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      I was spread-eagled on my couch, one arm dangling off the side, praying for the sweet release of death or an industrial-grade air conditioner. At this stage, either would do. Unfortunately, my bank account could only stretch to the secondhand box fan wheezing in the corner, and it was losing the fight.

      The afternoon sun had turned my apartment into an oven. The leather couch clung to my bare back in damp patches, and my shorts felt about three degrees from melting into me. I’d been reduced to a slow, shallow breathing pattern — survival mode — when a knock rattled the front door.

      The knock was followed by a voice I knew all too well. “Tanner, are you alive in there? More importantly, are you decent?”

      I smirked. “It’s unlocked!”

      The door swung open, and in walked Cole, my once college roommate, now my neighbor a few blocks down. All six-foot-something of him stepped up to the couch, tanned, shirtless, and carrying a crinkled paper bag that smelled like salvation. His hair was wet, like he’d just stepped out of the shower, and sweat clung to every inch of him.

      “You look like you’re auditioning for Dead Guy on a Couch,” he said, kicking the door closed. “And you stink. When’s the last time you showered?”

      “Yesterday. Maybe.” I sat forward, which was a mistake — heat wrapped around me like a heavy blanket. “What’s in the bag?”

      “Thai.” He dropped it on the coffee table. “And before you thank me for being your hero, I have a confession. My AC’s dead. Repair guy says three days.” He gave me that sly half-smile that had been getting him out of trouble since our sophomore year. “So I’m crashing here.”

      “Cole, I don’t have any AC either. Just a stupid fan.”

      “You have cross-flow, Tanner. Air actually moves through your apartment, as opposed to mine where breezes go to die. Besides, it’s only for a night or two.”

      “A night or two,” I echoed, sitting back again. We both knew that meant three, minimum.

      Cole flopped into the armchair, his bare torso gleaming under the afternoon light. Muscles shifting. Biceps flexing as he leaned forward to unpack the food. I’d seen him shirtless a million times — beach trips, gym runs, that one disastrous Vegas pool party — but lately it was like my brain refused to file it under the same old category.

      “You gonna sit there gawking or eat before I inhale this?” He pushed a container toward me.

      “I’m not gawking,” I lied, sliding forward. My thighs stuck to the cushions with an audible shhhlick — not my proudest moment.

      We dug in, sweat dripping down temples, the fan pushing air barely cooler than the Tom Yum soup. Cole leaned back in the chair, his tongue mopping up his lower lip, eyes watching me with that lazy, knowing look.

      “You know,” he said, “this is just like junior year.”

      “Hot, miserable, and sharing space because of your bad life choices?”

      “Exactly.” He grinned. “And if I remember right, we made it work.”

      I tried to focus on my noodles, not the way his thigh muscles shifted when he stretched his legs out. “Barely.”

      The smile widened, slow and deliberate. “Guess we’ll see if history repeats itself.”

      The thing was, a small part of me hoped it would.
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      By the time the sun dropped low enough to take the edge off the heat, the apartment had settled into a lazy sort of quiet. Cole had claimed the armchair, legs sprawled, beer bottle resting against his stomach. I’d taken the couch again, though I had to sit upright, mostly because if I lay down I’d fuse to the leather.

      We’d already demolished most of the Thai food. The remains sat on the coffee table, the smell mingling with the faint smell of baked asphalt drifting in from the open window. Outside, a couple of kids yelled at each other from the street, the sound of a bouncing basketball keeping beat with their argument.

      Cole tilted his beer toward me. “You still doing that thing where you hoard the good stuff in the fridge for special occasions?”

      “It’s called rationing.”

      “It’s called being a stingy bastard.” His grin was pure challenge. “Come on, it’s August, I’m staying here, and I saw the good stuff hiding in the back.”

      I sighed, got up, and retrieved the bottles from behind the milk. Cole popped his open with the side of the coffee table — a trick he’d learned back when we were broke and too lazy to hunt for an opener. He handed mine over, the glass cold and soothing in my grip.

      “You always were the prepared one,” he said, taking a long swallow. His throat worked, muscles shifting under sun-warmed skin. I looked away too late.

