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Part 1
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I can still picture us together, swimming in Saratoga Lake, cold beer in our blood and the warm sun stroking our skin. We couldn’t have been more different, yet together, the four of us were a complete unit. An undeniable force.
I met them in my first year of college, after leaving my family for the first time in my life. Daily video calls weren’t enough to replace the void left by my parents' absence. I was eager to be part of a family again, and that left me heavy with gloom. Then Chris came into my life, and the first piece of the puzzle fell into place. Jay and Anthony followed shortly after, making me feel I had been waiting my entire life for this group to form.
I had no way of knowing back then how unkind time would be for our little family, and how in the absence of friendship, darkness could easily bloom.
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The driver in front of me was either drunk or very stupid. He kept braking for no apparent reason, drove too slowly when the road was clear, and signaled that he was about to turn without turning. I decided to change my route or I was bound to honk and curse like a madman.
I never liked driving, even though it was a necessity where I grew up in rural Connecticut. Once I moved to New York, I expected to leave driving behind, to submit myself to the crowded subway and an occasional Uber. It was sadly ironic that my current career was delivering packages for FedEx. Not my first choice, obviously, but when Covid hit, it was the final blow to my struggling startup, taking with it my life savings and a big chunk of my self-confidence.
I tried applying for different positions in tech, but as I’d never worked for well-known companies whose names could stand out on a resume, my applications were usually left unanswered. One evening, while I was trying to think of the best way to pay rent while eating more than one meal a day, a FedEx commercial appeared on my TV, promising stability in these unstable times. Hearing the word stability played on my insecurities until I logged into their website and applied. They called me back the following day.
Bastards.
*
My phone rang as I was making my way toward Brooklyn in what was supposed to be the end of my shift. I glanced at the screen and felt a pang of guilt when I saw Jay’s name. He had only been out of prison for a few months, and I was doing a poor job being there for him as he settled back into normal life.
I answered the call through the speaker and said, “You have a sixth sense. I’m just entering Brooklyn.”
“You’re done for today?”
“One damn package left.”
“Meet me at Henry’s for beer? I’ll send you the address.”
I hadn’t been out socializing in a while, but I had also run out of excuses. “Sure,” I said. “See you soon.”
I delivered the last package and drove over to the location Jay had sent me. It was in an area packed with garages and sketchy-looking bars. 
Due to the early hour, Henry’s wasn’t close to being packed. The music was stuck in the glory days of ’90s grunge, but at least it wasn’t too loud. I was reminded that I had first met Jay in a place similar to this, close to where Chris and I went to college in Connecticut a decade ago. Jay had been a bartender back then in the only decent bar in the area, and I had just turned twenty-one and went out to celebrate. Jay acted as if my birthday was the most important day in the world. He gave me a breakdown of the dos and don’ts when it came to drinking, and arranged samples of every type of beer until I found the one I liked the most—which was Natural Light at the time. During our conversation, I found out he was new to the area after moving away from his small hometown in the Midwest. He was looking for a fresh start and chose to stick around because his bike died a while back when he couldn’t afford to fix it.
Jay was already at Henry’s when I arrived, drinking beer and laughing with the bartender. He had the kind of loud laugh that demanded your attention.
“E, my man! Look at you, all dashing.”
I was in my FedEx uniform after a long shift, looking anything but dashing. He got up and hugged me tight. His long dark hair smelled of soap, and his messy beard scratched my cheek. As always, his clothes tended to vary from black to gray.
“Dave, this here is my buddy Ethan,” Jay told the bartender, who was wiping a beer glass. “Smartest guy you’ll ever meet, guaranteed.”
Dave gave me a once over, likely thinking, you don’t get to be a delivery guy by being that smart, do you?
Jay put his arm around my shoulders. “Ethan was the only one who came to see me every week in prison.”
Dave quietly nodded, looking puzzled as to why he needed to hear that.
I nudged Jay, who got the hint. We ordered another beer for him and a Diet Coke for me because I still needed to drive back home. We made our way toward one of the booths, where the music was quieter.
“Nice place,” I said.
“I discovered it a few weeks ago in my search for a joint without college kids or hipsters. You’d be surprised how long it took.”
I snickered and looked around. “It’s very you.”
“Sophisticated and chic?”
“Simple and rugged.”
He laughed. “Who’re you calling simple?”
I raised an eyebrow and Jay shrugged. “Yeah, that’s fair.”
We took a sip of our drinks and Jay said, “It’s been a while, man. I half expected you to blow me off when I called.”
I stared at my drink to avoid his eyes. “I’ve been keeping it low lately.”
“That’s one way to put it.” He cleared his throat. “You know that what happened could have happened to anyone, right? You don’t always have to be perfect.”
“Oh, I’m far from perfect, and I know other people had it worse.” But likely not many, and not by much.
“Damn right they did,” Jay said. “And a few of them have your brains.”
I knew he was trying to boost my confidence, but it felt like a hollow attempt. “I sure put it to good use when I’m delivering packages.”
“That’s on you for giving up on other options.” He raised his palms when I was about to protest. “I’m not judging, and I know you’ll wake up soon and give it another shot. Can’t your folks lend you some cash in the meantime?”
“Nah, they gave what little they had to Shelly’s wedding. But don’t sweat it, man, I’m doing all right. The debt’s almost covered, and driving around… it’s sort of nice.”
He snorted and took a sip of beer. “It’s shit and you know it.” His lips stretched into a crooked smile. “Maybe Golden Boy could help you out.”
I shook my head. “Chris helped me out at the beginning, and you should stop with this weird grudge against him.”
“I carry no grudge.”
“Oh, yeah?”
He shrugged and looked away. “Anyways…”
“Listen, I know he sort of disappeared on us, but he has Melissa and the twins, and you know they’re working him to the bone at that firm.”
He shook his head. “Here we go again, same old tune.”
“Meaning?”
“You know what I mean. You’ve always defended him, even when he acted like a snob and wasn’t there for Anthony after the divorce.”
I opened my mouth and closed it since Jay was right. For years, Chris had been my closest friend, and although we weren’t as tight as we used to be, my instincts were always to stand up for him.
“Anthony’s doing better,” I said to switch the subject.
Jay made a face. “Anthony’s doing better on the surface. That damn divorce got him bad.”
I shifted uneasily in my seat. I had been so caught up with my own problems to notice the world around me. “Do you think he would’ve taken it back if he could? The whole coming out thing.”
“Well, let’s see.” Jay leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. “His wife caught him watching gay porn, and he was forced to come out. She then dragged him through an ugly divorce, and his overly religious family stopped talking to him. So yeah, I think it’s safe to say he would’ve taken it back.”
I always suspected Anthony was gay—we all had—but after he’d gotten married, I dismissed that notion.
The sudden sound of laughter reached my ears from the other side of the room. The guys sitting together were older than Jay and me, and something about them felt natural, like they had sat like this many times throughout the years. A pang of jealousy hit me, and I couldn’t stop staring.
“You wanna ask one of them to dance?” Jay asked with a smirk. “I can put something romantic on the jukebox.”
I blinked and returned my eyes to Jay. “I’ll pass.”
He watched me closely. “You’ve got the blues, man. Spill it.”
I shrugged. “Just thinking.”
“About…”
“We should go out together, like old times.”
“You mean the three of us?”
“The four of us.”
Jay shook his head. “I love how naive you can be sometimes.”
“How am I naive?”
“You still think Chris wants to hang out with us. He made it to the big leagues, man. Now he’s sitting up there with the rest of his kind while we’re here at Henry’s—which is apparently simple and rugged.”
I finished my drink and leaned back, not liking the thoughts Jay was planting in my head. “You don’t have him figured out as well as you think,” I said.
“Could be, but perhaps I have him figured out better than you think.”
“People grow apart. And even without Chris, the three of us should still get together.”
“You know, buddy, you haven’t been all that outgoing in the last few months.”
I nodded. “True, but I am now. Is it too late?”
“Fuck no! Let’s do it. Go crazy.”
I chuckled. “Easy there, tiger, you’re still on probation.”
He growled. “Don’t remind me.”
He had been in prison for around a year after stupidly getting involved with importing electronics under the radar. It wouldn’t have been a big deal if he had been using those goods himself, but since he was selling them out to small shops and also online, that was a problem.
“You’re staying out of trouble?” I tried to keep my voice light.
“You know, I wasn’t exactly a world-class criminal before shit went down.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”
“I’m keeping myself out of trouble, yes. Mostly fixing cars at my brother’s garage and having lucky ladies howl my name.”
I laughed and shook my head. “Lord have mercy on those poor souls.”
“And how about you in the female department?”
I twisted my lips. “I’m out of the game for now.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
“Because you’re delivering packages?”
“And live in a crappy apartment I can barely afford.”
“You’re talking crap.” Jay pointed at me like an angry parent. “Don’t let your self-esteem dip too low or you won’t be able to pull it back up. You hear me?”
“Yes, you’re rather loud.” Yet the place was still mostly empty, so it didn’t matter.
We kept chatting for another hour, an effortless conversation like the thousands we had before. When I glanced at my watch and caught the time, I said, “I better head off. Let’s meet with Anthony soon, and I’ll try to invite Chris.”
Something dark flashed in Jay’s eyes. I could picture him using that look in prison to finish arguments. “Already told you—he won’t be interested. Anyway, are you two doing something for his birthday?”
“Huh?”
He raised an eyebrow. “Tomorrow’s his birthday. The big three zero.”
“Oh shit. I totally forgot. I’m so bad with dates.”
“He didn’t invite you to celebrate?” Jay didn’t bother trying to hide his amusement.
“Nah, you know he’s not the celebrating type. Probably just spending the day with Melissa and the twins. Thanks for reminding me, though. Maybe I’ll drop by his house tomorrow.”
“Knock yourself out.”
“You can also call him, you know.”
“Oh, I wouldn't want to ruin his day.” He rubbed his chin and pursed his lips. “Or maybe I do…”
“Don’t be an ass.” I stood up and Jay walked with me outside toward my truck.
“It was good seeing you, E. Hope I didn’t force your hand into coming here.”
“The hell you on about? I love getting together.”
He nodded, long hair moving in the wind. I had a flashback of seeing him right after he’d gotten out of prison. A much skinnier and paler looking Jay.
“Take care of yourself,” I said and pulled him into a hug, aware that he was probably taking care of himself better than I was.
He let go and said, “Next time we meet, you better have more than a pussy drink. Like that time in Mexico—"
“You’re not bringing that up!” I hurried around the truck to open the door.
“What’s wrong? The crowd loved how you shook your ass on the table!”
“Bye!”
Jay’s laughter followed me until I was back on the road, and he was no longer in my rearview mirror.
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The best thing about my apartment was its lack of wheels. After spending so many hours in a delivery truck, I yearned for solid ground. Unfortunately, this ground was located on the fourth and last floor of a crumbling building in the Bronx. It was clear that someday a skyscraper would take its place, hosting tenants with deeper pockets than mine. Occasionally, I’d get a sniff of cheap Chinese food from the restaurant downstairs. When I first complained, they gave me some free coupons, which was better than being told to piss off.
Lying in front of the TV in my boxers, about to dive into a lazy evening of watching Netflix, I thought about Chris’s birthday tomorrow, and how weird it was that we hadn’t talked about it. It was true he wasn’t keen on parties, but we’d always gotten together to celebrate, even after his marriage to Melissa four years ago.
A pang of unease ran through me. Did my current financial status have anything to do with Chris’s disappearance from my life? We used to talk for hours like two gossiping teens, but these days it felt awkward picking up the phone to call him.
I shook my head to stop my brain from over-analyzing things. The seeds of doubt Jay had planted in my head were growing quickly, and I needed to cut them out before they could further play on my insecurities. Ten years of friendship were bound to have some ups and downs, and it wasn’t like I’d been such great company in the last year. My mood had been so bleak at times, I could barely stand my own presence. I would need to show Chris I could still be fun, that the old Ethan was still here.
Fake it till you make it.
I decided to drive over to Chris’s place tomorrow and surprise him with his favorite bottle of wine. It was time to get things back to normal.
*
I had forgotten how expensive Chris’s taste was when it came to alcohol. I visited three different stores in hopes of finding his favorite wine on sale, but no such luck. I ended up buying the bottle from the third store, although it was cheaper at the first one on the other side of town.
Once done with my deliveries for the day, I made my way directly up north to White Plains where Chris and Melissa were currently living. Chris had wanted to stay in the city, but Melissa dreamed of a big backyard for the kids to play in even before she was pregnant.
Traffic was kind to me that evening, and it was refreshing driving on a route I didn’t know by heart. My phone rang during the drive, and I answered Anthony through the speaker.
“Hi, Ant.”
“Hi, E. Any hot packages?”
That was his usual greeting line these days, and it was on me to come up with a witty response. “I’m currently the only hot package in this truck.”
“Well, I’ve gotten worse packages from Amazon.”
I chuckled. “Good one. How are you?”
“Oh, you know.”
I remembered Jay’s words yesterday, how Anthony wasn’t doing as well as he pretended to. “Not really,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me?”
It had always been a challenge to make Anthony open up. He was six feet tall, and that big body was holding a lot of things tightly inside. He got pushed down hard after shit hit the fan with his wife, and that raised even more walls around him.
It was insane how in a span of one damn year, I had lost my career, Anthony his wife, and Jay his freedom. It was like we had been cursed, and I couldn’t think of a reason why any of us deserved that.
“I’m doing okay,” Anthony said. “Job’s been crazy for the past couple of weeks. Seems like everyone is in the mood to renovate now that Covid’s behind us.” He ran his own small construction business and could stop and stare at old homes for hours, pondering on how he could make them better.
“You’re not working too hard, right?” I asked.
“I’m working… hard enough. But that’s good—I need the distraction.”
I could relate. “I saw Jay yesterday.”
“Yeah, he told me you two met. You made his day.”
“I doubt that.”
“It sounded like you did. He missed you.”
That one stung, but I deserved that. “Yeah, I’m working on being more present.”
“I like present Ethan. You’re heading back home?”
“I’m heading to White Plains. It’s Chris’s birthday.”
There was a short pause before Anthony said, “Oh, right. Is he throwing a party?”
“Nah, you know him. I’m just going over to drop off a present and wish him a happy birthday. I’m not sure he’s even home, to be honest.”
“You didn’t call to check?”
“He didn’t answer.”
“I see.”
“It’ll be fine. It’s not that far.” And FedEx was paying for the gas.
“Well, tell Chris I said… never mind.”
“Ant.”
“Forget it. Let’s meet up with Jay this weekend. How about Saturday?”
He was also only pushing for the three of us to meet, which only added to my suspicion that something had happened between Anthony and Chris during the last few months. I said, “If I had any events on my calendar I’d check, but I don’t, so Saturday’s good.”
“Cool. I’ll let Jay know. Let’s play Halo tonight, okay?”
I smiled to myself. We were still stuck on playing Halo on our Xboxes after all these years. Problems tended to lose their edge while you were busy shooting a laser gun in space. “You’re on.”
We hung up, and I kept driving, realizing I could no longer see tall buildings around me. They had been replaced with private houses in peaceful neighborhoods I could only afford in my dreams.
I tried calling Chris again, but he didn’t pick up. I was clearly wasting my time, but I had already driven too far to give up without checking. Not having much to look at allowed old memories to rise, like the first time I shared my startup idea with Chris. It was for a new type of project management platform, one that could analyze the content of a company’s emails, then create new projects automatically and include the relevant people.
I had been working as a junior product manager for a small company at the time, and it felt like the kind of solution that could make our lives easier. But building something like that from scratch sounded too ambitious even to me, and I was expecting Chris to say so as well—but he loved the idea. We sat in the living room of our small apartment in New York, and he grilled me for hours about every single aspect of my idea. I found myself pacing around the room to think of solutions to the problems he was finding, and loving how invested he was in my newfound passion. I finished that long conversation convinced I had something good in my hands, and maybe even more importantly, I had Chris’s blessing. 
Right when the sun was beginning to set, I rolled my truck onto Chris’s street. The houses around were picturesque with their wide front lawns. I saw the house I was looking for at the end of the street, and as I drove closer, it became clear there was no free space to park, which was uncommon for such an area. What was the point of living so far from the city if you didn’t even get a good parking space?
A couple holding hands just entered through the front door of Chris’s house. Confused, I lowered the window and immediately heard ‘80s music—Chris’s favorite.
Well, isn’t this nice?
Did Melissa throw him a surprise party? If so, why the hell wasn’t I invited? I parked the car further from the house but didn’t get out. I held the bag with the bottle of wine and the card I had written, feeling like a damn fool. Oh, Jay will have a field day when he hears about this. There was no point driving all the way back without giving Chris his present. I got out and made my way toward the house, my stomach swirling unpleasantly. I was a grown-ass man feeling hurt by not being invited to a birthday party.
I reached the entrance while a Prince song was playing inside. There were roses all around the entrance: red, yellow, and white. Through the window, I could just barely catch people talking and drinking. The party seemed to be in full swing. I felt self-conscious standing there with my FedEx uniform, but I wasn’t going to find something else to wear.
I rang the bell and waited with my stomach queasy. Ten seconds later, the door was opened by a smiling Chris, who quickly turned into a not-so-smiling Chris. He was wearing a blue vest that matched his blue eyes, with his dark blond hair combed neatly back. He looked like the kind of guy who could be modeling Rolex watches, leaning on his fist while gazing into the distance.
“Happy birthday,” I said, my voice higher than I intended.
He opened his mouth, closed it, then shook his head like he was waking up. “Wow, yeah, thanks, man. Come here.” He pulled me into a hug. From over his shoulder, I spotted around twenty people standing with drinks in the living room. Some were looking at me with a frown, maybe thinking I was delivering one hell of a package to be getting hugged by their host.
We pulled away and I raised the bag. “For you.”
He hesitantly took it and peeked inside. “That’s great, E, but you really shouldn’t have.”
Tell me about it.
“Hey, Chris, you’re coming for the cake?” someone called from inside.
“In a minute!”
He watched me for five seconds in silence like he was still processing I was really there, then he hurried to say, “Sorry, where are my manners? We’re having a small… a small gathering.”
“I can see that.”
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Would you like to join?”
“That’s okay. I just came to drop this off and wish you a happy birthday.”
He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “Listen, E, I didn’t mean to—”
“Chris, what’s the—”
Melissa came to the door and put a hand on Chris’s shoulder. She was beautiful, her dark straight hair and pale skin reminding me of Snow White from that Disney cartoon. Her eyes grew big when she noticed me. “Ethan! My goodness, I didn’t know you were coming. Chris told me you were busy with work.”
“Oh, did he?”
“Were you able to cut early?” She gave me a quick hug, leaving a strong scent of expensive perfume in the air.
I didn’t need to look at Chris to know his face went a few shades redder.
“I’m actually still working,” I said. “Just stopped by to leave a present. I’ll be heading off now.” I forced a smile and turned to Chris, who was indeed flushed.
“Stay,” he croaked. “Please?”
I didn’t know if it was embarrassment or regret guiding his words, but I figured that staying would be too awkward for both of us, and I didn’t want to stay where I was clearly not wanted. “I really need to go,” I said and patted his shoulder. “We’ll catch up another time.”
“The tweens have grown so much since you last saw them. You must come over for dinner soon,” Melissa said, sounding like she meant it. She really was a sweetheart.
“I will, most definitely.”
I turned around and made my speedy way back to my truck.
*
The drive back home went by in a flash. I might have missed a stop sign or two, but at least I didn’t run over anyone. Once safe in my apartment, I made myself a sandwich and went to sit by the tall window in my living room. I had a good view of the small park across the street where junkies often bought or sold drugs between the rusty swings. It was raining outside, angry drops that splashed against the glass.
I was tired, more mentally than physically, but tired all the same. The worst thing was how unsurprised I was to be feeling like this. Deep down, I knew I had been hanging on to old memories to keep my friendship with Chris alive. It would have been easier if there weren’t so many memories to hang on to, but he had been a part of every significant event in my life ever since I left home for college. I gullibly assumed that would never change.
I washed my plate in the sink and crashed on the old and lumpy couch. The pre-Covid Ethan would have thrown that couch to the dumpster without a second thought, but that version of me had left current Ethan with no such privilege.
I remembered talking with Anthony about playing Halo together, but that might lead to questions about my drive over to Chris’s, and I preferred to avoid reliving that for now. Since I wasn’t in the mood to do anything productive before calling it a night, I settled on watching porn. My libido had been down to nothing in the last several months, so a bit of occasional porn helped me know it hadn’t gone extinct.
I grabbed my laptop and connected it to the TV via screencasting, then opened the Chrome browser and searched for my saved URLs. What was I in the mood for?
I scrolled around through saved bookmarks until I found something I barely remembered watching. It was poorly named, Dungeon Master, but I wasn’t looking for quality writing. I hadn’t watched anything BDSM related in a while. My interest in the genre varied through the years, and not once had I been lucky enough to hook up with a woman who was into that. I also wasn’t the typical-looking type to attract such women since the boy-next-door look wasn’t exactly a kink magnet.
Tonight, it felt appropriate to take a dive into the darker side of my fantasies. My sour mood welcomed it.
I clicked play and leaned back on my couch, my legs resting on the coffee table. On the screen, a cheap-looking dungeon appeared, but at least the camera quality seemed solid. The naked woman lying on the table looked stoned and very blonde. She was tied down by her wrists and ankles, wordlessly whimpering due to the black leather gag in her mouth. Her hair was messy, eyes a bit wet with her eyeliner smeared. It was a good look on her, I thought as I pulled down my boxers.
The camera roamed over the blonde's naked body, focusing on her erect nipples and shaved crotch. The way her arms were pulled up made her stomach curve inward and her ribs stand out. I pictured myself standing next to her in that dirty room, touching her freely while she kept fighting the tight binds.
I was fully hard by the time the male actor entered the frame. He was only wearing leather pants that clung tightly to his legs and ass. His back was wide enough to surf on. When the camera zoomed in on his face, I assumed he was Arab based on his olive skin and hairy chest.
“You’re moaning like a cunt,” the man said with a faint Arab accent. His voice carried an authority that sounded anything but fake. This was some good casting.
The camera moved to focus on the man’s large hand as it slid from the woman’s breasts down to her belly and stopped between her legs. She squealed as he roughly shoved two fingers sharply into her. I nodded at the screen like a pleased director.
As the sounds of moans filled my small apartment, I lost myself to the feeling of my hand sliding up and down my cock. In my mind’s eye, I was there with them, standing naked on the other side of the table. My skin was noticeably paler than the other man's dark complexion, and my chest was much less hairy.
My hands roamed over the blonde's quivering body until it was my turn to roughly finger her.
The man said to me, ‘You’re doing good.’
‘Thanks.’
‘You feel how wet she is?’
‘Yeah.’
‘First time doing something like this?’
‘To a woman who’s tied down? I guess it is.’
‘Let me give you some pointers.’
‘No need.’
‘You sure?’
Annoyed, I looked up at him, straight into his dark eyes beneath those thick eyebrows. Before I knew what was happening, the scene inside my head abruptly shifted. I was still in the same fake dungeon, standing next to the same wooden table, but the blonde woman was no longer there. Instead, the olive-skinned man was tied down, body naked and slick with sweat. The gag was tight in his mouth, digging into the side of his lips and clearly causing him pain. His biceps were huge, especially when he angrily pulled at his binds.
I stared at him open-mouthed, trying to make sense of this crazy turn of events. I could have easily switched the station in my head back to where it had just been—where it probably should have stayed—but I didn’t. I raised my unstable hands and gingerly ran my palms over his skin, feeling the hardness of his muscles and the wetness of his flesh. I was aware of my imagination working extra hard to make the sensations feel real, but it was doing a surprisingly remarkable job. A need grew inside me, so fierce it overwhelmed me. Yet I allowed it to pull me in.
The man’s legs were tied and spread. I moved in front of him and saw his balls dangling between his thighs. They weren’t low enough to cover the thin line of flesh leading down to his hole. My hand hovered over his crotch for a long moment before I managed to make myself grab his flaccid cock. It felt thick and warm. When I slowly started playing with it, the Arab jolted and growled at me. I ignored him and continued stroking until his cock swiftly grew into full erection. He was bigger than me—bigger than most men—but that only made what was about to happen even more exciting.
I spat on my fingers and held his gaze as he realized what my next move was going to be. He cursed me through the gag; muffled noises I didn’t bother trying to decipher. I lowered my hand and found the part where his ass cheeks were protecting his entrance.
“Open up,” I said and got another angry growl in return. I fought his muscles as they tried to prevent me from pushing my fingers into his body. Him being so goddamn sweaty helped, and a few seconds later, I was firmly inside. My mind tried to piece together a feeling that could bridge the gap between fantasy and reality since I never experienced an asshole in such a way before—not with women and most definitely not with men.
My fantasy shifted again, and instead of one finger I now had three sunk deep into the tight entrance. With every crook of my fingers, the tied man whimpered. I was clearly hurting him, but it felt that he was slowly giving in to the pleasure I was also sparking. His eyes looked everywhere, occasionally rolling to the back of his head. His wide, hairy chest moved quickly with the rhythm of his breaths. When I made a hook of my fingers inside him, he jolted and tried to yell at me.
With my free hand, I smacked his chest. “Calm down.” He didn’t, even when I smacked him harder.
The feeling of control rushed straight through my brain and left me dizzy like I had drunk an entire bottle of wine. I played this bound man like an instrument, holding inside me the power to drive him crazy with a simple twist of my fingers. I knew that I could make him feel more, so much more, once it wouldn’t just be my fingers penetrating him. It would be so effortless to slip in and claim him as mine.
I wasn’t going to last long enough to continue with my fantasy considering the pressure that was swiftly forming in the base of my cock.
Then my phone rang, yanking me back to reality. I felt I was waking up from a deep sleep. I sighed in frustration, although a part of me felt I might have dodged a bullet. I tilted my head toward my phone and saw Chris’s number blinking on my screen. It was late, so his secret party must have been over. I debated whether to answer but ignoring him might end up creating even more cracks in our fragile friendship.
I picked up the call. “Hi.”
“Hi, E. Is this a good time?”
I tucked my shrinking erection into my boxers. “I can talk.”
“Are you with someone? I can hear weird noises in the background.”
“What? Oh.” I jolted and hurried to mute the porn on my TV. “I’m here.”
“Okay. Listen, I’m sorry about earlier.”
“It’s cool.”
“Ethan, cut the crap. I hurt you.” It sounded overly dramatic when he put it like that, but it didn’t make the statement any less true.
“Yeah, I guess you did,” I said. “But it’s your birthday, so you should celebrate with whoever you want.”
“I wasn’t exactly celebrating.”
“I may not go out as much as I used to, but I can still spot a party.”
“It was a work event, to get to know upper management better now that I’ve become a Junior Partner. I didn’t want you to spend an entire evening talking about things you don’t care about.”
I snickered. “Yeah, grown-up conversations go way over my head these days.”
“Not what I meant.”
“Wait, you made partner?”
“Junior.”
“That’s huge! Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I… well, I didn’t want it to come across like I’m rubbing it in.”
“Why would it… oh, I see.”
“I should have told you.”
I didn’t know whether he was talking about his promotion or his party.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I feel like shit.”
I could hear in his voice that he meant it. And despite it all, the last thing I wanted was for Chris to feel bad on his birthday.
“I get it,” I said. “It was a work thing. I wouldn’t have invited me either if I were you.” Not true, but I wasn’t looking for a fight.
“I’m so glad you get it. And your card was great, and you remembered which wine I love, and you even drove all the way… fuck, I feel like such an asshole. Let me make it up to you.”
“You don’t need to—”
“I insist.”
I knew his stubbornness well enough to give in before this turned into an hour of back and forth. “Fine, you can make it up to me.”
“Great. What would you like?”
“Hmm, not sure. Can I think about it?”
“Yep. No problem.”
I moved to lie on the couch, one leg resting on the floor. “So, did you get your dark chocolate and strawberry cake?”
“No! Melissa made apple pie, which between you and me was a bit on the dry side. One of the guests also brought a lemon cake. A lemon
cake, Ethan. Why on earth would you put lemon in a cake? So gross.”
I chuckled. “Serves you right.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“Did my parents call?”
“Of course. They also did FaceTime with the twins.”
“Did my mom sing?”
“Twice. She’s... getting better.”
I laughed. “Liar.”
I heard a voice in the background. Chris moved away from the phone and said something to someone, then told me, “I’ve got to go help clean or I’ll be sleeping on the couch. Talk to you soon.”
“Bye,” I said, but he had already hung up.
I felt better with the air clearer between us, but that left my messed-up fantasy to deal with. What was that? I had plenty of fantasies involving submissive women through the years, but they never involved men.
If I was being honest with myself, there were times in my life when I felt an occasional attraction to men. It happened rarely enough for me to easily dismiss it without diving deep into my subconscious in search of answers. It used to make me ponder whether I was perhaps bisexual, but bisexuality always seemed complicated, adding pressure and question marks I didn’t want to deal with. A successful business, a lovely wife and two or three children, all happily living in a killer Manhattan penthouse. That had been my golden plan for years, and being partly attracted to men didn’t fit that equation. But it wasn’t like the other parts of my plan were shaping up so great.
I rubbed my face and forced myself to calm down. It was a fluke, I decided. A porn fluke. A result of a long day and a crappy mood.
Nothing to stress over. 
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I was the last to arrive at Henry's, which was more crowded than the last time I was here. Jay and Anthony got up to hug me hello from the booth they were sitting in.
“Almost didn’t recognize you without the FedEx costume,” Jay said and took a sip of his beer. He was wearing his signature leather jacket that could have seemed silly if he wasn’t able to pull it off so well. In the old days, Jay could have been modeling for a cigarette commercial while sitting on his bike; a sharp contrast to the Rolex commercial Chris would have scored. In our group of four, I was the plainest. Although handsome with my brownish hair and green eyes, I didn’t possess any exotic features.
The waitress came and took my order. Meatloaf was playing loudly in the background, and it seemed that Cher was also singing on that track.
“You’re looking good,” I told Anthony. His dark hair was cut short, but not enough to hide his natural curls. His smooth face emphasized the sharp lines of his cheeks and jaw. As always, his Italian skin seemed tan regardless of any exposure to the sun.
Although we spoke frequently, I hadn’t seen him face to face in ages. Both of us were forced to move in the last year for different reasons, and that added extra distance between us. Years ago, the four of us decided to leave Connecticut in favor of the big city. Chris and I were fresh out of college, and Chris had been nagging me for months to rent an apartment with him where both of us could make it big. Once I realized he would never stop nagging, I was able to get Jay and Anthony on board as well. Heck, it felt logical that none of us would stay behind, regardless of how expensive rent was going to be.
“I’m getting back to life,” Anthony said with a meaningful nod. He had a deep voice like how radio hosts used to sound. “Self-pity doesn’t pay the bills according to Doctor Phil.”
“Jesus,” Jay muttered. “Don’t start quoting that has-been.”
“He says some good things. Anyway, I’m doing better.”
“Good,” I said. “Any word from your folks?”
“Nope. They’re still waiting for Jesus to cure my soul and take away my sins.”
“Yeah, tell them Jesus has enough on his plate,” Jay said. “Want me to talk with good old Sofia for you?”
“Hell no! My mom hates you.”
“Since when?”
Anthony and I both laughed. The first time the four of us were invited to Anthony’s folks’ house for dinner, Jay had come with his bike and almost ran over the family chihuahua. To his credit, that had been one annoying chihuahua.
Jay gave Anthony a once-over. “Say, now that you’re back in shape, you must be getting some serious… ha, asshole?”
I shook my head. “Somebody forgot his tact at home.”
“It’s cool,” Anthony said. “No need to tiptoe around the gay elephant in the room. Unless you two feel uncomfortable.”
“You know I’m not,” I said. We'd had plenty of talks about his sexuality after he came out, although I never shared with him that I too had an occasional interest in men.
“Me neither,” Jay said. “But don’t dare put Lady Gaga on the jukebox.”
“Dammit,” Anthony said. “Madonna it is, then. And to answer your question—no, I am not currently sleeping around.”
Jay frowned. “Then why the hell are you back having biceps, man? Seems like a waste of energy.”
“My biceps are from work, not from attempting to score.”
Jay shrugged. “Still a waste.”
I quietly said, “If it’s about how it ended with Abigail—"
“It’s not. I just don’t want to hook up with anyone. Can we drop it?”
I nodded, feeling bad that after surviving an ugly divorce, Anthony wasn’t at least trying to have fun. Not that Anthony had ever been a true player. I met him in college, although he was only there to fix things in the dorms. We started talking when he came to help with a broken table I had in my room, and the conversation lasted for an hour until Chris got back to the room. Back then, Chris had been wary of new people. He used to keep a safe distance with minimal communication until he grew to trust them. I never understood why he acted like that, but it had luckily passed with time. Anthony had been the exception, maybe because it was impossible to picture Anthony being a threat to anyone.
Still in my dorm room, the three of us spoke for a long time, then Chris and I decided to take Anthony out drinking because the guy had never had a beer in his life. He grew up in a deeply religious family who frowned upon alcohol and, apparently, fun. We took him to the bar where Jay worked, and that had been the birth of our quartet family.
Sitting at Henry’s, we quickly slipped into catching-up mode, although none of us had a lot going on in our lives. There had been years when things were constantly moving, pulling us forward toward bigger and better adventures. Now, it felt more like standing at a train station, waiting to board the train that would take us anywhere else. Yet after the last chaotic year we all had, standing still was better than another train wreck.
An hour passed and then another. None of us had anywhere better to be or anyone waiting for us back home.
“Say,” Anthony said to me at one point. His cheeks were slightly flushed from drinking, despite his tan skin. Tan like the man I had lying on the table as I finger fucked him. I shook my head to dismiss that thought and forced myself to concentrate on Anthony, who was asking, “What happened with Chris? You gave him the present?”
