
        
            
                
            
        

    
First and First

By Santino Hassell

 

A Five Boroughs Story

 

Caleb Stone was raised on the Upper East Side, where wealth and lineage reign, and “alternative lifestyles” are hidden. It took him years to come out to his family, but he’s still stuck in the stranglehold of their expectations. Caleb knows he has to build his confidence and shake things up, but he doesn’t know how… until Oliver Buckley enters the picture.

Oli is everything Caleb isn’t—risk-taking, provocative, and fiercely independent. Disowned by his family, Oli has made his own way in the world and is beholden to no one. After a chance encounter on New Year’s Eve, Caleb is smitten

As Caleb sheds the insecurities that have held him back for years, he makes bold steps toward changing his career and escaping years of sexual repression. But for Caleb to take full control of his life, he has to be brave enough to confront his feelings and trust Oli with his heart.





For the thirtysomethings who are still trying to figure it out.
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New Year’s Eve

 

 

THE COUNTDOWN would start soon. I needed to distance myself before the party became a sea of embracing couples.

“Caleb! Where are you going?”

I stumbled through the kitchen’s archway and was assaulted by lean limbs and more exposed skin than I would ever allow myself in the dead of winter.

Leaning my head back, I blinked at my affectionate attacker. Charles, a friend of a friend who had eventually become my friend, wrapped his arms around my neck. He reeked of liquor, but so did I, so I didn’t recoil when he pressed a damp kiss to my cheek. His lip gloss left my skin greasy.

“Need air.” If I focused, I didn’t slur, but my spinning head made focusing a challenge. “Too many people.”

“Ugh—I know. This place is teeny-tiny, but my new digs in Staten Island will be bigger.” Charles gave an extravagant eye roll, made more dramatic by his false, glittering eyelashes. He wore too much ornamentation for someone so naturally striking. “Not that anyone will visit Landon and me on the Forgotten Borough.”

“Probably not.”

“Well, I know your WASPy ass won’t. Do you even cab it beyond Lower Manhattan?”

“I don’t—” I blinked again. Focus. “I don’t always cab it.” I didn’t take a cab to work. But I wasn’t working. I wasn’t doing anything.

“Uh-huh. Yeah, right.” Charles untangled himself from me. “Go find someone to kiss! Shake things up for the New Year, stud!”

“But everyone here is part of a coup—”

He spun away before I could finish, and I was again adrift in the sea of bodies. In Charles’s Washington Heights apartment, we were packed tighter than a subway car during rush hour. Every time I stepped around one body, another appeared. I couldn’t tell if more people were piling into the room or if I was simply moving too slowly to compensate for the crowd.

Ten!

The collective shout was a gunshot in my ears.

I flinched, ducked my head, and had to brace my hand against the wall to handle the fallout of making sudden movements while intoxicated. The combination of music, laughter, and the lower warble of the Times Square coverage on television was already pressing down on my sluggishly responding brain, but the yelling—

Nine!

Someone said my name, just one quiet voice lost in the cacophony of louder noises. I searched the room, identifying a number of familiar faces—Karen in a sparkly top hat, Michael and Nunzio laughing together on a couch, and scores of smiling people whose acquaintanceship I had shared with someone who was no longer in my life—but I couldn’t locate the speaker. The effort alone nauseated me. My eyes were sliding around as if I had no control of them, and the icy fingers of isolation were starting to pluck at me with a complete disregard for the fact that I was in a packed apartment.

Surrounded by people who didn’t know me. Or who only knew me because of my ex-boyfriend.

I kept moving.

Eight!

I stumbled out of the living room, almost tripped over the rope of beads Charles had used to designate the hall as a Do Not Enter zone, and slid along the darkened wall to the bedrooms. The railroad apartment was longer than I’d expected. The noise was muffled the farther I moved from the party, but the walls still trembled from the bass in Charles’s stereo system.

The sound reverberated in my ears, and I imagined my brain being shaken like a cocktail—unable to produce coherent, rational thoughts because a bartender was tossing it around in a metal cup.

Seven!

Panic set in.

New Year’s Eve, and I was alone. This had to be a sign. A countdown to the year I turned thirty-seven. I would officially be in my late thirties, and I was still single. I was unemployed. I had no close friends.

The closer the countdown came to “one,” the more horrifying that reality became.

Last year I’d still been friends with David. He hadn’t replaced me yet.

Last year I’d embraced him at the end of the countdown. It had been platonic, but he’d still looked up at me with those twinkling brown eyes. Still given me that brilliant smile. He’d still had the ability to make my heart swell in my chest.

Six!

I halted at the far end of the hallway and clumsily grasped the handle of the nearest door. The dim interior presented me with a haven for only half a breath. I’d barely made it beyond the doorframe before realizing the room was occupied.

A knot lodged in my throat.

Five!

David was sitting on the edge of a desk, his thighs spread just enough to cage Raymond between them. Neither of them looked up. They were too lost in a kiss that would take them to midnight.

They complemented each other in ways no one could ever deny. Even puckered with bitterness and stinging with resentment, I almost admired the silky clash of brown and blond hair, tawny and pale white skin; a slight, petite body and a long, muscular one.

Four!

I’d always imagined David’s and Raymond’s sex life was ferocious with the morphine rush of youth, but the way Raymond was cupping one of David’s cheeks while his other hand twined with David’s against the desk was languid. Sweet. Worshipful.

Three!

I backed out of the room and tugged the door shut. Too loud, but I needed to get out. I needed to unsee the image of David and his new boyfriend, the way they were so beautiful, so clearly infatuated.

Two!

“Last shot of the year!”

My eyes were blurry. I was crying. Fuck. Fuck.

