxiety can melt away now, replaced by pure, unadulterated glee. He made it. We both did.

      “You look amazing for an impromptu meet-up,” I say, pointing to his military green camp shirt and denim shorts.

      He chuckles. “I could say the same for you, but then again, you just left work where you have to be all pretty.”

      Maybe he’s making a valid point. Perhaps I should pitch the idea to Jasper that the anchors go a single week on air without makeup and fancy garb. It could certainly fit in with my new discovery that beauty isn’t all about a person’s looks. Siri, take this down. I think in my head. Really though—brilliant fucking idea. Okay Judah, back to the show.

      “Yeah, I suppose I can’t dodge a patsch here and there if I’m getting paid for it,” I admit, running my fingers through my hair.

      My hand rebels against primping and takes control, mercilessly tousling each perfectly combed strand into a messy and disheveled state. “Is that better?” I reply with a wry smile.

      Dave takes a seat next to me while a young couple passes by with their three leashed dogs, who stray from the trail to sniff us out. To be fair, I’m wearing Avon cologne because I promised myself I would take pleasure in the simpler things. Who needs cologne that costs somebody a whole mortgage, when a bottle of Avon spritz and spray does the same thing?

      The owners command their pooches to return to the trail, leaving us alone in the silent tranquility of Gapstone Bridge. A few moments pass by with total silence. To be fair, I’m planning how I can tell him I’m extremely sorry for my behavior. Then it occurs to me, I just need to broach the point like my life depends on it. And honestly, of course.

      “Dave,” I begin, a lump forming in my throat. “I’m so very sorry for how I started behaving in the previous couple of weeks,” I add, taking his hand in mine. “That’s not the guy you met at the grocery store.”

      His head shakes with a sigh. “I knew it wasn’t,” he replies, his gaze shifting towards the broad skyline behind us. “It just made me wonder if you were permanently stuck in that superficial shell—” he pauses. “Or if you’d wake up and taste the fucking espresso.”

      Oh, honey. I’ve tasted that four-dollar shit, and it’s rank.

      “No, no,” I retort. “I’ve tasted that stuff, and it was horrible going down,” I affirm, squeezing his hand. “What it boils down to is⁠—”

      Taking a deep breath, I reiterate myself. “What it boils down to is, I fell at the gym after a fortune cookie told me my wildest dreams would come true if I just tried hard enough to imagine them.”

      Another deep breath, wondering if he thinks I’m a fucking lunatic for giving a yellow cracker and slip of paper so much power. “My mom called it a self-fulfilling prophecy. I guess I got caught up in the dopamine rush from all the attention—” I wince. “Thinking—it was about my looks,” a deep pause.

      Dave offers me a side-eye, but remains silent.

      “It wasn’t though, Dave,” I affirm, my head shaking with a palm to my forehead. “It was the positive vibes, the confidence that came from feeling like I was on top of the fucking world—” another breath. “But it was all a façade, some temporary high,” I squeeze his hand as the vulnerability of my confession weighs heavily. “I’m sorry for hurting you,” I add, searching his gaze for understanding. “I never meant to—I just got lost in the illusion, forgetting what truly matters⁠—”

      Dave interjects, bowing his head. “And that is?”

      Humor is my best friend, but I wonder if it’s warranted in this context. Ahhh fuck it, I’m rolling with this bitch.

      “Nailing the lyrics during a lip sync battle—duh,” I wink, garnering a smile.

      My head wavers. “No, really, what matters most—is you—David Coxwell.”

      “Judah,” he says softly. “I appreciate your honesty. It takes courage to admit when you’re wrong, and even more to lay bare your insecurities.”

      Dave gently squeezes my hand, ushering an immense tingle through to my core. “We all get lost sometimes—chasing shadows—” he emphasizes with air quotes. “The important thing is finding our way back,” he pauses, then adds, “I forgive you. But more than that, I want to move forward with you. Honestly, without any of that superficial nonsense clouding our connection.”

      Relief strikes me. Oy vey. Honestly. I mean, duh. Honestly though? I still have one more confession, one more shadow lurking around the corners of my mind.

      “There’s—there’s one more thing, Dave,” I hesitate, hardly whispering. “It’s about Jasper—we⁠—”

      I’m not sure I can do it. This is gonna be tough. What if he punches me out cold? That’s an honest reaction for some people.

      “We kissed in Los Angeles,” I gulp a hard taste of air, mixed with the wonderful sensation of a few gnats. “It was a stupid mistake, one tiny moment of weakness. But it made me realize how much I love you—how much I missed you.”