I moved uneasily in my seat. “Yeah, sort of.”
“Oh, do tell,” Jay said with a smirk and leaned closer to listen.
“I’d rather not go into that.”
They both booed me.
“All right. Fine. I drove over there to wish him a happy birthday. When I got there, there was a party.”
Anthony scowled. “How many people?”
“I didn’t go inside. My guess is about twenty.”
“You didn’t go inside? Didn’t he invite you to join?” Anthony asked.
“He did, but it was clear he didn’t want me to accept. Turned out it was a party with his co-workers.”
Jay snorted. “So, it was about Golden Boy moving up in life and not wanting to have yesterday’s trash getting in the way. Told ya.”
“He doesn’t think any of us are trash,” I said, feeling an obligation to defend Chris although I wasn’t sure he deserved it. “It was just a party that had nothing to do with me. End of story.”
“There you go again,” Jay said and leaned back. “You’re still making excuses for him.”
“I’m not.” But there wasn’t much conviction in my voice.
“Leave him alone,” Anthony said as he was running his fingers over his cold glass of beer. “He’ll figure out on his own that Chris is a piece of shit.”
I gawked at him. “Well, damn, where the hell did that come from?” It wasn’t just that I never heard Anthony talk like that about Chris; I never heard him talk like that about anyone.
“Never mind,” he mumbled and stared down at his drink.
Jay and I exchanged looks, and it was he who said, “Come on, big guy. What happened?”
“Nope. Forget I said anything.”
“Tell you what,” Jay said and lowered his voice, “if you tell us what got you so riled up about Golden Boy, I’ll do the same.”
“Nice try, but we all know why you’re upset with him.”
“Is that so?”
“He disappeared once you… you know, went to prison. Didn’t want anything to do with you because of his status or whatnot.”
Jay shook his head. “I know you guys think that, but it’s not about that.”
I leaned forward, curiosity piquing. I had been dying to find out what went down between those two. “Then what is it?”
“Hold on. If I’m opening up about that, I’m doing it only after Anthony's done with his story.”
I nudged Anthony with my elbow. “You got to tell us, man.”
“Nothing good will come out of me talking about this,” Anthony said, his eyes still looking down, tension in his shoulders.
“We don’t always know what might come out of something until we try it,” Jay said like a wise elder. “If it’s something that’s been sitting on your chest, this can be your chance to drop off some baggage.”
Anthony raised his hands in surrender. “Fine, you won. Anything to stop your self-help crap.”
“Well, excuse me for not measuring up to your beloved Doctor Phil.”
Anthony rubbed his face and finally said, “I sort of… I mean, I sort of hooked up with Chris after my divorce. It lasted for a couple of months.”
The music around was still playing loud, but all I could hear was the buzzing in my ears. “You’re not… you can’t be serious.”
He seemed to be sinking into his seat. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“But you did,” Jay said, a spark in his eyes. “And we aren’t putting that genie back in the bottle.”
Anthony drowned the last of his beer. “You sure you want to hear this?”
“I am,” Jay said, “and although E here looks like he might faint, I’m sure he’s keen as well.”
Jay was right. I felt lightheaded, but every part of me wanted to hear the full story.
With a deep sigh, Anthony began to speak.
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Two months had passed since Abigail filed for divorce and turned Anthony’s world upside down. He was sitting in his apartment and staring at the closed TV for over an hour. He knew he should put on Netflix to fill his head with shallow sights and sounds, but his body lacked the necessary energy.
He hadn’t worked at all in the last five days, too drained to manage his own small business for home renovation. I should find new clients—or at least answer those who tried to contact me. Abigail is about to clean me dry. But that voice of logic was thin and feeble, hardly enough to pull him away from the couch that had lately become his fortress.
He felt that things would have been better if Jay were around to kick his ass and tell him to get his shit together. Jay was due to get out of prison soon, and that day couldn’t have come sooner. Although the two of them were night and day in most things, Jay had been the one Anthony had gravitated toward the most back when their little group first formed in rural Connecticut. Anthony had been more comfortable with Ethan than with a rugged biker who found ways to add profanities to every other sentence, but Ethan and Chris had been too tight for others to fully enter. They didn’t actively push Anthony and Jay away, but their dynamic was so intertwined, it felt wrong disturbing it. He would have felt like a third wheel if it weren’t for Jay.
Anthony was about to shut his eyes and try to fall asleep, hoping his dreams would show mercy, when his phone rang. He knew it was probably Ethan calling to check up on him. By now, Anthony knew how to mask his voice to sound normal so that Ethan wouldn’t worry and drive over, although it wasn’t like Ethan was doing all that great himself with his startup going under. Bad luck had hit them both this year, but while Ethan couldn’t have controlled a global pandemic, Anthony could have controlled his mouth and his decision to come out to his wife after she had caught him watching that stupid porn video. He usually wasn’t even into porn, so having that be the catalyst for his downfall was downright infuriating.
Anthony didn’t have it in him to answer Ethan and fake being okay, although it warmed his heart to know that someone still cared about him. He reached for his phone to hang up, but it wasn’t Ethan who was calling. Chris’s number was on his screen, causing Anthony to frown at his phone. They hadn’t spoken in way over a month, and he was suspecting this call was nothing more than a butt dial.
He picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Hi, man. Am I interrupting?”
“No. I was just… doing some work stuff. What’s up?”
“I haven’t seen you in a while. You’re at your new apartment?”
“You know about that?” He’d only moved here three weeks ago, and it wasn’t like he’d posted about that on social media.
“Ethan told me. So… I’m sort of in your area and thought to stop by to say hello.”
Anthony was living in Queens, and he couldn’t think of a reason for Chris to be in the area. “You want to stop by now?”
“Unless you’re busy.”
He wasn’t, but he was also not mentally ready to have Chris Roberts in his crappy apartment. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to say no to Chris, a weakness he had been possessing for years.
“You can come by,” Anthony said after taking too long to think.
“Sweet. Send me your address. Will I have a hard time finding parking?”
“Not in this neighborhood. You can park a bus here if you want. See you soon.” He hung up and sent his address. For a full minute, he simply stared at his phone, half believing he had just imagined agreeing to have Chris stop by. Once coming to terms with the upcoming visit, Anthony was forced to scan his apartment. This won’t do.
It would never be a pretty place, regardless of his efforts, but he could at least make it more presentable. He jumped to his feet and started picking up clothes from different corners of the living room, forming a plan in his head of what he should clean next. Thirty minutes later, a knock on the door stopped Anthony from washing the last of his dirty dishes. While prepping up his apartment, he had found that his bleak mood was quickly subsiding, being replaced by a sense of excitement.
He dried his hands and hurried to open the door. Chris was wearing one of his nice suits, his dark blond hair neatly combed, and his back—as always—straight as a board. Although he was shorter than Anthony, Chris had a way of making himself appear taller with how well he carried himself.
“Hi, man,” Chris said and gave Anthony a firm hug.
“Come in.”
Chris made his way into the living room and glanced around. He looked like he was about to comment but decided not to.
“Can I get you anything to drink?” Anthony asked.
“Yeah, water.” Chris sat on the couch after taking off his jacket and folding it neatly.
Once Chris got his water, Anthony joined him on the couch. “It’s been a while.”
Chris nodded. “Yeah, I had a lot going on with the twins and with work, but I should have stopped by earlier.”
“It’s cool. No big deal. I’ve been busy myself.” Three lies in a row.
“Yeah? Ethan told me you haven’t gone back to work yet.”
If it was anyone else talking about him behind his back, Anthony would have been upset, but if Ethan was the one talking, it was clearly out of concern.
“I was just about to get back to work,” Anthony carefully said. “Been talking with potential clients in the last couple of days, working on making a schedule for myself.”
Chris nodded. “You still have those guys working with you?”
“Nah, they scattered weeks ago. I might be able to get one of them back, but it will take some convincing. I can probably handle smaller jobs on my own for a while.”
“Do you need a loan? No interest, obviously. Just until you’re back on your feet.”
The offer made Anthony’s eyes sting. He wasn’t sure if it was because Chris was back being a friend, or because the offer sounded like something he might need to take to keep a roof over his head.
“I’m okay for now,” he said. “But thank you for offering.”
“No problem. Is the divorce even final?”
“Almost. We signed a lot of papers. Now we just need final court approval.”
“Have you split everything evenly?”
Anthony shifted in his seat. “Not exactly.”
“What do you mean?”
“She’s getting pretty much everything.”
Chris’s eyes grew big. “Why the hell is she getting so much?”
“I did her wrong. She didn’t deserve any of that.”
“Yeah, but still.”
“It’s fine, really.”
Chris nodded but was clearly not convinced. “You’ve worked hard to buy that house. Remember we had to do that intervention to make you ease up on work?”
Anthony rolled his eyes. “That wasn’t an intervention, just you guys getting riled up after I fainted. Anyway, it didn’t feel right to fight her.”
“Listen, just think about that. I can take the case for you.”
Anthony watched him closely. “You’d do that?”
Chris shrugged. “Yeah, why not?”
Then why didn’t you offer to help sooner? He had been dying for Chris to offer help, even though his field of expertise was corporate finance.
“Thanks for offering,” Anthony said after a long pause, “but I want to leave it behind me. I need a fresh start.”
“Yeah, I hear you, but you need to take it easy on yourself. Not like you’ve actually cheated on her, right?”
Anthony nodded. “I never fooled around.” Although he had wanted to, badly. Growing up in a religious family, he always looked at marriage as a binding agreement until the day he died.
“And after you broke up with her, did you make up for lost time?” Chris asked with a wink.
“You mean if I partied like a horny teen with every gay man I could find? Nope, I did not. I did hook up with a couple of guys, but we didn’t go all the way because I didn’t like talking to them.”
“I don’t think you’re supposed to fuck their vocabulary.”
Anthony laughed. “Yeah, I know.”
“How come you’ve only tried with a couple of guys? You’re a free man, and you’re hot.”
Anthony smiled awkwardly. Hearing someone like Chris commenting on his looks sent a heatwave across his body. “You know I’m not much into clubbing, and I was never good with apps; everything there feels dirty and purposeless.”
Chris cleared his throat and quietly asked, “Does that mean you’re a virgin? From a gay perspective.”
“Hmm, yeah, I suppose I am.” Thinking of himself as a virgin felt weird, although it was technically accurate.
Chris nodded and chewed on his bottom lip, seeming to be deep in thought.
“What is it?” Anthony asked.
“What? Oh, nothing, just thinking. It’s dumb, really. Forget it.” He took a sip of his water.
Anthony nudged him with his knee. “Come on, spill it.”
Chris lowered the glass and looked Anthony in the eyes for a long moment before finally saying, “Maybe I can help you with that.”
“Help me find a guy to sleep with? You have someone at work to set me up with?” That would indeed make meeting someone easier, although it might be a bit too soon considering Anthony was still fighting to get out of bed most mornings. Also, if it was someone from Chris’s firm, it meant he was high-class, and that added more pressure on Anthony to get his act together.
Chris shook his head. “No-no, nothing like that. I mean, maybe I can be the one you sleep with.”
The words echoed in Anthony’s head as silence filled the room. He finally managed to say, “Hmm, I don’t think you’re saying what I think you’re saying.”
“What do you think I’m saying?” Chris’s voice went a bit deeper.
Anthony couldn’t say the words because they were too ridiculous to be spoken.
“Ant, come on. What do you think I’m saying?”
“Well, it sounds like you’re saying you want to have sex with me.” He chuckled. It sounded ever crazier out loud.
Chris nodded slowly. “That’s right.”
Anthony needed to remind himself how to breathe because apparently that was a thing a person could forget. “But you’re straight, and you’re married.”
“I don’t need to be a certified gay to try something out with a man.” He leaned a little closer. “I also want it to be with someone I actually like and care about, so yeah, I want it to be with you.”
Anthony couldn’t move or speak. He used to fantasize about Chris when they’d just met almost a decade before, but it had stopped once their small group grew closer and Chris became more like a brother than a gorgeous friend. The thought of having his old fantasy coming to life when he was at the lowest point of his life was a lot to take in— maybe too much.
Chris moved closer and put his palm on Anthony’s leg, above the knee. “You seem upset. Do you want me to go?”
“N-no.”
“Look at me.”
The muscles in his neck felt stiff as he forced his head to turn toward Chris. His eyes were so blue and piercing, they made Anthony’s chest ache.
“What are you afraid of?” Chris asked.
“That it might be awkward. That we’ll stop talking afterward. That you won’t like it because I don’t know what I’m doing. That—"
Chris put two fingers on Anthony’s lips. “It won’t be awkward because we’re two adults who can handle stepping out of our comfort zone, and the sex will be amazing because I’ll make you feel amazing.”
Despite sitting down, Anthony’s knees felt weak. Gravity felt different, less stable. He breathed heavily into Chris’s soft fingers, tempted to stick his tongue out and lick them.
Chris said, “The question is, do you trust me?”
Anthony nodded, still watching Chris’s blue eyes.
“Trust me enough to let me take your virginity?”
He couldn’t believe those words had just been spoken to him, but if Chris’s offer ended up working, it would be magical.
Chris moved his fingers away. “Well?”
“I trust you, but what about Melissa?”
“Melissa and I have somewhat of an open relationship.”
“Seriously?”
Chris shrugged. “Almost every couple I know has ditched monogamy. People are tired of sneaking around. I haven’t taken much advantage of our arrangement because it was mostly Melissa’s idea and I’ve been working around the clock, but I won’t feel guilty sleeping with you, so neither should you.”
“I see.” That did simplify things. He really liked Melissa.
“So, are you in or not?” Chris put his palm once more on Anthony’s leg, this time closer to his crotch. Warm and deep currents ran across Anthony's thighs as the answer became clearer in his head. He had spent most of his life pushing back his desires to fit a mold that wasn’t right for him. It was time to embrace those desires because some opportunities don’t come along twice.
“I’m in.”
Chris smiled, not looking surprised but maybe a bit relieved. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Chris looked down. “You’re hard.”
Anthony didn’t need to look. He could feel the pain where his cock was fighting the fabric of his pants. He gasped out loud when Chris’s finger brushed across his balls. The finger moved slowly in circles, every touch filling Anthony with electricity.
“You must be in pain,” Chris said, his voice low, “and I’m not helping matters.” He raised his finger to brush against the crown of Anthony’s cock.
“God,” he panted.
“Not God,” Chris said. “Just me.” He moved his hand away. “How about you go for a quick shower and take care of things down there?”
“Take care… oh, right. I should do that.” He knew how to clean himself—theoretically—but he couldn’t remember ever doing that officially.
“I’ll wait for you in the bedroom,” Chris said. “Take your time. I told Melissa to not wait up.”
Like he already knew I would agree.
“Okay.” With legs made of jelly, Anthony pushed himself up and miraculously managed to reach his bathroom.
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Once done with the most stressful and intimate shower he’d ever taken, Anthony got out of the bathroom to an empty apartment. He left, he thought. Relief and disappointment collided inside him, but before he could decide which one should win, Chris’s voice came from the bedroom, “You coming?”
Right. He’d said he’d be waiting in the bedroom. Wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist, Anthony made his way into the room at the end of the short hallway. The walls were too bare, he noticed. Back when he was still living with Abigail, they had silly pictures of flowers and meadows everywhere. In truth, he used to live in a much “gayer” place than his current apartment, which was ironic. His bedroom door was slightly open. A golden light was spilling on the floor. Relax. This is a good thing. You want this.
Chris was lying on the bed in his black boxer briefs. They fit like a glove, hugging tightly to his thighs. Anthony stood motionless and openly stared, his eyes moving up and down that beautiful, lean body. He didn’t think Chris would be so smooth. He’d seen him shirtless before, but that was years ago when the four of them went swimming. Chris’s legs were slightly hairy, but his torso was completely smooth. He was half lying against the headboard, one hand casually behind his head, revealing brownish hairs underneath his arm. When he was lying in this position, it looks like someone put extra care into fine-tuning every detail when constructing Chris.
“Look at you,” Chris said, making Anthony realize he wasn’t the only one scanning. “I forgot how hairy your chest is, but your stomach’s smooth. Turn around.”
Anthony blinked in confusion, but quickly got himself together and turned around with his back to Chris.
“I could build a house on that back of yours.”
Anthony chuckled. “I used to be… I don’t know, in better shape.”
“I’m more than fine with your shape. I think it can be universally praised. How about you drop that towel?”
He wasn’t surprised with the request, but that didn’t mean he was ready. Things were moving very fast. “Maybe we should dim the light a bit.”
“Why would we do that? Take it off, Ant.”
With a nervous breath, Anthony let the towel fall around his bare feet. He felt cold, although the apartment was warm.
Chris whistled. “That’s a very nice ass. You should never be allowed to wear pants.”
“That would make walking around tricky.”
“Then you’ll just lie down instead.” He cleared his throat. “By the way, none of what we’re doing here will ever leave this room. Look at me.”
Anthony turned around, his entire body on full display, but Chris was only looking at his eyes. “Swear to me you’ll keep this a secret.”
“I swear.”
“Not a word to Ethan, and definitely not to Jay.”
Anthony nodded. It would be hard not to share this with Ethan, but he was going to try because this wasn’t just his secret to share.
Chris’s eyes traveled down, a coy smile on his lips. “So, that’s your cock.”
Anthony looked down as well. He wasn’t hard due to how nervous he felt. “That’s my cock.”
“Doesn’t he like me?”
“What? ‘Course he does.”
“Then why don’t you start stroking it and let me see?” Chris raised his other hand behind his head and spread his legs on the bed, making himself comfortable for the coming show. Anthony couldn’t see his cock due to the black boxer briefs, but he knew how to tell when a man was hard, and the man in front of him was definitely hard. Because of me.
The realization was enough to send a wave of heat and blood toward Anthony’s crotch. He spat on his palm and began stroking himself, watching Chris watch him. In less than thirty seconds, he was fully hard.
Chris looked at his erection and nodded. “I should’ve known it would be as big as the rest of you. Good thing I’m not on the receiving end.”
It was odd how they hadn’t spoken about who would be at the receiving end, but somehow it was clearly Anthony. “Can I… can I see yours now?”
“If you see it, you taste it. That’s the rule.”
“Is this the lawyer speaking?”
That got a smile out of Chris. “Maybe a bit. It’s second nature by now. Come here.”
Anthony happily obliged, climbing onto the bed and staying on all fours in front of Chris’s spread legs. He was still hard underneath those boxer briefs. “May I?”
Chris nodded, looking a bit nervous. Anthony needed to remind himself that this was new to Chris as well. He slowly pulled down Chris’s boxer briefs, exposing his erection.
That’s a lovely cock. It was a bit bigger than average; enough to be a challenge to suck if you didn’t have a lot of experience. It just so happened that Anthony didn’t have a lot of experience, but he was eager to learn.
“What do you think?” Chris quietly asked.
“It’s beautiful. I mean… yeah, that’s what I mean.” He looked at Chris’s face. “Beautiful.”
“Thank you. Now, I want to feel the back of your throat on the tip of my cock.”
“Hmm, well, I don't have a lot of experience doing that.”
“I have faith in you.” He touched Anthony’s lips. “I think you have the perfect mouth for sucking cock.”
Anthony frowned, not sure what to make of such a compliment. He took a breath and lowered his head, sniffing Chris’s crotch. The smell was hard to describe, but it was intoxicating. Like a man should smell. Anthony ran his fingers across Chris’s strong legs, loving how smooth they got closer to his thighs. His skin was warm, so nice to the touch.
With his eyes closed, Anthony lowered his head and slid Chris inside his mouth. The feeling was both familiar and alien. He began moving his lips around the length of Chris’s erection, encouraged by the sounds of Chris’s soft moans. I am sucking Chris. This is not a drill.
Then came his tongue, swirling around the soft crown in slow movements, tickling the thin slit that thankfully carried no unpleasant taste.
“Damn, that’s amazing,” Chris said and slid his fingers through Anthony’s short curls. “Now take it deeper. I want your nose on my pubes.”
Anthony could already see those pubes close to his face. They were light brown and well groomed. Everything about Chris was well groomed, even his smooth balls that Anthony had begun to play with.
“You like me in your mouth?” Chris asked, voice dreamy.
Anthony managed a quick nod. He tried to relax his throat and fight his gag reflex as he took more of Chris’s cock. It wasn’t easy—he almost gagged twice—but he managed to eventually feel the tip of the cock pressing against the back of his throat while Chris’s soft pubes were all around his nose. You smell so good.
“Oh my God,” Chris moaned. “That’s the spot. Right there. Now start moving up and down, but make sure to end up at the same place.”
The detailed instructions weren’t appealing, but causing Chris to shiver made up for that. While sucking, Anthony reached for Chris’s chest, which was well-defined although not very muscular. A swimmer’s build. Anthony pinched both nipples, sparking a moan deep from Chris’s throat. “Yeah, do it harder.”
Anthony gladly obliged, pinching and twitching. It didn’t take Chris long to say, “I’m going to come soon. Stop.”
Anthony raised his head. “I can make you come.”
“No,” Chris said and touched Anthony’s wet lips. “I’ll come inside your ass. That’s what we said. You have lube?”
Anthony nodded. “In the drawer. I also have condoms.”
Chris shook his head. “I haven’t used condoms in ages, and I’m not about to start now.”
“But—”
“Have you been tested?”
“Yes, but—”
“So have I, so no need for rubber to get in the way. We want your first time to be real, right?” He looked Anthony in the eyes, challenging him to argue.
“Right,” he muttered.
Chris smiled. “Good boy. Let me get behind you.”
“We’re not doing that when I’m on my back?”
“Nah, let’s do doggy.”
Before Anthony could reply, Chris slipped away and stood on his feet. Anthony saw his ass for the first time, a bubbly thing that was a perfect conclusion to his strong thighs. I should be the one doing the fucking. That ass seems heavenly.
Chris took the lube from the drawer and went to stand behind Anthony, who was waiting on all fours in the middle of the bed. He felt vulnerable, which made sense since he was technically the most exposed he’d ever been. His legs were slightly spread so his asshole was there for Chris to see.
“This is a fine-looking pussy.”
Anthony grimaced but remained quiet. He was nervous, and that usually made him shut down, or at least slip into a less-verbal mode. He could never get people who babbled when nervous.
“Have you ever pushed things inside before?” Chris asked. His hands ran along Anthony’s thighs.
“Once or twice, but nothing very big.”
“Since you don’t have much experience, this will hurt.”
“You’ll take it slow, though, right?”
“Yeah, but it will still probably hurt. Just ride the pain until it turns into pleasure.”
That sounded like something that someone who wasn’t planning on taking it slow would say.
Chris shifted on the bed, then his warm breath was on Anthony’s asshole. Before he could realize what was happening, a wet tongue licked him where no other tongue had licked before. “Jesus,” he blurted. “What are you doing?”
“I’m eating you out. You like it?”
“I… I think so. You like doing that?”
“I wouldn’t have done it otherwise. Relax and let me hear how good I’m making you feel.” Chris resumed running the tip of his wet tongue around Anthony’s hole, sparking shivers and currents across every nerve in Anthony’s trembling body. Although he was positioned firmly on the bed, that sneaky tongue made him feel unstable like the mattress was filled with water. The louder he moaned, the stronger Chris licked and nibbled.
Just when Anthony was getting completely into it, Chris stopped and said, “You need more than my tongue.”
Anthony heard the lube bottle being opened. A few seconds later, he felt the cold, slimy lube rubbing over his asshole. The feeling was faintly familiar since he had used the same thing in his few self-anal explorations, but back then he had been in full control. He wondered if bottoming always involved such loss of control and if the feeling could improve with time.
Sharp and sudden pain hit him when Chris slid a finger inside. Anthony gasped, his body jolting like he’d been electrocuted.
“There you go. Like a key to a lock.”
Anthony sucked in the pain and focused on his breathing. That made him picture a woman giving birth, which wasn’t the kind of image one needed to have during sex.
“Damn, you’re tight,” Chris said and twisted the finger inside, causing Anthony to gasp out loud and grab the pillow in his fists. He expected pain, but he was starting to wonder if pleasure was ever going to make an appearance.
Then came another finger, stretching Anthony’s stubborn muscles even more and sparking another wave of intimate pain. He debated whether to call this whole thing off since something obviously wasn’t right, but they had already come this far. He didn’t know if he’d ever get a second shot with Chris if he blew this off.
With his eyes shut tight, Anthony ordered his body to relax and his muscles to stop resisting. He wasn’t going to blow up his first time having sex with a man.
Chris was moving his two fingers in and out slowly, occasionally twisting them in ways that shook Anthony to his core. Chris took his time, giving a chance for the pain to fade and for pleasure to finally arrive.
This is better, Anthony thought as his pulse slowed down. This I can deal with.
“Better now?” Chris asked as his fingers kept sliding in and out.
“Yeah, much better. Is this… is this okay for you?”
“Nah, I hate every second.”
“Jerk.”
Chris gave Anthony a long kiss on his lower back, sparking goosebumps across his skin. “I’m in heaven, Ant. No other place I’d rather be.”
Anthony’s heart felt weird like it was melting inside his chest.
“I need you to loosen your muscles a bit more,” Chris said.
“Okay.”
Those sneaky fingers practically danced inside his rectum. They moved around, twisting against the sides, causing a bit of pain that was swiftly drowned by pleasure. Anthony was aware of his precum dripping on the bed, and that was before the sex had even started.
The fingers slipped out, leaving an odd feeling of hollowness. Anthony clenched his asshole, still sensing echoes of the fingers inside.
“Don’t worry, you’ll feel more of me in a second,” Chris said. “Now, relax your body. I want a smooth ride until I reach my station.”
“Your station?”
Chris pressed Anthony’s lower stomach. “I’m going to reach all the way there.”
Anthony snickered quietly. Chris had a wrong notion of the size of his cock, but good on him for dreaming big.
With his hands firmly gripping Anthony’s hips, the tip of Chris’s cock pressed against Anthony’s opening. Pressure followed, unrelenting. Anthony hoped the penetration wouldn’t hurt much after Chris had been so thorough with the preparation, but that wasn’t the case. The pain appeared immediately, growing with every additional inch that made its way between Anthony’s tight muscles.
“Don’t push me out,” Chris said.
“I’m trying,” he wheezed.
The pain kept intensifying until Anthony was sure he was going to give up and call this whole thing off. Then came the feeling of pubes brushing against his ass, and that was followed by Chris letting out a loud, long moan.
“God, you’re so tight. Relax or you’ll break my cock.”
“It hurts.”
Chris shifted his weight and Anthony shuddered when warm lips kissed the back of his neck. “I won’t move until you give the okay. Take your time. I can’t believe I’m really inside you.”
Anthony exhaled. “I can’t believe we’re having sex.”
“But we are.” Chris granted him another soft kiss on the back of his neck, his hands traveling across Anthony’s ribs before moving to grope and squeeze his left pec. “Damn, those tits are something.”
“They aren’t tits.”
Chris pinched his nipple hard. “Stop correcting me. I’m admiring your body.”
“I’m not a fan of dirty talk.”
“I know you’re not.”
“Did we ever talk about that?”
“We don’t need to talk about that—I know you too well. You also don’t like compliments, but I’m still going to compliment you as much as I want. Try to step out of your comfort zone for me, okay?”
It felt that by now he wasn’t even in the same time zone as his comfort zone, but he could see Chris’s point. “Okay, I’ll try.”
“Thank you.” Chris’s palms went down to Anthony’s crotch and squeezed his flaccid cock. “You aren’t hard.”
“Because of the pain.”
Chris began stroking him. “It’s like I’m milking a horse.”
“Hmm, thanks?”
Chris laughed, making his erection vibrate inside Anthony’s ass.
The firm strokes quickly got Anthony hard while his hips were slowly moving back and forth to increase the friction.
“You’re dripping,” Chris said. Every brush of his fingers against Anthony’s wet crown sent his body into a fit of shudders, unintentionally tightening himself on the cock inside him.
“You think I can start pumping now?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, I think so.”
Chris began to go in and out, slow at first but swiftly catching speed until it turned into full-on thrusting. Pain mixed with pleasure, a sensation alien and utterly mind-blowing. Every nerve in Anthony’s body was involved, no part of him unaffected by what was happening inside him.
“So. Fucking. Tight,” Chris mumbled as his waist kept smashing into Anthony, rocking his body and making him worry he might lose his balance. The bed springs screeched in protest.
Chris leaned down and squeezed Anthony’s chest again. It hurt, but the feeling got lost in the tornado of sensations going on across his body. Chris kept pumping for what felt like a long time before suddenly saying, “Get off the bed and stand with your hands against the wall.”
Anthony caught his breath. “You’re going to arrest me?”
Chris slapped his ass as he pulled out. “Just get up.”
Anthony forced his shaky legs to move. He had never been so aware of the state of his asshole before. There was a raw feeling down there. He debated whether to ask for a break, but then Chris slapped his ass again. “Come on, buddy.”
“Jesus, you’re romantic.”
“I’m romantic with my wife. Go on, put your hands against the wall and spread those legs for me.”
Anthony gingerly did as he was told. Chris positioned himself behind him, then put his palms on Anthony’s waist before pushing himself sharply inside.
“Fuck!”
“Relax.” Chris wrapped his arms around Anthony’s midsection and held him tight. The pumping resumed, feeling different because of the new angle.
“You love how I’m fucking you?”
I don’t know. “Yes?”
“Say it like you mean it.”
“I—I love you in my ass.”
“Go on. You promised to try.”
Anthony cleared his throat. “I love the way… the way you’re fucking me. Fucking my pussy.”
Chris licked the back of his neck, sending shivers across Anthony’s back. “I knew you’d like it.”
The speed of thrusting kept growing, feeling like Chris was punching Anthony from the inside. It was hard to keep standing, but then Chris abruptly stopped and said, “Go lie on the bed and hold your knees up.”
As Chris slipped out of him, Anthony thought of how only minutes ago he wished for the sex to be like that—face to face, yet now he was no longer sure he wanted that. What was happening between them was plain sex; no beauty or tenderness. Yet it wasn’t fair of him to project his desires onto Chris, who’d never promised to give Anthony the intimacy he was craving.
Despite the disappointing realization, Anthony found himself making his way to the bed. He lay down on his back, then grabbed the back of his knees and lifted his legs, exposing himself while being aware of the twitching of his sore asshole.
Chris came closer and stood above him, looking like a wet dream with his smooth body slick with sweat.
“Your pussy’s so red,” Chris said and shoved a finger inside, causing Anthony to grimace. “So hot and wet. God, it feels amazing. Feel it.” He grabbed Anthony’s hand and guided it between his legs. “Push a finger in.”
Anthony gingerly slipped a finger inside, shocked by the lack of resistance. Like his muscles had turned into Jell-O. Chris was right; it felt alarmingly warm inside, and slippery. He wondered how much of Chris’s precum he was currently feeling.
Without saying a word, Chris slid his finger back inside, and now they were both poking into Anthony like they were looking for spare change. It was twisted and strange to feel both his own rectum and another man’s finger at the same time. Every twist of Chris’s finger sent a jolt of electricity through Anthony, making him shudder all over.
“You feel how amazing you are?” Chris asked and wiped the sweat from his brow with his other hand.
“I… I don’t feel amazing.”
Chris frowned. “How do you feel?”
That was one loaded question, and it didn’t feel right discussing that with his legs spread like a turkey who was waiting to be stuffed. “Doesn’t matter.”
Chris nodded, looking somewhat relieved from dodging that conversation. He pulled his finger out and Anthony did the same.
“Do you prefer me to go slow and deep or fast?” Chris asked.
Anthony cleared his throat, feeling a bit hesitant to discuss his preferences after they had been ignored so far. “I think I like it slower.”
“And deeper.”
“Yeah.”
Chris gave a cocky smile. “You like it deep. Told you I was going to poke your stomach.” He moved closer and looked down. “I need a bit of help getting it up again. Lend me your mouth?”
“Can I lower my legs?” Why am I asking for permission? Those are my goddamn legs.
“Sure,” Chris said and climbed on the bed. Perching on his knees, he made his way next to Anthony’s head. The smell of his crotch was stronger than it had been before, which made sense considering how much they had been sweating.
Anthony lowered his legs and opened his mouth to take Chris in, then stopped himself when he remembered where that cock had just been. He sharply turned his head aside. “Mind washing it before I put it in my mouth?”
“Oh, come on, you showered like twenty minutes ago. You’re clean.”
“Still, it’s gross.” Just picturing putting something in his mouth that had just been in his ass made him taste bile.
Chris rolled his eyes. “Jesus, you’re so uptight.”
“I’m not.”
“Yeah, Ant, you are.” Chris got off the bed. “You were uptight when we used to go out to hit on girls, and when we used to get high on the weekends.”
Anthony knew he was less outgoing than the average Joe, but he never thought of himself as being uptight. He wondered if the guys had ever talked about that, if they ever wanted to not invite him to things—or if they had not invited him to things. He felt like a kid again, age ten, new in town after moving with his parents from Florida. It had taken him forever to make friends, and even then, those relationships were shallow and unfulfilling. Only after befriending Ethan, Jay, and Chris much later in life, was he finally able to experience the wonderful feeling of true friendship. He still remembered how worried he’d been that they might outgrow him and find a replacement because he wasn’t as sharp and witty as they were.
“Wait,” Anthony said when Chris started to turn around. “Come back.”
Chris crossed his arms. “Why?”
“I want to suck your cock.”
“You want me to wash it first.”
“No, it’s fine. I can do it like this.”
“I know that you can, but I want you to want it. Ask me for it.”
“Can... can I please suck your cock?”
Chris smiled and nodded. “Yes, but first, raise your right hand behind your head. With the other one, play with your cock. Go on.”
Anthony raised his right arm hand behind his head, then used the left one to tug on his flaccid cock. He didn’t think he could get hard, but Chris was looking at him with deep intent, observing his every movement. It felt like he was putting on a show for Chris, and that felt… exciting. Anthony could feel himself getting into it, adjusting to the role of the showman. Would someone uptight be doing what I’m doing? Clearly not.