I nodded jerkily, grabbed the shot from the stranger’s hand, and tossed it back.

My vision dimmed around the edges. Everything spun.

One!

Someone’s lips brushed my own. Tentative. Gentle. A you’re-my-last-choice kiss?

I pried my damp eyelashes open but could only make out black hair and vivid blue eyes. Soft skin.

I parted my lips and slipped my tongue into the stranger’s mouth. Yanked the fit body harder against my own. Groaned against those yielding lips. Groaned louder when we slammed back against the wall to an accompaniment of cheers, noisemakers, and a sloppy rendition of “Auld Lang Syne.”

The song trailed off as I felt myself fading. My last conscious thought was that the kiss tasted like gin and tears.





Chapter One

 

 

HE SLID his hand down the front of my underwear while fisting my hair with sharp, stinging tugs. I started to protest, but he dragged his fingers along the sticky slit of my cock. I moaned.

“I want to fuck you.”

“Shit.” He traced the veins protruding from my slicked length. “It’s gonna take forever for me to get you home.”

The words echoed in the deserted corridor, startlingly loud compared to the now-muffled music floating from the apartment two flights below.

“Here,” I panted. “We can do it here.”

 

My eyes opened to the pale daylight of winter.

I looked toward the window, knowing the sun would be hidden behind a mist of white clouds, and was struck by the sight of heavy crimson drapes instead of the sheer, gray roller blinds that were fixed in my apartment. Somehow I’d failed to immediately notice that I’d woken up in an unknown location. Everything felt, not just off, but wrong.

As my heart jolted, I squeezed my eyes shut and cataloged the series of strange sensations.

My body wasn’t nestled in the malleable material of my memory foam mattress, and I didn’t smell the warm, spicy scent of the aftershave I typically splashed on before bed. The mattress beneath my aching body was much stiffer than I was accustomed to, and the too-soft pillow cushioning my face stank of liquor, cigarettes, and sweat.

I couldn’t remember whose bedroom I’d landed in. Had I stayed at Charles’s apartment? No, Charles’s bedroom definitely did not have floor-to-ceiling windows, hardwood floors, or exposed brick. Whoever lived here had more money than Charles could bring in as a part-time bartender, part-time aspiring dancer. But then whose place could it be?

My only remaining memory was doing a final shot with a mystery man as the clock struck midnight, and the sound of cheering voices as I’d initiated a bruising, hungry kiss. Everything after that existed only in a void.

I had no idea why my body was throbbing in a painful yet thrilling way, or why short blips of sexual imagery—like stolen stills from a pornographic movie—kept tumbling to the forefront of my mind. I’d once heard that blacking out was practically a rite of passage for young, gay party boys, but I’d never felt particularly young, I’d never been much of a party boy, and this lack of memory was too frightening to transform into a story that I’d ever recount wistfully to friends.

I opened my eyes wider, kept them on the ceiling, and felt around on the bed beside me. My fingers brushed someone’s back, and I leapt to my feet.

The man who slept beside me was very pale, very unconscious, judging from his low snores, and very naked. He was lying facedown, and even barraged with regret, confusion, and an intense hangover, I admired the silky black hair brushing against bloodred pillows and contrasting with smooth, alabaster skin. The man had a strong back—tattooed with an expansive set of tattered, black wings—muscular thighs, and a perfect ass. A sheet haphazardly covered the rest of his body.

He was certainly attractive, whoever he was.

A measure of relief sailed through me, but it collided with a more stalwart wall of condemnation and paranoia. I’d never had a one-night stand before. Never had sex with a stranger. And there weren’t even….

My breath caught.

I grabbed what looked like my briefs from the floor, yanked them up, and commenced a frantic search for some sign of safety. The room was so carelessly tended to that I didn’t know where to start. For what appeared to be a relatively expensive apartment, the place was a mess.

Clothing was strewn across the gleaming hardwood floors, bottles and an ashtray full of cigarette butts littered a metal side table, and tech magazines were stacked precariously on the windowsill. Nowhere amid the mess did I see a used condom or a wrapper. I did, however, find an overturned bottle of lubricant that had drooled its sticky contents onto the small table on the opposite side of the bed.

The seizing panic took over, and I was hovering over the man with a hand on his shoulder before I could stop myself.

“Wake up,” I said.

“Mmm.”

The sleep-clogged voice sounded familiar. My eyes narrowed, and I shook with more vigor.

“It’s—” I checked the clock, a metal thing that was more art deco than utility. “—after eleven in the morning, and we need to talk.”

“Fuck, Caleb, chill out.”

My brows snapped together. “Who…?”

I grabbed the man’s forearm and pulled him up before rolling him over to expose the wide mouth, high cheekbones, and piercing blue eyes of Oliver Buckley.

“Oh my God.”

Oli smiled sleepily and tried to grab the band of my underwear, but I staggered back.

“We slept together! Us?”

“Who else would it be?” Yawning, Oli smoothed his hair away from his face. “Don’t tell me you don’t remember any of it.”

“Oh God.”

“Maybe you do remember. You were saying that a lot last night too.”

My face was aflame as I looked wildly around for the rest of my clothes. “This isn’t funny, Oli. This is—I can’t believe—why did you do this?”

“Pardon?”

I spied the hem of my black slacks in a crumpled pile by the bedroom door. My navy button-down was hanging from the doorknob, but several of the buttons were missing.

“I was wasted. I must have been incoherent—”

“Trust me, you were coherent.”

“—and yet you took me to your house—”

The bedsprings creaked as Oli sat up. “Hey, you begged me to bring you here. You paid for the cab.”