      Dave inhales a deep breath with closed eyes, only briefly, as he processes my confession. When he opens them, there’s a flicker of hurt in their depths, but it’s quickly diminished by a thoughtful gaze.

      “Jasper, huh?” He chuckles softly, taking on a hint of irony. “I won’t lie, Judah, it stings a little to hear that—” he pauses. “But I also understand how easy it is to get caught up in the moment, especially when you’re feeling lost.”

      He reaches out while his thumb gently traces the back of my hand. “I will not pretend it doesn’t matter, but it also doesn’t change how I feel about you⁠—”

      Is that it? Where’s the other shoe gonna drop?

      “But—” I emphasize.

      Dave shakes his head firmly. “No but—you’re here, now, being candid with me. That means more than any fleeting kiss with some hotshot news producer.”

      I raise my forefinger. “To be fair, it’s rumored that he used to produce The Kelly Clarkson Show⁠—”

      He shuts his eyes with a grin. “Even still—I fucking love you Judah Wilder—you set my heart ablaze.”

      “I do, so very much, love you too,” I reply, another lump in my throat. “It makes me happy to hear you say that.”

      Dave’s stare locks with mine. “I want this to work, Judah,” he nods. “I want us to be real with each other, flaws and all—” he adds with a forefinger in the air of his own. “If we can build a foundation of trust and understanding, then I believe we can overcome anything that comes our way.”

      Moments later, the world seems to fade away as we lean in to one another. Our lips meet with a gentle touch that ignites something fierce within me. The kiss deepens as our tongues dance into a symphony of unspoken desires. Dave’s taste is a revelation, like a blend of honeyed sweetness and the earthy texture of a freshly toasted bagel. It’s comforting and fresh.

      His hand finds its way to my cheek while his fingers trace the line of my jaw. And a shiver runs down my spine as his touch sends another surge of electricity through me. The taste of Dave lingers on my lips, offering a tantalizing reminder of the love we’ve shared from the beginning. Judah v1.5 has just received a patch update. No, literally you guys, a boner that could slice steel.
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        * * *

      

      Here we are, Dave and I, standing at the entrance to The Lion’s Den. Considering the last time I was here, confidently strutting past the bouncer like I owned the place, it feels surreal to be back. Tonight is different. I’m not the fake, shallow version of myself anymore. I’m just Judah, a guy lucky enough to have a second chance with an amazing man, and a renewed appreciation for the true meaning of friendship. Plus, the text from Craig and Rocco came at exactly 4 PM, reminding me not to get hung up on such silly superstitions.

      We approach the bouncer, the same one who probably remembers my previous arrogance. To my surprise, I’m still on Jimmy’s list. However, instead of the usual smug grin, I offer the bouncer my heartfelt gratitude and a sincere, “good night.” As we step through the doors, I catch Dave’s eye, and he winks. It’s a tacit gesture that speaks volumes to me. He’s proud of the man that I’m realizing I can be, and that fills me with more joy than any VIP list ever could.

      A minute later, Craig bounds through the door. His face splits into a wide grin when he spots me, approaching the table with a bounce in his step. “Well, look who’s back from their descent into madness!” He exclaims, throwing an arm around my shoulders. “It’s like watching a superhero’s origin story in reverse—” he says, chuckling. “The fall from grace, the humbling realization, the triumphant return to normalcy—glad to have you back, buddy.”

      I can’t help but laugh at his comic book analogy. “Thanks, Craig,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m just glad to be back with my friends.”

      Turning to Dave, my grin widens with appeal. “Dave, this is Craig, my partner in crime and the guy who’s always there to pull me back from the brink—” I say.

      They shake hands, and I introduce Dave as ‘the real celebrity—the man who’s published more novels than Zsa Zsa Gabor has had husbands.’

      Just then, Rocco saunters in, his hair gleaming under the swirling laser lights. He’s a vision, as always. “Well, well, well,” he smirks playfully. “Look who finally decided to join the party.”

      I absolutely beam with pride as I introduce him to Dave. “Rock, this is my McDreamy and the man who knows more about conjugations and verbs than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      Opting for a roomier booth, we transition from our usual small round table. Everyone orders their usual poison, except I surprise myself by opting for a Shirley Temple, just like Craig always gets. It feels right to keep things simple, focusing on the company rather than catching a buzz.

      The four of us find a comfortable rhythm and the conversation flows easily as we catch up on each other’s lives. Craig and Rocco have bombarded Dave with questions about his writing, eager to hear about his latest project. And Dave, ever the narrator, paints a vivid picture of a hitman who becomes the target of his own organization, a thrilling tale of betrayal and revenge.