      He caught it, of course. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Cole leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You’ve been acting weird since I got here.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “You have. And I’m trying to decide if it’s the heat, or if you’re thinking about something you’re not saying.” His voice dipped, low and easy.

      I took a swig of beer, letting the carbonation bite the back of my throat. “It’s the heat,” I said finally.

      “Mmh.” He sat back, unconvinced, and pulled his phone from his shorts. “By the way, text from my landlord. AC’s dead until Friday.”

      “That’s not ‘a night or two.’”

      “Nope. You’re stuck with me.” He pocketed the phone and gave me that slow, satisfied smile. “Better clear some drawer space.”

      I should’ve told him no. I should’ve reminded him what it was like to share four walls with him for too long. But instead, I just took another drink and felt something twist in my stomach — not discomfort. Something warmer.
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      By nine, the apartment had the heavy, humming quiet of a summer night that refused to cool. The lights were off to keep the heat down; the streetlamp outside painted the room in a soft amber that made everything look a little unreal. Cole sprawled across the armchair like it was a throne, one ankle hooked over the other, phone face-down on the side table. I’d propped the box fan on a stack of books in front of the open window, hoping to coax in a breeze that didn’t exist.

      “Forecast says it’s going to be like this all week,” he said, voice low. “No wind. Highs over a hundred. Lows that just tease us with the hope something’s gonna give.”

      “You trying to seduce me with meteorology?”

      He grinned. “If it works, I’ll start naming pressure systems.”

      “It won’t.” I shifted and my skin squeaked against the couch again. It felt like rope burn. “Goddammit. I’m sleeping in my room. At least there’s crossflow if I crack both windows.”

      “And abandon me out here?” He put a hand to his chest like I’d wounded him. “Rude.”

      “Fine,” I conceded, way too easily. “You can take the bed. I’ll take the couch.”

      He snorted. “You hate the couch. I’ll do the couch. Or the floor. Or—” He glanced at the fan, then the hallway toward my room. “We could share the bed. It’s not like we haven’t, you know, accidentally passed out next to each other before.”

      “Sophomore year after the beach party does not count,” I said. “You drooled on me.”

      “Small price to pay for my sparkling company.” He stood, stretching, arms over his head until every line of him tightened and lengthened. The streetlight caught on the curve of his shoulders, the clean cut of his jaw. His hair was damp with sweat and he smiled the same reckless, inviting curve I’d known for years. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s move the fan closer to your room and pretend we’re men with a plan.”

      We hauled the fan down the hall, negotiating the cords and the world’s most unhelpful rug. In my bedroom, I pushed the window up as high as it would go, then did the same with the one above the dresser. Night sounds slipped in — a car door, laughter from the sidewalk, the distant hum of a bus. The air was still hot, but it felt less like soup.

      Cole planted the fan on a chair facing the bed and set it to high. The blades whirred into a steady drone. He looked at the bed — unmade, sheet bunched at the foot like a surrender flag — and then looked at me.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      I nodded. “If we roast, we roast together.”

      “That’s the spirit.” He bumped my shoulder with his. “Scoot.”

      We stripped to our underwear without ceremony, a choreography learned from a thousand beach days and gym runs. I tried very hard not to watch him undress and failed almost immediately. Skin warmed by the day, muscles defined but not showy in that easy, confident way of his. When he lay down on top of the sheet, he folded his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling like he was looking at the stars.

      I took the side by the window, the one closest to whatever air the fan could bully into the room. The mattress dipped under our weight and settled. The fan’s hum filled the space between us, steady as a heartbeat.

      “For the record,” he said, “I’m not a cuddler.”

      “You cuddle everyone,” I said. “You’re a golden retriever with biceps.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t cuddle dudes who hoard craft beer.”

      “You’re still mad about the stash.”

      “Deeply.” He turned his head, the corner of his mouth lifting. “You okay, Tanner?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because you’ve been doing that thing where you think eight different thoughts and only say the polite one.” He rolled onto his side to face me, propped on an elbow. The dim light made his eyes look darker. “What’s the impolite one?”

      I stared at the shadowed outline of his face, the way the fan lifted the hair at his temple. There were a hundred answers. Some were jokes. Some were not.

      “I keep remembering stupid stuff,” I said finally. “The leather necklace I bought
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