“—and proceeded to sleep with me, despite the fact that I was way too intoxicated to reasonably consent to… to whatever it is that we did,” I gritted out. “And despite all of that, it doesn’t appear that you had the common sense or decency to use a condom. I swear, if I get anything from you, I’ll kill you.”

I jerked on my ruined designer shirt and cast a baleful glance in Oli’s direction. His expression threw chilly water over my fury. In his pinched lips, intense eyes, and balled hands, I could read anger and maybe even a little hurt.

“Are you done?” he asked coldly. “Or are the diseased-gay-rapist accusations going to keep coming?”

“I didn’t say—”

“You may as well have said it.” Oli swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood facing me, completely naked and unashamed. I had no idea how he could stand to be so vulnerable while embroiled in an argument. “Are you really trying to wash your hands of what happened by using the drunk cop-out? Because it’s really not my job to test the BAC of every nearly forty piece of ass who begs me to fuck them. Especially not when they’re coherent enough to tell me in graphic detail just how hard they want it in their ass. You may not remember what happened, but you weren’t passed out. You were pretty goddamn energetic, actually.”

 

His hips slammed against me harder, his dick driving into my ass steadier and deeper, until the head was nudging against my sweet spot.

 

My hands clenched around the torn shirt, but a spasm went through them. “I don’t even bottom.”

With his head cocked, Oli crossed his arms over his chest. “You sure? You fucked me first, but after that we went for a few more rounds, and you milked my dick with that ass during three of them. Right before you begged me to shoot inside you.”

 

“More,” I panted into the pillow. “I want your come.”

 

Mouth going dry, I looked down at the tattered remains of my outfit. Each piece was unsalvageable. Why had I even dressed up for Charles’s party? Whom had I been trying to impress?

The image of David and Raymond popped into my head, and my stomach curdled. Stupid question. How could I forget the answer?

“Caleb.”

“What?” My voice was sharp, but I did nothing to temper it. “Where are we? I need to get out of here.”

“Just calm down.”

“I’m quite calm, considering the circumstances.”

“Christ, Caleb. You had sex with a software programmer, not a serial killer. I get regularly tested if that’s what you’re worried about. Why don’t you tone down the indignant panic and cut me some slack?”

I didn’t want to cut him slack. I didn’t want to do anything for him. I needed out of this apartment and into a cab, to return to my home with my belongings. I wanted to sink beneath the water in my three-foot-deep bathtub and pretend the previous night never happened. The humiliation of wandering alone at a party full of couples, of watching David pour himself into someone else, and then of weeping like a fool while desperately kissing Oli in the hallway. That last damning memory was enough to make me never want to cross paths with him again. I couldn’t even look him in the eye.

“Hey.”

I jumped. He had moved closer without me realizing it. How long had I been staring down at my torn shirt while gripping the edges? Long enough for him to jerk on underwear—black-and-yellow briefs that emphasized his package. I averted my gaze and stared at the exposed brick wall.

“I know you’re upset, but it’s okay. I’m not a stranger.”

“Right. You’re David’s friend.”

Could he even understand what I’d said? My voice was barely audible. Strained. There was a lump in my throat where a clear passage should have been, and the words had trouble squeezing past. Rationally I knew I was overreacting. If I thought hard enough, I remembered enough to know he hadn’t lured me to his home. I’d begged for him. For it. For his dick. His come.

Oli’s hands settled on me, and I started again. My gaze flew up to him, and I couldn’t imagine how frantic I must look for him to have sympathy and confusion in his eyes. I stood stock-still as he cupped my face, the heels of his hands resting against my jaw as his fingers massaged behind my ears.

“Try to relax, okay?”

I said nothing. I focused on his eyes. They were very blue and reminded me of the ocean in Saint Croix. I’d gone there with my parents the summer before their divorce. I’d been nine.

“You, Caleb Stone, are not going out in the middle of the day to do the walk of shame back to your part of Lower Manhattan. That’s not you, and we both know it.”

I nodded slowly.

Oli smiled. He kept massaging. “You’re going to dump these clothes, go into my bathroom, and spend an hour beneath my badass custom shower. Then you’ll calm down, and we’ll talk. How does that sound?”

“I don’t know.”

“Does it sound better than standing in the middle of Broadway and flagging down a cab while wearing jizz-stained pants?”

Oh God.

Oli bit back a smile. “Sorry. Bad joke.”

“Please stop touching me.”

“Am I hurting you?”

“Of course not.”

“Then close your eyes, try to trust me, and give it a shot.”

Trust him? I hardly knew him. I almost said it, nearly recoiled from his touch, but something about those deep blue eyes was calming. He had an easy confidence that I’d never and would never possess.

Oli quirked his lips in a tiny smile, as if to say, Don’t worry. I got you.

I don’t know if it was the comfort of being in the presence of someone so self-assured or a niggling desire to not reject a man kind enough to help me even after I’d insulted him, but I consented to his request and closed my eyes.

I’d paid obscene amounts of money for massages in the past, but Oli’s cool, sure hands were just as talented as the petite woman’s who’d administered to me for two-hour overpriced sessions. Within moments I was listing forward, allowing him to steady me, and then melting against him as he rubbed my neck and head. It wasn’t the ideal position, but shutting my eyes and baring my gut-curdling anxiety to someone was bad enough without being prone. And he managed just fine. Worked out the tightness and needles of tension until I was breathing into his ear and half-aroused from the sensation of his touch.

When I released a slow sigh and thanked him, he pulled away with a smile and showed me the way to his top-dollar shower. I wanted to apologize for implying he was a diseased rapist, but the words stayed trapped in my throat.