Feeling like he needed to make a point, Anthony let out a deep moan and tugged harder on his stiffening cock. He rocked his hips back and forth, fucking his hand.
Chris’s eyes grew big, and without even touching himself, he swiftly got fully hard.
Anthony never felt more desired in his life.
“I want to watch you like this for hours,” Chris said quietly, almost to himself. “Hell, I want to watch you like this forever.”
Anthony didn’t know how to respond, so instead he moaned louder, placed his feet on the edge of the bed, then pushed his middle section up in the air while rocking his hips up and down into the tight grip of his palm. The position was unkind to his lower back, but that was meaningless compared to the way Chris was looking at him, the hunger he could barely contain.
Without a warning, Chris moved forward and hopped on the bed, resuming his position from before. His erection was pointing at Anthony’s mouth, who parted his lips and braced himself to taste something he never thought he would.
Once Chris’s cock was already halfway inside his mouth, Anthony realized the taste wasn’t bad, wasn’t disgusting. Maybe enough time had passed, or maybe Anthony really had done a great job cleaning himself before. Either way, he felt relieved, and that made him work extra hard on the cock that was trying to reach the depth of his throat.
Chris mumbled, “Yeah, take it deep. Use your tongue. Fuck, you’re so good at this. I’m sorry for calling you uptight. Yeah, take it deeper.”
It was impressive the way Chris had slipped an apology in there, but Anthony was too focused on doing a good job to even care.
He felt like his brain was peacefully floating while he lay with his eyes closed, his mouth being filled and used, and his throbbing cock being played by his own hand. There was an odd sense of calm inside him as his body was dancing on the sweet verge of climax.
Chris suddenly pulled his cock out and panted. “That was insane. Thank you for rolling with it.”
“You’re welcome.”
Chris leaned down, his face looming above Anthony. “You see how good it is when you let me lead?”
“I… yeah. I think.”
Chris smiled and gave him a quick peck on his lips. Anthony raised his head. “More.”
Chris shook his head. “I’m not big on kissing.”
“Please?” He sounded pathetic, a kid begging for candy, but his defenses were gone, his skin transparent. “I want to kiss you so bad.”
Chris looked away, his lips a thin line and his eyes troubled.
Anthony felt like shit since Chris obviously wasn’t doing this on purpose. “It’s okay,” he said and tried to sound like he meant it. “Don’t worry about it.”
Chris nodded once. “If I were to kiss another man, it would be you. I’m not just saying that.”
A promise wasn’t a kiss, no matter how heartwarming, but the sentiment felt real. “Okay,” Anthony said. “That’s good enough.”
“You’re a shitty liar, but that’s part of your charm.”
“Better than being uptight.”
Chris laughed. “Oh, you’re going to hold it against me, are you?”
“Yep.”
“Well, how about you move your head on that pillow and spread your legs. Let’s see how tight you are now.”
Anthony moved to rest his head on the pillow, bent his knees and spread them as wide as he could. “Fuck me,” he said, feeling more willing than before, more eager, and less fearful.
Chris practically jumped on him. With no ceremony, he positioned himself between Anthony’s legs, then shoved himself inside with enough force to make Anthony cry out.
Chris didn’t skip a beat and hurried to block Anthony’s mouth with his palm. “Calm down. You should be wide enough for my fist to fit in there.”
Anthony tried to suck in the pain while Chris was still blocking his mouth and moving his hips rapidly back and forth. After so much action down there, he expected to handle the fresh penetration better than he was.
Chris shifted his weight a bit, and that gave him a better angle to push deeper. Anthony’s eyes rolled to the back of his head when a new stab of pain rocked his midsection. He grabbed the sheet with his fists so he wouldn’t end up pushing Chris away. The pumping continued until the burning feeling gradually subsided.
Chris moved his hand from Anthony’s mouth. “There you go. All you needed was to relax.”
Anthony could feel the ease with which Chris was moving in and out from his numb body. He lay with his eyes staring at the ceiling. The pain was mostly gone, but after so much fucking, there was a soreness in his hole he knew would linger after Chris was done.
“You’re so beautiful right now,” Chris said and leaned down to kiss Anthony’s chin. Another kiss followed, closer to the side of his neck. Anthony let out a sigh. He loved being kissed like that, the tenderness that met his sensitive areas.
Chris moved to lick Anthony’s neck, practically drinking the sweat from his skin. It was all so nice, but Anthony was still wary, knowing that Chris could do a one-eighty and turn into a dominant asshole in a matter of seconds. It left Anthony edgy, and yes, a bit scared.
Chris squinted at him, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Do you maybe want to come?”
Chris smiled. “Damn right I do. Spread your legs a bit more.” Chris started rocking his hips in and out. “Make noises. Don’t hold back.”
Anthony felt like staying quiet, but showing pleasure would make Chris climax sooner. He cleared his throat, then let deep and raw moans slip from his mouth. Those fake sounds did something to his brain, twisted it into believing this over-the-top pleasure was real. It does feel good. Despite everything, he knows how to fuck.
“You’re so hard,” Chris said.
Anthony looked down, surprised by his own throbbing erection.
Chris laughed. “Don’t look so surprised. It’s okay to get hard when you’re being fucked.” He lightly touched Anthony’s cheek. “I’m so happy this is happening. I wanted to come here for weeks and sleep with you.”
“You did?”
“Yeah, but I worried you wouldn’t go along. I’m glad I took the risk. You’re so much more than I was hoping for, Ant.”
There was no denying the pleasant feeling nesting inside Anthony’s chest. He had been feeling like such a loser for months, but Chris was making him feel like someone special, someone worthy. His willingness to give in to Chris’s desires rapidly grew, turning into a physical need.
“Fuck me harder.”
Chris stopped moving, a coy smile on his face. “You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“And if it hurts?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
Chris kissed his chin. “Good boy. I’m going to ask you another question.” He pushed his cock a little deeper and moved his face above Anthony’s. “Are you mine?”
There was no inner debate, no storm of thoughts fighting to find the right answer. Although Anthony worried about releasing such words into the world, he ended up saying, “Yes. I’m yours.”
Chris gave a quick nod of acknowledgment before resuming fucking with force. His hands went everywhere, groping and squeezing every piece of skin that he could reach. Anthony welcomed the pain that came with the pleasure because it was his own body that was making Chris lose his mind.
A minute later, Chris's body went stiff, and a deep moan escaped his throat straight into Anthony’s neck. Warm wetness filled Anthony’s asshole, unmistakably Chris’s sperm. Not long ago, he wished for this to be over and done with, but now he felt a devastating sense of loss.
Chris raised his head, face flushed and beautiful. He opened his mouth to speak but gave up and rested his head on Anthony’s chest. They lay there for a while, and Anthony hesitantly placed his hands on Chris’s back. When there was no objection, he proceeded to wrap his arms around Chris and held him tight.
Still panting, Chris said, “You’re such a romantic.”
“Am I not allowed?”
“You’re allowed when it’s appropriate. Now it’s fine.”
“How will I know when it’s appropriate?”
“You won’t know. You’ll have to feel it. We’ll learn how to read one another.”
They were talking about the future, so it didn’t really matter what was being said, as long as there was a future for them to discuss.
This sense of peace lasted for a few wonderful moments, then Chris yawned and pushed himself up. “It’s getting late.” He looked down at Anthony. “I can fuck you all over again with how sexy you look.” His eyes moved lower, stopping at Anthony’s crotch. “You must be dying to shoot. Go stand with your back to the closet.”
The subtle command in Chris’s voice caught Anthony by surprise, but it didn’t take more than five seconds for him to follow that order.
Chris got up as well, his movements dripping confidence as he took a step toward Anthony. “Would you like to come?”
“Yes.”
Chris shook his head. “I want you to hold it in for a while. Can you do that for me?”
“How long are we talking here?”
Chris shook his head again. “Wrong answer.”
Face warm like a repented kid, Anthony hurried to say, “Yes, I can hold it in.”
“That’s better. Wait here, I’m gonna grab my phone and take some photos.”
“What?”
“Relax, I won’t post them on Facebook.”
“But—”
Chris was already out of the room, leaving Anthony with an unsteady pulse and a growing dread at the pit of his stomach. This is bad.
Chris came back with his phone.
“I don’t like my photo taken like this,” Anthony said.
“What do you mean by ‘like this’?”
“Naked.”
“But I’ve already seen you naked.”
“I’m not worried about you. But if someone ends up seeing these photos—”
“Why would that happen? I’m not going to share them.”
“People get their phones stolen all the time. Celebrities’ nudes are all over the internet.”
Chris laughed. “Ant, you’re a star in my eyes, but you’re not a celebrity.”
“Still. Why do you even need to take photos?”
“I can’t be with you around the clock, but I am going to think of you around the clock. It will make my life easier having these photos to get me through the day.”
Anthony bit on his lower lip, thinking that as weird as that sounded, it was also flattering. “You’re really going to do that?”
Chris raised an eyebrow. “You have doubts? Didn’t I show you how much I want you?”
“Well, yeah…”
“Then stop fishing for compliments and let me take those damn photos.” He added a smile at the end, making Anthony smile as well.
“Okay, fine.”
Chris nodded. “Lean against the closet. Look straight at me.” He raised his phone. A second later, the sound of the camera working filled the quiet room. “Raise your hands behind your head,” Chris said, eyes looking at the phone in his hands.
Anthony didn’t want this turning into a full-on photoshoot, but he had already given his okay.
“That’s great,” Chris said and took two more photos. “Now grab your chest. Don’t make a face, just grab it. Nice, very nice. Okay, turn around and spread your ass cheeks.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“But I am. Please?”
Anthony sighed and turned around, his annoyance growing, even though there was something sexy about having himself on full display like that. All those new experiences lived on the border between right and wrong, good and bad. He was used to things being much clearer. I’ve already risked everything by coming out, so I might as well collect some crazy experiences to make at least part of it worth it.
“Amazing,” Chris said as Anthony was standing with his face to the closet, hands firmly holding onto his ass cheeks and spreading them wide. He could feel a bit of sticky sperm leaking out from his entrance, and the thought of such a sight being caught on film was hard to digest.
Chris was moving around, catching Anthony from different angles. Finally, he said, “All right, I’m good.”
Relieved, Anthony turned around. He was semi-hard, eager to shoot his load after so much sexual activity. But the promise he had given Chris felt binding. He was going to keep his word, although he feared his willpower was about to be tested severely.
“I’m going to hit the shower,” Chris said.
“Should I join you?”
“Nah, no need. I’ll be quick.” He took his naked self to the bathroom. Alone.
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“Then what?” Jay asked. “You hooked up again?”
Anthony looked like he’d eaten something rotten. “Yes, many times, but I’m not going to talk about that.”
“Come on.”
“No.” There was an edge to his voice, sounding so unlike him. Yet nothing of what he’d just shared sounded like the Anthony I knew.
“Well, are you two still in touch?” Jay asked.
“I haven’t spoken with him in four months.”
“Unbelievable.” Jay shook his head and leaned back in his seat. “He’s even more manipulative than I thought.”
I took a breath and let the air slowly leave my body. My muscles felt tense, my nerves edgy. I put my hand on Anthony’s shoulder. “I’m sorry your first time went down like that.”
Anthony shrugged with his eyes downcast. “It wasn’t that bad. I mean, it was good in parts, but it would have been better if we had stopped there instead of… never mind.”
Seeing the hurt on his face made me feel something I never felt before toward Chris—disgust. It was like tasting a new flavor for the first time, and it tasted rotten.
“So, what about you?” Anthony asked Jay, seeming relieved to pass the focus to somebody else. “What was your beef about?”
Jay’s dark eyes moved from Anthony to me. “I don’t think you’ll want to hear it.”
“Try me,” I said and leaned back in my seat. “I won’t be any more shocked than I already am.”
Jay scanned the room, looking jittery. There was no one sitting around us, and the entire place seemed to be heading for a close.
More than a minute passed before Jay finally blurted, “Chris is the reason I went to prison.”
I frowned at that crazy statement. “What do you mean?”
“I mean what I said.”
“Are you talking about how he didn’t want to represent you in court?” Crime wasn’t his field of expertise, so it hadn’t made sense for him to take on the case.
“It’s not about the trial; it’s about what happened before that. This whole secret importation of electronics wasn’t my idea. Mister Success needed to prove to the suits at his firm that he wasn’t some common nobody, and with Melissa’s crazy spending, he wasn’t saving much. You know how he can be about money.”
I silently nodded. Chris was an orphan and never had money until much later in life when he was adopted at a surprisingly older age. He didn’t like to talk about those years, and even when he and I used to be inseparable, I knew better than to push him for information. Being from such a background made Melissa’s dad hate him at first, so Chris had to work like crazy to climb up the corporate ladder. I remembered being impressed with how quickly he was gaining wealth a few years back, and yes, it was close to the time Jay had started with his importing gig.
“It might have been his idea,” I said, “but it’s you who did all the work. You can’t blame him for having a dumb idea if you were the one who executed it.”
Jay stared at me with anger in his eyes. “It wasn’t like that,” he said. “He was involved every step of the way. He knew how to work around customs in a way that kept us under the radar and left us plenty of money after every sale. All I needed to do was find the right people to sell the products to. You know Chris has a way of pressing the right buttons to get what he wants. ‘You want to keep fixing cars for the rest of your life, Jay, or do you want to make something of yourself?’ Damn right I wanted to have more money in my pockets, and I also wanted to believe Chris knew what the hell he was talking about.”
He took a deep breath to compose himself. “For about two years the business ran well—until we got caught. Or rather, I got caught after Chris made a technical mistake that raised attention to what we were doing. Chris came to see me after my arrest, cried his eyes out and promised to get me the best lawyer he knew. All I needed to do was keep my mouth shut about his involvement and pretend to be the brain of the operation. You guys know me; I don’t have the skills to pull off an operation like that alone.”
“You should have said no,” Anthony said quietly, not meeting Jay’s eyes.
“That was when he and Melissa had the twins,” I said. “When you went to trial, they were just a few months old.”
Jay nodded, his eyes tired. “Dragging him down as well wouldn’t have kept me out of prison—probably—and it wasn’t Melissa and the twins who needed to suffer because of our stupid mistake.”
We remained silent for a while, each with his own thoughts. I didn’t question Jay’s story because you could tell when someone was being completely honest and not holding anything back. I knew that Chris wasn’t perfect, but tonight I found out the man who was once close to me as a brother possessed dark and egocentric sides. I had been completely oblivious to the bad blood running in our group.
“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Jay asked me.
“What? Nothing.”
“You seem upset,” Anthony said. “I shouldn’t have told you about what happened between me and him. I don’t want to sabotage your friendship.”
“The only thing you should have done differently is to tell me sooner. You keep holding things like that inside and you’ll explode.” I was being harsh on him, but I knew how long he’d kept the truth about his sexuality hidden.
Jay leaned forward, arms on the table. “Seems to me we’re all fed up with Chris’s behavior, aren’t we, boys?”
Anthony nodded, and I found myself nodding as well.
Jay smiled, a spark of mischief glowing in his eyes. “In that case, we can either be a bunch of sissies and let it slide, or we can use the balls God so kindly gave us to settle the score.”
Anthony and I exchanged worried looks. The words ‘settle the score’ made me nervous.
“Don’t look so scared,” Jay said. “I’m just saying what we all are thinking. Now, it just so happened that while Anthony here told us his gay version of Fifty Shades of Gray, I got myself a nice idea we should consider.”
“Do I want to know?” I asked.
“You do, buddy. Should I continue?”
“Go ahead,” Anthony said. “Not like we can stop that mouth of yours from working.”
“You know me better than my mom, Ant.”
“What is it?” I asked. My heart was gaining speed in anticipation. I could tell whatever was playing in Jay’s head wasn’t going to be pretty, yet I wasn’t sure I wanted it to be.
“The cabin,” he said. “I think we should have a getaway like old times.”
“The cabin? We haven’t been there in years.” Memories rushed through my brain. We used to drive upstate to Saratoga Lake and stay at the same cabin a few times a year for a whole night. Beer, poker, movies, and talking until we fell asleep. But like many things in the last few years, the cabin had also become a relic of our past.
“Why do you want us all in the cabin?” Anthony asked.
“I’m still putting the final touches on my plan. What I’m worried about is getting Chris to agree to our reunion.”
“He won’t agree,” I said. “After what you two told me, there’s no way in hell.” I remembered the times I tried to get the four of us back together in the last few months, and how it seemed I was fighting a losing battle with no clear understanding of what was going on behind the scenes.
“He’s right,” Anthony said, “and I don’t want to see him.”
“For the sweet taste of revenge, you’ll put what you want aside and focus on what you need. And if you won’t do it for you, at least do it for me.” Jay's eyes moved from Anthony to me. “He destroyed my life. You know I don’t like to talk about prison, but I will say this: they almost broke me there. I didn’t think I'd make it out in one piece, so I have every fucking right to make him pay. Will you help me?”
I watched Jay closely, reading the desperate need in his eyes. It made me realize he wasn’t as okay as he pretended to be. There were demons beneath the surface, and they were restless. I licked my dry lips. “There might be a way to get him to the cabin.”
Jay leaned closer and nodded. “Go on.”
“It might not work.”
“Still worth discussing.”
“After what happened at Chris’s birthday party, he called me to apologize and said he’d make it up to me. Anything I want, all I have to do is ask.”
Jay frowned. “That could just be something he said to butter you up, not an unbreakable promise.”
“I agree,” Anthony said. “You’re reading too much into this.”
“Listen, he was being honest.”
“Well,” Jay said, “assuming you’re right, we are talking here about making him agree to do a bunch of things he wouldn’t like. First will be going to the cabin after all these years. Second will be seeing Anthony again after whatever the hell went down between them. Third, and the biggest problem, will be seeing me again.”
I nodded, agreeing with his logic. Although I believed Chris meant what he said about letting me ask for anything, making him agree to spend an entire night with Jay was pushing it too far.
“You could lie,” Anthony said, looking uncomfortable with even raising such an idea. “I mean, about Jay and me. You could say it will just be the two of you there.”
“Interesting,” Jay said with a nod, “but I think that having both Ant and I crashing the party will be too suspicious. Tell him you’ve already pitched the idea to Ant and me, but I have other plans that night. He’ll feel he dodged a bullet, and if he says no because of Ant, pressure him into telling you why. That should put him on the spot.”
I nodded. “That could work. So when the three of us are in the cabin, what will you do?”
He spread his arms. “Surprise, boys! My other plans got canceled. Let’s get the party started.”
I snickered. “I’m more concerned about what will happen after you show up.”
Jay shook his head. “I still need to organize my thoughts on that. I might not tell you everything in advance, just give you instructions on how you should act.”
“That’s a bit too vague,” Anthony said.
“It’s for the good of the mission.”
“Ant’s right,” I said. “We’re not going in blind. If I’m sticking my neck out to help set this up, I should know what I’m getting into.” And what I was getting Chris into.
Jay shook his head. “You two will just have to trust me on this, otherwise it’s not going to work. I know I’m asking for a lot, but I promise I won’t put any of you in danger. If you want me to beg, I’ll get down on my knees right here and do that.”
“You don’t need to beg,” I muttered.
“Good, ‘cause this is one dirty floor. Now, it’s off-season, so hopefully the cabin will be available. I’ll call the owner first thing tomorrow and see if we can book it. Wait for my okay and then go ahead with the plan.”
“Okay,” I said. Secretly I wondered whether I would have been better off not knowing what I’d heard tonight. Some truths were best left in the dark.
“Hi, boys.” A pretty waitress came to our table. Her smile was tired. I noticed it was past midnight. “We need to close for the night.”
“We were just leaving,” I said.
We took care of our checks and stepped outside into the cold, moonless night.
“I must say, I didn’t expect this get-together to turn out like this,” Jay said as we were standing under a streetlight, his hands deep in the pockets of his leather jacket. “But I’m sure glad it did.”
“I’m not sure how I feel,” Anthony said quietly. I could see the unrest in his eyes. “Maybe I should’ve kept my mouth shut like I promised."
“He doesn’t deserve your loyalty,” Jay said.
“I don’t want you guys to think less of me.” Those words came out barely louder than a whisper.
Jay was about to speak, but I stepped forward and pulled Anthony into a hug. “I think more of you, not less.”
He hugged me back and buried his face into the crook of my shoulder. Whatever happened between him and Chris, it felt as if I hadn’t heard the half of it.
We all felt sober enough to drive. Before splitting up, we promised to talk again after Jay checked about the cabin.
I drove home with my brain moving faster than my car. I had both anger and dread battling inside me: anger toward Chris and dread from whatever Jay might be cooking in his revenge-hungry brain. I told myself we were all mature enough to keep things from getting out of control, but revenge rarely worked according to plan.
*
That night I dreamed about the fake dungeon from the porn video. The olive-skinned man was tied down and gagged once more, begging with his eyes for me to let him go. But I didn’t. I fucked him hard with no consideration for his pleasure or pain. I used him like I owned him, like it was my undisputed right.
At one point, the olive-skinned man was no longer there, and it was Chris who was tied down naked. Even in the dream, my stomach flipped and dropped at the sudden sight of him. I wanted to flee, knowing how terribly wrong this was. Chris struggled against the ropes, his blue eyes boring into me.
A nasty feeling crawled beneath my skin. Knowing what he’d done, what he was capable of, pushed aside any thought of mercy.
I slowly raised my fist, giving Chris time to understand what was coming. He screamed through the gag as my fist smashed against his helpless body. No part of him was safe from my rage.
I didn’t stop until I woke up screaming.
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The day after meeting Jay and Anthony, I felt like a zombie, almost causing two car crashes when my mind was too occupied with worry. Last night’s revelations played in the back of my mind on repeat: Anthony turning into a “play-thing” for Chris, Jay going to prison because he followed Chris’s lead, and most of all, our joint decision to get even.
The more I pondered on that decision, the more it felt wrong. Wrong and dangerous. Yes, Chris deserved to pay for his actions, but setting up a trap felt too extreme. Despite my fucked-up dream last night, I hated the thought of seeing him suffer. It went against every instinct I had.
Anthony and Jay had taunted me for years about my overly protective nature toward Chris. I knew they were right, but I had seen sides of him neither of them had. Like how lost he’d been during our first winter break when everyone was about to head off to their families, and he was going to stay back. I invited him to join me and my family, and he debated for days and nagged me with questions such as: Are you sure they know you’ve invited me? Where will I sleep? Should I bring my own food? Some of the questions were so ridiculous I didn’t know if he was being serious or not. When I laughed, he seemed hurt, so I made sure to give a straight answer to anything he was concerned about.
Finally, when I had already accepted there was no way he was going to agree, he did. Seeing him reacting to my parents was surreal. He acted as though the concept of parents was as alien as a foreign language, making it clear that whatever happened with his adoptive family hadn’t been remotely good.
For the first few days at my house, he barely spoke a word, simply observed from a safe distance. My dad had asked me in secret if Chris was a bit slow in the head, and I couldn’t blame him for thinking that. Then, gradually, Chris opened up, allowing his wit and sharpness to shine through. He won my parents over with ease and made my little sister obsessed with him. For years after that, there hadn’t been a question of whether I’d be coming home with Chris or not. He was family.
My phone rang as I got back to my truck after delivering a package. Jay’s name appeared on my screen. I let out a tight breath and answered. “Hi, man.”
“How’s it going?” He sounded happy.
“Fine. Working.”
“Cool. Ready for some good news?”
“Yeah, what’s up?”
“I got the cabin. This weekend. Friday night and most of Saturday.”
I rubbed my face, realizing that wasn’t the news I was hoping to hear. “Hmm… that’s cool.”
“Come on, you can sound more excited than that.”
“Listen, I’m not sure about this. It feels different this morning.”
“Because you had time to second guess yourself like you usually do. How you felt last night was the real you, before all those doubts got a chance to eat at your brain.”
I shrugged, although he wasn’t there to see. “Maybe it would help to know what exactly you had in mind for us to do in the cabin.”
“We’re going to kill Chris.”
My body froze. “What?”
Jay burst out laughing. “Fuck, man, I’m just messing with you. It’s just going to be some harmless fun, getting even with that bastard.”
“Getting even can mean many things. I think it would be best for you two to meet and talk this over.”
“Once we’re even, I’ll speak with whoever you want me to. But now is not the time. Don’t you trust me?”
I had seen the fire in Jay’s eyes when he spoke about his prison time and Chris’s involvement, so, no, I didn’t fully trust him. “Don’t make it about that.”
“But it is about that, and that’s why I need to know you’ll have my back when the time comes.”
“You’re still not telling me what the plan is.”
“I’ll give you more information in the coming days. Right now, you need to make a call to Chris and get him to agree.”
“He might have already made plans.”
“Then I’ll change the reservation.”
That made sense. “Okay,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll call him now.”
“Remember to say I’m not coming.”
“I remember.”
We hung up and I stared at the road ahead. It was the middle of the day, but the cumulonimbus clouds made it feel like evening. I held my phone in my hand but couldn’t bring myself to make the call. A row of dominos was about to start falling, with me holding the power to tumble the first piece.
He deserves it. He got Jay put in prison. He used Anthony.
And I would be there to make sure nothing gets too crazy.
I rubbed my face, feeling like I hadn’t slept in a week. With a shaky hand, I called Chris, hoping he wouldn't pick up.
“Hi, buddy. What’s up?” 
Great. “Oh, nothing. I mean, there’s something. I’m calling because of something.” 
He chuckled. “Okay… care to tell me what that something is?”
“Do you remember the cabin? The one the four of us used to go to?” 
“The cabin.” His voice sounded wary. “Yeah, I remember.”
“I was thinking that—” 
“Nope. Not happening. You and I can go grab dinner later this week, but I’ve no interest in going back to that place.” 
“We had good times there.” 
“Yes, but that was years ago. Things change.” 
I expected Chris to be annoyed, but I didn’t expect such a straightforward refusal. I didn’t want to take it personally, but it got under my skin how easily he dismissed our precious time at the cabin. Some of our best memories were from there. Had he been faking it back then? With what I’d learned about him last night, it wouldn’t have surprised me.
“Ethan? You there?” 
“Yeah, I’m here. Listen, you owe me, remember? The other day you said that I can ask for anything.” 
“I didn’t mean—” 
“It’s just going to be you, me, and Anthony. Jay has other plans.” 
Chris went silent, but I could hear his heavy breathing. “I’m not really on speaking terms with Anthony,” he said, “Does he know you want to set this up?”
“Ant knows about it. He wasn’t thrilled—I don’t know why—but he said he’d come if you agree. For old times’ sake.” 
“He said that?” I could hear his confusion. 
“Yeah. Care to tell me what happened between you two?” 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“Then don’t. Just say you’ll come this weekend.” 
“This weekend? Damn, that’s soon. Do you even know if the cabin’s available?” 
“Yes. We can have it Friday night. Think poker, shitty food, silly movies, and some time away from life.”
The line went quiet for a few seconds, then Chris finally said, “You sure Jay won’t be there?” 
I closed my eyes and forced out the lie. “Positive. He has something going on out of town.” 
“I’ll need to speak with Melissa.”
“Okay. Let me know.”
*
I paced around my apartment, unable to sit still for more than a minute. It was getting late, and I should have been eating dinner by now, but jitters filled my stomach and wouldn’t ease up. Chris hadn’t called to update me yet about his decision, but he never technically promised to get back to me so quickly. I was pointlessly losing my shit.
I decided to go grab a hot shower in the hope of relieving some of my stress, but before I got the chance, the sound of an incoming message jolted me. With my breath held tight, I grabbed my phone. Chris had sent a message. “Okay, E. We’ll go to the cabin, just the three of us.”
I started to smile, but then came the realization that this was truly going to happen, and my smile faltered.
I texted back, “Thank you.” 
I slumped on my couch and stared at my closed TV, a weird buzzing sound in my ears. The first domino piece had fallen.
Still a bit dazed, I picked up my phone and called Jay. He answered immediately. 
“What’s up?” I could hear the sound of heavy machinery in the background.
“Are you still at the garage?” I asked.
“Yep. I need the extra hours if I’m gonna move out of my brother’s house anytime soon.”
“Oh, cool.” I exhaled. “He said yes.” 
“He… oh, man. That’s fucking fantastic!” 
“Is it?” 
“You bet your ass it is. I knew you’d pull through. Now you need to tell Anthony it’s on.”
“I have a feeling he’s going to freak out.” 
“Oh, I bet he will. That’s why you’ll be doing the talking. You know I have a short fuse for drama.”
“It’s called being an ass,” I said. 
“Potato, potahto. Just make sure he’s fully on board.” 
“When are you planning on joining us at the cabin?” 
“Once you let me know you guys are there, I’ll drive over. It should take me about an hour and a half.” 
“Then what?” 
“Then we’re gonna play some friendly poker, and you’re going to be on my team.” 
“There aren’t teams in poker.” 
He chuckled. “This time, there will be.”
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I decided that updating Anthony by phone might make it easier for him to back off. And yes, I was sure he would try to back off now that enough time had passed for logic to take over. It was odd that I was the one advocating for a plan I wasn’t fully on board with, yet knowing Jay was counting on me made me slip into the shoes I wasn’t comfortable walking in.
In one of my latest calls with Anthony, he mentioned where he was currently working, although he hadn’t said the exact address. I drove to the street he’d mentioned and looked for a house that seemed to be going through renovations. It was a nice neighborhood in Queens with similar-looking old private houses. I found Anthony’s truck parked in front of one of the houses. The horrible logo of “Anthony’s Renovations” seemed faded on the passenger’s door.
I parked and grabbed the tacos I brought for us. It was my day off, so I could walk around with one of my signature flannel shirts instead of my dull uniform. The sound of a hammer hitting wood came from around the house. Since it was relatively late, I suspected Anthony’s usual workforce had gone home and he was left behind to finish things up. He had a strict policy of arriving first and leaving last.
I entered the backyard where Anthony was working with his back to me, his white shirt too dirty for any washing machine to ever save. He was working on a gazebo that seemed close to complete, a beautiful wooden structure with fine details. I watched him working in silence, enjoying how embedded he was in his work, and how committed he was to creating something sturdy yet beautiful.
“Nice work.”
He jolted and looked around, holding the hammer like he was about to attack. “Ethan, dammit, you scared me. What… what are you doing here?” He put the hammer on the ground and wiped his palms on his stained jeans.
I raised the taco bag. “I come bringing food.”
“How’d you know I was here?”
“You told me the name of the street the other day. I just drove by and followed the stench of sweat.”
“Ha ha, my sweat smells like roses. You have time to eat with me?”
“Yeah, this is a serious date.”
“Flattered. Let’s sit over there.”
He led me to a bench at the side of the garden. Due to the winter, the grass and flowers seemed dead, but it was still a nice garden. I opened the bag and pulled out Anthony’s pork taco and a can of Coke.
“Sweet,” he said and cracked open his can before taking a mouthful.
I pulled out my chicken taco and a bottle of water. The tacos weren’t warm by this point, but I had bought them from a small Mexican place Anthony and I both loved, and even cold they were delicious.
“You’re about done with this gig?” I asked.
Anthony finished chewing and nodded. “Just about. It took longer than expected, but it will turn out great. This gazebo wasn’t in the original agreement, but they liked what we did in the house and asked to add it.”
I looked at the tools lying around and the big wooden beams. “You need a hand with these things?” I mostly asked because I struggled to bring up the real reason for my visit.
Anthony shook his head. “Better not. You’re too fragile.”
“Fuck you. I carry boxes all day.”
He gave me a crooked smile. “Are they heavy?”
“Well, sometimes.”
His smile remained, emphasizing the dimple in the middle of his cheek. “Let’s leave the labor work to me. You’re the brain between us. Well, unless we exclude your Halo performance.”
“Oh, shots fired. I heard they just released new maps. More opportunities for me to kick your ass.”
He nodded. “Challenge accepted.”
I glanced at his face while he ate, surprised to see how at ease he looked. I suspected I’d find him at least a bit edgy after revealing his and Chris’s dark secret not too long ago.
“You’re in a good mood,” I said casually.
“Why shouldn’t I be?”
“No reason. I just thought… never mind.”
He gave a final bite to his taco and wiped his palms on his poor jeans. “I wasn’t in a good mood after the night at the bar. I didn’t sleep a minute.”
“What changed?”
He thought for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Don’t really know how to explain it. I guess I’m feeling lighter. I’m not happy you and Jay know what happened, but it feels good not having that secret anymore. Every time you mentioned Chris to me, I wanted to say something, but I needed to play it cool and pretend we just drifted apart. Now you know.”
“I’m glad you’re feeling better, but I got the impression there’s a lot more you haven’t shared.”
He shifted on the bench. “I’m not getting into that. I was less pathetic in the part I shared with you and Jay, and I’d rather keep it that way.”
“Okay. No pressure. I’m here if you want to talk.”
“I know you are, but something tells me this surprise visit isn’t just about feeding me.”
Now it was my turn to squirm.
Anthony said, “It’s about Jay’s plan, right? You’ve spoken with Chris?”
“I did. He agreed to come.”
Anthony nodded, face unreadable. “Did he ask about me?”
“Yes. I said you agreed for the three of us to meet although you weren’t thrilled.”
“Weren’t thrilled. Yeah, I guess I’m not thrilled.” He took in a deep breath, then released it slowly. “I got carried away the other night when I told Jay I’d go along with this.”
I wasn’t a bit surprised. “It’s important to him.”
“It still doesn’t mean it’s good for him. Grudges are poison.” I wondered if he was thinking of his ex-wife, and how she haunted him throughout the divorce like a hungry piranha.
“I’m finally doing better,” he said. “Facing Chris won’t do me any good, although I miss him.”
I frowned. “You miss him?”
He nodded. “Yes, even with what happened and how things ended. He made me feel… desired. Special. I had a major crush on him for years, but I knew nothing would ever happen between us.”