      “If you ever need to know where to dispose of a body,” Dave jokes with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Then I’m your guy.”

      We all erupt into laughter as the tension of the past few weeks dissipates with each smile. I take the opportunity to introduce Rocco properly, highlighting his role as a successful account and heir to his grandfather’s wealth management firm.

      “Speaking of which,” I say, twisting my head towards Dave’s beautiful fucking flesh. “You and Rock should definitely have a chat sometime. He could help solidify your future investments—” a pause follows, then I add a wink. “Don’t worry, babe, I’ll sign a prenup.”

      Dave bursts out laughing, shaking his head at my antics. It feels good to be back in this lighthearted banter, to be surrounded by people who truly care about me—flaws and all. However, soon after, hours seem to have melted away where Craig and Rocco are the first to call it a night. My silver fox insists on taking care of the tab, a simple gesture of acceptance and a silent vow to always look after me and my chosen family.

      Leaving the crazy whir of The Lion’s Den, we opt for a leisurely stroll back to my apartment around the corner instead of hailing an Uber to SoHo. The city lights twinkle around us, and with each step, we share jokes and laugh—even a stolen glance or two. It occurs to me at this moment; we have the possibility of a future together. Visions of our live intertwined dance in my mind. Maybe we can soon escape the urban chaos and find a peaceful cabin in the woods.

      “You know, where you can fulfill your secret dream of becoming a park ranger,” I joke, stealing a kiss from my McDreamy.

      He chuckles at the mere mention of his bear and otter fetish, his head wavering with a response to the tune of “typical Judah.” But there’s a certain spark of intrigue in the apertures of his soul. A real force to be reckoned with if I play my cards right, you know?

      We stumble through my door, our lips locked in a passionate embrace before I can even fully wedge it open. Carter meows a greeting from his perch on the sofa, but our attention is solely on each other. Dave sheds me from my shirt, peeling off my shorts with a certain finesse. Delicately, his clothes come off, heightening the anticipation as our bodies crave the warmth and comfort of bare skin.

      The journey to my bedroom is a trail of kisses, punctuated by breathless laughter. The moon shines like a radiant orb in the night sky, greeting us as we reach my bed, offering a subtle glow on our entwined bodies.

      “Thanks for giving me a second chance, Dave,” I mutter softly, feeling the weight of his fingers trail down my torso. “I don’t know what I’d do without a man like you.”

      He leans in with a gale of warm breath against my ear. “Never doubt that I’m yours, Judah,” he whispers huskily. “You have my heart, completely and utterly.”

      His lips trace a path along my collarbone, igniting a fire within me. “And I promise, this time, it’s forever.”

      Tears well up in my eyes in a symphony of relief and joy. “Forever,” I rebound emotionally. Pulling him closer, our bodies melt together while our lips meet in another kiss that speaks of promises, passion, and a love that can endure the test of time.

      Segueing naturally, as much as a gay Jew like myself could hope for that is, Dave’s fingers find their way up into my bare asshole. It tightens at the sensation, but with a little effort, I’m able to ease up and enjoy what I’ve been missing in a few days. His smooth tongue circles the ridge gracefully before sliding all the way inside. Below, the unmistakable sound of grunting can be heard, a sure sign that he’s thoroughly enjoying himself. And I can’t say I’m not pleased, either.

      When Dave comes up for air, he flashes me a grin that defies all reason. Meanwhile, he inserts his fingers, pressing up against my prostate with a gentle nudge.

      “Mmmm—” I shudder. “Oh my God, I’ve missed this⁠—”

      Judging by the grin on his face, so has he. “Good,” he grunts. “But I want you to top me tonight,” his whispered moans bouncing off my cock like a drill instructor’s quarter in boot camp.

      Top him? I’m a fraction of the size he is. However, that’s not to mean I’m ill prepared.

      “I have an even better idea,” I suggest, pointing to my nightstand. “Top drawer—all the way back.”

      He flashes me a look of fascination and bewilderment. “Okay?”

      “Oh, come on,” I egg him on. “It glows in the dark—you can’t miss it.”

      With a playful grin on his face, Dave willingly opens my nightstand drawer and discovers my trusty companion—a familiar friend who has come to my rescue on many occasions, especially before meeting McDreamy.

      “Ohh—” he gasps. “And it feels like glass.”

      I nod mischievously. “Here, get on your back,” I huff, moving out of the way since clearly a full-sized bed is all we have to work with for the night. “Prepare to have your mind blown, Dave Cock-swell,” I snicker.