Instead I shed my torn, dirty clothing and stepped into his shower. It was exquisite. Six body sprays and porcelain mosaic tiles. By the time I had adjusted the nozzles and had the water pounding into my skin at alternating rhythms and intensities, I was relaxed enough to melt into a puddle on the pebbled floor.

With my hands braced against the walls, I bowed my head and allowed water to drench my hair. It dripped along my face and into the seam of my eyes and open mouth. I wanted the soothing jets to not only wash the sweat, dirt, and semen from my body. I wanted it to wash away my mortification. I’d acted the fool this morning, and I had no doubt I’d behaved even worse the previous night. The aches in my body were indicative of… the kind of sex I’d previously only seen in porn. Rough, athletic, and leaving bruises on my hips, shoulders, and even around my neck.

Flashes of memory blitzed through my mind. Oli manhandling me in a way that had left me reeling from sensory overload—the dueling infernos of pleasure and pain filling my body until all I had been able to do was wail.

I’d begged him. I couldn’t remember it all, but the fragments were more than enough. Not knowing what else had gone on was frightening. I wondered if I’d made an idiot of myself. I tried to bury the question, but it kept coming back. The possibility of having fumbled like an oaf while trying to be sexy and wild was enough to ruin the simple pleasure of the shower and make my nausea return.

I shut off the water and stepped out to find a thick towel laid out for me on the side table. Drying off slowly, I listened at the door and didn’t leave the bathroom until I was sure the hallway outside was empty. The shyness was absurd, given we’d apparently gone at it all night, but I couldn’t help it. I’d already exposed myself enough.

Oli had also set out a pair of soft cotton pants, a thin V-neck sweater, and a pair of underwear still in the wrapper. Andrew Christian underwear. Of course. They were gray-and-pink and made my dick look huge. I spent several moments examining my crotch in the full-length mirror before dressing in Oli’s clothes. Some of my calm returned once I was put back together, and I allowed myself to look around his room before exploring the rest of the apartment.

He undoubtedly owned the place. There were far too many alterations for it to be a rental. Lots of exposed brick and metal fixtures gave it a deliberate unfinished quality, and the furniture was comprised primarily of edgy contemporary pieces. I hated edgy, but it suited Oli. Or what I knew of him.

We’d encountered each other a few times over the past couple of years, but my initial impressions had been that he was at once extremely open about sex and dating, yet guarded about anything to do with other aspects of his personal life. Before this morning, I hadn’t even known what he did for a living or that he had a massive tattoo on his back.

I found him in the kitchen. He was still shirtless and the tips of the black wings on his back disappeared into the band of low-hanging jeans.

“Thank you.”

Oli looked over his shoulder. He swept me with a once-over, but I couldn’t tell if it was admiring or just a quick check to make sure everything fit. His eyes paused on my bulge.

“Feeling better?”

“Somewhat.” I sat on one of the stools at the shining metal table. It had wheels and was awkward to sit on. I wondered where the hell he’d found such bizarre furniture. “I’m… really sorry for the way I spoke to you. I’ve never done this before, and I didn’t know how to handle it, so I lashed out.”

“Hey, it’s fine.” Oli moved from the kitchen counter while holding a mug in each hand. He set them on the table before sitting opposite me. “I know you don’t get down like that. You just threw me off by saying you didn’t remember any of it. I swear you weren’t incoherent or anything.”

“I remember… some.”

“Which parts?”

“I’d rather not recount all the ways I made a fool of myself. Okay?”

Oli stared at me, so I looked down into the mug. Instead of coffee, it was full of a honey-colored liquid. I sniffed it.

“What is this?”

“Passionflower tea.”

I raised an eyebrow.

He smirked. “It’s not an aphrodisiac. It’s good for anxiety.”

“According to whom? Dr. Oz?”

Oli’s smirk widened. “Maybe. I got it from Whole Foods.”

I laughed. “You crunchy-granola bastard. I would have never guessed.”

“Shut up and drink your tea.”

The tension bled out of me, and I tried to find a comfortable position on the little stool. I yearned for the high-backed chairs in my own kitchen.

“This is an interesting apartment. Not what I expected.”

Oli extended his legs beneath the table. His bare feet brushed against my own.

“What did you expect?”

I sampled the tea. It tasted vaguely of dirt. “I don’t know. Can programmers usually spend thousands of dollars installing custom showers?”

“I moonlight as an escort.”

My eyes flew up to meet his, and I frowned when I saw him silently laughing.

“You goofball. Be serious.”

Oli set down his cup before the liquid sloshed over the side. “You’re such a stiff, Caleb.”

“So I’ve heard.”

The smile faded from Oli’s generous mouth. “Oh, come on. I was kidding.”

I shrugged and drank my dirt tea. He nudged my foot again. On purpose this time.

“To answer your question—no I don’t get paid enough to own this apartment and have a custom shower. I work at a tech company that specializes in data mining—really invigorating stuff,” he said dryly. “I paid for this place with a small inheritance my grandparents left me. But… I do come from money. I thought you knew. My father is on the board of a major real estate corporation that owns half of Manhattan. Not that it matters to me anymore.”

“Wow. I had no idea.”

“Most people don’t. I have no relationship with him and no access to his money, so I don’t rep the connection whenever Scott Buckley III comes up in the business section of the New York Times.”

“Wow,” I said again. “He’s really famous.”

“Maybe in the high-society circles.”

“Exactly. My own family runs in those circles.”

“I know. You’re a hedge-fund baby.”

I sniffed. “We prefer the term heir.”

Oli laughed, and I joined him.

Even though I’d tried to surround myself with people who were far from the Hamptons-in-the-summer upbringing I’d been born into, there was something comforting about talking to someone with a similar background. A fellow expatriate from the world of dysfunctional blue bloods who reeked of old money. No one else understood how twisted it was to be raised by people like Scott Buckley and my own father, whom my sister and I commonly referred to as “the sociopath.”

