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I was forty the morning I quit being the kind of man who knew the price of everything and the value of nothing. No blow-up, no speech, no box of framed diplomas. Just a calm nod in the mirrored elevator, a last ride to street level, and a signed resignation letter that felt less like an ending and more like an exhale.

A week later, I started at a car dealership.

I told people I wanted something tangible—metal you could tap, engines you could listen to, a smile you could actually see when a deal closed. The truth was messier. Banking had shaved me down to a version of myself that looked good on paper and hollow in the mirror. I needed new air.

The dealership had that humming, fluorescent kind of life. Sales desks like islands, phones ringing, the scent of rubber and coffee that had been on the burner a few hours too long. The finance office was a glass cube where papers shuffled like snow. Out on the floor, paint winked under showroom lights. I kept my head down, learning inventory, memorizing trim packages, pretending to care about a new touchscreen that promised to pair with a phone faster than the last touchscreen.

On my second day, he walked in like he’d been poured into the morning.

“Nate,” he said, tapping his name badge with two fingers. He had a jawline that could split the difference between a smirk and sincerity, and he wore it like a talent. Twenty-four, I’d learn, with the kind of energy that got mistaken for confidence because it arrived before doubt had time to dress.

“I’m Ethan,” I said, holding out a hand I hoped didn’t announce I was the new guy.

He shook it and did a quick inventory of me the way car guys do—shoes, watch, posture. “You’re the banker dude,” he said. “Welcome to the fun part of capitalism.”

I laughed, which was not the reaction I’d planned to have to a stranger calling me “banker dude.” But there it was—he made things easy. He made things light. He also made things complicated by existing in a body I noticed before my training schedule.

He was popular in the way the sun is popular. The receptionists leaned toward his desk when they talked to him, the service techs called him bro with a respect they saved for people who could make them laugh, and the girlfriends—plural—knew to text him after nine. He was a womanizer, everyone said it like it was part of the vocabulary of the store, like “MSRP” or “floor mats included.”

He noticed me noticing early on, but not in the way that gets men defensive. More curious. We fell into a rhythm so fast it felt like skipping steps. He’d toss me keys and say, “Take the Accord. Tell me if it’s lying about the suspension.” I’d bring back a quiet verdict, he’d turn it into a good story. I found out he’d never had a gay friend before, and he said it like he was confessing a gap in his education, not a boundary. I nodded. “Now you do.” He nodded back, slow, considering, then grinned like he was out on a limb and found it could hold him.

We ate lunch on the curb behind the service bays, a line of tires like black halos stacked along the wall. He’d talk about growing up on the edge of town where everyone had a cousin who knew a guy who could fix anything. I’d talk about clients who needed reassurance more than returns, and how nobody in a suit admits that out loud. He teased me for bringing baby carrots in a Ziploc. I teased him for believing in pre-workout powder like it was a religion.

He flirted. At first I told myself it was his dialect—Nate spoke fluent tease. But he’d say things in the spaces that didn’t require charm. Passing me in the hall: “Nice shirt, E. Makes your eyes do that... thing.” Or, after a test drive we both sat in on: “You ask good questions. It’s hot.” Simple, tossed off, but they landed with a weight I felt in places I told myself had retired.

Everyone noticed we were inseparable. “Work husbands,” Marissa from finance said, sliding past with a stack of contracts. Nate wiggled his eyebrows at me, played it for a laugh, then colored in the joke with a sideways look that didn’t feel like a joke at all.

He had stories about girls. He told them with a brightness that kept the details from sounding ugly, and I listened with the patience of someone who learned a long time ago you cannot argue a man out of the life he thinks proves something. I didn’t try to put myself between him and his habits. I just kept standing where he could find me when he needed to say a thing without knowing why he had to say it.

One Wednesday afternoon, a storm rolled over the lot like a mood. Arizona or Ohio or anywhere—dealerships look the same when the sky goes dull: flags snapping, wipers rehearsing, sales guys peering outside and pretending to worry about weather when what they really worry about is traffic.