      Playfully, I trace his lips with the glass, glow-in-the-dark dildo, watching him enjoy the sensation of its smooth surface against his skin. His tongue sticks out, wetting the toy with a look of zeal. Yes, of course, it’s clean. I’m not an animal.

      Slick and ready to go, I tease his hole with the glass head, gently pushing inside little by little. Dave moans at the sensation as I use more force than the thrust before.

      “Oh my God—unnghh—” he jitters. “That’s—that’s incredible.”

      Flashing him a wink, I mutter softly. “Ribbed—for your pleasure of course.”

      Sliding it in and out ever so gently, Dave groans in pure ecstasy. It’s as if he’s never had anything inside him before. Being a bottom, myself, I can attest that it’s a feeling like nothing else in this world. And I’m glad he’s able to enjoy it tonight, sharing the moment with yours truly.

      “Just to let you know, baby—” he grunts breathlessly. “This is nice, but it couldn’t hold a candle to your beautiful cock.”

      Did he just say that?

      “Awww,” I blush, coming to another realization.

      Only now does the thought occur that I’ve yet again mistaken my beauty. Before now, I’ve always frowned upon my dick as something unimpressive—easily passed over like a wooden dreidel at Hanukkah. But Dave, my silver fox, my beacon of self-assurance, has rescued me from the depths of my insecurities and given me the validation that he admires all of me. What a mensch.

      Minutes seem to elapse and the friction of my glass friend prepares Dave for an orgasm of epic proportions. He winces, groans, moans, shudders, jittering his legs, all the while pumping his cock.

      “Oh baby, keep going, harder and deeper—” he yowls.

      I pick up the pace. Then, out of nowhere, strands of white bliss spill from the head of his cock, landing on my chin, on the bedspread, even the series of movie posters on my wall behind me. The testosterone being tossed around this bedroom has given me another major boner, and I’m ready to explode as well.

      “Nice,” I grunt, wiping my face with his seed.

      Straddling Dave’s torso, he pumps my cock with a certain velocity. I tilt my head back with a gasp, feeling the intense build shooting up my spine. And before long, when it reaches my overworked brain, mounds of cum lurch from my dick.

      “Oh yeah—nnnnghh—uhhhhh—” I holler, probably waking up Mr. Madsen in the apartment below. “Yess—Dave—uhhhhhh—yesssss.”

      Lying nestled in Dave’s arms, his body heat seeps into mine, offering a comforting shield against the chaos of sirens and bus engines outside. A concert of sighs and soft whispers surrounds us in the afterglow of our lovemaking, painting the room in hues of contentment. Dopamine floods my veins, which feel like a euphoric rush that far surpasses any momentary thrill of external validation. This is different. This is real. It’s the profound sense of belonging and unequivocal acceptance that comes from being loved for exactly who I am.

      Dave’s soft tone offers a low rumble against my back, pulling me from my silent reverie. “Judah,” he murmurs, kissing my spine. “Move in with me. Come to SoHo. Let me take care of you.”

      A smile spreads across my face with a burn in my chest that rivals the summer heat outside. “Oy vey, Dave,” I tease, chuckling in the moment. “Is that a proposal? Should I call my Mom and Bubbe?”

      While my words may sound playful, there is a profound sense of simplicity and openness that fills my heart. “My heart says yes—” Embodying the role of a single, childless cat dad, I skillfully lead him astray with a red-herring. “But you know the rules—you’re gonna have to gain Carter’s approval.”

      As his words linger, my mind explodes into a technicolor montage of pure joy. Wedding bells chime, yarmulkes whizz through the air, and the crisp crackle of champagne glass shattering under our feet echoes through a grand hall. Rose petals rain down as we ride off into the sunset, Carter perched regally in the backseat, sporting a tiny tuxedo.

      Our destination? A cozy cabin in the Poconos, surrounded by majestic mountains, curious bears, and perhaps a few playful otters. The scene fades into a polaroid snapshot, perfectly capturing the moment as a hashtag flashes across my mind: #MazelTovMoFos.

      I know it’s crazy, right? This is such a torrent of emotions and fantastical visions. But it feels so damn right. Dave is my anchor, my rock, my everything. With him by my side, I can conquer any challenge, contend any enemy in the face—even Byron Knox, if the opportunity were to arise—and embrace the chaotic beauty that life throws our way. So, as I roll over to study the depths of his deep blue seas, filled with love and anticipation, I know there’s only one answer I can give him.
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