“Just to assure you,” Oli said after our mirth died down, “I really am STI free. I can show you my papers if you really want the proof. I just went to the clinic a couple of weeks ago.”

“You’re making me sound like the Gestapo of gay sex.”

“It gets old, man. I realize neither of us were on our A-game in terms of caution, but it’s not like we’re strangers. And me being sexually active and queer doesn’t automatically mean I have a festering disease.”

“If I knew you better, I wouldn’t have been so paranoid,” I said defensively. “I’d have had the same reaction no matter the gender of the person.”

“Uh-huh.” He did not look convinced. “Anyway, I’m fine. You’re good. I promise.”

Relief flooded me even though I’d already tried to soothe my paranoia. I waited for him to ask me about my own health and frowned when he didn’t. “Aren’t you curious if I get tested?”

“No. I assume you’re not the risk-taking type.”

I clenched my jaw. “Of course.”

Oli tucked his hand under his chin. “You’re a prickly asshole, aren’t you?”

“Not really.”

“Yeah, you are. Prickly and self-conscious as all hell.”

I took a large gulp of the tea. It scalded the back of my throat.

“David did a number on you, didn’t he?”

“Let’s not talk about David. Or that person he’s dating.”

“Raymond.” Oli’s lips curled up in a wicked smile. “Raymond is hot.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Liar. That guy could outshine the sun. You just hate him because he’s in love with David.”

That was an interesting way to put it. I’d never framed their relationship that way before.

“Is he really?”

Oli nodded with conviction. “It’s sickening, but yes. I wanted him for myself, but he’s hooked on your ex.”

I flashed back to the night before, when I’d drunkenly observed their affectionate embrace. At the time, it had burned like acid sinking into the cavities of my heart, but now… the knowledge grounded me. Raymond loved David.

“You’re an odd duck.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Because you’re smiling.” Oli wagged his finger at me. “I thought I had you figured out, but that threw me way the fuck off.”

“What did you have figured?”

“Oh, you know….” Oli looked around as if searching for the words. He waved a hand elegantly, painting random figures in the air. “I thought you wanted him back and were guilt-stricken that you spent five hours fucking his friend. But then you looked relieved that Raymond is in love with him, so I have no idea what to think.”

Warmth rushed to my face, and it had nothing to do with the steaming cup of tea.

“I thought he gravitated to Raymond because of the sex. He told me there was more to it, but I didn’t believe him. The boy is walking sex, and my brief conversations with him were so hostile I couldn’t imagine him being much more than a testosterone-driven hard-on.”

Oli started to speak but seemed to think better of it. He cocked his head again, blue eyes steady on me, and was quiet while I drained the mug. Only when I slid it to the center of the table did he speak again.

“You thought he only went to Raymond because the sex was better. That’s why you’re so self-conscious about sex. He made you insecure.”

“He didn’t make me anything,” I countered. “I’ve always been this way. I wasn’t in a position to date or pursue a relationship until I came out to my father. By then, I was thirty and very aware of my lack of sexual experience.”

“Late bloomer,” Oli said. “I get it now.”

“No, you don’t. To people like you and David—everything is about sex, and I’m a stodgy bastard because I can’t keep up.”

Oli burst out laughing, and I knew my face was in flames. I started to rise, but he grabbed my hand.

“I’m not laughing at you,” he said through his chuckles. “Not for the reason you think.”

“Spare me.” I yanked away and walked around the table. It may have been true, but I hadn’t actually expected to be laughed at. “I’ll mail your things back as soon as possible.”

I started for the door but realized I’d never located my wallet or keys and backtracked to the bathroom where I’d left my pants. Oli followed.

“Caleb, stop. I’m sorry. It’s not what you’re thinking.”

“Piss off, Oliver.”

He started laughing again. I shoved him when he grabbed my arm, and we both wound up slipping on the damp bathroom floor. I fell on my ass with Oli half on top of me, and we tumbled backward in a heap. By then, he was laughing harder.

“You’re so wrong,” he said breathlessly. “You really have no idea.”

I shoved him off me and sat up, glaring. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Last night,” Oli said, “we fucked so many times. In the hallway at Charles’s house, a handjob in the cab, and three times after we got here. It was a marathon, Caleb. A marathon. And I haven’t had that much fun with a guy in years.”

My eyes widened.

“So if you think you can’t keep up….” Oli scoffed and got to his feet. “You’re selling yourself short.”

I tried to say something but drew a blank. I looked up at him as dampness seeped into the thin cotton pants.

“And if you’re looking for your wallet, it’s in my bedroom.”

This time I was the one who broke into chuckles, and I didn’t shy away when he helped me up.





Chapter Two

 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA was the bane of my everything. On the one hand, I hated it, but on the other, I couldn’t stay away.

There was something really damning about looking at the Facebook and Instagram accounts of friends and former lovers and seeing how much they were enjoying the pieces of their lives that didn’t include me. I couldn’t think of the last time someone had tagged me in a picture or paused to take selfies with me during an outing only to upload them and brag about it moments later. Then again, I refused to take selfies and rarely went on outings.

I had no reason to feel sorry for myself, but I did anyway.

The compulsive decision to check the previous night’s uploads had begun in the cab ride to the Financial District. The journey was only ten minutes, but by the time we rolled up in front of the rounded corner of the massive silver tower I lived in on Spruce Street, my ego had shrunk to the size of a shriveled, dried-out pea.