“Until it did.”
“Yes. And knowing I was going to see him again in an intimate way was the main reason I finally got back on my feet. I needed him to respect me so he would come back for more. There was no way I was going to make that happen while being depressed, so depression had to go. For him.”
I leaned my head back and watched the darkening sky. I appreciated Anthony’s naked honesty, but it painted a picture of greater complexity. Of layers I couldn’t quite comprehend about their secret affair. Yet it made it easier for me to see Anthony’s side of the story and how he could have slipped down that rabbit hole.
“What are you thinking?” he asked me.
“I’m thinking that if we back off now, Jay will never forgive us.”
“Even if we’re doing what is right for him?”
“Even then. And between you and me, I’m worried he might try to do something on his own.” The notion of such possibility grew stronger the more I thought about the hatred I’d seen in Jay’s eyes. Expecting it to simply fade away with time felt naive.
“You think he’d try to hurt Chris without us knowing?”
I looked Anthony in the eyes. “You don’t?”
He looked away with a troubled expression. “Yeah, he might.”
We remained quiet for a while, watching the unfinished gazebo. Frank Sinatra was playing from the house next door. My mom loved Frank.
Finally, Anthony said, “I need you to promise me it won’t get out of hand. I don’t trust myself in that situation, so you’ll need to be the responsible adult.”
“I will.”
Another moment of silence before Anthony nodded. “Okay. I’m probably going to regret it, but maybe I need it as well—whatever it is.” He looked at me. “Tell Jay I’m in.”
I nodded as another domino piece tumbled down.
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I can still picture us in that cabin, so late at night it was closer to morning. The living room table was cramped with empty beer bottles and cheap snacks. Soft R&B songs were playing in the background, and I could barely tell one from the other. I was sitting on the couch next to Chris, our shoulders touching. We were high on weed and giggling. Jay was drunk and cursing a lot, mostly to make us giggle even harder. Anthony was as sober as it gets, but no one teased him about that because it put us at ease knowing at least one of us was fully in control.
Jay was telling us a story from his childhood, of a small town in the Midwest with more cows than people, where the town’s butcher was also the town’s barber. It was a dumb story I can’t for the life of me remember, but it made us laugh so hard my stomach ached. Then came Anthony’s turn to tell a childhood story of how he had once caught his older brother making out with their female cousin, and instead of being alarmed by being caught, they invited him to join. He declined.
I told them of the time my parents won a free trip to Disneyland for the whole family through a radio show my father religiously listened to. They ended up giving up on the prize in favor of a decade-long supply of canned corn. I’ve refused to eat corn ever since.
Then it was Chris’s turn to share, but he wouldn’t. As always, his past was locked in an iron safe none of us could crack. When we made the mistake of trying to pressure him to open up, he stormed out of the room and brought the night to a close. 
*
“I don’t like it,” Anthony said for the third time in the last hour. He was driving us to the cabin in his truck, the engine annoyingly loud. The sky was bright and empty of clouds, although the forecast promised heavy rain tonight. It was usually a beautiful drive up to the lake, but the tall trees were now bare and eerie.
“Ant, chill. Everything will be fine.”
Anthony shook his head. “We don’t even know what Jay’s planning, so how can you say it will be fine?” 
He had me there. I hated seeing him so nervous. He had seemed fine after we last spoke, but the last couple of days must have taken their toll.
“I promised you I’d make sure nothing would go too far,” I said. “Besides, maybe what will end up happening is not what Jay’s expecting.”
He glanced at me. “What do you mean?”
I shouldn’t have said that. There was no point revealing how I was secretly hoping to use Jay’s plan for a plan of my own. That cabin held some of our best memories, and I was sure that once Jay and Anthony got the chance to confront Chris directly, some sort of truce would be achieved in the end. The road to that point was sure to be rough, but the possibility of success was worth it.
“Ethan?”
“What?”
“You spaced out.”
“Sorry. What were we talking about?”
“I’ll give you three guesses.”
“Ha ha.” We passed the sign to the lake. “We’re close.”
“We can still turn back.”
“Nah, we can’t. Let’s see this through.”
We arrived at the cabin shortly after. By then the sky was already decorated with gray clouds and the air was turning even more chilly. It was easy to see the lake because the trees were bare and barely blocking the view. The smell of nature was sweet and inviting, and the quiet around peaceful and rare. I really should have gotten out of the city more often. New York had a way of pulling you in and making you feel it was the only place on earth.
There were no other cabins in close proximity, and it was easy to get lost if you didn’t keep track of your steps while hiking around.
Anthony and I grabbed our things from the car and stepped into the cabin. My heart beat a little faster with the rush of memories. The first time we came here was to celebrate Chris’s acceptance into law school.
“It’s sure been a while,” I said as I placed my things on the kitchen table. The place looked as I remembered, although the wide crimson couch might have been new. The living room was spacious and homey, the kind of place that made you feel welcomed the moment you set foot through the door. There were two bedrooms, and in the past, Chris and I used to share one while Anthony and Jay shared the other.
I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I missed the smell of wood.” 
“I don’t smell it,” Anthony said. 
“Well, you’re working with wood, so you must be immune, or maybe you’re just too grumpy to notice any smells.”
“I’m not grumpy,” he said in a grumpy tone.
I hid a smile and asked, “Want to open one of these bad boys?” I gestured my head toward the vodka bottles. 
“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” 
“There’s plenty, and you need to chill.” I opened one of the bottles and poured shots for Anthony and myself. He took his and said, “What should we toast to?” 
I almost said “Friendship”, but instead went for, “Let’s toast to making things right.”
He pondered on that for a few seconds before nodding. “Fine. Here’s to making things right.”
Our glasses touched and we drank the vodka, making a disgusted face because this stuff was nasty and neither of us was a heavy drinker.
“I don’t know how Jay can stomach this without a peep,” I said and put the glass down.
“Me too, but desperate times…” He filled another glass.
“You sure?”
“I’m not planning on getting hammered, but I need more than your words of encouragement to chill.”
“All right. Oh, almost forgot about the cake. I hope it didn’t melt.”
“Cake?”
I took it out carefully from the bag. It was rounded and not very big, but it was from the best bakery I knew, which happened to be the most expensive bakery I knew. At least it survived the drive in one piece.
“For Chris’s birthday,” I said.
“The one he didn’t invite you to?”
I made a face and went to put the cake in the fridge. “He mentioned he didn’t get the cake he likes, and I happened to pass by a bakery.”
Anthony crossed his arms. “I don’t think you and Jay are on the same page on how things are supposed to go tonight.”
That made me pause. “I thought you didn’t know what he’s planning.”
“I don’t, but I’m pretty sure a birthday cake isn’t part of the overall vibe.”
“It’s a little cake, Ant. I’m allowed to do things that aren’t aligned with Jay’s secret vibe.”
He nodded and looked away. “You’re right. I’m just nervous.”
We moved to sit on the couch. From the big glass door leading to the garden, I could see more gray clouds taking over the sky. The growing wind was already creating waves across the lake. I didn’t like the thought of Jay driving up the mountain in these conditions, yet even a tornado wouldn’t stop him from coming.
“How’s work?” I asked, needing the distraction while we waited for Chris to show up. “All done with the gazebo?”
“Yep, finished yesterday. Didn’t you see it on Instagram?”
“You know I’m keeping my distance from social media these days.”
“Your loss. My page has over two hundred followers.”
I knew enough about social media to tell that wasn’t a lot, but I still made sure to look impressed.
“Anyway, the owners loved the gazebo,” Anthony said.
“You’re looking to expand? Hire more people?”
“I have my three regulars, and I’d rather not take unnecessary risks at the moment by hiring more.”
I nodded. “Yeah, it’s probably wise to keep the risk down. I should have done the same.” My startup had gone from having four employees to forty in less than a year once we got our first major investor. It was such a dumb call when I thought about it now.
Anthony gave me a sympathetic look. “You’re always so hard on yourself. You had to take that risk, or you would’ve wondered what if? for the rest of your life. And it was you who gave me the courage to open my own business, remember? All those motivational talks finally trickled into that thick head of mine.”
“God, I was so full of myself.”
“You cared.”
“Yeah, I cared, but I also dug the sound of my own voice. I handed out advice like Willy Wonka with chocolate.”
Anthony looked troubled. “Oh no.”
“What?”
“Does that make me an Oompa Loompa?”
We both burst out laughing and couldn’t stop for a long minute.
My phone suddenly rang, and our laughter died down. I reached for my phone and watched in nervousness as Chris’s number blinked on my screen.
“I think he’s going to bail on us,” Anthony said, sounding like he was hoping for that outcome.
“One way to find out.” I picked up the call. “Hi.”
“Man, I left the office right on time.” He was speaking through his car’s speaker. “It’s going to rain like crazy soon.”
“Yeah, seems like it. So… are you on your way?”
“Well, yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”
“No reason. I’m already here with Ant.”
“Cool,” he said, but his voice indicated otherwise. “Is he okay? I mean, does he seem okay?”
I watched Anthony as he was chewing on his lower lip. “He’s good,” I said. “Looking forward to seeing you.”
“Really? I mean, yeah, that’s good. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“We’ll be here with the booze and snacks.”
“Did you get the Lays I like?”
“Yep. Sour cream and onion.”
“You’re the best. See you soon.”
He hung up, and I wondered if I’d ever hear him say you’re the best to me again.
“Well?” Anthony said.
“He’ll be here soon.”
He got up and looked around. “I need to distract myself.”
“We can set up the poker table. For three people, though.”
“Okay.”
My phone rang again before I got a chance to get up from the couch. This time it was Jay. “Hi,” I said. “We’re already here, waiting for Chris.”
“You sure he’s coming?”
“I talked to him a minute ago.”
“Good. Very good.”
“Where are you?”
“About to head out. I’ll be there in a couple of hours, maybe more with this shitty weather.”
“Drive safely.”
“I will, Mom. How’s Ant?”
Anthony was on the other side of the cabin, setting up the table with a troubled expression. I quietly said, “He’s doing his best.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Let’s just say that whatever you have planned, you better be smart about it.”
“I will, but this is where you come in.”
Finally, some information. I was eager for him to clear up the smoke screen. “I’m listening.”
“First, did you get the stuff I asked you?”
“Yes.”
“Sweet. Make him Death in the Afternoon.”
“Say what?”
“It’s a drink, one of Ernest Hemingway’s favorites. One and a half ounces of absinthe, four ounces of sparkling wine, and lemon twist.”
“What’s so special about this drink?”
“It will go straight to his head. Make sure he drinks two of those by the time I’m there, but no more than that.”
“Okay. What else?”
I didn’t need to see him to know he was smiling. “Now, for the fun part, listen closely…”
*
We were back sitting on the couch when we heard the car getting close before parking outside. Anthony rested his face in his palms, his attempts to play it cool now failing. I put my hands on his shoulder. “Look at me.”
He raised his head, his big brown eyes wide with worry. “I can’t do this.”
“You can.”
“You don’t know the full story between us.”
“Doesn’t matter. You’re about to get closure to what went down between you two. Don’t let yourself be the victim, Ant.”
He frowned. “Victim?”
That word did something to him. I could tell it was sinking in, floating between his thoughts. He opened his mouth to speak, but then Chris opened the front door and hurried inside, bringing with him a mighty gust of wind before slamming the door shut.
“It just started to rain,” he said and took off his coat, his dark blond hair a bit wet.
I went over to give him a hug, then realized that now Anthony would be expected to hug Chris as well.
“Hey, Ant,” Chris said once we broke the hug. “It’s been a minute.”
Looking at Anthony, I was sure he would break character and either explode or leave. It was in the stiffness of his shoulders and the tightness of his jaw. To my relief, he cleared his throat and took a step forward to shake Chris’s hand. “Good to see you.”
I let out a silent sigh. One drama prevented.
“I haven’t been here in ages,” Chris said and went to look around. He was wearing a gray sweater that suited him well. As always, he was neatly shaven, although he only needed to shave around once a week.
“None of us have been here in years,” I said. “Nice to see the place stayed the same.”
“Places like this don’t change unless they have to. I see you got the poker table ready,” Chris said, making it noticeable he was going to look at anything that wasn’t Anthony.
“Yep, but we have time for that later. I’m getting us drinks.”
“Sweet.” Chris started making his way into the kitchen. “What do we have?”
I moved to block his way. “It’s a surprise. Go to the living room and let me make something for you.”
“You sure?”
I forced a smile. “Let me spoil you.”
He nodded and raised his hands in surrender. “I never say no to that.”
Anthony hurried to follow me into the kitchen and whispered, “Don’t leave me alone with him.”
“Then put the snacks in some bowls.”
I started making the drink Jay had told me to, but at the last second decided to cut down the amount of alcohol by half. It was my little rebellion, a way to prove to myself that although I had agreed to help, I wasn’t going to blindly follow instructions like a puppet.
I couldn’t help but notice how Anthony was turning the simple act of pouring snacks into bowls into the slowest task in existence. When I was done with the drink and he was done with the snacks, we stepped into the living room area where Chris was sitting on the armchair next to the couch.
“Here you go,” I said and gave him the drink.
“You’re not having any?” he asked as both Anthony and I sat on the couch.
“I already had a couple.”
He took a sip and narrowed his eyes. “It’s different, but good. What’s the secret?”
“My sperm.”
He laughed and took another sip.
I knew I should get the conversation going to diffuse the obvious tension in the air. I asked Chris about his work, and he dove right in with stories of how hard he had been working, and how well it was paying off since he had recently become a Junior Partner. He mentioned the name of one of the current partners—Mickey—and Anthony shifted uneasily in his seat. Chris seemed to realize what he’d said, and his face flushed in a heartbeat. I knew better than to pry for information, although I was damn curious.
At some point, I went to make Chris another drink, again adding less alcohol than I should have. Chris drank it all while eating his favorite Lays. Even when eating cheap snacks, he chewed with elegance, not allowing even one crumb to fall. Anthony’s silence was noticeable, but both he and Chris seemed fine with having zero direct contact. If this night was truly about us three spending time together, it would have been a resounding disaster.
“Is this the new Apple Watch?” I asked Chris.
“Yep. Melissa bought it for my birthday. I don’t like it. It just reminds me I’m not walking enough and that my sleep is crap. And why do I need to charge a watch all the time? I think I’m going to return it.”
“Oh, speaking of your birthday...” I remembered the cake and walked over to the kitchen to pull it out of the fridge, then took three spoons and got back into the living room.
Chris squinted at me. “Is this—?”
“Dark chocolate and strawberries.”
He kept gawking as I placed the cake on the table in front of him. When he raised his face to look at me, I was surprised to hear him say, “I don’t deserve this.”
“The hell you’re talking about? We always eat this for your birthday.” I handed him a spoon, and he hesitantly took it, still looking uncomfortable.
“Sorry I don’t have a candle,” I said.
“Candles are for dorks.” He dug the spoon deep into the cake. I hadn’t brought plates because we always ate cakes like impolite kids.
He slid the spoon into his mouth, closed his eyes, then sighed deeply. “So freaking good.”
I took a spoon as well and gave it a taste, acknowledging the high quality but still not crazy about the chocolate and strawberries combination.
Chris turned to Ant. “You’re not eating?”
“I’m not—”
I gave him a look and he quietly took a spoon. Soon we were devouring the whole cake, and the moans coming out of Chris were over the top and hilarious. Once the plate was clean, Chris leaned back in his seat and patted his stomach. “Best thing that happened to me this birthday.” He smiled at me. “Thank you.”
“Glad you liked it.” I glanced at the wall clock, realizing it was later than I thought. Based on my calculation, Jay was supposed to arrive in about thirty minutes, and I had already given Chris the two drinks I was instructed to, albeit with some moderation.
“You guys ready for poker?” I asked.
“Sure,” Chris said. “We’re going for five hundred each?”
I exchanged a look with Anthony, who seemed uncomfortable. We used to play for five hundred bucks, but what seemed like a reasonable sum back then now seemed like plain insanity. I was making a decent salary but still paying back some debts, and Anthony was just getting his business back on its feet.
“Two hundred,” Anthony said, maybe the first thing he said in the last twenty minutes.
“You sure?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Cool.” Chris got up and clapped. “Let’s get the party started, boys. I have money to win.”
*
Chris loved to talk while playing cards, a river of words with no end in sight. It took me a while to realize this was his way of distracting his competitors. Although he never would have admitted it, he was competitive to his core.
I couldn’t care less about the game, but Anthony seemed to have his heart set out on winning. “Can you shut up for a bit?” he said at one point to Chris. “I can’t think.”
Chris seemed surprised, either by Anthony’s angry tone or by the fact that Anthony had just said something directly to him. He nodded. “Sure thing, big guy.”
“Don’t call me that.” Anthony kept his eyes on his cards, but the edge in his voice was clear.
We kept playing in silence, which made me more aware of the slow ticking of the clock. The rain was still pouring heavily outside, and I began worrying something might have happened to Jay. I thought of excusing myself and calling him from the kitchen, but I didn’t want Chris to suspect anything when Jay finally got here. When the moment did come, I’d need to put on an act like my life depended on it, or Chris was bound to realize this was a setup and bail into the storm.
The minutes continued to crawl. I drummed my leg nervously on the floor, and Chris was winning with little competition from Anthony and myself.
Then I heard a car getting close. I was the first to notice; maybe because I was on full alert. Chris and Anthony quickly caught on, and all of us looked through the living room window as the car lights came closer. We were the only cabin in the area, so it was clear the car was heading our way.
“Maybe it’s someone who’s looking for shelter from the rain,” Chris said. He didn’t sound concerned, and why would he?
The car engine died, and less than a minute later, footsteps started to approach the entrance door, followed by a loud knock. I hurried to get up, my heart beating fast. Here we go.
With a held breath, I opened the door. The cold hit me hard, and so did the rain. Jay squeezed his way past me and slipped inside. I hurried to shut the door.
“Damn rain almost killed me,” Jay said and took off his leather jacket. “They started blocking the roads, but I got lucky.” He looked around with a big smile. “Hello, boys. Surprise!”
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My eyes flew to Chris, who was paler than a piece of paper. He remained sitting by the table, his cards held in his hands. My stomach cramped in anticipation for him to storm out into the rain, cursing us on his way out.
Before Chris had a chance to react, Anthony got up and walked toward Jay. “You said you couldn’t make it,” he said and gave him a hug.
“I managed to change my plans at the last minute.”
“Great.” Anthony smiled at me like he really was pleasantly surprised. His dread seemed to have transformed into excitement, and I wished he could have lent me some.
“Hi, man,” Jay said and walked toward Chris, placing his backpack on the floor on his way. “It’s been forever. Where’s my hug?”
Time seemed to slow down in the seconds it took Chris to get up and hug Jay. He locked eyes with me, sending sharp and bloody daggers my way. I said with my lips, I didn’t know, but I had a feeling he could see through my crap.
Jay broke the hug. “You guys playing? How much?”
“Two hundred,” Anthony said.
“Sweet. Who’s winning?”
“Me,” Chris said, looking shaken as he sat back down. His eyes were glued to his cards like they held an escape route.
“Nice,” Jay said. He couldn’t for the life of him get that big smile off his face. “Mind if I make myself something to drink before jumping in?”
“Sure,” Anthony said and sat back down. “Make me and Chris something while you’re at it.”
Chris shook his head. “I’ve had enough.”
“C’mon, man—it’s our big reunion,” Anthony said.
Chris took a deep breath, eyes still looking at his cards. “Fine,” he mumbled.
Jay clapped his hands. “Now we’re talking. I’ll make you boys something with an extra kick. E, come help me out.”
I was relieved to have a chance to do something other than standing like a doofus, especially if it meant staying clear of the angry glare I knew Chris would be sending my way. In the kitchen, Jay checked out the alcohol bottles like he hadn’t been the one who told me exactly what to buy.
“I almost pissed my pants,” I said quietly, aware of the silence from the living room where Anthony and Chris were still unable to verbally communicate.
“But you didn’t,” Jay said. “I’m so fucking happy, man, I could give you a wet one.”
“I’ll pass. What now?”
“You know what now. It’s all going according to plan.”
“Is it?”
“Well, I’m here, and Chris hasn’t run away screaming.”
“Small miracles,” I muttered.
“Small or big, I’ll take them. And Anthony seemed to be doing fine.”
“He wasn’t until you came.”
“He must’ve worried I wouldn’t show up and it would just be the three of you acting like you’re still friends.”
“We are still friends.”
Jay gave me a sympathetic look that got under my skin. Yeah, I was being naive, but having the four of us under the same roof felt like a scattered puzzle that had finally been put back together. I wasn’t keen on seeing the pieces fly around again so quickly.
I cleared my throat. “Let’s put that plan of yours on hold for now and try to have a normal evening. Later, you and Chris can go speak in another room.”
Jay frowned. “That sounds like a horrible idea.”
I said a bit louder, “I think that we should call it off.”
“Nope. Too late.” he started pouring alcohol into paper cups.
“It’s not too late because nothing has happened yet.” I took a breath to compose myself. “Listen, what he did to you was horrible, but he’s not evil.”
“He sure is.”
“I don’t accept it. I know him.”
“You know shit about him. That’s why you needed to pick your jaw from the floor after Ant and I told you what he was really like.”
His words rang true. By now, I should have acknowledged how little I knew of the real Chris. After so many years of friendship, it felt like a personal failure on my part.
I rubbed my face, feeling like I was fighting a losing battle. “Whatever you’ve got planned, we can’t undo it afterward. There’s no going back.”
“I ain’t planning on going back.” Jay put down the drinks and turned to me slowly. “I’ve waited a long time for this.” He took a step toward me, causing my muscles to tense. “I’m this close to getting even with that motherfucker, and I won’t let your doubts take this away from me.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “I need you with me on this. Anthony needs you as well. I can’t do this without my wingman.”
I let out a tight breath as defeat settled in. “You need to be honest with me about what you’re planning to do.”
“It’s simple.” His lips stretched into a smile. “I’m going to remind him what he really is—a pathetic little bitch. Our pathetic little bitch.”
*
Before I had a chance to process his words, Jay picked up the drinks and went back into the living room.
Our pathetic little bitch.
I went to the sink and washed my face with cold water, but it did nothing to calm me down. Get a hold of yourself. He only meant it as a figure of speech. Although I couldn’t remember ‘pathetic little bitch’ being used as a figure of speech.
A bit dazed, I stepped out into the living room where the three people closest to me were sitting together while being miles apart. Chris had his jaw and shoulders set tight, while Anthony had his arms crossed; his expression impossible to read. Jay took some chips and placed them in front of him so he could join the game.
“How’s life?” Jay asked Chris.
Chris seemed startled by the direct question, but hurried to say, “I’ve been busy.” His tone implied he didn’t want to elaborate.
I sat down facing Anthony but could tell Chris was giving me the stink eye. He was facing Jay, which was how Jay had instructed me to arrange it.
“You’re moving up in that firm of yours?” Jay asked and started shuffling the cards.
“You can say that.”
“Come on,” Anthony said, surprising us all. “Chris just made partner. He’s top dog now.”
“Partner?” Jay whistled while spreading the cards between us.
“Junior Partner,” Chris said. “It’s no big deal.”
“It is,” I said. “You know it is.”
Chris shrugged, but it was accompanied by a faint smile. His ego had always been his weak point, although he would never admit it. I assumed that growing up an orphan, you didn’t get many chances to have your ego stroked.
“So… how have you been doing?” Chris asked Jay, sounding hesitant as though defusing a bomb.
“Taking it one day at a time. Working with my brother at his garage. I have another six months of probation to complete, then I’ll be officially free to get myself in trouble like any other American.”
Chris chuckled, but it felt forced. “Well, either way, you’re looking good.”
“Thanks, man. Appreciate that. How’s the wife?”
“She’s great. Still shops too much for crap we don’t need, but I’ve given up on trying to make her stop.”
“Happy wife, happy life,” Jay said with a wink.
“Yeah, true. Anyway, she’s the best mother I could have hoped for, and the twins adore her.”
“You’ve got photos of the little ones?”
Chris blinked in surprise, and I did the same. Whatever game Jay was playing, he seemed committed to his role.
“I have a few,” Chris said as he pulled out his phone. “Melissa has thousands.” He scrolled around before handing his phone to Jay.
“Damn, they’re cute. Must look like you did at their age.”
“I don’t have photos from my childhood.” He took a sip from his drink, his posture a bit less stiff than a few minutes ago, but there was still a level of alert in his eyes.
Jay watched the photos a few seconds more before handing the phone back to Chris. “Beautiful family, man.”
“Thank you.”
“Remember how freaked out you were to hear you were gonna have twins?”
Chris nodded. “I wanted to ask for a second opinion, and Melissa said she’d ask for a second husband. The first year was insane, though. Now it’s mostly fun when I get to be at home.”
“You know that couples with twins have more chances of having twins again, right?”
Chris raised a warning finger at Jay. “Don’t even joke about that.”
I couldn’t help but smile as I soaked in this non-hostile exchange. I knew it was an act on Jay’s part, but it was a damn good act.
With the air less tense, we started playing.
Jay’s instructions were clear regarding my part in his plan. I was to distract Chris whenever I felt Jay touching my leg underneath the table. He’d claimed that even without my contribution he should be able to cheat his way to a win, but since Chris was historically the best player among us, I was to be the backup.
Chris won the first round with little trouble. Jay won the second. I won the third, but I had a feeling it should have gone to Jay who decided to spread the winnings to debunk suspicion.
The conversation was thin, but it was better than complete awkward silence. The few times we did speak were due to Jay’s attempts to spark conversation. I was too nervous to contribute more than a few words, and Anthony seemed even more detached. Chris answered any question directed at him but didn’t respond with questions of his own.
Since I was keeping a close eye on Jay, I noticed him messing with his cards on more than one occasion. He was good at it, most likely a skill he’d picked up in prison. Yet despite his new-found knack for cheating in poker, Chris was still a strong player, racking up more than a few wins. I did my part when Jay touched my leg, but distracting Chris only worked partially. When it did, I noticed Jay messing with his own cards more aggressively, which was nerve-racking and made my stomach clench tight. One wrong move and Chris’s sharp senses would be on full alert.
After close to an hour, a substantial pile of chips grew in front of Jay, while Anthony was the first casualty to lose all his money.
“How’d you get so goddamn good?” Chris asked Jay. He only had around twenty dollars left to play with.
“Prison,” Jay flatly said, looking Chris in the eyes. “Not much else to do there.”
Chris nodded and looked away. That was the only time Jay had let his mask slip so far. He hurried to say, “All right, boys, I’m cleaning you dry and it’s breaking my heart. Time to put this body to rest. Ethan, you’re all in?”
“Yes.”
“Chris?”
“I guess.”
“Oh, don’t worry; you know luck favors you.”
Chris ignored that comment and we dove back into the game. I didn’t know how poker could possibly be connected to any plan Jay had in mind, but there was no doubt that for him this stage was crucial.
After five tense minutes, it was over. Jay won.
Chris put his cards on the table and leaned back. “Good game. I guess it’s just not my night. You think they have Netflix here?” He started to rise.
“Hold on,” Jay said.
Chris sat back down, eyes back to being alert. “Why?”
“It’s still early. I say we keep playing, but with different rules this time.”
“You’re gonna change the rules of poker?” Chris crossed his arms, one eyebrow raised.
“Just changing what’s at stake. Fuck the chips.” He flicked one of his piles and scattered the pieces across the table.
“What do you want to play for?” Anthony asked.
Jay chewed on his lower lip like he was thinking. I wasn’t in the know when it came to this stage of his plan, so my confusion was genuine, alongside my nervousness.
“Let’s play for our clothes,” Jay finally said. “If you lose a round, you take something off. The first to lose everything plays one final round against the winner. If the loser wins that round, he gets his clothes back, but if he loses again, the winner gets to tell him what to do for… let’s say, two hours.”
Anthony frowned. “Tell him what to do?”
“Yep. No questions, no whining.”
Chris laughed. “That’s dumb, man. Like, seriously dumb.”
“You’re embarrassed by your tits?”
“My tits are fine, I’m just too old for this shit. We’re all too old for this shit.”
“Playing for money against people who barely have any isn’t better than playing for clothes,” Jay said in a flat voice.
Silence followed that statement. My blood warmed with anger. My financial problems were not Jay’s or anyone else’s concern, and Chris was the one who had offered to lend me money when I needed it the most.
“I didn’t say we should play for money again,” Chris said slowly, “I suggested that we go watch Netflix, which shouldn’t be a financial burden on anyone.”
Jay nodded. “You're right. That was uncalled for. But my offer still stands. The same game we all enjoy, but with a twist to keep things interesting.”
“I really rather we do something else,” Chris said. “It feels juvenile, man.”
“I like it,” Anthony said. “I mean, could be fun to change the stakes.”
Chris watched him in confusion, then something changed, and for a quick moment, I saw lust in his eyes.
Jay must have caught that as well. He told Anthony, “Yeah, man? You’ll sit here butt naked if you lose?”
Anthony exchanged a look with him before nodding. He got up and raised his shirt, revealing a flat stomach with faint abs. I could see the beginning of his hairy chest, but his stomach was mostly smooth except for his treasure trail. I noticed that my mouth was slowly opening and hurried to close it.
Anthony patted his stomach before lowering his shirt and sitting down. “I have nothing to hide.”
All eyes were on me now, the one who could tip the scale. I squirmed in my seat, feeling the weight of my decision. I could sense Jay’s eyes boring into me. Betraying him felt like the right thing to do, yet I worried about what he might do instead. Would he give up on his plan, or come up with something else that might end up being worse? With a sigh, I said, “Yeah, I’m game.”
“Fantastic,” Jay said, looking relieved. He turned to Chris. “That’s three votes yes, and we all know that Ant is the likely loser.”
“Hey!”
Jay continued to look at Chris. “So, what you gonna do?”
Chris gave a quick glance at Anthony, then nodded. “Fine. If that’s what you guys want, let’s roll.” 
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Something about having our clothes at stake made our mouths looser than before. I was shocked when Chris and Jay started talking about a double date they went on years earlier. They both thought they were going to score with two hot chicks, but it turned out their dates were lesbians who wanted to post photos of themselves dating guys so that their parents wouldn’t suspect.
“I should’ve guessed something was off when a Tori Amos song started playing and they lost it,” Jay said.
“Hey, watch it,” Anthony laughed. He was the biggest Tori Amos fan, and we used to tease him about it for years.
“Wait, where was I when you two went double dating?” I asked.
Jay narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, where were you?”
Chris snickered. “He was inside Maya Miller.”
“Oh, man, I was dating Maya at the time?”
“You sure were,” Chris said. “And every time she gave you some of her mom’s cooking and you brought it to our room, I wanted to kill you. Those dishes smelled like rotten fish. Her mom obviously wanted you dead.”
I laughed. “Yeah, I remember you bitching about the smell. Maya dumped me when I told her I don’t need any more of her mom’s cooking.” I pointed at Chris. “You might have cost me the love of my life.”
“Yeah, you’re welcome.”
The conversation went on from there. Sitting like that felt like going back in time, to a period where my future seemed bright, before the bankruptcy, before Jay’s prison time and Anthony’s ugly divorce.
I was the first to lose my shirt to the sound of the guys howling and whistling. It was too funny to be embarrassing. Jay followed by losing his socks, then Chris lost his socks as well. I teased them about going for socks instead of shirts, but mostly because I felt dumb for not thinking of that myself.
Anthony lost twice in a row, and I could tell Jay wasn’t pleased with Chris’s ability to keep his clothes on. When Anthony pulled off his shirt, Chris was clearly struggling to look anywhere else, but I had no reason to look away. Anthony’s body was so well-defined, you’d expect him to strut around like a peacock instead of being as shy as he was. His tan skin combined beautifully with his dark chest hair. His nipples were big, standing out through the thick hairs by being much pinker than the rest of his skin. I’d seen him shirtless over the years, but I never really looked at him.
“Damn,” Jay said. “You’ve been letting yourself go, Ant.”
We all laughed, except for Anthony who rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. “Keep playing,” he mumbled.
In the next round, I felt Jay touching my leg. Knowing my role, I asked Chris about the latest case he’d been working on, and he turned his head to me for a few seconds to explain. When he finished talking, I glanced at Jay. Based on the smile on his face, those seconds were enough. Chris lost that round and pulled off his shirt. Unlike me and Anthony who threw our shirts on the floor, Chris neatly folded his shirt and placed it on one of the spare chairs.
“You still swim,” Jay said casually to Chris.
“Can you tell?”
Jay nodded. “It’s in the upper chest.”
Chris shrugged. “I swim when I can, but it’s hard to find the time. We have a pool in the building where I work, so I usually get in early and swim for thirty minutes before going to the office.”
“Nice,” Jay said. “Anyone up for another round of drinks?”
Anthony and I declined. Before Chris could say anything, Jay got up and told him, “I’m making us something special.”
“I think I’ve had enough.”
“I’m about to kick your ass in poker—you sure you want to be sober for that?”
Chris snickered. “Yeah, whatever. Do your worst.”
“Oh, I will.” Then he was off.
Once it was just us three, Chris leaned back in his seat. “This is weird.”
“What is?” I asked.
“Us four, hanging out in the cabin again.”
“Are you okay with it?”
He thought before saying, “I’m still processing.” He glanced at Anthony. “Are you okay?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” There was a challenge in his voice, but Chris didn’t bite.
We were silent for a while, three shirtless men sitting around a poker table. The difference between Chris and Anthony’s bodies was profound, yet both were impressive in their own rights. I remembered Anthony’s story, how he had been fucked by Chris against the closet, and the dirty things Chris had said to him. Seeing them shirtless made the images more vivid in my head, and that resulted in blood rushing into my crotch. I was reacting like a horny teen, but it was beyond my control. I shifted in my seat to arrange my hard-on.
The rain was pouring heavily outside, with occasional lightning and thunder. Even if one of us decided to split, taking off now would be ridiculous.