“Trade-in audit,” our manager, Rick, said, rubbing his temples like the idea had caused them. “You two—keys are on the hook. Take the clipboard. Don’t miss the old Camry. I think it’s been here since the Bush administration.”

Nate spun the key ring on his finger and handed me the clipboard. “Field trip,” he said.

We walked the back row, a diagonal of old lives. Dusty SUVs from soccer seasons, sedans that had held arguments and apologies, trucks with dings like chapters. The rain started while we were reading a VIN through a windshield, the kind of first drops that don’t bother telling you they’re the first. We jogged the last few yards to a silver trade-in with a cracked taillight and slipped inside, doors thunking shut, the cabin filling with the smell of rain and old upholstery.

It was suddenly quiet except for the rain tapping the roof and our breath. Water beaded on his hair and tracked down his neck. I stared longer than I should have. He saw me stare. He didn’t look away.

“You good?” he asked, low.

“Yeah,” I said, too quickly. “Just—” I held up the clipboard like it was a reason.

He took it and dropped it on the passenger seat, then turned toward me, knee against the console. Close. Closer than we’d been without a joke there to excuse it. He studied my face the way you study a coastline before you decide where to jump.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said, straightforward as a confession.

“I know,” I said, and I did. “You don’t have to.”

He gave me a look I couldn’t parse and then—without telegraphing it, without a warm-up sentence or a dare—he leaned in. His mouth found mine with a caution that lasted exactly one second. Then his hand came up to my jaw like he’d been instructed in a language he didn’t know he knew.

We kissed. The kind of kiss that turns down the volume on your life until there’s only proximity and pulse. He was new at this but not careful—earnest, urgent, tasting like rain. He made a sound that I felt more than heard, a surprised, hungry thing that broke me and put me back together in the span of a heartbeat.

He pulled back and looked at me like he was checking whether he’d broken a rule or discovered one. I kept my face open. I let him see there was nothing here but yes.

He kissed me again, faster. The car steamed up around us. His thigh pressed against mine, and he let his head drop to my shoulder for one shaky breath like he needed a ledge. “Ethan,” he said into my collar. My name in his mouth did something to me I didn’t have a spreadsheet for.

We climbed into the backseat like teenagers who had forgotten they weren’t, clumsy and laughing under our breath when my elbow thunked the door. The rain was louder back there, or maybe my blood was.

He leaned closer, eyes flicking between my mouth and my eyes like he was searching for permission he already had. Nate’s breath brushed my cheek, warm and uneven. The storm outside blurred the world to a soft, silver haze, leaving only the rhythm of our breathing. When he kissed me again, it wasn’t cautious this time—it was searching, hungry. The taste of him was new and electric. His body pressed closer, solid and real, the warmth of him cutting through the cool air like a current.

My hands found his shoulders, the strength in them undeniable, and I felt every small shift of his muscles as he pulled me nearer. Our mouths moved together, deepening, the line between restraint and release dissolving. The sound of rain became a backdrop to something unspoken, something that couldn’t be undone.

He drew back just enough to look at me, eyes dark and uncertain, then closed the space again until there was nothing left to think about. Every part of him felt alive against me—heat, motion, heartbeat—and the world outside the car simply disappeared.

My heart hammered in my ears, drowning out the sound of the rain, the world narrowing to just the two of us. I swear I could taste the nervous excitement on his lips, a fleeting brush that left me aching for more. Now, I leant in again, slower this time, my lips brushing his softly, teasingly. Nate’s breath quickens, his hands hovering in the air between us, unsure where to land. I could feel his hesitation, his innocence, and it only fueled my desire.

“Nate,” I whispered, my voice rough with need, “relax. Let me show you.”

He nodded, his eyes closing as I pressed my lips to his again, deeper this time. His mouth as soft, pliant, and he melted into the kiss, his hands finally settling on my shoulders. The storm raged outside, the
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