I stuffed money in the cabbie’s hand, tipping too large, and bypassed the concierge in a daze. He said something to me, maybe a greeting or a message or a warning that the building was on fire, but I didn’t hear. I was still flicking through Charles’s pictures and cringing.

So many pictures of couples.

Karen dancing with her new boyfriend. Nunzio trying to make Michael wear a silly hat. Charles and his boyfriend, Landon, in a series of makeup-smeared selfies. And, of course, Raymond and David. Hugging, kissing. David on Raymond’s lap. David pointing at Raymond’s face while wearing an expression of mock outrage. Raymond deadpan in nearly every image. I did notice that his hair was already growing back and curling around his ears. It was charming, and I didn’t want it to be.

I wanted to hate him, but he was so young that it seemed unfair. It wasn’t his fault I couldn’t hold on to David. I’d lost my cherub-faced teacher before Raymond had entered the picture. Two years of passive-aggressive behavior and refusal to work on my failings as a boyfriend had led up to David seeking affection elsewhere. There were days when I didn’t even blame him.

It was tempting to go through Raymond’s and David’s profiles and feed the masochistic demon that lived in my heart, but I didn’t. Instead I kept looking for proof that I’d actually been at the party. I switched to my own profile, skimmed the tagged photos, and saw one that was shockingly flattering.

Through a black-and-white filter, someone had captured me leaning against the wall of Charles’s apartment with a drink in my hand. I was staring out the window, my body looking lean and strong from the angle of the camera while my head tilted against the wall. I remembered that moment. A moment of shame and humiliation that I’d had no one to talk to and nothing to do while everyone roared with laughter and joy behind me. But my inner turmoil came across as brooding in the image. Maybe even sexy.

I found the name of the uploader and blinked.

 

“—you sure?”

“Ugh. Fuck.” We crashed back on the bed in a tangle of half-shed clothing and intertwined limbs. Oli’s lips pressed against my throat, and I rasped, “No questions. Don’t want to think.”

“No problem, baby. We’ll just keep fucking.”

 

Oli.

Well, well.

My body grew warm, and I felt myself smiling. Without thinking about it, I typed Nice picture. Are you sure last night wasn’t planned?

As soon as I hit enter, I was hideously embarrassed. But he replied a second later.

 

Oliver: I wish I could take that much credit. ;)

Charles: ^^^^ Wtf is happening?

 

My phone exploded with activity. Charles sent me a direct message, which he followed with several texts. I skimmed the litany of nosy demands, ignored the inquisition, and didn’t feel much more than vague regret and amusement until he asked me if David knew.

Shit.

Intellectually I knew David had no reason to care. He’d cheated on me more than once, and now he was living with a beautiful Puerto Rican god, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t care. There was something sacred about friendships and exes and love interests, and I happened to know that Oli wasn’t one to pay much heed to those rules. But David did. And so did I. Usually.

I’d recently deleted his number, but I easily punched the string of digits into my phone since I knew it by heart. It rang several times before someone picked up. I’m not sure who. There was a lot of rustling, mumbling, and then a deep voice said, “It’s your ex.”

Fucking Raymond.

“Mmm.” David’s sleepy sounds were just as adorable now that we were officially finished with each other. “Hey?”

“I can call back,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to disturb.”

“No, no. ’S fine. What time is it?”

“I don’t know. One?”

“Oh shit.” David swore, gasped, and then I heard creaking, a muttered protest, and David suddenly sounded more aware. “Fuck. I have so much to do before tomorrow. Damn it. Err. Sorry, Caleb. What’s up?”

I felt ridiculous for calling. He was in bed with his six-foot-three lover, and I planned to apologize for… what, exactly? Banging his friend while too drunk to properly remember? He’d probably spent the night on Raymond’s cock. He wouldn’t care. I was starting to doubt my reasoning for calling. Had it been a genuine need to inform out of a bizarre sense of duty, or did I just want to know how he would react?

“Caleb?”

Damn it all.

“I just wanted to wish you and Raymond a happy New Year.”

“Umm. Okay. Thanks?”

Irritation replaced any desire to continue the conversation. I knew he wasn’t trying to annoy me, but somehow his response really did. A lot of little things he did annoyed me. Even the things that had once been charming.

“Have a good day, David. Good luck with your planning.”

“Are you—”

I hung up. The phone trilled before I had the chance to set it down. Text message notification. I hoped it wasn’t David, but it would be just like him to follow up a phone call with a text. He always did it. Always texted as if he’d forgotten what phones had been made for. But it wasn’t David. It was Meredith, my sister.

 

Meredith: Did you forget? New Year’s brunch? You better be here in five minutes.

 

I stared at my phone for several seconds before it dawned on me—the tradition my mother had decided we should start. We rarely saw each other on holidays, but a few weeks ago, she’d ordered Meredith and I to keep our New Year’s Day open for a family brunch. I couldn’t figure out why. She didn’t particularly like either of us, and I sure as hell hoped my father wouldn’t be there. I hadn’t seen him in months, and our last conversation had left something to be desired. Affection, maybe. Or mutual respect.

I changed out of Oli’s pants, put them aside to be laundered, and nearly took another shower. Bathing in Oli’s apartment had been an almost sexual experience, and I had an impulse to wash it away before seeing my family. I didn’t have time, but I kept thinking about the feel of six jets spraying along my body before my mind wandered to uncharted territory. What did Oli look like when he showered? Did he relish the sensation and take his time or dive in and out like other too-busy New Yorkers? Always on the go and never having time to simply sit and enjoy something as simple as a shower, or a cup of tea, or a conversation about everything and nothing without the presence of a phone.