Jay came back with two drinks and put one in front of Chris. “Drink up.”
Chris suspiciously sniffed the glass. “What’s in it?”
“New beginnings,” Jay said and held his drink in the air. Chris hesitated but still raised his glass and touched it with Jay’s. “Damn,” he said after taking a sip. “That’s strong.”
“Nah, there’s barely any alcohol in there. Worst case, it might put some hair on your chest.”
“Yeah, I doubt that.”
“Melissa likes how smooth you are?”
Chris frowned like he was debating if the question was out of line. He finally said, “She likes it, but I think she prefers more hairy men.”
“Like Anthony?”
Chris glanced at shirtless Anthony. “Yeah, she mentioned once she thought he was hot.”
Jay smirked. “Well, at least you don’t need to worry about Anthony trying to steal her away.”
“Very funny,” Anthony said.
“Anyway, your drink is fine,” Jay said.
Chris shrugged and took another small sip, then put the drink down and moved it a bit away, clearly not liking the taste. Jay seemed annoyed, but he would have been more annoyed if he knew I had added much less alcohol to Chris’s drinks earlier.
Chris clapped his hands. “We’re playing or what?”
“Someone’s eager to show us his Johnson,” Jay said.
“Sorry to break your heart, but you ain’t seeing my Johnson tonight.” He spoke with confidence, but he still lost the next round and said goodbye to his belt. I lost the following round and remembered to remove my socks. The wooden floor felt warm beneath my feet.
In the following round, Jay signaled me again, and I gladly did my part since my cards were shit. Chris lost and mumbled, “Fucking hell.” He pulled down his pants underneath the table, and none of us commented. By then, Anthony and I must have been thinking the same thing: whatever Jay had in mind was fast approaching. The gravity of the situation left me edgy.
Jay lost the next round and pulled out his belt. It felt to me like he’d lost on purpose, maybe to give Chris an illusion of possible success. In the next round, Chris folded quickly, and Anthony was the loser who dropped down his pants. Chris was trying hard not to look, but he did glance a few times. Anthony managed to ignore those glances, but I could tell he was getting annoyed.
In the next round Anthony and I folded immediately, which left Chris and Jay who were watching each other like in a Wild Wild West duel.
“You’re going to fold?” Jay asked.
Chris looked at his cards closely, then raised his eyes at Jay. “I’m in.”
“You sure?” He smiled. “Doesn’t seem like you have much left to play for.”
Chris hesitated but eventually nodded. “I’m sure.”
“What have you got?”
Chris lowered his cards, spreading them for us to see. Jay whistled. “Flush. Nice one.”
Chris sat a bit straighter. “What about you?”
Jay lowered his cards.
“Damn,” I said. He had a full house. By this point, I didn’t know whether he had luck on his side or a better talent for cheating than I thought.
Chris rubbed his face. The look of defeat was not something I was used to seeing on him.
“Well,” Jay said, “guess I won.”
“You said whoever loses has a chance to win everything back,” Chris said.
Jay’s mouth twisted in an attempt to hide his smile. “I did say that, yes. But do you remember what happens if you lose twice?”
Chris stalled but eventually gave a quick nod. “Deal the cards.”
“Say it. For the record, that is.”
Chris rolled his eyes. “The loser will do what the winner says for two hours.”
Jay nodded. “Just making sure we’re on the same page. But before I deal the cards…” He held out his hand. “Give it here.”
Chris leaned back. “Oh, come on.”
“You lost. Give me your panties.”
“I’m playing you for another round. I can literally win all my clothes back in two minutes.”
“That’s true, but two minutes is enough time to obey the rules of the game.”
“Goddammit,” Chris muttered, but still pulled down his underwear and handed them to Jay.
“Don’t be like that,” Jay said and spread Chris’s white Calvin Klein’s on the table for us to see, acting like those boxer briefs were a trophy. In a way, they were. A milestone in a plan that was moving quickly toward completion. Only the destination was still elusive to anyone but him.
Jay folded the boxers, showing no hesitation touching the fabric that only seconds ago had been rubbing against Chris’s private parts. “Say, why don’t you stand up and show us the goods?”
“No way.”
Jay leaned forward and rested his chin on his fists. “You see, the point of strip poker is stripping. If you’re going to hide under the table, it’s basically cheating.”
That was rich coming from the man who had spent the entire night cheating.
Chris’s lips turned into a pale, thin line as his eyes looked everywhere but our faces.
“Jay’s right,” Anthony said. “You lost, and you agreed to the rules.”
Chris looked distressed. It made him seem younger. Helpless. It also made me feel unbelievably guilty.
Chris started to pull his chair back, and I found myself blurting, “Stop.” I turned to Jay. “He lost and he’s naked—those were the rules. If you wanted a full show, you should’ve been clearer.”
“Yeah.” Chris pushed his chair forward. “That’s right. Thanks, E.” He patted my shoulder.
Jay looked at me with more confusion than anger, but anger was still there. I turned my gaze away, knowing I had betrayed my promise to follow his lead. But seeing Chris move from distress to relief was worth it.
“Fine,” Jay said with a tight smile. “I should’ve been clearer about the rules. Let’s play.”
As the cards were being dealt, I glanced over at Anthony who seemed anxious, like he was the one at risk of losing. At some point tonight, he had moved from being wary about Jay’s secret plan to being fully on board. I, on the other hand, was stuck on wary.
I rubbed my palms over my legs to prevent them from bouncing. I knew how crucial the following minutes were, and the buildup was torture.
Both Jay and Chris took cards from the deck, and Chris could barely hide his satisfaction once he checked his cards. Jay, on the other hand, didn’t look too pleased. I wasn’t surprised when I felt him touching my leg underneath the table shortly after the game started. My body froze. I couldn’t do it, couldn’t trick Chris and have his final loss on my conscience.
I shook my head and moved my chair a bit further from Jay. From the corner of my eye, I could feel him sending daggers my way, his anger almost telepathic.
“Well?” Chris said. “We’re doing this or what?”
I glanced at Jay. His forehead was a bit damp. He didn’t have the cards he needed, and I couldn’t be more relieved. Normality was waiting on the other side of this twisted game.
“Give me a sec,” Jay mumbled, which made Chris smile. He looked at me and winked. I winked back.
“Ant,” Jay said and leaned forward with his hand stretched, “give me some of your beer.”
“There’s not much left, but—shit!”
Instead of grabbing the bottle, Jay hit it with his hand and caused it to tumble on the ground and smash on the floor.
“Don’t move, you’re barefoot,” I told Anthony and hurried to bring a broom and a dustpan.
“Sorry, man,” Jay said.
“It’s fine. Ethan will save me.”
I got back and was glad to see the bottle didn’t break too much, and barely any alcohol got spilled. I swept the pieces of glass into the dustpan, and Chris pointed at some pieces under the table I missed. Once I was done, I went to throw the pieces into the trashcan in the kitchen and brought back a paper towel to dry the spilled beer. I found myself crouching close to Chris’s legs and his full nakedness. I was tempted to have a peek, but we were minutes away from leaving the crazy behind, so there was no point risking it.
“E, do the windows next,” Jay said.
“Are you planning on breaking them too?”
He chuckled. “I deserve that.”
I straightened and went to throw the wet paper towel in the kitchen.
“Can we continue?” Chris asked eagerly as I got back.
I sat back in my seat and glanced at Jay, realizing something had changed in his demeanor. The way he was sitting radiated confidence.
Well, shit.
“I’m ready,” he said. “Show me what you’ve got.”
Chris slowly lowered his cards. I leaned forward and Anthony did the same.
“Four of a kind,” Anthony said. “Damn.”
Chris drummed on the table and told Jay, “Go on. Let’s see yours. Don’t be shy now.”
Jay let out a deep breath. “Fuck me, that’s a strong hand.”
“Damn right it is.” Chris stopped drumming. “This ain’t my first rodeo. Can I get my clothes back?”
Jay put down his cards. “Nah, you ain’t getting them back anytime soon.”
“Shit,” Anthony said as we were all looking at a straight flush.
Chris lost.
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“You’ve cheated,” Chris said, his face pale.
Jay rolled his eyes. “Is this how you lawyers handle losing?”
“What are the chances of you having a straight flush?”
“Slightly better than you having four of a kind.”
Chris clapped his lips tight. The look of distress was back, stronger than before.
I turned to Jay. “Listen—”
He raised his hand to shut me up, his eyes locked with Chris. “We had a bet going,” he said. “The rules were clear, and you know all about rules. Now, are you going to hold to your end of the bargain?”
I could have come clean right then and told Chris how Jay had been cheating all night, but that would have made it clear I’d been a part of the lie from the get-go.
Chris looked around the table, his bare foot tapping nervously on the floor. He watched me and Anthony, searching for support. I couldn’t hold his gaze for more than a second, and Anthony’s face remained stoic.
“I’ll give you a thousand dollars,” Chris said, “and we’ll call it even.”
“Nope.”
“Two thousand.”
“Nope.”
“How much?”
Jay shook his hands. “My win ain’t for sale.”
“Everything’s for sale.”
“That’s a nice philosophy, but I still ain’t selling. For the next two hours, you can say I’m the richest man in the world.”
Chris rubbed his face, then leaned back and raised his hands in surrender. “Fine. You won. I’m not a sore loser.”
Jay nodded. “Glad that’s settled. Now, tell me what the loser needs to do.”
“I told you like five minutes ago.”
“And now you’ll say it again.”
Chris scratched his arm, a clear sign of nervousness. “I’m to do what you say for the next two hours.”
“Correct. You can look at yourself as my—no, our—private bitch for this evening.”
Chris scowled, a spark of anger in his eyes. “I’d rather not.”
Jay shrugged. “Suit yourself. How ‘bout you start by fetching me another beer? Ethan?”
“What? No, nothing for me.” I was close to puking what little alcohol I’d already drunk tonight.
“Ant?”
“A beer would be nice.”
Jay tilted his head to the kitchen. “Go fetch us two beers.”
“Can I get my underwear back first?”
“Sure, in two hours.”
“Jay, I’m gonna bring you the beer, but—”
“Get. Up.”
Chris’s Adam’s apple moved, his chest going up and down quickly. Silently, he rose to his feet.
I shouldn’t have looked, but I instinctively did. It was weird thinking of a cock as being pretty, but like the rest of him, Chris’s cock was downright pretty. He was cut, his balls nicely rounded and smooth. His thin treasure trail made an aesthetic road from his belly button to his light pubes.
“Someone’s been manscaping,” Jay said. “Thought you’d get some action tonight?”
“Funny.”
“It is funny. You don’t get to laugh much in prison, so I’m making up for lost time.”
“Just make sure to keep things safe,” Chris said. He tried to add a warning to his voice but couldn’t quite nail it.
“Don’t worry,” Jay said, “just follow the rules. Now, scratch your pubes.”
“What?”
“You’re keeping them so nice and tidy; they deserve a scratch of appreciation. Go on, I’m asking nicely.”
Chris rolled his eyes in anger but still slowly raised his right hand and scratched above his cock, between the neatly trimmed pubes.
“Good boy,” Jay said.
“Shut up.”
“You better keep that mouth of yours in check, or I’ll wash it with soap. Do you want me to hold you down and wash your mouth with soap? That wasn’t a rhetorical question.”
Chris exhaled. “No.”
“Okay. Turn around.”
“Jesus, man.”
Jay raised a finger and swirled it in a circle. With a grunt, Chris turned around, giving us a clear view of his backside. His back was straight and strong from swimming. His ass was pale and round, what might be called a bubble butt. Not one hair on it.
“Cute ass,” Jay said.
“Fuck you.” Chris turned around, his hands clenched into fists.
He’s going to leave. Despite the rain and despite what Jay might do. He’s on his last nerve. I selfishly wished for him to do just that, to put a stop to what I was too weak to stop myself.
Jay gestured with his head toward the kitchen. “Where’s our beer?”
Chris hurried to walk out of the living room.
“Jay, you need to cut it out,” I immediately said once Chris was far enough.
He looked at me, the hardness in his eyes tightening my throat. “Do I?”
“You’ve made your point.”
“By making him lose his clothes?” He shook his head like I’d said the dumbest thing. “Give me a break, E, this guy sent me to hell; seeing his cock ain’t the payback I’m looking for.”
“Then what are you looking for?”
“Just wait and see. We’re getting there.”
I opened my mouth to keep arguing, but Anthony cut me off. “Let it play out. We came here for this.”
If it were just the two of us, I would’ve shaken Anthony to bring him back to his senses.
“This doesn’t have to concern you if you don’t want it to,” Jay said, his voice a bit gentler. “If you want to stay out of it, that’s up to you. Just get it to your head that although I love you like a brother, my hatred for him runs deep. If tonight goes the way I plan, this hatred will go away, and we could all leave this shit behind us. In a way, by going along, you are putting a stop to this.”
Even if that were true, I feared what would remain of us once this night was over.
Chris came back with two bottles of beer. I had been his roommate for years and had seen him walking around in his underwear countless times, but we always made sure to keep nudity private. It was surreal seeing him completely naked now, more so knowing it was against his will. He placed one bottle in front of Jay and one in front of Anthony. This time I kept my eyes away from his private parts as he sat back down.
Jay took a sip of beer. “Did I tell you to sit?”
“What?”
“Did I tell you to sit your ass back down?”
Chris opened his mouth to answer, then shut it and got up.
Jay and Anthony drank their beers, eyes openly looking at naked Chris while I was looking anywhere else. My stomach was spinning like a washing machine,
anxiety jumping up and down in the center of my gut. I could only imagine how Chris was feeling. By now he must have figured out he’d been set up, and I prayed he didn’t realize I was part of this scheme.
“When did you last take a shower?” Jay asked.
Chris frowned. “A shower? This morning.”
“You jerk off during showers?”
“What?”
“Do you or do you not jerk off during showers?”
“No.”
“Where do you jerk off?”
“I don’t—”
“Don’t sell me shit and call it chocolate. Where do you jerk off?”
Chris stalled before saying, “Usually in my office. My home office.”
“Evenings?”
“Yes.”
“Porn?”
“Yeah.”
“Which type?”
“It’s varied.”
“For example…?”
“Threesomes with two girls. A bit of Asians. Nothing crazy.”
Jay chuckled. “Yeah, I’m sure. You use spit or lube?”
“I have a small lube bottle in a drawer.”
“Wife ever caught you?”
“No, and it’s not like I’m committing a sin.”
“Right, this isn’t your sin.”
Chris narrowed his eyes at that statement but didn’t press for an explanation.
“When did you last get laid?” Jay asked.
“Three days ago.”
“With Melissa?”
“Of course with Melissa!”
Jay raised an eyebrow. “Did I touch a nerve?”
Chris gave a quick flick of his eyes at Anthony. “Don’t talk about my wife.”
“I’m talking about you, buddy.” Jay’s eyes traveled down slowly. “How much are you packing?”
“What?”
“Your cock. How big is it?”
“None of your business.”
Jay nodded. “You’re right; why say when you can show instead?” He gestured with his hand. “Go on, stroke your little fella.”
“I’m not fucking masturbating in front of you!”
“Just pretend you’re watching porn in your office.”
“It’s not the same thing. I’m not doing that.”
Jay tapped on the cards in front of him. “I believe that based on our friendly bet, you definitely are.”
“You didn’t say anything about… about things like that.”
Jay shrugged. “It’s true I didn’t go into the specifics, but that’s on you for not asking. Honestly, man, I expected more from a big-shot Junior Partner.”
“Would you have told the truth if I asked?”
“I guess we’ll never know. So, either you start waking up your worm, or I will, and I won’t be very romantic.”
Chris leaned forward with his palms on the table. “The hell is wrong with you?”
“I think you know the answer.”
“Then let’s talk about it like grownups. We don’t need these games.”
“Oh, I think we do, and for the next two hours, what I think counts. Bitch.”
That word hit me like a slap although it wasn’t aimed at me.
Chris sharply turned his head at me. “Are you okay with this?”
Jay slammed his fist on the table, making me jolt. “Leave him alone. You only talk to me—or to Anthony if he wants you to.”
Chris turned to Anthony. “I don’t know what you told them—”
“Not even half of it.”
Chris’s eyes grew big, all traces of self-control now gone. “Why the hell did you go and tell, you idiot?”
Anthony jumped to his feet, and before I could stop him, he punched Chris in the face, sending him crashing on the floor.
“Hey!” I pushed myself between them. “Look at me. Ant, look at me.”
He was breathing fast, but his eyes found their way to mine.
“You need to take a breath and relax,” I said firmly. “You’re not violent.”
“I…”
I put my hands on his shoulders, feeling the tense muscles underneath his warm skin. “Whatever he did to you, he can’t do that again.”
“He doesn’t get… he doesn’t get to tell me what I can say.” He looked past me at Chris. “You don’t get to tell me that!”
“He sure doesn’t,” Jay said. He was still sitting in his chair, seeming nonchalant with his hands resting behind his head. “Why don’t you boys sit down and take a deep breath. No need for anyone to lose their cool.”
Anthony returned to his seat. I crouched next to Chris, who was holding his face. “Let me see.”
He lowered his hands. There was no blood, but he was going to have a nasty bruise on his cheek by tomorrow. “You okay?” I asked quietly.
“No. I want to go home. This is crazy. Help me.” He looked scared and vulnerable. My chest hurt with burning guilt.
“Hey,” Jay said, “you’re not staying on the floor all night. Get up!”
I cringed as Jay’s shout filled the room and helped Chris back to his feet.
“I’ll bring you some ice,” I said and walked to the kitchen, needing a moment to collect myself. I opened the freezer with shaking hands and pulled out an ice cube tray. I pushed the cubes out and collected them into a small nylon bag. From the living room, I heard Jay saying, “Start stroking. Time for it to wake up.”
I hurried back to join them. Chris took the bag from my hand and gave me a pleading look. He was killing me with that fear in his eyes, but I didn’t know how to help him with the other two so determined to hold their ground.
“You have two hands,” Jay said. “Use one for your pretty face and one for your pretty cock.”
Chris raised the ice to his cheek and grabbed his flaccid cock with his other hand.
I returned to my seat and tried to make eye contact with Anthony, but he was ignoring my attempts. I knew he was the weakest link, the one I could convince to back down if I only got the chance to speak with him in private. But there was no way I was leaving Chris alone with Jay.
We were all silent as right next to us naked Chris was moving his palm up and down his cock. His movements seemed lifeless and tired. I couldn’t see him getting hard like that.
After a few minutes of no results, Jay turned to Anthony. “Is he impotent?”
Anthony seemed disoriented after losing control of his temper. “He’s not.”
“I’m dizzy,” Chris said. “He rattled my brain, and I drank too much.”
“I see…” Jay pulled all the cards and chips to his side of the table, then swept them to the floor. “Lie down.”
“What?”
“You’re dizzy, aren’t you? That’s why your cock is out of commission. Lie down.”
Chris glanced toward the entrance door, then back at Jay. “I’m not going to lie on the table. I’m going to put my clothes back on and get the hell away from here.”
Jay sighed. “We both know that’s not going to happen. I’d like to see you try, though. I mean, why should Anthony be the only one who gets to smash your face?”
Chris didn’t answer, but he also didn’t try to make it to the door.
Jay tapped on the table. “Lie down.”
A few seconds later, Chris let the bag of ice fall on the floor, then carefully climbed on the desk and laid on his back, his head close to Jay’s side of the table.
I held my breath. It felt like we were about to dine on Chris, his naked and smooth skin golden under the amber ceiling light. His middle section was right in front of me. Up until now, I forced myself to look at his nakedness as little as possible, but now there was no escaping it. I could see every light-brown hair above his cock, and how smooth his balls were. I’d never been so close to another man’s genitals, and considering Chris was sweaty from what was probably a combination of stress and fear, his smell was profound and musky.
There was a small, old scar on his upper right thigh, high enough to be covered when he wore boxers. It caught my eye since the shape seemed a bit off. There was a weird curve to it, almost like half a circle made by a sharp knife. A small defect on an otherwise flawless skin.
“Say, Ant, can you enlighten us on what usually makes Chris hard?” Jay’s voice was annoyingly smug.
Anthony shrugged, the question obviously putting him on the spot. “Ask him.”
“I’d rather have him stay quiet. Come on, man, no more secrets tonight. We’re putting it all out there on the table.” He snickered down at Chris, who was keeping his eyes shut. “Literally.”
Anthony cleared his throat, and despite myself, I found myself listening closely. “He likes his nipples pinched hard and being massaged underneath his balls.”
“Anything else?”
“Touching his armpits as well.”
Chris hissed, “Jesus, shut up.”
Jay slammed his palm on the table next to Chris’s head. “You don’t tell anyone to shut up. There’s only one bitch in here tonight, and we all know who that is.”
Chris’s chest moved up and down rapidly, his fists clenched tight and slightly trembling.
“Say that you’re our bitch,” Jay said.
“I’m not saying that.”
“Say it or I’ll break your nose.”
I gave him a sharp and warning look, daring him to even try. He winked at me, his way of reassuring he was all talk, but I didn’t fully buy it.
“You won’t break my nose,” Chris said, but it almost came out as a question.
“I’m not known to bluff. When I’m done, the best surgeon in the world won’t be able to fix it.”
Although I wouldn’t have allowed him to break Chris's nose or any other part, knowing the option existed in Jay's head was troubling and didn’t bode well for the rest of his plan.
Chris remained quiet, his eyes now open and staring at the ceiling. He finally opened his mouth and quietly said, “I’m your bitch.”
“I don’t think Anthony heard you.”
“I’m your bitch.”
“Bitches bark, don’t they?”
“What?”
“Bark for me.” He put his finger on the tip of Chris’s nose. “Or say goodbye to your pretty nose.”
Chris made a growling sound like he was about to explode. By the way Jay’s shoulders tensed, it seemed that he was thinking the same and readying himself for a fight. Then Chris opened his mouth, shut his eyes, and barked.
Jay watched him with a growing smile. “How ‘bout you turn the Poodle into a Labrador.”
Chris licked his lips, then let out a stronger bark. His body was shaking; I wasn’t sure whether from fear, anger, or embarrassment. Hell, it must have been all three.
“Damn,” Jay chuckled. “That sounded downright authentic. Give me another one.”
Chris did, even louder. He really did make it sound believable. A part of me thought this was ridiculous, a childish act of humiliation, but I couldn’t ignore the twitch in my cock with every new bark. My dungeon fantasy was taking shape in front of my eyes, crossing the border into reality.
Jay said to Chris, “There’s something liberating about that, isn’t it? Letting your true inner bitch shine. Now, you think you can get hard for us?”
“No.”
“That’s fair.” Jay rose from his chair and grabbed Chris’s hands, then pulled them back and held them above his head on the table. “Ant, I think our buddy here is too upset to get himself properly hard. Mind giving him a hand?”
Anthony crossed his arms. “I’d rather not.”
“Come on, man, take control.”
Anthony shook his head. “Making him feel good won’t give me control.”
“Oh, no? Watch him. Does it look like he wants it?”
Anthony watched Chris’s face; a picture of discomfort and anger. He gave me a quick glance as if searching for my approval, but I remained a statue since it wasn’t my right to approve anything. Slowly, he raised his hand and placed it on Chris’s cock.
The room felt quieter all of a sudden, and even the rain outside seemed to subside.
“Good,” Jay said. “Now wake his little fella up. You mentioned he likes it rough in the tits, right?”
“Yeah.” Anthony wasn’t even looking at Jay; his eyes were glued to the movement of his hand, which was gaining more confidence with every stroke.
Jay placed his palms on Chris’s chest, who hissed, “Don’t touch me.”
Jay laughed. “Don’t touch you? That’s cute.” He moved his fingers toward Chris’s nipples and grabbed them in a tight pinch, then twisted them hard enough to make Chris hiss in pain.
“Stay still. Don’t pretend you don’t like it rough. We can see right through your act. You think Melissa knows how perverted her hubby is?”
“Shut your filthy mouth about my wife, you piece of—”
Jay shut him up with another painful twitch.
My entire field of vision narrowed to Chris’s chest and the intimate pain Jay was causing him. My heart was loud in my ears as guilt and arousal battled inside my brain. I wished to wake up in my bed and realize this whole thing was nothing but another twisted dream.
Jay said, “You were right, Ant. Somebody’s into tits action.”
I moved my eyes to look at Chris’s growing erection. Anthony was using his other hand to play with Chris’s balls.
“You used to do that to him?” Jay asked Anthony. “Touch him like that while he was lying like a king.”
“He was usually more active.”
“Then he would do that to you?”
“Yes, but I mostly couldn’t come.”
“Couldn’t?”
Anthony shook his head. “Never mind.”
“Maybe you should talk about what happened and make him know how much he hurt you.”
“Stay out of this,” Chris hissed.
“Unlike you, I care about him.”
“I do, too.”
Anthony snickered. “That’s rich.”
Chris raised his head and looked at Anthony. “I do care about you. You’re the one who pushed me away.”
“You know damn well why.” The looks they exchanged were loaded. It felt like an entire conversation was taking place in the silence of their stare.
Jay said, “He made you fall in love with him, didn’t he?”
Anthony looked away, his jaw tight. “No one can make you fall in love with someone, but yes, I was in love with him.”
Chris shut his eyes and lowered his head back on the table. “I didn’t know.”
“Doesn’t matter now,” Anthony quietly said, but he was a horrible liar.
“Keep stroking him, big guy,” Jay said and glanced at me. “You’re going to help?”
“Help?”
He gestured with his head at Chris. “Jump in.”
I licked my dry lips and shook my head. “No.”
“But you want to.”
“You don’t know what I want.”
“You would’ve walked away otherwise.”
Damn him. “This is wrong.”
“Is it? Feels right from where I’m sitting.”
“Not everyone is as sick as you,” Chris said.
“Shut up or I’ll show you how sick I can be.” He looked at me again. “Admit it. Now that you know how he really is, doesn’t it feel like justice?”
His words circled in my head. In a way, this was justice. And although I was not the victim of Chris’s acts, I still chose to stand with those who were. And there was this undeniable curiosity inside me, this yearning I couldn’t quite verbalize yet could feel gaining force. Slowly, I raised my unsteady hand. I didn’t know where I was going to place it until I found myself moving toward Chris’s scar. I touched it carefully, running the tip of my finger in a circle around the odd shape. “How did you get this?”
“Another asshole gave it to me.”
With no real way of defending himself, his words were his weapon. I let my fingers continue to travel across the warm skin, over Chris’s ribs and up to his exposed armpit. The hairs there were light brown, like his pubes. Although his pits weren’t as smooth as the rest of him, they weren’t very hairy. My finger touched the damp skin of his armpit, and a tight breath escaped my clenched throat. Chris’s eyes shifted uneasily beneath his eyelids, but he remained composed.
This was supposed to be disgusting; another man’s sweat. But it wasn’t. I ran my fingers between his soft armpit hairs, aware of the sound of my shallow breathing. I was still in my underwear, my erection uncomfortably pressing against the tight fabric. I tugged on his armpit hair, lightly at first, then stronger until I pulled some of the hairs out, making Chris grimace.
Jay moved his hand from Chris’s right nipple, and without a second thought, I took his place and pinched it. The soft skin felt so nice clenched between my fingers. I needed to fight the urge to squeeze harder.
Jay leaned toward me. “Check how hard he is. He’s dripping.”
I looked and saw a precum puddle on Chris’s lower stomach. A few drops slid between his pubes. Anthony was still slowly jerking him, and I was surprised to notice Chris’s hips making subtle movements up and down. He wasn’t exactly fucking Anthony’s hand, but he wasn’t far from it.
I looked back at Chris’s face. His eyes were still shut, but his lips were slightly parted, the tip of his tongue sticking out. I could hear soft moans escaping his throat, so quiet that I wasn’t sure he was even aware of them.
Since my touch hadn’t yet caused hell to break loose, I decided to take things a step further and leaned my head down toward Chris’s armpit. I sniffed, inhaling his musky sweat that mixed with the faint smell of deodorant he must have put hours ago. I closed my eyes and stuck out my tongue, then gave a long, wet lick to the sweaty skin.
He shuddered and sucked in a breath, but otherwise kept quiet. I could tell the other two were watching me, likely wondering what the hell I was doing. I didn’t care. This was happening, and the current was too strong for me to pull away from. I gave Chris’s armpit another lick, by now barely tasting his sweat. The wet hairs tickled my nose. I noticed that I was still pinching his nipple, inadvertently digging the tip of my nails into the sensitive flesh.
I asked, “Is this too painful?”
After a moment of silence, in which I was holding my breath, Chris said, “It’s fine.”
He didn’t sound angry—weary, yes, but not angry. I reminded myself that I wasn’t doing this to a straight man who couldn’t fathom the thought of being touched by a man. By now, it was clear that Chris had no problem with man-on-man action, although most likely when it suited his style, his rules. It helped soften some of my guilt.
I moved my fingers from his nipple and instead sank my teeth into it. Chris gasped loudly and his body jerked, but with Jay holding his hands above his head, there was nowhere for him to go. I didn’t bite too hard, although it was tempting, so unbelievably tempting. I put just enough pressure to make him worried I might go too far, then sucked on the tip of his soft nipple as gently as I could.
The moans of pleasure escaping Chris’s throat were unmistakable. It dawned on me that this was not how I had thought Jay's plan would go. I feared violence, but hell, this was the complete opposite.
He wants to mess with his head, to make him feel helpless. That’s it. I had freaked out over nothing, forgetting that despite it all, Jay was still Jay, a man I would trust with my life.
Chris hissed, “I’m close.”
“Stop,” Jay said. “I don’t want him to shoot.”
I could have sucked on that nipple for hours, but I forced myself to part my lips and leaned back in the chair. The taste of his skin was still swimming in my mouth, caressing my tongue. God, I was lightheaded, felt like I drank ten bottles of wine.
Anthony also leaned back, looking at his sticky hand before rubbing it on Chris’s thigh.
Chris said, “Okay, you’ve had your fun. I’m fucking humiliated. You won.”
Jay snorted. “Even now you’re trying to manage what’s happening.” He got up and looked down at Chris, his face looming above him upside down. “You don’t get to decide if I won.”
“What the hell do you want from me?”
“I want you to be a man and see this bet through.”
“Your bet is sick, and so are you.”
“Coming from you, I’m downright flattered.”
Chris looked at me, a mix of anger and hope in his eyes. “Stop this. Please. I need you to stop this.”
It felt like a thousand eyes were watching me, waiting for my reaction. “You put him in prison,” I said, my voice almost a whisper. “You got Jay into that mess and then you threw it all on him. And you’ve used Anthony. I don’t know even half of what you did to him, but I know enough to feel sick. Those things were your actions, your fault.”
He raised his head toward me, his eyes pleading. “I know, and I can explain if you let me. But this isn’t the way to—”
Jay leaned down and covered Chris’s mouth with his palms, also covering parts of his nose and preventing him from breathing. Chris struggled and tried to break free.
“Relax!” Jay yelled. “I’m not moving my hands until you calm down.”
Chris stopped struggling but his body trembled as he was barely sucking in air.
“He can’t breathe,” I said and put my hand on Jay’s shoulder. “Stop!”
“He can breathe, E. I’ve got this. And if he passes out, I’ll slap him until he’s up again.” To Chris, he said, “I had enough of your bullshit. If I need to start breaking bones, I will. You’ve no idea what I’m capable of, so you should be thankful Ethan and Anthony are here to help keep this civil. Nod if you understand.”
Chris nodded, his eyes wide with panic. The bit of air going into his nose sounded like whistles.
“Now, we’re all going to calm down, and you’re going to get up and lean down on the table. Not another peep out of your filthy mouth.” He moved his hands away. Chris quickly sucked in air and coughed. Then, without saying a word, he got up. 
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We were all quiet as Chris lowered his upper body down on the table. He placed the side of his face toward me. The bruise on his cheek was starting to swell.
I was surprised when Jay took his chair back and rose to his feet, then walked over to his backpack. He searched inside and pulled out ropes.
He really does have everything planned to a tee.
Chris caught sight of what Jay was holding and started to get back up, but Jay jumped to push him back down, slamming his chest on the table.
“Relax, I’m just making sure you won’t run.”
Chris fought to push himself up. “Stop acting like a psycho! Get off me!”
Jay grabbed Chris’s hair and yanked his head up. “Watch your mouth. I’m tying your legs or I’m nailing them down.”
Chris shook his head until Jay let go of his hair, but he stopped struggling. I saw something wild in his eyes that should have made his intentions clear, but I wasn’t sharp enough to catch it.
Once Jay leaned down to tie Chris’s right leg, Chris jolted up and lifted his leg back, smashing it against Jay’s chin who yelled in pain and fell on his ass.
Chris didn’t waste a second. He pushed himself up and sprinted to the entrance door like he wasn’t naked and there wasn’t a storm raging outside. I remained frozen, feeling that letting him escape would be the best possible way to end this crazy night.
With an angry grunt, Jay jumped to his feet and dashed after Chris, who had reached the door and was fumbling with the keys. He managed to unlock the door right when Jay reached him and started to pull him back.
“Let me go!”
In a matter of seconds, Jay managed to overpower Chris, holding him tight like he had done this before.
“Help!” Chris was screaming and still trying to kick Jay, but he didn’t have a good angle.
Jay dragged him toward the kitchen, and I forced my legs to stand and walk after them. Anthony rose as well and followed me into the kitchen where Jay was dragging Chris to the gas cooktop. When Jay lit the fire in one of the burners, Chris stopped struggling.
“Jay, enough,” I said.
“Give me your hand,” he hissed at Chris.
“No!”
Jay managed to grab Chris’s hand and moved it close to the flame. “Stop struggling or I’m going to burn it. You want that?”
Chris stopped, his hand trembling above the flame.
“I’m not playing games,” Jay said. “You think you can escape me? You think I won’t catch you wherever you go?” He moved Chris’s hand closer to the flame.