Oli didn’t strike me as that type, but I didn’t know much about him. I wasn’t even sure of his age. I’d assumed he was in David’s graduate year, but the morning had left me doubting that assumption. He had the confidence of someone older, someone who’d experienced enough to know what they liked and had mapped all the pathways to get it. Not that age was a great indicator of experience. I was thirty-six, and I’d never admitted to wanting to bottom until the night before. Just the thought caused heat to sweep through my body.

I changed into a pair of trousers and wore a thick cardigan with a shawl collar over Oli’s sweater. I was reluctant to change out of my only souvenir from the night before. At some point, an incident that had initially brought on torrents of horror and embarrassment had transformed into a cause of intrigue. His words came back to me as I rushed out of the building to catch another cab.

I haven’t had that much fun with a guy in years.

I wished I could remember it all.

Had I pleaded with him to take pity on me and fuck me, or had he wanted it as much as me? Had it only been me begging and wailing and keening, or had he lost his mind as well? Had we kissed or merely fucked? How had he tasted? How had he felt inside me?

I replayed what I could remember of the night and was breathless by the time I got out of the cab. The restaurant was one of those nondescript places that wasn’t identifiable from the outside but sold $30 glasses of Chardonnay and small plates with triple-digit prices. So of course my mother loved it. Unlike my father—who was a miser despite being filthy rich—Scarlett Chancey-Stone had no qualms about taking advantage of the luxury her wealth allowed.

I found her and my sister at a table by one of the bay windows. They were already nearly done with their first bottle. Drinking was the only thing they had in common. Our mother was Jackie O glamour, and my sister was a Doc Martins and overpriced-distressed-tank-top type of girl. Although the bright-eyed and glassy glare they both leveled at me was another thing they shared.

“Sorry. I woke up late.”

“Hungover?” My mother looked at me over the rim of a lipstick-smudged wineglass. The stem was clasped precariously between bony fingers.

“A bit.” I shrugged off my coat, and a waiter whisked it away to hang in the coatroom. “I had a late night.”

Meredith plopped her elbows on the table and squinted at me. “Did you get laid?”

My mother’s lip curled down. “Please do not tell me you went scraping back to that blond urchin.”

“David is hardly an urchin.”

“He’s a teacher.” She tilted the glass at me in an accusing manner. “I had higher hopes when you said you were dating a boy from Greenwich.”

I sought out the waiter, desperate for a drink of my own. He reappeared in a blur of starched white, and I ordered a Bloody Mary. Strong.

“His career was irrelevant to me. It’s not like I need financial support from a partner.”

When I said things like that, my mother gave me a grim look similar to the one my father had given me when I’d come out as gay. At the age of thirty. My mother went through life being convinced that most people either wanted to hurt you or wanted to use you, and she treated everybody accordingly. She’d never met David, yet she’d hated him. Actively. Meredith hadn’t been very helpful either, and she was typically on my side. David’s discomfort with our family’s wealth had rubbed her the wrong way. It had never bothered me until he’d started making assumptions about my childhood and my family. Assumptions I’d never bothered to correct. If he wanted to believe I’d grown up in a supportive atmosphere where the world had consistently been at my fingertips, so be it. I was aware enough of my privilege to understand that the reality of my parents’ cold indifference, lack of affection, and emotional manipulation had bordered on abuse but still smelled strongly like the poor-little-rich-boy blues.

“Caleb.”

“Yes, Mother?”

There was a pause. I refocused and found her watery eyes drilling into my own. She was drunk. I could tell by the flush of her cheeks beneath layers of makeup and the lipstick smudge on her teeth. When she flicked her gaze from mine to signal to the waiter for another bottle, regret shot through me. It occurred to me that I should have stayed home, but that thought was immediately followed by self-recrimination. At least my mother tried. Was trying.

“I asked who gave you those marks.”

My hand reflexively rose to cover my neck, but I dropped it to the table. Even so, it felt like the bruises were burning. No matter my age, her scrutiny made me want to crawl beneath a rock. “Someone I know.”

“Someone you’re seeing?”

“No.”

Meredith leaned across the table and caused the strap of her tank top to slide down her shoulder. With her artfully tousled hair, she managed to look debauched and elegant all at once. When I’d finally glanced in the mirror this morning, I’d just looked debauched and haggard. Dark circles, pale, covered in bruises and bite marks.

“Someone you’re fucking?” She wiggled her eyebrows, leering. “Are you using those dating sites? They have an app for billionaire hookups, you know.”

“Meredith, please.”

“What?” She kept grinning, hazel eyes twinkling, until my lack of response dimmed her amusement. A flash of something crossed her face—equal parts irritation and frustration. Slumping in the high-backed chair, she fingered her own wineglass and cast a sidelong look at our mother. “He might be more willing to divulge if you weren’t such a bitch.”

“And I would be more willing to heed your advice if you were not quite the walking disaster.”

“Oh, Mother.” Meredith dragged one of her pointy-tipped nails against the glass. “I’ve always been impressed by your hyperbolic observations.”

“It’s not hyperbole. It is fact. Your brother,” she said, as if I weren’t sitting across the table, “may make atrocious choices in men, but you’ve not even narrowed your whims and fancies enough for me to pin down a precise pattern of bad taste.”

“Says the woman who bore children by a man with a temperament similar to Robert Durst.”

The waiter reappeared by my side and did not blink at the barbs being flung around the table. He set down my drink, waited, and vanished in another blur of whites once I nodded my approval.

“How was France?” I asked Mother. “I heard it’s beautiful at Christmas time.”

“France was France. Do not change the subject. I’m inebriated, not feeble.”

Again I wished I’d stayed home. Or….