I took half a step forward, worried that trying to pull them back would cause Jay to burn Chris for real. But doing nothing might have ended up the same way. I was sweating with panic as I reached for the half-filled bottle of vodka on the kitchen table.
“Are you going to calm down?” Jay asked Chris.
“Y-yes.”
“Are you going to let me tie you down?”
“Yes! Jay, it’s too hot.”
“It can be much hotter.”
I grabbed the bottle of vodka and held it tight, preparing to smash it against Jay’s head if I had to.
“Please, it’s too hot. I’m sorry!”
Jay whispered in Chris’s ear, “You’re not sorry yet.”  
I sighed in relief when Jay allowed Chris to move his hand from the flame. I hurried to place the bottle down, trying to process how close I’d been to attacking Jay. Without making eye contact with me or Anthony, Jay steered Chris back into the living room.
I hurried to turn off the gas before following them, Anthony at my heels. Jay shoved Chris’s upper body on the table, then started tying him to the legs of the table.
"You two can sit back down,” Jay said without looking up. His voice sounded composed like he hadn’t been close to burning a man’s hand a few seconds ago. But maybe he hadn’t been. Maybe his rage had been exaggerated to scare Chris.
I wish I could know for sure.
Jay finished with the ropes and sat back in his chair. He massaged his chin with a grimace. “Bastard got me good. Serves me right for expecting him to behave.” He moved his chair forward between Chris’s spread legs. “What a fine view.”
“You’re sick,” Chris hissed.
Jay slapped Chris's ass with force, the sound of impact echoing between the cabin’s walls. “Can it, or I'll barbecue your skin. I won’t warn you again.”
Once Anthony and I sat back in our seats, Jay turned to Anthony. “Have you seen his hole up close before?”
Anthony seemed gray like he was about to be sick. “I’ve seen it.”
“Did you eat it?”
“No.”
“But he ate your ass, right?”
Anthony nodded, his eyes aiming at his lap.
In my mind’s eyes, I could see it happening: Anthony lying face down on the bed and Chris between his legs, devouring him.
“You like eating men’s buttholes?” Jay slapped Chris's ass again. “Answer me.”
“What happened between Anthony and me is our business.”
“You just love dirty little secrets, don’t you? Ant told us all about how you popped his cherry and made him feel like a cheap piece of meat.”
Anthony rubbed his face and slid a bit lower in his chair.
I glared at Jay who caught my meaning and said, “Sorry, Ant. Didn’t mean to say it like that.”
“We need to stop,” Anthony said and crossed his arms. “I feel sick.”
“Drink water.”
“It’s not about the damn water.”
“Did you get your revenge yet?”
“I…”
“You didn’t, and you’re still letting him win.” Jay’s eyes bore into Anthony. “I need you on my side, big guy. I can’t do this without you.”
I wondered if that was true. Did he really need us by his side now that he had Chris where he wanted, or were we becoming an unwelcome interruption?
Anthony nodded, but still looked reluctant. “I’m with you, but I’m worried about where this is going.”
“The only one who should be worried is butt naked with nowhere to run.”
Jay put his hands on Chris’s ass cheeks, spreading them wide. Chris grabbed the sides of the table, but otherwise kept still.
“Nice,” Jay said. “Nice and tidy.”
I watched motionlessly as Jay lowered his head between the spread ass cheeks. The sound of a tongue licking flesh filled the silence, then Chris gasped and grabbed the table harder, his knuckles white. He tried to move away, but all he managed was to move the table a few inches forward, which didn’t help.
I gawked, my eyes wide and mouth hanging open, trying to process what was happening. The sound of Jay licking Chris like a popsicle sent a new wave of blood down to my crotch.
Chris started letting out soft and quiet sounds that were even more sexual due to his attempts to keep it down.
When Jay raised his head, his lips and beard were wet with spit. “Never had a pussy that tasted like victory before.”
“Jay, enough.” Chris craned his neck back. “You’re taking this too far.”
“I could have smashed your face, but instead I’m licking your ass. You dare complain?”
Chris sighed and looked away.
“Anyone want a taste?” Jay asked.
Anthony shook his head, and I was about to do the same, but instead, I found myself whispering, “Yes.”
Jay raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”
“No.”
“Well…?”
I asked Chris, “Do… do you mind?”
“The fuck you’re asking him for?”
I gave Jay a sharp look. “I’m allowed to ask what the hell I want.”
He nodded and slapped Chris’s ass. “Ethan asked you a question.”
With his eyes closed, Chris said, “I want to go home.”
“You’re not going home, so how ‘bout you answer the question?” Jay followed that with another slap, turning Chris’s ass into an angry red.
Chris licked his lips and opened his eyes at me. “You’re going to regret this tomorrow. You’ll feel like shit because of how you let him mess with your head. I know you.”
He was right, I knew he was right, but logic wasn’t enough to make me give up, although I wish it was. At some point during the night, I stopped feeling like myself, and this alternative version of me was taking me on a dark and twisted ride.
“I won’t hurt you,” I said quietly.
Chris shut his eyes. “Whatever, E. Just… whatever. Better you than him.”
That was as much of a consent as I was going to get. I got up on my feet, using the chair’s handles for support because my legs weren’t fully cooperating. Jay got up as well and smirked at my obvious bulge. “Someone’s excited.”
I ignored his comment and took his seat, lost for words at the sight of Chris spread open, his pink hole covered in spit. I’d never been an ass man, not when a pussy alternative was available, but this was different. This was erotic in ways I struggled to comprehend.
As in a trance, I raised my hand and watched it slowly move toward the point of no return. I rubbed the tip of my index finger against Chris’s clenched opening, making him shudder. With slow movements, I wiped the spit Jay had left behind, not interested in having it get in the way.
Jay sat down in my previous seat and leaned close to Chris’s face. “Let Ethan hear how much you like it.”
“You’re sick,” Chris hissed, “and you’re poisoning them because you’re not man enough to handle it yourself.”
“I don’t think you’re the right person to rate who’s a man and who’s not, what with your pussy all hanging out. And however I’m acting, you know damn well it’s your fault.”
“I told you not to listen to your stupid lawyer and take the deal instead. You would’ve gotten out in three months—maybe less.”
The rage in Jay’s eyes burned so bright, I feared he might explode. “I shouldn’t have been in that position in the first place. I did everything you told me, every step of the way.”
“I was upfront with you about the risks when we started. When I said we should stop after six months, you insisted we continue because the money was too good to pass on.”
“Wait,” I said and looked at Jay. “He wanted for you two to stop?”
Jay shrugged. “Yeah, but he still kept working with me when I wanted to continue.”
“That’s right,” Chris said, confidence back in his voice. “You wanted to continue, you insisted, so maybe start taking some goddamn responsibility?”
“Responsibility? You’re really using that word with me? You fucked up, and I ended up in prison. End of the fucking discussion. Now you better shut your mouth because you’re an inch away from losing your teeth.” He leaned back, breathing fast. “Ethan, you eating him out or what?”
I blinked and looked back down, realizing I was truly about to eat Chris’s ass against his will. You’re going to regret it tomorrow. No, I was already regretting it. What the hell was I doing?
Jay snickered and gave me a disappointed look. “I knew it. A few words from him and your courage’s gone. How ‘bout you move so I can take over?”
Jay started to rise, and Chris blurted, “Ethan, do it.”
“What?”
“Do it. It’s fine.”
“It’s not.”
“I don’t want him touching me.” He pushed his ass further toward me, the movement causing his ass cheeks to spread even further.
We both knew that Jay would touch him later regardless, but having Chris encouraging me was the final push my confidence needed. I closed my eyes and dived in, moving my tongue up and down his clenched crack. The alien feeling barely registered in my brain, like I discovered a new secret sense. I switched to swirling the tip of my tongue around the clenched opening, and Chris groaned loudly.
It wasn’t so much the taste that got me, but rather the texture of that wet, slippery skin against my tongue, lips, nose, and chin. I wanted to push deeper and explore more until I learned every secret Chris’s body had to offer. We weren’t alone in the room, but we might as well have been with how well I managed to block Jay and Anthony from my thoughts.
“Fuck,” Chris hissed when I shoved the tip of my tongue into him. A wet warmth wrapped itself around my tongue, feeling like nothing I ever felt before. I pushed harder, sliding my way slowly deeper into the narrow tunnel. Chris jolted, and I quickly grabbed his waist to hold him still, although it wasn’t like he was going anywhere with his legs firmly tied.
“Jesus Christ,” Chris panted. “Ethan, take it easy.”
His words got lost in the background. I pushed deeper, feeling resistance which sparked a bit of pain in my jaw. I moved my hand and closed my palm around his cock, feeling reassurance when I discovered how hard he was. When he refused to ease up his clenching, I found his smooth balls and gave them a light squeeze.
“Oh!” He yelped. “What the hell?”
I pulled out my tongue, but his taste lingered. “Sorry, but can you please stop clenching?”
“Don’t ask,” Jay said, “just tell him what you want.”
“I don’t need a tutor.”
I ran my hands over Chris’s ribs and traveled upward until I reached the damp curves of his armpits. He was silent, his forehead resting on the table, which made it easier for me to reach his chest and squeeze it. He barely had any fat on him, his pecs all swimmer’s muscles. I said, “Open up for me, okay? Let me make you feel good.”
Chris shook his head. “You can’t make me like this.”
Jay moved his hand underneath the table, making Chris flinch when he grabbed his cock. “You’re still hard, so I don’t know what you’re on about.”
“It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Sure it doesn’t. E, go on.”
I gave Chris’s nipples a gentle tug. “Okay if I continue?”
His answer was a single nod, a reluctant acceptance.
I took a breath to refocus myself, then leaned my head down and stuck out my tongue until I could once more feel Chris’s asshole. This time, I was able to push my tongue inside him with more ease. Despite the tightness, I managed to lick around a bit, the feeling both forbidden and intoxicating. Now that he’d stopped clenching, Chris’s moans of pleasure grew stronger. He even pushed himself slightly toward me, although I wasn’t sure he was completely in control of the way his body was reacting.
“If you want to really reach deep, you’re going to need your fingers,” Jay said.
In truth, I was thinking the same thing. I pulled out my tongue and stared at the wet opening that now seemed a bit less clenched and so unbelievably inviting.
“Start with one,” Chris said, his forehead resting on the table. “Wiggle it inside a bit to loosen the muscles, then add another finger when you feel it’s loosened enough. When it’s getting too dry, pull out and spit on your fingers.”
His words both made sense and didn’t. Jay seemed angry for having the man he was trying to punish going along with it. Knowing Chris, I suspected his actions were meant to discourage Jay, to show him how little effect his plot truly had. I was simply relieved not to be hearing hatred in Chris’s voice.
“Okay,” I said and gave a kiss to his right ass cheek. “Let me know if you want me to slow down. Have…” I cleared my throat. “Have you ever had fingers inside?”
“We’re not having this conversation when I’m tied down like this. You don’t have long nails, right?”
“What? No.”
“Okay. Don’t want cuts up there.”
“That would be annoying, yes.”
He chuckled, and I did the same, but one angry look from Jay was enough to stop me. I spat on Chris’s asshole, then pressed a finger against his entrance. He sucked in a breath and spread his legs a bit further.
I slid my finger between the tight muscles, expecting to feel more resistance. I never had anything inside me and could only assume what Chris was currently feeling. I knew pain was a part of it, but I had no idea at which point pleasure was meant to take over. I waited about ten seconds, then pushed deeper. It wasn’t a smooth sail, but I managed to push my finger all the way through.
Chris’s breaths were measured and even. I might have been doing this against his will, but he wasn’t letting himself be the helpless victim.
“Is he still hard?” Jay asked.
I reached down with my left hand and felt Chris’s erection. The tip of his cock was sticky. I ran my finger against his slit, causing him to shiver and clench himself on my finger.
“I’ll take it as a yes,” Jay said and raised his hands behind his head. “Go on, E. Enough romance. Get this cunt some cunt action.”
“Can I watch?” Anthony asked with hesitation. He had been so quiet in the last several minutes, it was easy to forget he was also there.
I nodded, and Anthony stood up and dragged his chair next to me. We exchanged looks. Having him by my side felt empowering yet made me even more self-aware. I asked, “You okay?”
“Don’t know.” He shifted his eyes to Chris’s ass, where my finger was buried deep. “I’ve never hit someone.”
I should have known he would still be stuck on that.
“He deserved it,” Jay said. “Don’t stress over it, Ant.”
“I don’t hit people.”
“He’s right,” Chris said. “Let it go. I had it coming.”
Jay glared down at Chris. “This conversation is about you, not with you, so shut the fuck up.”
Anthony seemed more at ease now that Chris had acknowledged he’d been partly to blame. Feeling obligated to give him something worthy to look at, I slowly slid my finger out of Chris’s tight asshole, then quickly shoved it back inside.
“Ooh,” Chris panted, sounding more surprised than in pain.
Anthony put his hand on my knee, sending warm currents up my thigh. “Go on,” he said.
I began moving my finger in and out, feeling close to zero resistance. Without saying a word, I added another finger to my next penetration. I could feel Chris forcing his muscles to relax and doing a damn good job. Like a pro.
A few slow thrusts later, I was able to smoothly move my two fingers in the no-longer-tight tunnel, making me wonder what Chris’s limit was, and whether I was going to challenge it.
Anthony moved to hold Chris’s erection and tilted it back until his slick crown was pointing at me. A small drop of white semen peeked out from the thin slit.
My fingers kept sliding in and out while Anthony was swirling his finger around Chris’s wet crown, who appeared to be losing his battle for self-control with every passing minute. His tied legs were shaking, and his soft moans were now much louder. I noticed how his hips were moving back and forth on their own until I barely needed to move my fingers.
“He used to do this to me,” Anthony said quietly, “drive me crazy with his teasing. He could do that for hours until I thought I was going to faint.”
I couldn’t help but picture a helpless Anthony squirming on a bed, a slave to Chris’s games. That was enough to send a fresh wave of blood down my cock, making me ponder on how much blood I had left in my head. “Did he tie you up?” I asked before I could stop myself.
“Yes.”
More images filled my brain. “Did he fuck you while you were tied up?” It felt like I could no longer control my mouth. My eagerness to know more—to know everything—overpowered my common sense.
“Yes,” Anthony said.
“I… I didn’t force you to do anything,” Chris said. “Not once.”
“That’s true.” Anthony sounded sad like it wasn’t something he wanted to admit.
“Did he shove his cock into your mouth while you were tied up?” Jay’s question made me freeze. I stopped moving my fingers inside Chris and waited.
Anthony shifted in his chair. “Yes. He loved that.”
I hated hearing the shame in his voice as if he’d done something wrong.
I moved my hand and rested it on Anthony's leg, giving it a gentle squeeze. He stopped touching Chris’s cock and put his palm on the back of my hand. His sticky fingers interlocked with mine.
It shook me how such a simple act could feel so intimate.
“Did he ever suck you?” Jay asked Anthony.
“A lot.”
“Was he good at it?”
“He was amazing, although he said he’d never done that before. I didn’t believe him.”
Jay got up to his feet. He walked to the front of the table and told Chris, “Sounds to me that you like fucking people’s mouths while they’re helpless. Time for you to give it a go yourself, don’t you think?”
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Jay pulled down his underwear, revealing a porn-sized cock that was semi-erect.
“Damn,” Anthony said in awe.
Jay snickered and winked at us. “Gonna give our bitch here something to keep him occupied.”
Chris raised his head to look. “No freaking way are you shoving that thing into my mouth.”
“Oh really?”
“Yeah, really.” Chris started to push himself up from the table, but Jay quickly grabbed his hair and shoved him down. “I can do it nice and easy, or I can break your teeth and make it even more fun.”
“I don’t want to suck your cock!”
“But you’re going to. Life’s simpler when you don’t have a choice.”
“Hey, cool it,” I said, my anger growing.
“I’m as cool as I should be. And he did the same thing to Ant.”
“No, it wasn’t against my will.”
Jay ignored Anthony and told me, “I let you play with him how you wanted to, but I didn’t set this whole thing up for nothing.” He let go of Chris’s hair and told him, “I’ll take it slow. Start with the tip.”
From where I was sitting, I could see the top of Chris's head slowly moving while Jay was looking down at him in anticipation. Then the unmistakable sound of sucking lips filled the quiet room. Jay tilted his head backward, a deep moan of victory sneaking from his throat. Another battle won.
“That’s it,” Jay moaned. “No more fighting, no more drama. Just a bitch doing what he’s told. Take it deeper.”
Chris coughed. “It’s too big.”
“Thanks.”
“It wasn’t a damn compliment.”
“You want to hear a funny story about how big it is? You’re gonna love it.” He went down on his knees, leveling his face in front of Chris. For a long moment, they looked at one another in tense silence, then Jay finally said, “In my early days in prison, I got tight with a group of inmates. I didn’t like them much, but it seemed that no one dared to mess with them, and I needed to find protection because that’s what you do when you’re white in prison. One day, they caught a look at my cock in the showers. ‘That’s a nice tool you’re packing there, Jay. How big can it get?’ I ain’t no fool, and I could smell the danger, so I laughed it off and skedaddled out of there. The following day, I went to shower when nobody else was there, but midway through, the same guys walked in and spread around to shower. I tried to keep my cool, but when one of them threw a comment about my cock, I grabbed my towel and started to leave. Next thing I knew, they had me pinned to the wall with a knife to my throat. It only took a few more minutes for them to drag me into one of their cells. There was a blanket they used to cover the entrance so no one could see inside. Very few inmates could get away with something like that. They had me sitting on a chair in front of all five of them, butt naked. I was too scared to even try to reason with them, so when they said, ‘Play with it,’ I did. It took me a while to get hard, and when I managed, they stared for a long time and eventually let me go. I thought to myself that all things considered, it wasn’t the end of the world. Right, Chris?”
He hesitantly said, “Right.”
“Wrong, buddy. Very fucking wrong.”
I licked my dry lips. By now I had my fingers out of Chris, my body numb and attentive. I never heard that story before, and by how quietly Anthony was sitting next to me, I gathered he didn’t either.
Jay said, “The following day they came to me after dinner and told me to follow them. Once you feel someone putting a knife to your throat, you tend to do what he says. I went again to their cell, and they told me to strip and sit down. I tried reasoning with them, but a punch to my ribs made me shut up. I sat naked in front of them and played with myself. All five were sitting on the beds around me, giving me looks that terrified me so much I could barely get hard. But eventually, I did, hoping that would be the end of it. Then one of them said, ‘Go on, let’s see you shoot that beast.’ It took me fucking forever, and I just wanted it to be over, so I stroked until I shot my load on that dirty floor. I looked at those guys and I knew—man, I fucking knew—they weren’t done with me.”
Jay looked up at Anthony and me. There was hollowness in his eyes that unsettled me more than his words had. “Maybe you two don’t need to hear the rest.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“It’s not something you mention over dinner.”
“Still.”
Jay closed his eyes for a moment and let out a deep breath. “I’m not proud of what I’m about to say, so if you’re going to listen, don’t dare judge me.”
“No one will judge you,” I said, and Anthony nodded his agreement.
Jay’s eyes went back to Chris. “For the next two weeks, I gave them the same show: naked on a chair and jerking off until I shot my load on the floor. With time, they became more involved, started giving instructions like, ‘Use more spit. Play with your nips. Moan louder. Rub that cum on your chest.’ A fucking private sex show for them to direct. One day, they brought someone else into the cell, some scared kid that arrived a week before. They told us to fuck. He started to cry, and I refused to play along. They hit me so bad I passed out. When I came to, I was lying on one of the beds, having that kid blowing me to get me hard. He was still crying, but we both knew it was going to happen.” Jay put his palm on Chris’s head and stroked his hair.
“It went on from there,” he said, “day after day. And not just with that kid; they brought in others for me to fuck, all shapes and sizes. Some knew what was coming and were even into it. Some tried to fight so I ended up raping them. Yeah, you heard me. I wasn’t raped in prison—I was the rapist.”
“You weren’t,” I said. “Don’t put shit like that in your head.”
Jay shook his head. “You can’t lie and make it better. I held them down and fucked them when they begged me not to. When they started bleeding it was easier to slide in and out.”
“Did you try to get help?” Anthony asked. “I heard they can separate you from other inmates if—”
“Help? Let me tell you about help. I saw people get stabbed because they asked for help. Hell, people got stabbed because someone thought they asked for help. Besides, my ‘shows’ stopped being private after a while. Those fuckers started charging other inmates for front-row seats and even brought in two of the guards to watch. I found myself walking around with an escort around the clock because they wanted to make sure I wouldn’t do anything stupid. When I ate, when I slept, when I took a shit, there was always someone keeping watch. Even when you two came to visit me, someone was sitting close by making sure I was keeping my mouth shut.” He cleared his throat. “I still sometimes see them watching me. I know they’re not really there, but try telling that to my brain.”
I rubbed my face, Jay’s confession echoing in my ears and sitting heavily on my heart. Until now, I had no way of knowing what really went on during his time in prison, yet it still felt I’d failed him by believing nothing bad had happened during his year of incarceration.
Jay rose to his feet, his nudity on full display. Until a few minutes ago, he looked to me as a symbol of strength, of confidence. Now, he was transparent and painfully human. He looked down at Chris. “This is where you sent me to, and every time I struggled to get hard, I pictured it was you I needed to fuck. Knowing I was about to hurt you made it so much easier. Every single night of every single day, I went to sleep dreaming of one day getting even.”
And here we are now, I thought, unable to comprehend what this night must have meant to Jay.
Without saying a word, Chris lifted his upper body as much as he could. For a second, I thought he was going to attack, but instead, he took hold of Jay’s cock and put it in his mouth. Jay blinked in surprise, then slowly rested his hand on Chris’s head. “Sucking me won’t change what happened, but you better keep sucking like your life depends on it.”
I sat motionless next to Anthony, watching silently as Chris was giving his all to please the man he’d hurt so much.
“Easy,” Jay told Chris, his voice gentler than before. “Don’t rush. Use more tongue. That’s it. You’re a natural cock sucker, aren’t you? Yeah, you sure are. Now take it a bit deeper.”
Chris struggled to handle the beast that was Jay’s cock, but it sounded like every part of him was focusing on succeeding. Even when he gagged, he stopped for a few seconds to catch his breath, then resumed his work with the same level of commitment.
“Boys,” Jay said, “I’m not selfish, and there’s plenty to go around. Who wants a go?”
Before I could even consider the offer, Anthony rose to his feet. He slowly made his way forward and stopped next to Jay, who pulled out of Chris’s mouth and leaned down. “Anthony here wants his cock sucked. Look at him.” Chris raised his head. “You hurt him,” Jay said. “You took advantage of him. You played him like a fucking fool because you knew he trusted you. Now you’re gonna open your mouth and make him feel like the God that he is. If he’s not satisfied, I will hurt you. You understand?”
“Yes.” There was no fear in his voice, only determination.
Jay moved back to give them room, but Anthony didn’t move. After a few seconds, Jay put his hands on Anthony’s waist and steered him forward to face Chris. Without saying a word, Jay pulled down Anthony’s underwear, leaving him completely exposed. I openly stared, mesmerized. Anthony was fully hard, his cock as tan as the rest of his body. He wasn’t strong on manscaping, but his thick pubes suited him well.
“Go on,” Jay told Chris. “This should feel familiar.”
Chris moved his body forward on the table, then held Anthony’s erection in his hand before sliding it into his mouth. Anthony sighed, the tension leaving his features. Jay was standing next to him, watching down as Chris’s head was moving back and forth.
“Now you’re in control,” Jay told Anthony. “You decide how you want it.”
“This is fine,” Anthony said, his eyes closed. He was the last person I could imagine showing dominant tendencies, but he did put his hand on Chris’s head and slightly pushed him deeper on his cock, although from where I was sitting it seemed that Chris didn’t need any encouragement.
I marveled at the way Anthony’s body looked with his head tilted back, his hairy chest puffed out, emphasizing how impressive his pecs were.
Jay moved to stand behind Anthony, who was still keeping his eyes closed with bliss on his face. “You see how good he’s being?” Jay quietly told Anthony. “All he needed was to be put in his place. This is the real him.”
Anthony seemed more focused on controlling his facial expressions than listening to Jay, but he did manage a quick nod. While I was sitting quietly and openly staring, I felt a growing urge to get up and touch Anthony, to make him feel even better. My sexual desires had been unleashed tonight, my boundaries all but gone. My guts told me Anthony wouldn’t turn me down, but there was only one way to know for sure. I locked my eyes with Jay. “Switch?”
He blinked in confusion, then a coy smile stretched across his lips. “All right.” He walked over to my side of the table, and when I got up, he pulled me into a hug.
“What’s that for?” I asked.
“You’ve pulled through, brother,” he whispered to me. “Go grab what you want, however you want it.”
I was planning to.
Jay took my seat and spread Chris’s ass cheeks. “Damn, such a fine little pussy.”
I made my way toward Anthony, who was watching me with intent. Now that I was close to him, my confidence all but vanished. I couldn’t just reach my hands and start touching him. It wasn’t like with Chris.
Anthony closed his eyes when Chris moved to lick his balls. I used the lack of eye contact and moved to stand behind him, which granted me a full view of his backside. My eyes wandered down his strong back until his ass was all that I could see. My mouth ran out of spit at the sight of the most rounded piece of ass I’d ever seen.
I licked my dry lips and took a step closer. My heart was beating so fast, I worried the others might hear it. My erection, still caged in fabric, was right in front of Anthony’s crack. I shuddered from thinking of how magical it would be to slide myself inside him, to remove all possible barriers. The thought felt forbidden, almost like fantasizing over a family member.
I forced my arms to move and placed my hands on Anthony’s hips, causing him to freeze. The rain had stopped pouring by now, and the only sound in the cabin was of Chris sucking.
“Is this okay?” I asked quietly, knowing I was about to cross another line I could never uncross.
“I don’t know,” Anthony said. “I don’t want things to be weird between us.”
Even if we were to stop now, things would never be the same. “I won’t ever hurt you.”
He chuckled. “I know you won’t hurt me, but you’re straight, and you might freak out later.”
That statement—you’re straight—didn’t sit right. It simplified what I knew to be more complicated. It dismissed what I’d secretly known about myself for years, and what tonight was forcing me to face for the first time. “I won’t freak out.”
Anthony nodded once, but the tension remained in his shoulders. “Okay.”
I dared to press my lips to the back of his neck and gave it a kiss. Even without looking at his face, I could tell that he was smiling. I placed my palms on his shoulders and gave them a deep rub, dug my fingers into his muscles until he exhaled deeply. With every press of my fingers, the tension in his muscles eased up. I gave the back of his neck another kiss and moved my hands down to his biceps, feeling iron under the warm skin. Anthony tilted his head back and I used the opportunity to kiss the side of his neck. He responded by leaning his head to the side, allowing me more access. With my lips leaving wet spots on his neck, I dared to reach for his chest from behind and fondled both his pecs. They felt powerful, perfectly fitting my palms. His hairy chest was the most alien thing my brain needed to process. I moved my fingers and pinched both of his nipples while my teeth went for the curve of his neck.
“Oh my God,” he panted. His muscles slacked between my arms, and his back pressed against my chest.
Chris cleared his throat. “Can I have something to drink?” His voice was hoarse. Despite his awful timing, I couldn’t imagine sucking for so long without taking a break.
“I’ll bring you some water,” I said and hurried to the kitchen, jitters of excitement in my stomach. I knew I’d need to be careful with what I’d do next with Anthony. A faint voice in the back of my mind urged me to think twice before taking this further, and I couldn’t completely dismiss it. In a way, I was playing with fire, possibly risking my friendship with Anthony for the thrill of the moment.
Feeling more confused and doubtful than I had a minute ago, I filled a glass with water and turned around to head back, then almost dropped the glass because Anthony was right in front of me.
“Shit, you scared me.”
He didn’t answer, but he did take the glass from me and put it on the counter next to us.
“You okay?” I asked.
With his hands on my hips, he pulled me closer to him and pressed his lips to mine. My eyes grew so big it must have looked comical from the side. The realization that I was now technically kissing a man was wild, barely digestible. I shouldn’t have been so shocked, considering I had had my tongue inside a man’s asshole not too long ago, but kissing Anthony was on a whole other level of intimacy. Once the moment of shock passed, a wave of desire washed away all of my doubts. I slipped my tongue between Anthony’s lips, needing to feel every wet part of his mouth. He allowed me full access, opened himself to my explorations until we both needed to breathe.
“Hell,” I said, panting into his face.
“Was that too much?” he asked with a nervous frown.
“Hell no.” I looked down at him, his naked body so close to mine. “I want to touch you everywhere.”
He chuckled nervously. “It’s so weird hearing you say that.”
“Not as much as saying it.”
“Have you always wanted to… touch me?”
The question made me pause, but the answer was clear. “I haven’t.”
“What changed?”
I hesitated but chose to go with honesty. “I’m trying to accept parts of myself that I didn’t before.” Although, unlike Anthony, my attraction to women had never been fake or forced.
“I can relate,” Anthony said and glanced at the living room, concern in his eyes. “We should stop what’s going on there before it gets out of hand. I mean, even more out of hand.”
I was relieved to hear him say that, but I doubted Jay would share a similar sentiment, especially after revealing how dark his prison days were. This sort of grudge becomes a part of you, taints your soul and scars it.
“We need to be smart about this,” I said. “Telling Jay to stop won’t go over well. We should try to make him see reason and let him know we no longer want a part in this.” Jay had made it clear how important our support was to his plan, and how he needed us to stay united. I was ready to put it to the test.
“We should head back,” Anthony said.
I was about to agree but was cut off by Chris's cry of pain.
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We hurried back into the living room where Chris was holding tight to the edges of the table, his head down and his back slick with sweat.
“Hello, boys,” Jay said. He was sitting with a big smile on his face. “I have four fingers deep inside his pussy. Catch this, I just need to twist my fingers a bit…”
Chris’s head shot up. He gripped the table harder as a loud groan escaped his throat. “Stop,” he gasped.
“Fat chance that’s happening. Besides, you need more loosening before we take turns fucking you.”
I’d be lying if I said I was surprised to hear the next stage of Jay’s plan; he’d been skillfully setting up the stage for that all evening.
“I’m not raping him,” I said, hardly believing such words had left my mouth.
Jay made an annoyed face. “Who said anything about rape?”
I looked down at Chris. “Do you want us to fuck you?”
He shook his head, still panting, beads of sweat dripping onto the table. “No.”
“What are you asking him for?” Jay pulled his fingers out. Chris sighed in relief and slumped on the table.
“If he doesn’t consent, it’s rape,” Anthony said as he was putting his boxers back on.
“You’re getting cold feet too, Ant? After everything he did?”
“Sex won’t make it better.”
“Getting even will.”
Anthony shook his head. “I feel that we’re even now.”
“The hell we are!”
Chris coughed. “I need water.”
I almost forgot about the water in my hand. I went to him and held the glass for him to drink. He pushed himself up on his elbows and took the glass, drinking fast enough to spill some. “More,” he croaked.
I went back to the kitchen while behind me Jay was saying, “Ant, come on. You know he deserves it.”
I didn’t hear Anthony’s response. I hurried to fill the glass, my hands trembling. This was the moment of truth, the showdown I dreaded from the moment Jay had first asked for my help. I needed to stand my ground and salvage some of my dignity, for all of our sakes. When I got back, Jay was sitting quietly with his arms crossed, an angry scowl on his face. I gave Chris the glass and this time he drank slower. His face was still flushed, but his breathing was even.
It was a stupid question, but I still asked, “Are you okay?”
His look was pure exhaustion. “No, but I will be if you let me go.”
“You can’t drive like this, and the road will be too slippery. Go to sleep.”
He narrowed his eyes in concern, and I couldn’t blame him. I said, “Nothing will happen.”
Anger flashed in his eyes. “Why should I believe you? You picked your side.”
“Would speaking with you have changed my mind? I haven’t heard one good excuse about any of the things you did.”
He looked away like I slapped him. We were hurting one another, although none of us wanted to. He quietly said, “Just promise to stay in the room with me until morning.”
This naked vulnerability was unlike him, but this wasn’t a normal night. “I will.”
He nodded. “I need a shower first. I feel disgusting.”
“Okay. Let me untie you.”
I went to release his legs, which must have been stiff and cramped by now. Jay got up and walked toward the living room, not saying a word. I knew we’d have an ugly fight later, but I didn’t care. I was making things right, bringing a shred of normality into this chaos.
I untied the ropes, and Chris pushed himself up from the table. He hissed in pain with the first step he tried to make, and I hurried to support him once he began losing his balance. His skin was hot and damp.
He looked up at Anthony, who was standing close by. They stared at one another for a long moment, then Anthony gave a slight nod that felt more like a truce than forgiveness. Chris responded with a quick nod of his own.
I started helping him walk toward the shower when Jay suddenly said, “Hold on, boys. No one’s going anywhere.”
I turned around to confront him, but seeing the gun in his hand stopped me dead in my tracks.
“What are you doing?” Anthony asked and took a step back.
“Chill, Ant, I ain’t gonna hurt you.”
I moved to stand in front of Chris and said, “It would’ve sounded more believable if you were holding something else.”
Jay wasn’t directly aiming his gun at us, rather holding it close to his hips. “Listen,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm, “I don’t want a fight. All I want is justice. That’s what this whole night is about, remember? You guys were with me until your balls fell off.”
“You never told us what you had planned,” I said. “We didn’t agree to go along with everything you had in mind.”
“You went along with it just fine when you wanted to shove your fingers up his asshole.”
My face warmed because he was calling out my hypocrisy, and I had little to defend myself with. But I still said, “That doesn’t mean I’ll be down with everything else you had in mind. It’s not all or nothing.”
An angry spark lit in his eyes. “It is tonight.”
I didn’t know what more to say. I was standing in front of a man I considered a brother, yet it felt like he was a complete stranger. A dangerous stranger.
“We were having fun,” Jay said, “all of us.” He looked at Chris. “At least all of us that matter.”
“We get to decide when the fun’s over,” Anthony quietly said.
Jay shook his head. “You’ve been wanting to fuck him ever since he made you his bitch. Now you get to let him know he can’t hurt you anymore.”
“My dick in his ass won’t make that happen.” Anthony took a step forward. “Jay, this isn’t who you are. Let’s stop before—”
“Stay there!” Jay raised the gun and aimed it at Anthony’s face.
I stopped breathing, every part of my body frozen in place. In a voice that was barely mine, I said, “If you shoot him, I’ll kill you. Jay, look at me. I’ll fucking end you.”
Jay rubbed his face and seemed pale and flushed at the same time. It was crazy seeing him holding a gun with his cock dangling between his legs. Never in a million years could I imagine something like this happening.
Jay cleared his throat. “Stay back, Ant. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Anthony was about to answer, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. He was done playing the hero, and I didn’t give a damn if he agreed or not.
“You can’t protect him,” Jay told me and tilted his head at Chris. “He doesn’t deserve your protection. He destroyed me.”
“You are not destroyed. You are building your life back, and you have Anthony and me.” I made my voice reassuring yet stern because I needed to get through to him. “He didn’t destroy you, but using this gun will.”
“Don’t mess with my head. I’ve had enough of that.” His eyes became thoughtful right before he said, “I can’t make you understand because words are useless, and I ain’t sharp with words like Golden Boy. But I can make you feel it.” He cleared his throat. “Hit him.”
“What?”
“Hit him. Smash your fist into his stomach.”
I shook my head. “Not gonna happen.”
“Either you or me, and it will hurt more if I do it.”
“I’m not—”
“Ethan, it’s fine.” Chris put his hand on my shoulder from behind. “I can take it.”
“It doesn’t matter what you can take.”
“I’m going to get hit, so either you’re doing it or him.”
“It’s just a punch,” Jay said in a light voice. “To get you back in the mood. Let’s not make a scene out of it.”
I glared at him. “You’re holding a gun with your dick out, and I’m making a scene?”
Jay shrugged. “Yeah, that’s fair. But you’re still going to hit him, then Ant will have a go. A couple of rounds, and you two will be back seeing reason.” He looked past me. “How ‘bout you bring your ass over here.”
Chris walked forward. I grabbed his arm, but he shook me off. “Don’t make this harder. You got me here.”
His words hit hard because they were the absolute truth. I stood back and watched as Jay made Chris turn around to face me. He wrapped one arm around Chris’s chest to secure him in place, then raised the other hand with the gun until the barrel was resting against Chris’s cheek.
My knees felt weak as I pictured Jay’s finger slipping, resulting in a bullet flying through Chris’s skull. You got me here.
“That’s better,” Jay said while stroking the side of Chris’s face with the barrel of the gun. “E, come on. Punch him.”
I took a step back. “I don’t think I will.”
Jay raised his voice. “Should I?”
“I can’t be responsible for what you do.”
“You will be responsible for how much I hurt him if you don’t hit him right now.”
“Ethan.” Chris was looking straight into my eyes. “Do it. You’re only making it worse.”
Fuck this. I shut my eyes and drew in a deep breath, yet it didn’t make me any calmer. I took a few steps forward until I was facing Chris. There was defiance in his eyes, no trace of fear. Whether he was being brave for me or for himself, I didn’t know.
“Hit. Him. Now,” Jay said.
I stopped the doubts from spinning in my head, then sent my fist into Chris’s stomach. He remained still, the only indication of pain being a faint grunt that escaped his throat.
“Cute,” Jay said. “I’m sure that tickled him. Now do it like a man.”
Goddammit. I punched him again, harder than I intended. Chris instinctively raised his hands, but Jay held him tighter and hissed, “Stand still.”
“Okay, I did it,” I said and took a step back. “Enough.”
Jay shook his head. “Not yet. Aim a bit to the side, right at his kidney.” He lowered the barrel of the gun until it rested where I assumed Chris’s kidney was. “Right here.”
And there it was, in Chris’s eyes—fear. No more pretending. He was scared and wasn’t able to hide it. He started to speak, but Jay hurried to cover his mouth. “Not a word from you.” He pressed the barrel against Chris’s head. Those blue eyes were glossy and wide, looking straight at me.
“Go on,” Jay told me. “Make it quick and sharp like a knife. I can hear how strong you’re punching, so don’t try to bullshit me.”
My fists trembled. I shouldn’t have kept looking at Chris’s eyes, but I did, and it made me ill. Knowing that Anthony would be forced to take my place was the only thing keeping me somewhat composed.
Before I got a chance to raise my fist, Anthony told Jay, “You're even more manipulative than Chris.”
Jay sharply turned his head to look at him. “The hell I am!”
“You are. And like he lost us, you will too.”
“Be quiet,” Jay said, the hand holding the gun trembling.
“There you go, just like Chris; telling me to shut my mouth. I pushed him out of my life, and I’m going to do the same with you. I don’t need manipulative bastards as friends.”
Jay growled, and my body froze in anticipation of a violent outburst, but that didn’t happen. Instead, Jay let go of Chris and shoved him at me. I grabbed him and hurried to move him behind me.
Jay took a step back until his naked ass slumped onto the sofa. The gun was still aiming at us, but more like an afterthought. “None of you understand how much I need this.”
“I understand,” Anthony said. “But it’s poisoning you.”
Jay shook his head. His anger seemed to have dwindled some, but I was still on high alert. “I’ve waited so long for this chance. That’s what kept me going.”
“You need more than revenge to keep you going,” Anthony said softly.
Jay rubbed his face. “Yeah, easier said than done. That monster needs to pay.”
“You’re right.”
It took me a second to realize it was Chris who’d spoken. He walked past me, and I was too stunned to pull him back.
“I should pay,” Chris said and stopped in front of Jay.
Jay raised his gun, the anger once more burning in his eyes. “Don’t play mind games with me.”
“I’m not playing games. You want revenge. Let me give it to you.” He went down on his knees in front of Jay.
Jay frowned at him. “Are you offering something?”
“I offer what you want. Get even. Do what you want.”
Jay leaned down and pressed the barrel of the gun against the side of Chris’s head. I watched anxiously, knowing that this was out of my control. “I want to hurt you so freaking bad, like I hurt those guys I raped.”
“Okay. I can take that.” His voice was so calm, he seemed oblivious to the danger he was in.
Jay snorted and leaned back on the couch, shaking his head. “Always so full of yourself. Your virgin ass will break in two.”
Chris let out a chuckle. The sound was so out of place, I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right.
Jay raised an eyebrow. “What’s funny?”
“You think I’m a virgin?”
Jay blinked in confusion, and I did the same.
“You’ve never been fucked,” Jay said. “You only ever fucked Anthony.”
This time Chris didn’t chuckle—he full-on laughed. “Oh, man. That’s a good one.”
I glanced at Anthony, who seemed confused. I moved forward to have a view of Chris’s face, not caring that Jay was still holding his gun.
Chris looked up at me. “You guys think you have me all figured out.”
“Well, why don’t you enlighten us?” Jay put his gun-free hand on the back of the couch and crossed his legs. “When did you lose your virginity?”
“When I was nine.”
The word didn’t register in my head. “What did you say?”
“I said nine, E. It’s a number.”
“You’re fucked up in the head for saying shit like that,” Jay snapped.
“I’m fucked up all right, but I’m not making this up.”
“Was it…” I cleared my throat, but the lump there remained. “Was it when you were in the group home?”
Chris kept looking forward, although his eyes weren’t really looking anywhere. “Yes.”
I opened my mouth to ask if it had only happened once but realized I was about to have an intense conversation with a kneeling naked man. I hurried to grab a chair and put it next to Chris. “Sit.”
He looked at Jay, who nodded his agreement, wariness on his face.
Chris pushed himself up and sat on the chair in the middle of the living room.
“I’ll bring your underwear,” I said.
“No. It’s appropriate I be naked for this.”
It wasn’t the kind of logic I could understand and, therefore, couldn’t argue with. I took a step back and crossed my arms. Anthony moved to stand on Chris’s other side, all three of us looking at him from a safe distance.
Chris put his palms on his knees and took deep breaths, composing himself and gaining back the control we had stripped from him during the night. I both wanted him to share his truth and dreaded hearing it.
“I always figured we’d have this conversation eventually, but not quite like this,” Chris finally said. “I first got to the group home when I was eight after my mom died and my grandma was too poor to take care of me. I never met my dad, and my grandma used to say he was trash who split town before I was born. There were around twenty kids at the group home, and I was the youngest for a while. Mr. David was the one running the place. It was dumb calling him that, but he liked going by his first name, and he insisted we’d say the Mr. Part.”
He paused before saying, “On the day it first happened, I accidentally broke a plate when it was my turn to clean the kitchen. When Mr. David later called me to his bedroom, I was so scared I had to stop to pee on my way. I’d never been to his bedroom before and couldn’t think of anyone else who had. When I got there, he seemed calm, the opposite of how I expected to find him. The other kids used to say he looked like a mouse with his pointy face, but what I always noticed was how his eyes constantly moved like he was scanning everything around him. He caught me looking at the books he had lying around and told me to go ahead and check them out. When I did, he said that I could borrow some, but I mustn’t tell anyone because then the other kids would know I was his favorite.” Chris snorted and shook his head. “His favorite. I felt ten feet taller hearing him say that. I had no intention of reading any of his boring books about economy and whatnot, but he was putting a spotlight on me, and for a moment, I was special.” He stopped again, seeming to struggle to control his breaths.
“Water?” I asked.
“A beer would be better.”
I went to grab one of the last beers we had and brought it back to him. He opened the bottle and took a long sip, then placed it on the floor and continued. “It was during that first visit to his bedroom that he asked me to take off my clothes. I wasn’t sensitive about being naked after living for months with other boys, so I took off my clothes, and for a long time—it felt like an hour—he watched me from his chair while I was standing and waiting.”
Bile climbed up my throat. Less than two hours ago, Chris had been standing naked in front of us while we were sitting and watching. I glanced at Anthony, who looked nauseous. We were both thinking the same thing.
“After a long time, Mr. David said that I was beautiful—the most beautiful boy in the world. Man, I felt like heaven, felt like I could fly. When he told me to come close and put his hands on my hips, I was too happy to care. I was beautiful, you know? And someone’s favorite. I remember his fingers being cold, then warm after a while. I didn’t ask questions, didn’t worry about what might happen next. He kept complimenting me, so even when his hands did things that felt weird, it was okay.”
Chris cleared his throat and grabbed the beer for another sip. He let out a small burp, which felt ridiculous considering how heavy the mood was. It made me smile for a second, and Chris caught it and smiled back.
He put the bottle back down and said, “He didn’t fuck me that night, not technically. He told me to lie on his bed and to play with myself. I told him I don’t have any toys to play with, so he took my hand and put it on my dick. ‘Play with this,’ he said, and I thought that was the silliest thing I ever heard. I asked, ‘You want me to play with my pee-pee?’ and he said ‘yes’, so I did, thinking that was a waste of time, although it did feel nice. Then he played with it as well, and it felt much better because he was using his mouth. I remember being sleepy by the time he told me to turn on my stomach. He spread my legs and breathed on my asshole, then slowly slipped his pinky inside.”
Chris rubbed his face. “That was all he did that night. The sex came a few weeks later when we were all supposed to go to some Christmas event at the local church, and he told me to pretend to be sick so we could stay back and have the place to ourselves.”
He stopped talking. The rain outside had been reduced to a lazy drizzle. I had a hundred questions floating in my brain, but none that would have ended with an answer I wished to hear.
Anthony was the one to break the silence. “You were in the group home until you were sixteen. Did it… did it last until then?”
“It mostly lasted until I was thirteen, about once a week. It became ordinary, like schoolwork. The same time, the same place. It was so mechanical that he didn’t even bother speaking with me after a while. I just walked in, got naked, laid on the bed, then he’d do what he wanted.”
“Do you think that anyone knew what he was doing?” Anthony asked, keeping his voice low like he was worried about waking someone.
“I think some of the other kids got wind of it, but they didn’t give me a hard time. I once asked Mr. David if he was doing that with anyone else, and he looked offended. ‘I told you that you were my favorite, Daniel. There’s only you.’ I’ve no idea whether that was crap or not.”
“Who’s Daniel?” I asked.
He crossed his arms. “Me. Chris came later when I started college. A fresh start and all that.”
The realization I never knew his real name shook me to my core. I rubbed my face. Daniel.
“You said it mostly lasted until you were thirteen,” Anthony said.
Chris nodded. “It sounds ridiculous saying it out loud, but when I started growing hair under my arms and having a bit of pubes, Mr. David looked disgusted. For a while he made me shave everything off and we tried to pretend everything was the same, but it didn’t last. He knew I was no longer a little boy, so eventually he stopped inviting me to his bedroom. I think we barely said more than a handful of sentences to each other in the following three years.”
“Then you were adopted,” I said warily. Until now, I didn’t know anything about his life at the group home, but I did know a bit about his life with his adoptive family because they were still somewhat in the picture when we were in college. Chris used to get angry every time anyone mentioned them until no one dared to.
Chris scratched his arm, reluctant to proceed.
“It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to continue.”
He shook his head. “It’s fine. We’ve come this far. I was sixteen when Mr. David called me to his office. I was shocked since we hadn’t spoken in ages, and I hadn’t done anything that might’ve gotten his attention. I wondered if we were going to have sex again, and whether I should shave myself before coming to his office. It was weird thinking like that again after three years, but I couldn’t think of a reason for him to call for me out of the blue. When I got to his office, two people were there besides Mr. David; a man and a woman. I didn’t know a lot about rich people, but those two seemed loaded with their fancy clothes. They smiled at me, but it felt fake, and I remember thinking they were not good people. Mr. David told them I was the one he’d told them about, the one who should fit what they were looking for.”
Chris let out a long, shaky breath and closed his eyes. “The woman—I thought she was beautiful with her red hair—came to me and held my chin. She looked into my eyes and tilted my head from side to side. She said, ‘He’s perfect,’ but the way she said that felt wrong, not like a compliment. The man—Robert—said, ‘We’ll take him,’ and then signed on some papers that were waiting on the desk. It felt like he was buying a car. Mr. David told me to go pack my things, that I was going to live with those people from now on. I asked if they have a different group home, and why I was being sent there if I didn’t do anything wrong. Robert said that I was going to live in their house, to be their son. He said they have two other biological sons, and I was the final piece they had been looking for to make their family whole. It sounded genuine like they really had been waiting for me to come along. When you’re sixteen, you’re way past fantasizing about being adopted, so I tried telling myself I was lucky. I went to pack my things, and the other kids bombarded me with questions because something like that didn’t usually happen. They were worried about me but tried to hide it because, after all these years, we were family. I took my things, and we drove off. It was the last time I saw Mr. David or any of the other kids.”
He went quiet then, opened and closed his mouth a few times to continue, but no words were coming out. Finally, he leaned his face into his hands.
“Chris, I think it’s enough for now,” I said. It was selfish, but I really didn’t know how much more I could absorb, and something told me greater darkness lay ahead in the rest of the story.
“Okay,” Chris said and raised his head. His eyes were bloodshot although he wasn’t crying. “Best to leave it at that.”
We remained quiet for a while, the air in the cabin heavy. I didn’t know if I should comfort Chris or give him space. Anthony was the one who broke the silence. “I’m sorry it happened to you. No one deserves to go through this.”
Chris shrugged. “Maybe I do.”
“Don’t say that,” Anthony snapped.
“I’m not a good person, Ant.” He locked eyes with Jay, who was still holding the gun. “You know that about me.”
Jay looked away. “I don’t know what I know.”
“It was a good plan,” Chris said, “bringing me here by saying you weren’t coming. You cheated though, right? In poker.”
“Yeah, I cheated.”
Chris nodded, looking more impressed than angry. “Best cheating I’ve ever seen. But to be fair, you did have help.” He looked at me, and my face got warm.
“Sorry about that,” I mumbled.
“When did you start hating me?”
The question felt like a blow. “I don’t hate you. I could never hate you.”
“Then what was it?”
“After I heard about your connection to Jay going to prison and the way you treated Anthony, it made sense for you to face some consequences. I didn’t know things would go the way they did.”
Chris asked Jay, “What was your end game?”
Jay seemed hesitant to answer, but he eventually said, “I wanted to make you feel like those poor fuckers I had to hurt in prison. I also planned on taking photos like you did to Anthony and blackmail you.”
Chris seemed unaffected. “Well, you can still do that, I suppose.”
“Stop it.” Anthony took a step forward. “I’m done with this craziness, and you can shoot me if you want.”
Jay rolled his eyes. “Ease up on the drama, Ant, I wasn’t about to shoot anyone.”
“I don’t know if I believe that.”
Jay raised the gun and aimed it at Anthony. Before I could jump him, he pulled the trigger.
I screamed, my stomach crashing to the floor, but all I heard was click. I stared at the raised gun, my fists clenched tight. “It wasn’t even loaded?”
“Of course it wasn’t loaded. I’m angry, not mental. Like I was gonna shoot you guys and end up back in prison.”
Chris snickered. “Cool.”
“It wasn’t fucking cool!” Anthony shouted.
“You’re right, it wasn’t,” Jay said. “But you better believe I’d rather shoot myself than shoot any of you stubborn idiots.” He made eye contact with Anthony and me, leaving Chris out of that statement.
Anthony crossed his arms. “I think we can all agree that we’re done with the crazy for tonight.”
Chris shook his head. “I’m not done.” He glanced around at all of us. “I want my redemption.”
“I’m not taking this further,” I said.
“But you wanted to.”
“What are you proposing?” Jay asked.
“What you all had in mind—to fuck me.”
Jay snorted. “Yeah, your story just now sort of killed the sexual vibe, and despite how I might have acted, I’m no homo.” He looked at Anthony and cleared his throat. “I mean, I’m not homosexual.” He shrugged. “But you three can do whatever.”
“I’m done,” I said.
“I need this to happen,” Chris said, voice assertive. “I want to make it right.”
“Sex won’t make it right,” Anthony said quietly.
Chris got up and took a step toward him. His nudity felt natural by now. “I turned you into my toy, Ant. I made you do things you didn’t want to do because I knew how to play you.”
“Why?” Anger lit in Anthony’s eyes.
“I’ve spent years pretending to be a decent person, while you made it seem so goddamn effortless. I always resented you for that. When Melissa offered to open up our relationship, I only agreed because I knew you were about to be single again. That was my chance to see if I could taint you like they tainted me.” He shook his head. “By the time I got sick with myself and tried to make it right, it was too late. Both of us were in too deep.” He took a step forward until he was right in front of Anthony. “I’m begging you, let me have this.”
Anthony seemed ill and distressed. But despite it all, a part of me understood Chris's desperate need to turn back time, to make things right. To have control over his mistakes in any way possible.
“I’m in,” I said. They all turned to look at me. “I’ll do it.”
Chris nodded. “Thank you.”
Anthony rubbed his face. “This is wrong.”
“Pretending we can stop now like nothing happened is even worse,” I said. “Anthony, do this with me.”
He turned to Chris. “You need help, but not the kind of help you think.”
“Yeah, I’ve been to therapy. It didn’t fix me, just made me more aware of the things I was doing. I was fully aware of what I was doing to you.”
Anthony shoved him. “If you’re trying to hurt me, fuck you.”
“Sorry.” He crossed his arms. “It’s all a bit much, isn’t it?”
Jay chuckled. “Yeah, a tad. Yo, Ant, stop complicating things and get down to business before this turns into more of Dr. Phil.”
Anthony ran a hand through his curly hair. “Jesus, you guys are annoying.” He told Chris, “I’m not going to call you names or hit you or anything like that.”
Chris nodded. “I don’t have any expectations. Do what you feel is right.” He looked at me. “Both of you.”
“I might call you names,” I said.
He laughed. “Knew I could count on you.”
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Then came awkwardness, keeping me rooted in place. I knew what was supposed to happen next—in theory—but it felt that the balance had now shifted, and there was no clear leader to guide us. Jay seemed content with sitting back and watching us trying to figure this out, the bastard.
It was Chris who broke the silence. “I’m going for a quick shower. Try not to lose your shit in the meantime, okay?”
Anthony stared at him blankly, while I managed to nod. Once Chris was gone, I crashed on the couch next to Jay, who snickered.
“Shut up,” I said.
Anthony came to sit on Jay’s other side. “I don’t feel good about this.”
“You will soon enough,” Jay said and pulled his boxers back on.
“You heard what he told us.”
“Yeah, I was right here. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna start treating him differently. If someone keeps a secret like that for so long, you can bet he doesn’t want anyone to look at him differently.”
I got the feeling he wasn’t only talking about Chris's secret.
“I know,” Anthony mumbled. “But it’s a lot, and I feel like an ass.”
“The hell for? He was horrible to you. You’re gonna give him a free pass because of some crappy childhood?”
Anthony remained silent, but I could see what Jay meant. Knowing Chris had demons he’d been struggling with made me feel more compelled to forgive him, but treating him like a wounded bird wasn’t going to make him feel better. According to him, there was only one thing I could do to make him feel better about what he’d done.
“So,” Jay said, “you think he’s cleaning his pussy right now for you two?”
“Jesus, you’re gross,” Anthony said.
“Nah, I’m just looking at it the way he wants us to. Sex. Dirty sex. No romance, no lovey-dovey. If you want to have fun and still be able to look each other in the eyes tomorrow, you better tune your brain to look at it like that.”
“You’re right,” I said and watched the closed bathroom door, where the water was running on the other side. “I’m sure he’s cleaning his pussy for us right now, and I’m going to make sure he didn’t waste his time.”
Jay chuckled and patted my leg. “Attaboy.”
A few minutes later, the water stopped running and my stomach clenched. This is it. I could practically feel Anthony tensing on the other side of the couch.
The door opened and Chris came out, a white towel wrapped around his hips. His hair was still a bit wet, and a few drops of water remained on his shoulders and chest. He caught us sitting on the couch, looking at him like we were waiting for a doctor’s appointment. He seemed nervous, his palms rubbing against his thighs while his eyes traveled here and there. Now that the sexual atmosphere had dwindled, he was more self-aware, more wary. Hell, we all were.
Jay nudged me with his leg, and I blinked and got hold of myself. I stood up and walked slowly toward Chris. He straightened, back stiff and shoulders tense.
I stopped in front of him and allowed my eyes to roam over his body, feeling that I was seeing him for the first time, although, by now, I should have felt familiar with every part of him. I still felt horrible for deceiving him into coming here, but I reminded myself to focus on the here and now, on the nervous man standing in front of me and waiting for my next move. My doubts seemed meaningless compared to his chance at redemption, and I wasn’t going to let him down.
I moved my hand forward and ran a finger around Chris’s belly button, slowly brushing against the faint trail of hairs leading down. He shivered as goosebumps rose across his pale arms. Even his nipples hardened, reminding me of how nice they’d felt between my teeth.
I slipped my finger between towel and skin, feeling the beginning of his soft pubes. With one swift movement, I pulled off the towel and left Chris fully exposed. I locked my eyes with him, daring him to look away. He didn’t.
“Are you clean?” I asked. “Is… is your pussy spotless?” God, it was so much easier speaking inside my head. I was a professional TED talker when I didn’t need to use my mouth.
Chris's eyes flicked to the side and then back to me. “Yeah, Ethan, it’s spotless.”
“Turn around.”
He did, and I placed my hand on his shoulder and started steering him forward. “You coming?” I called without looking back, meaning Anthony. The sound of the couch springs squeaking was my answer.
There were two bedrooms in the cabin, and I steered us toward the bigger one. In the mornings, the sole window provided a beautiful view of the lake, but now it was too dark to see anything.
From behind me, I heard Anthony clearing his throat. “I brought… Jay gave me condoms and lube.”
“You don’t need condoms,” Chris said with his back to us. “I know it can be a downer.”
The more reasonable Ethan would have argued, but this Ethan didn’t. “Okay, no condoms.”
“Can we maybe have less light?” Anthony asked. Even without looking at him, I could tell how nervous he was, although he had more experience in this than me.
“Sure,” I said.
Anthony dimmed the only light in the room but left enough to see. If anything, it helped set a more sexual atmosphere.
I turned Chris around to face us. “On your knees,” I said, the strength in my voice not mirroring the insecurity I was truly feeling. Maybe knowing that Anthony would chicken out if I showed hesitation was giving me an extra dose of confidence.
Chris sunk down to his knees, his face right in front of my crotch. “Ant, come here,” I said, and he moved next to me with his arm brushing against mine. “Take down Anthony’s boxers,” I said.
Chris raised his hands and silently pulled the boxers down.
“Now… now mine.”
Chris hesitated, his eyes looking down. I saw his shoulders move as he drew in a breath, then his fingers pulled down my boxers, leaving me fully exposed. I waited as his eyes leveled with my erection.
“Lick it,” I said.
Chris moved forward and opened his mouth. A second later, my body melted as he took me in, swirling his tongue around the tip of my cock and sparking electricity across my body. I held his still damp hair and guided him down my cock until his nose met my pubes. He was taking me in so goddamn good: the way he skillfully controlled his gag reflex, the way he kept his composure even when I was brushing against the deepest parts of his throat. When he pulled me out to catch his breath, I rubbed my spit-covered cock against his face, decorating him with wet spots. He stuck his tongue out and I brushed the tip of my cock against it, each brush vibrating through my core and testing my ability to keep standing.
As I shoved myself back into the depth of his mouth, Chris raised his hand and closed his palm around Anthony’s erection. I moved my hand as well and rested it on Anthony’s bare ass. It felt warm and firm; I couldn’t help but squeeze it. Anthony tilted his head toward me, making me worry he was going to tell me off. But instead, he leaned his face down and kissed my shoulder. I smiled and turned my head, surprised when he hurried to kiss me for real. Having Anthony in my mouth while Chris was sucking me was heaven. Was bliss.
Without stopping the kiss, I pulled Chris away from me and steered him to suck Anthony, who moaned loudly into my mouth in response. Two minutes later, Anthony stopped our kiss and quietly said, “I’m close.”
Chris gave Anthony’s cock a final kiss and wiped his lips. His hair was messy as he looked up at us, waiting to see what was coming next. Having those blue eyes watching me made me freeze momentarily. Even kneeling down, there was strength in those eyes. He was granting us temporary control over his body, but no one could make this man truly kneel.
“You can go first,” I told Anthony. “You’ve waited longer than me.”
Anthony stalled before finally saying, “Okay.”
“Go lie on the bed,” I told Chris.
He rose to his feet and went to lie on his back. Anthony climbed the bed and positioned himself between Chris’s bent knees. His body looked even more impressive so close to a much leaner Chris.
“If it was me lying like this, you would’ve tied me down,” Anthony said.
“Probably.”
“Why?”
“So you wouldn’t escape.”
Anthony’s palms clenched into fists, and I readied myself to react in case of violence. “I waited like a puppy for you to call or stop by. I barely made any plans so they wouldn’t get in your way. You think I would’ve escaped you?”
Chris shook his head. “I don’t have a logical explanation. You’re not the only one who lost himself to what we did.”
“I don’t want to fuck you because you feel guilty.”
Chris spread his legs further. “This is not just about me. I should have let you fuck me a long time ago.”
Anthony nodded. “Fine, but I’m doing this my way.”
“Okay.”
I grabbed the lube and handed it to Anthony. He squirted some on his palm but didn’t rub any on Chris’s asshole, just on his own cock. He leaned forward above Chris, his hips moving forward until two loud gasps filled the quiet room.
Chris hurried to grab Anthony’s arms. “Fuck, that’s big.”
“You can take it.” Anthony pushed deeper while Chris was biting his lips, his eyes shut tight.
When Anthony started to thrust, it looked mechanical; waist slapping against an ass with zero eye contact.
“Ant, relax,” Chris said.
“Don’t tell me what to do. I don’t—”
Chris raised his head and kissed him. When Anthony tried to pull away, Chris held on to his head and forced him to stay down.
I watched quietly as the tension left Anthony’s face. He kissed Chris back and kept pumping.
How long have you been waiting for this moment, big guy?
The kiss went on for a long time, and when Anthony broke it, he immediately moved to Chris’s neck. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but based on the way Chris’s eyes rolled back, I gathered teeth and lips were involved.
Anthony was pumping with force, rocking the bed like an earthquake. He was a wild beast out of his cage, wreaking havoc. With every deep thrust, Chris moaned louder, mouth hanging open and eyes rolling back.
The smell of sex spread throughout the room, reaching my nostrils and swirling in my brain.
Anthony suddenly pulled out of Chris and got off the bed. “Get up.”
Chris started to push himself up. “Where are we going?”
Without answering, Anthony held Chris’s arm and pushed him toward the closet on the side of the room. The way he was fucked that first time.
It wasn’t clear to me whether Anthony was overly excited or just careless, but he shoved Chris too hard and slammed him against the closet, his bruised cheek hitting the wood with force. He cried out in pain.
“Shit. Shit, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I think.”
“It played better in my head.”
Chris chuckled. “It usually does.”
“Do you need a break?”
“Anthony, Jesus.”
Five seconds later, they were back at it. Anthony’s body seemed to be trying to consume Chris’s, to absorb him. Their moans grew louder than before.
Although I couldn’t picture anything more erotic than those two fucking, I realized I was thirsty, and it might be a good idea to give them some privacy. I quietly slipped back into my underwear and made my way out of the room, knowing it would take them time to notice me gone.
The air smelled different outside the room—purer, in a way. I stepped into the living room where Jay was lying on the couch, playing with his phone. Based on his damp hair and plain clothes, it seemed he had gone for a shower.
“Done already?” he asked me.
“No, but they should have some privacy.”
From the living room, the sound of sex was barely audible, with an occasional grunt slipping through the air.
“At least you got Anthony to man up,” Jay said and put his phone down.
“He just needed a slight shove in the right direction.”
Jay moved to sit, his expression troubled. “E, listen, I’m sorry about earlier.”
I crossed my arms. “Which part?”
“You know which part. I shouldn’t have forced you to hit him, but it was important for me to know I’m not alone in this.”
“You weren’t alone until you took it too far.”
“Yeah, I’ve been known to do that. Just say we’re cool, okay?”
“We’re cool, but you’ve got to move on from what happened. It’s not healthy for you or for any of us.”
He nodded but remained silent, avoiding my eyes.
I asked, “How did you know I’d be down to doing… you know, these sorts of things with Chris? I could’ve freaked out and sabotaged your plan.”
“You did freak out and sabotage my plan, but I had two assumptions I was counting on. First was that control is addictive; it’s hard to turn away from having so much power over someone, especially when you’re given rational reasons.”
Like how he treated Anthony. Like the fact that he put Jay in prison.
“And what’s the second thing?”
He winked. “Chris is one fuckable son of a bitch.”
I snickered, then I remembered Chris’s story about his childhood, and the laughter died in my throat. Seeing my face, Jay asked, “Do you believe his story?”
“What? Yeah, of course. Come on, he wouldn’t have made something like that up. You think he’s lying?”
Jay was quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “Nah, he was telling the truth. You know more about what happened with his adoptive family?”
“No, you know it was always a sensitive topic. Based on how he acted earlier, I’m thinking the worst.”
“Likewise. Anyway, don’t keep him waiting too long over there.”
I went to the kitchen to drink and splash water on my face. Although the night wasn’t over yet and I still had Chris waiting in the other room, I felt calmer. Things could still go terribly wrong, but for now, Jay wasn’t talking about revenge, and Anthony could once more tolerate being in the same room with Chris. Hell, he was inside Chris right now.
I went back into the living room where Jay was lying on his back, his eyes closed.
“Don’t you want to sleep in the other bedroom?” I asked.
“The couch’s fine. I’m too tired to move.”
I went into the second bedroom, picked up a pillow and a blanket, then walked back into the living room. “Raise your head.”
He opened his eyes. “You’re such a mom, E.”
“Shut up, or I’ll smack you.”
“Now you’re exactly like my mom.”
He raised his head, and I slid the pillow under his head and covered him with the blanket. “Good night.”
“You too, buddy. Give him hell.”
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The sounds of moaning grew stronger as I got closer to the bedroom. I cranked open the door and saw Chris on his back with Anthony on top of him, both breathing into each other's faces like there was nobody else in the world. Anthony’s ass moved like a wave between Chris’s open legs, his sweaty back glimmering in the moonlight coming through the window.
“I’m close,” Anthony panted. “Can I come inside?”
Chris nodded. “Yes.”
Anthony tilted his head back and let out a deep growl that sounded both sensual and animalistic. That growl went on for a solid ten seconds, then Anthony slumped on top of Chris, squashing him under his sweaty body. I couldn’t see his face because it was buried in the pillow, but Chris' face was a mix of peace and exhaustion, his hair stuck to his forehead.
With a sigh, Anthony rolled on his side and asked Chris, “You okay?”
“I might be pregnant.”
Anthony smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“I should go clean before I drip on the bed.” Chris got up carefully and started walking funny because of the way he was clenching his ass cheeks. I couldn’t help myself and laughed.
He stopped next to me and punched my shoulder. “Fuck you.”
“Sorry.”
He wobbled out of the room, and I was left with still panting Anthony, all naked and sprawled on the bed.
“You okay, Ant?”
With his eyes still closed, he nodded. “I gave it to him good.”
“You sure did.”
“We did it in four different positions. Or was it five? Yeah, I think it was five. But man, being a top is exhausting. Feels like I ran a marathon.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s 2 a.m.”
“Yeah, Jay’s sleeping on the couch.”
“I better grab a shower and go to sleep as well. I’ll stay in the other bedroom.”
I was about to say he shouldn’t leave on my account, but if I was going to have sex with Chris, Anthony wasn’t going to catch much shuteye in here.
He pushed himself up and yawned, then walked toward me. The smell he was sending my way was so profound it was almost tangible. If someone would ever produce a perfume with the scent of sex, it ought to smell like Anthony did in those moments.
“You look like a mess,” I said and added, “a hot mess, mind you.”
Am I flirting with Anthony? It felt even weirder than kissing him.
He stopped in front of me. “I can live with being a hot mess.”
I placed my palms on his chest, over the tangled black hairs. It still felt odd feeling a man’s chest like that, even odder realizing how nice the feeling was, and how quickly it was becoming natural. “Your heart’s still beating fast,” I said.
“Feels like it. You ready for your turn with him?”
I was about to say that I was, but I ended up saying, “I’m not sure.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want to have sex with him because he feels he needs my forgiveness.”
“But you wanted me to have sex with him because of that.”
“He didn’t hurt me. Disappointed me, made me angry, yeah, but he never did me wrong like he did with you and Jay.”
Anthony nodded. “I see your point, but maybe you should talk to him about it. He seemed serious about going through with this.”
“I’ll do that. Go catch some sleep.”
Before walking away, he gave me a quick peck on the cheek. It was a sweet gesture, but compared to the passionate kiss we had shared earlier, it left me confused. But what was I even expecting of him?
I was left alone in the dim bedroom where the sheets were all tangled and damp. I opened the closet, grabbed fresh sheets, then made the bed until it looked and smelled like it hadn’t been used for wild sex a few minutes ago.
Lying down and waiting for Chris to return, it hit me how tired I was. The adrenaline had started dripping from my body earlier, but now it was basically gone from my system, leaving me feeling like an old rag.
With my eyes closed and the soft bed beneath my back, I drifted to sleep. A pleasant pain pulled me back into consciousness. It was weird thinking of pain as pleasant, but that was exactly how the fingers pinching my nipple made me feel. I opened my eyes with a start. Chris was lying next to me, his hand on my chest.
“You up?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
He was lying on his side with his head resting on his elbow. The blanket covered his lower half, and I couldn’t tell if he was naked underneath. I assumed he was.
“Should I let you sleep?” he asked.
I didn’t know how to answer that, so I kept my mouth shut and watched him. His face was mostly covered in shadows, but there was enough light to see the delicate lines of his jaw and his long lashes. I always acknowledged his beauty as an indisputable fact, but not something I should care about one way or another. His beauty hit differently now with the dark history associated with it.
“You need to speak,” Chris said. “I need to know what’s going on in your head.”
“Don’t you always say you can read me like an open book?”
“I can, but I don’t like what I’m reading.”
“What are you reading?”
“Pity. Regret. Doubt.”
I sighed and nodded.
“Now you know why I don’t talk about my past. I can’t have you looking at me like that. No one gets to look at me like that.”
“I’ll stop. Just need a bit of time.”
“Swear it.”
“I swear.”
“Okay.” His fingers played with the few hairs I had on my chest. “Earlier you were ready to fuck me like crazy. Now you can barely look at me.”
“Do you even want to sleep with me?”
“What you want matters.”
I shook my head. “It doesn’t work like that.”
“We said—”
“I don’t care what we said. This is us now, talking about whether having sex is a good idea.”
He looked away, deep in thought. I waited for him to agree to back off and leave this behind us, but he cleared his throat and moved his palm down from my chest to my stomach. Before my brain could catch up with him, his hand slipped beneath my underwear, grabbing my cock.
“Yes,” he said, “I think it’s a good idea. I think that having sex would feel great and won’t mess things up between us. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’d like to try.”
“That’s a big risk.”
“So was lying to get me here without knowing what Jay had in mind.”
I was reminded how sharp his tongue could be. “I hear you. Should we talk about what happened?”
“No, I get why you did it.”
I was relieved to hear him say that, but it wasn’t enough to extinguish my guilt. “I should have spoken with you first.”
“Damn right you should have.” He let out a breath to calm himself down. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not angry, just a bit rattled still. You came through for me at the end. Now, let me make you feel like heaven.”
He gave my cock a squeeze. I was already beginning to get hard in his warm palm, so even the smallest of movements was enough to make my blood flow quicker down there.
“Aren’t you sore?” I asked.
“The state of my asshole is my concern.” Another squeeze, pushing me to full erection and sealing the deal.
“Suck me,” I said, my face hot and my doubts but a faraway echo. “Get me wet, then sit on me.”
Without a word, he slid down on the bed, pulled off my underwear, and slipped me into his mouth so deep I could feel the back of his throat on the tip of my cock.
I melted into the bed, his tongue spreading electricity throughout my body, from my feet to my scalp. When I raised my head to watch his face, the sight was unquestionably erotic. His eyes were shut tight, and his head was moving up and down my cock like there were no teeth in his mouth.
“Look at me,” I said. He opened his eyes and stuck his tongue out, pressing the tip into my slit with a spark of mischief in his eyes.
“Damn you,” I gasped.
He swirled his tongue around my crown, every cycle making me jolt and grab the sheet as if I might fall. Watching him watching me made everything more intense, yet none of it felt cheap. Every concern I carried until a few minutes ago was now gone.
“Ride me,” I said, and it came out like a plea.
“You sure?” His voice was teasing. “We can still stop…”
“I’ll kill you if you stop. Get your ass over here.”
He lifted himself above me. I noticed he was also hard, and it was good knowing he wasn’t faking his pleasure for my sake. I held my breath as he skillfully lowered his asshole on top of my cock, breaching himself with a tight moan before sliding down until I was fully inside him.
I held my breath, fighting to digest that I was inside another man’s body.
“Are you okay?” Chris asked.
“I’m… I’m inside you.”
“Yeah, you’re all the way in. Is it weird?”
“So weird.”
“Bad weird?”
“No, not bad.” I smiled at him. “You feel great.”
I arranged the pillow beneath my head so I could look at him without hurting my neck. By the feeling of him wrapped around my cock, I could tell he wasn’t tight, but I had no complaints. This was definitely different from a pussy, but I could picture myself getting used to it.
He shifted his legs a bit to get more comfortable, then began moving himself up and down. In an instant, everything got dialed up to eleven. He tilted his head back and leaned on his hands, his entire body openly displayed in front of me. I touched his thighs, the strong swimmer muscles beneath his smooth skin. All I could see was him bouncing on top of me, and all I could hear was the beautiful sounds escaping his throat.
I closed my palm around his erection. “You didn’t come tonight at all, right?”
“I almost did with Anthony, but I saved it for you.” He looked at me. “If you decide I can come.”
From the look in his eyes, I could tell he was serious. His right to ejaculate was resting in my hands, literally. “You’ll come when I decide it’s time.”
“Thank you.”
That open transfer of power was intoxicating, but I needed to keep my head clear and not abuse Chris’s trust. I placed both my palms on his chest and felt his skin. “Love your cute nipples.”
“Yeah? Why don’t you suck on them?”
There was no need to tell me twice. I pushed myself up, making sure to keep Chris on top of me, then met the soft skin of his right nipple with my mouth. He held my head and pushed me closer to his chest. With his nipple tight between my teeth, I used my tongue to play with the tip while I pinched and tugged on his other nipple.
“Fuck, Ethan, that feels so good. You can bite harder.”
I did, knowing I wouldn’t have been able to take such pain.
Afraid I might cause him to bleed, I let go of his nipple and ran my tongue from his chest up to the base of his neck. He shuddered and grabbed my shoulders tight. The musky smell of his sweat slipped into my brain. I lifted his left arm behind his head, exposing his armpit.
“Yes,” he whispered. “Please.”
I smiled at the desperate hunger in his voice. “You want me in there?”
“So much.”
I softly blew air at the center of his armpit. He bit his lower lip and watched me in anticipation. I stuck out my tongue and ran it slowly from the bottom of his armpit up through the sticky hairs. Salty sweat pricked my taste buds as Chris was whimpering next to my ear. I licked him again and added a few nibbles to the exposed skin. He dug his fingers into my shoulder, barely able to stay still. The tip of his cock kept brushing against my stomach, leaving small puddles of precum on my skin.
I lowered his arm, about to give the same treatment to his other armpit, but Chris surprised me by grabbing my head and pulling me into a kiss. I froze, not expecting him to do that. He must have caught my hesitation because he stopped the kiss and watched my face with concern.
I cleared my throat. “I thought you didn’t like kissing.”
He looked away. “I usually don’t.”
I sensed there was a story there, and my gut told me it was a dark one. I moved my face closer to him and kissed his chin, then kissed his bottom lip.
He said, “It’s okay if you don’t want to—”
I grabbed his head and slipped my tongue between his lips. He allowed me full access, and soon our tongues were moving in a slippery dance. And all this time, he kept swaying his waist on top of me, keeping me rock-hard inside him. If we were going to keep at it, I was bound to come in two minutes, and I wasn’t ready for this to be over. I broke the kiss and asked, “Doggy?”
He nodded and raised himself until I slipped out. Already I was feeling an urge to return to the warmth of his body. I moved aside to give him room in the center of the bed.
“Spread your legs.”
He did, and I moved to stand on my knees behind him. He arched his back and pushed his ass back, his wet hole open and red. I spat on my fingers and slid two of them inside his rectum, then twisted my fingers against the deepest walls of his tunnel. He panted loudly, his head twitching from side to side. I knew nothing about the magical spot men were supposed to have up where the sun never shined, but my instincts told me I was now toying with Chris's treasure spot. Another twist of my fingers made him lose his balance and groan like an animal. I started massaging that magical spot, pressing the tip of my fingers against it until Chris was practically squealing. He tried to slip away a few times when the feeling got too intense, but I pressed on his lower back and kept him rooted in place.
“Ethan, I… oh my God. Ethan.”
Worried I might make him shoot or pass out, I pulled my fingers out as slowly as I could, causing him to shudder. “You alive?”
Still panting, he managed to say, “Barely. That was incredible.”
“Good.” I leaned down and kissed his lower back. “Ready for another round?”
He spread his legs further. “Yes.”
I grabbed his waist and pushed myself inside, getting a choked “oof” out of him. I didn’t take it fast, simply maintained a constant rhythm that ended deep inside him.
“Ethan, I’m close,” he said after a few minutes.
“Are you dripping over the new sheets?”
“Y-yes.”
I reached for his cock and felt the sticky wetness. One swirl of my thumb over the sensitive skin was enough to cause Chris to shake and tighten his muscles around my cock. Another slow swirl caused him to grab the pillow and bury his face in it. His moans were muffled, but still rather loud. He was clearly getting close to exploding, and so was I. This entire night had been like one long masturbation session, and we were both aching to find release.
I held Chris’s hair and made him rise on his knees until his sweaty back pressed against my chest. I wrapped my arm around him and sunk my teeth in the crook of his neck, holding myself back from biting too hard. With my other hand, I held tight to his erection.
“Ethan, I’m so freaking close.”
I moved my mouth next to his ear. “You don’t shoot until I’m done shooting in your ass.”
He let out a deep breath. “Please say you’re close.”
I was, but I didn’t want him to know his release was a minute or two away. “I think it’s up to you how close I am.”
He got the hint and started moving his waist in a way that made my cock feel like it was getting a massage. I leaned my forehead on Chris’s shoulder as I bit down on my lip. The bastard knew what he was doing, and just like that, he took over my pleasure. It felt too good for me to try to resume control. Less than a minute later, I panted into his ear, “I’m going to come. Should I pull out?”
“You’d like it better inside.” Even in those seconds of ecstasy, he was focusing on my pleasure.
I had to bite his shoulder to stop myself from crying out as I ejaculated inside him. But Chris didn’t have a shoulder to bite on, and although I could tell he was trying to keep quiet, his climax was loud. I hurried to cuff his mouth as he was shooting all over the sheet. I reminded myself we had been toying with him for hours, giving him enough time to produce a heavy load.
When his body went limp, I let go of his mouth and didn’t stop him as he slumped onto his own puddle of semen. I looked down at my still semi-hard cock, thinking I should go wash. But I was too beat to move, and Chris looked comfortable. I lay down on top of him, my front against his back, sweaty skins glued together. My body moved with the rhythm of his heavy breaths.
“Am I squashing you?” I asked, my head resting on his.
“No.”
“You’re going to get glued to the bed.”
“I know, but I want to stay like this a bit.”
This was supposed to be the awkward part, after both of us got the hormones out of our bodies and reality got a chance to kick in. But I didn’t feel awkward, and it seemed to be the same for him.
“How was fucking a man, Ethan?”
The question didn’t feel right. I couldn’t label what had happened between us as merely me fucking a man.
“Fucking you was wonderful,” I said.
“You were great.”
“Better than Anthony?”
He laughed. “Don’t get competitive over me.”
“All right. How about we hit the shower and call it a night?”
“Sounds good, but help me up ‘cause I’m really glued to the bed.”
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I let the warm water wash over our naked bodies before turning Chris around with his back to me. I squirted soap on my palm and rubbed it across his back with slow and firm strokes that meant to untangle his muscles. He sighed and said, “Feels nice.”
I lowered my hands toward his ass, and he leaned forward to grant me access as I slipped a finger to clean him from inside. He let out a deep breath and spread his legs a bit more.
“Just cleaning you up,” I said. “I left a mess.”
“I’m okay with your mess.”
I snickered and pulled my finger out, shut down the water and got out to grab a towel. Still dripping on the floor, I spread the big towel and waited for Chris to come closer. He turned his back to me to let me wipe him dry.
“I’m glad you’re not being awkward,” he said with a touch of concern in his voice. “Freaking out and whatnot.”
I moved to dry his hair. “I’ll probably make a whole scene in the morning, screaming and breaking plates.”
“Yeah, I can picture that. Do you think that Anthony will freak out?”
“Anthony? Come on, if I’m mentally okay with sleeping with you, I’m pretty sure Anthony is too.”
“I messed things up so bad with him, E. I did things…”
“He forgave you.”
“He didn’t. Not officially.”
“You two haven’t spoken in ages, and now he needs time to process a world where he doesn’t hate you.”
“Should I speak with him about this?”
“Yes. You know it’s up to you to make this right. But will you?”
“You don’t think I will?”
“You haven’t so far.”
“I tried.” He shrugged. “But maybe I was relieved to leave it behind me, so I didn’t try hard enough.”
“You’re going to try harder now?”
“Yes.” It sounded like he meant it.
“And Jay?”
“No.” He turned around to face me. “Jay scares me.”
I could see the truth in his eyes. I started drying myself and said, “It feels like he’s willing to leave what happened between you two behind.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Give him some credit, okay? He’s not a monster.”
“Unlike me?”
That one caught me off guard. It would have been easier to answer if his eyes weren’t boring into me, challenging me. “You’re not a monster,” I said. “You feel bad for what you did, and tonight you tried to make it right. As for Jay, he backed off at the end. A monster wouldn’t have done that.”
He nodded, but I could tell my words only landed partly.
We walked back into the bedroom. The cabin was completely quiet with no indication of the craziness that had recently taken place. We changed the sheets for the second time that night, then crashed on the bed. We should have probably gotten dressed, at least put on our underwear, but the room was warm, and being naked together wasn’t an issue by this point. Under a shared blanket, we lay facing one another in the dim light.
“Crazy day,” he said and yawned. “Hard to believe I made it through in one piece.”
I almost asked if he truly had been worried he might not make it, but then I remembered the gun pressing against his head and my stomach gave an unpleasant twist of remorse. I hadn’t held that gun with my own hands, but I had taken part in executing a plan I had been mostly in the dark about.
I turned off the light. “Get some rest.”
“Mind being the big spoon?” he asked.
“For real?”
Even without any light, I could feel him tensing. “Never mind.”
This should have been our chance to leave the crazy behind us, but it seemed that Chris was fine with embracing our new type of closeness. I was used to feeling that he was becoming a part of my past, an old friend with a shared history and limited future. If this was my shot at changing that future into something resembling our past, I’d be a fool to walk away from that.
“Turn around,” I said.
“You don’t have to.”
“Turn around, little spoon. The big spoon commands it.”
He turned around in silence, and I wrapped my arm around him, surprised by how natural it felt. His bare ass rested against my limp cock. I thought of making a joke about it but chose to let it go.
He felt warm and smooth, strong yet fragile. “Okay like this?” I asked.
“Yes. Can I tell you something?”
“Sure.”
“When we first met, I didn’t like you.”
“The hell?”
“Just listen. I was a mess when it came to socializing, and you were great at it. It bugged me how natural you were with things I couldn’t get the hang of, so it seemed logical for me to follow you around and copy your moves.”
“So you were only there to gather data?”
“Yes.”
I shouldn’t have been hurt by his honesty, yet it stung knowing the beginning of our friendship had been a lie, at least on his part.
“When did you start liking me?”
“Remember I disappeared for a few days, then came back sick?”
“Sick? I thought you were going to die. You never told me where you’d been.”
“It had something to do with the Mitchells.”
“Your adoptive family?”
“Yes. They used to own a small house about an hour away from our college, near an abandoned amusement park. Maybe they still own it. Anyway, the two brothers took me there. When they finally let me go after four days, I was going through withdrawal.”
“Withdrawal?”
“From drugs.”
I frowned. “You were doing drugs?” We spent too much time together during school for me to have missed something like that.
“They gave me drugs so I wouldn’t try to escape. You…” He cleared his throat quietly, but tears could sometimes make a sound. “You told my asshole roommate to switch rooms with you so you could stay with me. I asked you to leave because I didn’t want you to see me so weak, and it felt wrong having you helping me when in my mind we weren’t truly friends. But you told me to shut up, then you stayed there for a week.”
“You didn’t want to go to the hospital.”
“If I’d have gone, the Mitchells would have known. They would have covered the hospital bill and that would have meant one more thing for them to hold over me. Death seemed more appealing.” He quietly wiped his eyes. “I remember you sitting there with your books every time I opened my eyes. There was always water waiting next to my bed, and a wet towel on my forehead.”
That week had been terrifying, and Chris’s refusal to go to the hospital had been fierce. Even back then, his stubbornness was unmatched.
“You mumbled in your sleep one time,” I said, a forgotten memory resurfacing. “I called your name to wake you up, and you opened your eyes and looked at me, but it didn’t feel like you were really looking at me. You asked, ‘Did you touch me?’ and I said that I didn’t. You looked at me for a few seconds more, then turned around and said, ‘Don’t ever touch me.’ I completely forgot about that.” It was weird remembering that while every part of my body was currently touching him.
“I’m sorry,” Chris said. “I don’t remember that.”
“Not your fault. None of what happened was your fault.”
“I know, E. I don’t blame myself for being chosen by a pedophile and a family of psychopaths.”
I once more felt how little I knew of his time with his adoptive family, and a selfish part of me hoped to keep it that way.
“So, you only started liking me after you got well?” I asked.
“Not immediately.”
“Jesus, I can’t win with you.”
“Just listen. I was expecting you to tell everyone how sick I’d been and how you took care of me, to try and earn some popularity points. But you kept your mouth shut, and for the life of me, I couldn’t understand what you had to gain from staying by my side for all that time. Then it hit me that you didn’t need anything from me, that I wasn’t in your life for selfish reasons. Then I liked you.”
I opened my mouth twice in search of something to say. Even though I now had a better grasp of his past, it was still unsettling hearing the pieces of his truth coming together.
“Are you angry?” Chris asked. “I don’t know why I’m dumping this on you now, but it’s something that always bugged me.”
“I’m not angry,” I said, glad to discover that was the truth. “Don’t worry about being honest with me, okay?”
“Yeah, I’m working on that. Baby steps." He snuggled closer against me.
“Why did you go with the name Chris?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t crossing a line.
“Christopher Reeve.”
“Superman?”
“I watched those movies on repeat at the group home, we all did. I used to dream I was secretly Superman and my powers had not yet matured.”
I smiled. “Good reason.”
“Just don’t ever call me Daniel, okay?”
“I won’t.”
I should have allowed us to catch some sleep, but I had to ask, “You’ve been pushing me back for months, barely making contact. Was it… was it because I stopped being successful?”
His body went still. “Is that what you think? Wait, don’t answer; I can understand why you might think that. But no, it had zero to do with how successful you are. I was expecting either Jay or Anthony to tell you what I’d done, and it made sense you wouldn’t want to speak with me after that. I guess I was preparing myself.”
I was relieved to hear that. Feeling that he had pushed me away because of my financial status was eating at me for a long time.
I gave Chris a kiss on the back of his head and said, “We had enough truth for one night. Time to sleep.”
“Okay. Good night, E.”
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I was alone in bed when I woke up at noon. I ran my palm over Chris’s side of the bed, finding it wasn’t even slightly warm. I had a feeling he’d woken up early and driven back home, his way of avoiding the awkwardness we were bound to face. I couldn’t blame him, but I wished he would have at least woken me up to say goodbye. I didn’t have my phone next to me to check if he had sent a message.
Last night’s events swirled in my head as my brain gradually became functional. It almost felt like remembering a crazy dream rather than actual events. Still groggy, I pushed myself out of bed, put my underwear on, then made my way out of the bedroom and into the restroom where I peed and brushed my teeth. The cabin was quiet, but I had a feeling Anthony and Jay were already up. The living room was sunny and my clothes from last night were folded on the couch. I started to put them on when I heard a faint sound of laughter coming from outside. I hurried to finish dressing up, grabbed my coat, then went to open the sliding window leading to the patio outside.
Jay was sitting with his legs stretched on the table, holding a beer. Behind him lay Saratoga Lake, beautiful and wide. Anthony was sitting on a wooden bench, holding a cup of steaming coffee. Next to him was Chris. From the looks of it, he had been in the middle of talking before I joined.
All three men smiled at me, and I was too stunned to smile back. It felt like I was looking back in time, my brain trying to convince my eyes this was indeed the present.
“Look who’s up,” Jay said. “Thought you were in a coma.”
“I… yeah, I crashed hard.”
Anthony slid to the side of the bench. “I made coffee. Come sit.”
I walked to the bench and sat between him and Chris, feeling both shoulders against mine. This whole thing was surreal.
Anthony poured me coffee and gave me the cup. “You slept all right?”
“Yes.” I exchanged a quick glance with Chris. The bruise on his cheek wasn’t the worst I’d seen, but it was noticeable. I didn’t even remember breaking the spooning position during the night. I wondered if he had woken up with me still wrapped around him. “What were you guys talking about?”
“I was telling them about a stupid case I’ve been working on,” Chris said. “Rich people and their problems are hilarious.”
“I don’t know what I’d do if I became rich,” Anthony said. “Maybe a nicer apartment and a better truck, but that’s it.”
“Maybe pay for a new logo for your business,” Jay said with a smirk. “Even with my lack of taste I can tell that thing is awful.”
“I second that,” Chris said, “although I wouldn’t wait for you to get rich to fix that. Wasn’t it done by a high-school kid back in the day?”
“A talented high-school kid, yes. And my logo isn’t going anywhere,” Anthony said with confidence. “It would jeopardize my brand.”
“At least go for a new Xbox,” I said.
Anthony nodded. “Yep, a new Xbox for sure. But I won’t need that to beat your ass.”
I laughed. “We’ll see about that.”
The conversation went on from there. Effortless. Natural. Whichever emotional baggage we had been carrying seemed to be left in the past. I didn’t know if we would ever find ourselves together like this again, so I allowed myself to soak in that moment, every word spoken. A dam had tumbled down between us, and the current was unstoppable. None of us brought up last night’s events or dared to ask Chris about his past. Those things might be brought up again in the future, but it seemed we were all eager to move on.
Two hours later, Anthony was the one who said he needed to head back to the city to buy some supplies for a new gig. He was my ride back so it meant I would be heading off as well.
Chris glanced at his watch and said, “Shit, I have a meeting in thirty minutes.”
“It’s Saturday,” I said.
“Yeah, tell me about it. At least it’s only one meeting. I’ll stay here to take the call.”
Jay got up. “Guess I’ll be heading back as well. You okay to lock when you leave?” he asked Chris. “Drop the keys in the mailbox and someone should come pick them up tomorrow.”
Chris nodded. “Will do.”
It only took us a few minutes to gather our things, and during this time a cloud of tense silence settled over us. I supposed we were all thinking the same thing—what's next?
The last of us who I expected to address that question was the one who did. Chris opened his laptop on the table—the same table we had made him lie on not that long ago—and asked, “You guys have plans for Friday?”
Anthony, his backpack in his hand, asked, “Plans?”
“Yeah, are you guys doing anything? We could go grab drinks, maybe dinner.” There was no hesitation in his voice.
I cleared my throat, fighting a smile. “Yeah, I can make some time for you guys.”
Anthony nodded. “I’m free.”
I watched Jay, unable to read his stoic expression. He might have been able to let go of his desire for revenge, but what Chris was asking was perhaps too much of a stretch.
Finally, to my surprise, Jay nodded. “See you guys on Friday, but nothing fancy.”
Chris covered his mouth in shock. “Nothing fancy? But what about the country club?”
I burst out laughing. It was an old joke of ours, how we would one day get to spend our days playing golf at the country club while getting lazily fat. We had all been broke and much younger when we started fantasizing about the country club.
“Oh, we have to go to the country club!” Anthony called and stomped his foot.
I pushed down my laughter and slammed my fist on the table. “To the country club it is!”
Jay shook his head, his messy beard not enough to hide his little smile. “Like they would ever let you idiots into the country club.”
Jay was the first to drive off, then Anthony went to start the car, which left me alone with Chris. We stood facing one another, and in truth, I didn’t want to leave. Even though we were to meet in less than a week, I needed to make up for lost time, just the two of us.
“I know you’re busy,” I said, “a lot busier than me, but how about you and I get together before Friday?” I shouldn’t have been so nervous, but it reminded me of asking a girl to prom.
Chris narrowed his eyes in thought. “You have a free morning this week?”
“Free morning? On Tuesday.”
“Cool. Let’s meet at my building for a swim. I can get you access. Then we’ll go grab breakfast. I’ll push back my morning meetings.”
“You don’t have to push your meetings.”
He took a step toward me, our faces close. “I’m doing what I want, E, not what I have to. Tuesday morning, you and me.”
I nodded, relieved he hadn’t left me hanging. “See you on Tuesday.”
I left him there and got into the car with Anthony. We started driving and a pleasant silence filled the air, each of us with his own thoughts as we drove further away from the lake. Broken branches were making the drive more challenging, a reminder of last night’s storm.
I thought to myself that if the four of us had been able to survive such a crazy night, it was maybe time for me to wake up from the slumber I had forced upon my career. I was wasting time in my current job because I was afraid of more rejections, but as last night clearly proven, taking risks could sometimes pay off. It was due time I got back in the game.
As we drove further from the lake, I wondered how things would be from now on between me and Anthony, but I mostly wondered how I wanted them to be. I had so many uncertainties about my desires and how much I was willing to embrace them, it felt that I should figure things out before expecting anything from anyone else.
I didn’t notice Anthony moving his hand until I felt it resting over mine. One glance at his face revealed how deeply nervous he was, and how much back and forth went on in his head before he dared touch my hand.
I raised his hand to my lips and gave it a kiss. The relief on his face was clear.
“You okay?” I asked.
He nodded. “Better now, but I still can’t believe last night really happened.”
“You think that you and Chris can work things out?”
“I don’t believe in grudges, so I’m willing to try. I also know how important this group is to you.”
“It’s important to you too.”
“Yes, but I think it’s different for you. You were always the heart of us four.” He smiled, the familiar dimple in the middle of his cheek. “It was great seeing how happy you were to find us together this morning.”
“Yeah, I thought I was dreaming for a minute there. You need help buying the gear for your new gig?”
“No, but I’d still like for you to join. And, hmm, I should probably have both hands on the wheel.”
“You sure?”
He laughed and glanced at me. “Safety first. My hand will return to you shortly.”
I dared ask, “What about your other parts?”
“My other parts as well.” His Adam’s apple moved. “Does it go both ways?”
“It does. But, Ant, I’m pretty new to all of this. I don’t want to promise you things I won’t be able to deliver.”
“Then don’t promise.”
“Is that enough for you?”
“Yes.” He didn’t even need to think about that, which made me believe that was the truth.
“Okay. Good.” I let go of his hand and moved to watch the world passing by through the window, feeling pretty damn fine.
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Those Saturday meetings were the worst. Well, maybe only second to the Sunday meetings. Melissa hated when it happened, but she was supportive as long as Chris made an effort to keep the meetings as short as possible.
Still, it sucked. But today it was exactly what he needed. Nothing did a better job at quieting his thoughts than diving headfirst into a hectic meeting. He first discovered the benefits of losing himself in work during his early college days, shortly after leaving the Mitchells. Not being physically close to them hadn’t been a magic cure. His brain was still their captive, still incapable of letting go of the hell they had forced upon him for over two years.
He shook his head. Nope. He wasn’t going to think about the Mitchells, not on such a positive day. Shockingly positive, in fact. At one point during last night, he was convinced he would end up dead, but having Ethan there provided a level of security that kept him from losing his shit during the whole ordeal.
Earlier, when it was time to say goodbye, he could read the insecurity on the others’ faces. It felt only right that he would be the one bringing up their next get-together. One thing he learned in life was not to leave room for chance. Lady Luck was a selfish bitch, and he had had enough of counting on her to change things around.
On his laptop, he opened the invite to the meeting and clicked on the link to the Zoom event. He would need to find an excuse for the bruise on his face since people like him didn’t go around with bruises. He would tell them he had fallen during a hike, which would align with his current location in the cabin. But those were top-of-the-line lawyers, and they might not buy it. Still, they would politely keep their suspicions to themselves—before talking about it behind his back.
Five people were invited to the call that Mickey had set up. Fucking Mickey. After the fiasco with Anthony and Mickey at the Gentlemen’s Club all those months ago, Chris wanted to resign, but that would have meant losing his shot at making partner. Lord knew how much he had sacrificed for that promotion. In the end, it had cost him Anthony, but maybe after this weekend, what was lost could be regained.
There were still a few minutes before the meeting was due to start, which gave Chris enough time to grab a quick cup of coffee. Looking through the big living room window with the warm cup in his hands, he enjoyed how peaceful the lake looked. Undisturbed even after last night’s storm. He turned around to head over to his laptop when the entrance door suddenly opened.
Jay took a step inside and closed the door behind him.
“Hey, did you forget something?” Chris asked and went to put his coffee on the table.
“Yep. You started that meeting of yours?”
“Was just about to.”
Jay stepped inside, a little coy smile peeking through his beard. Instead of going to one of the rooms to collect what he had forgotten, he walked over to Chris and stopped right in front of his face.
This is bad, Chris had a chance to think before Jay grabbed him by the shirt and pushed him back. The wall was there to meet his back, the impact sending sparks of pain down Chris’s spine. For a second, Jay wasn’t there, but Trevor was. Trevor with his slick smile and green eyes that almost never blinked. The vision was so vivid, Chris almost expected to see Andy there as well, standing next to his big brother in anticipation to join the sick fun.
Chris had to blink and shake his head to make Trevor disappear.
“Jay—”
“Shut your mouth.” He grabbed Chris’s face and pressed on the bruise, causing Chris to hiss in pain. “You thought you were off the hook?”
“I agreed to go along, but you’re the one who backed off.”
“My plan wasn’t for you to agree.”
“I don’t know what the fuck you want from me. I can’t turn back time.”
Jay nodded and let go of Chris’s face. “You can’t turn back time, but I’m still not done with you.”
And there was Lady Luck, giving him the finger, laughing at his face. He had been a fool not to see it coming.
“Hi, everyone. How’s it going?”
Chris froze. Shit. Both he and Jay turned to look at the laptop on the table, only a few feet away. The screen was showing five squares, four of which were showing the faces of his co-workers while one square remained black—his. But although the camera was turned off, he could see his microphone was on.
“Chris, you’re there?” Mickey asked.
“They can hear us,” Chris whispered to Jay. “Let me leave the call.”
Jay frowned at the laptop, then his lips stretched into a nasty smile. He looked into Chris’s eyes and whispered, “You’re not leaving that call.”
“Jay, I work with these people.”
“Do they know how evil you are? How rotten?”
Chris fought to breathe, to keep a level of control over his voice. “Let me end this call and I’ll do what you want.”
“What do you think I want?”
“Earth to Chris Roberts. Are you there? Amanda, can you ping him?”
“Sure thing.”
Chris licked his dry lips. “You want to have your turn,” he said quietly, sweating under his shirt. His heart was drumming in his chest, deafening in his ears. “Let me close that call and then I’m all yours.” There wasn’t a part of him who wanted to be touched by Jay, but he was willing to play along because his acceptance meant little by this point.
“Oh, you’re going to be mine all right.” Jay leaned closer to his face, so close that all Chris could see were those dark eyes and thick eyebrows. In the background, his co-workers were talking, but their words didn’t register. “I want you to go sit in front of that laptop, then open the camera and have your meeting.”
“Jay—”
“I’ll stand on the side; they won’t know I’m here.” His hand moved until it closed around Chris’s crotch. “You’ll drop your pants and get yourself hard and hot while talking to those people.”
“Why? What the fuck are you getting out of this?”
Jay took out his phone. “I’ll be getting a nice video for my collection.”
Oh, God. “What collection?”
He shrugged. “Well, it’s technically not much of a collection at the moment, but it will be by the time we’re done here. Better tell the wifey you won’t be getting back anytime soon.”
“I can give you money. You don’t need to blackmail me.”
“Your dirty money's just part of it.” Jay lowered Chris’s zipper. “You and I have a long way to go.”
There was no spit left in his mouth, but Chris managed to ask, “What are you talking about?”
Jay tilted his head toward the desk. “You’ll find out soon. Now go have your meeting.” He raised his phone and aimed it at Chris’s face. “Remember to put on a show for me, otherwise I’ll have to step in and direct. I don’t think you’d like that.”
Chris prided himself on being a quick thinker, but his useless brain was shooting blanks. The bastard got him, simple as that. With a sigh of defeat, Chris went to sit down in front of his laptop, ready to give Jay the show he wanted.
To be continued in book 2
“The Gentlemen’s Club”
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