My thoughts flashed back to Oli. Before leaving, he’d tucked my wallet into my pocket, smiling, and had again insisted that I was selling myself short. He’d had the twinkle-eyed look of a mischievous nymph—very pleased with himself for knowing something I didn’t know. Knowing something about me. About what I was capable of once a magnum of alcohol washed away thirty years of being roasted over the gridiron of Upper East Side propriety.

Oli had walked me to the door, asking me about my plans for the day, and for a moment I’d wondered if he had wanted me to stay. Keep him company on the first day of the new year. Maybe for companionship. Or maybe for sex. He’d shrugged with nonchalance after I’d made the call to walk out, but there had been an edge of disappointment in his expression. A brief wilting at the sides of that generous mouth.

“You’ve got it bad, big brother.”

I snapped back to reality and drank a third of my Bloody Mary in one gulp. It had far too much tomato juice, and the taste roiled my stomach.

“I had a long night. I’m just tired.”

“Horseshit,” Mother said. “It’s time you get over that piece of blond unionized fluff and be serious. You’re nearly forty, and you”—she regarded my sister—“are nearly thirty. But neither of you are fit to control this family’s assets once your father or I die.”

“Mother….”

She went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Call it hyperbole or pearl clutching. It changes nothing. My health has been waning, and your father is in remission for the second time, and yet neither of you is settled. He’ll end up giving his other spawn primary control of his finances and business because his real children”—I didn’t interrupt to point out that my half sibling was also my father’s real child—“have no families and no prospects. If you were smart, you would both devote yourselves to finding suitable mates within our circle. The Blatts have a gay son who is an investment banker—not out but may as well be—and the Winstons have plenty of single daughters who would do well as a cover wife.”

I nearly spat out my drink. “A cover wife. Mother, are you serious?”

“They’re called beards,” Meredith said helpfully.

“I am deathly serious. Do you know how many men in this city have cover wives?” Mother cast a look around the restaurant as if searching for closeted queers. “Wall Street alone is a breeding ground of secret gay sex parties—”

“Mother,” I said wearily. “We don’t all have orgies and fuckdungeons.”

“—but it’s all very hush-hush,” she continued. “The sooner you figure out how to play the game, the faster you will get ahead. You waving your rainbow flag and refusing to play by the rules will only see you summarily exiled while your father’s bastard son takes control of everything. I won’t have it.”

Meredith chortled. “This is so Game of Thrones.”

I finished my drink and looked away from both of them. Outside it had begun to snow. Fat, wet flakes drifted out of the sky and melted as soon as they reached a surface. It was a good day to stay inside with a lover and not be lectured about my failings as an only son.

Mother shifted her focus from me to Meredith and proceeded to read her the riot act on everything from her ten-year career as an undergraduate in various Ivy League schools to her reputation as an oversexed party girl. Meredith’s exploits were frequently reported on Page Six. My mother claimed she wasn’t shaming Meredith for her proclivities, but she was very precise about certain behaviors being kept out of the public eye. I wondered, when we were only eight years apart, how my sister and I could have grown up so different. It was like my parents had dedicated their time trying to mold me into the perfect heir and future patriarch of the Stone family and had forgotten to put the same expectations on Meredith. I wouldn’t wish my upbringing on her, but I did wonder, quite frequently, how it would feel to be that free.

Meredith responded to my mother with blithe smiles and sarcasm until she managed to shift the topic away from us and to the typical target of our mother’s ire—Aiden, our half brother. The situation with him was complex. More complex than anyone was willing to discuss. He’d been raised in Queens by a drug-addicted mother in horrible circumstances, and none of us were entirely clear on how our father had been unaware of Aiden’s existence for so long, or whether he’d really been in the dark.

There was a lot we didn’t know, but it was undeniable that our father favored the son he’d discovered only a little over a decade ago. A man who was a couple of years younger than me, but who’d managed to outshine me in terms of achievements and admiration in my father’s eyes. Even so, it hadn’t caused me to resent Aiden. I felt nothing about it. Not anymore.

“I wish things were easy,” I said once my mother toddled off to the restroom. “I wish I wasn’t expected to hate who she hates.”

“And fuck who she wants you to fuck?”

“Yes. I want to make my own choices in life, but she sees everything as part of a power game. I’m not going to wish death on Aiden, and I won’t date the one gay man she can think of just because he happens to come from money.”

“Well,” Meredith said, droll as always, “not all of us can afford to be romantic, Lizzie.”

I released a startled laugh. “Are you really quoting Pride and Prejudice?”

“Sure, why not? I live my life pretending I’m in a cinematic remake of a Jane Austen novel.”

“And how’s that working out for you?”

“It’s really awesome in my head.” Meredith plucked a sliced strawberry from her fruit cocktail and dipped it in her wine. “Look, she’s an asshole, but she has a point. We’re screwing ourselves.”

“No, we’re not. Do you really want to be in father’s footsteps?”

“No, but I don’t want to be railroaded either. After what our parents put us through, we’re entitled to more than Aiden. And no matter what school Daddy put him in, people will see him as the crack baby Irish boy from Rockaway.”

“Jesus, Mere.”

She held up her hands. “Do you really think people aren’t saying that?”

“It doesn’t mean that you have to.”

She sounded so much like our mother. More and more, I wished I was away from them all. I loved my sister, but not when she showed how thoroughly she’d been brainwashed, despite being far more of a risk-taker and adventurer than anyone in the family. If travel was the best weapon against ethnocentrism, my sister needed to spend more time outside the country. Her previous attempts at backpacking and country hopping hadn’t broadened her horizons at all. She still bore signs of what our parents’ tutelage had done to her.

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I said. “The matter of inheritance is inconsequential to me. If he disowned me tomorrow, I wouldn’t be surprised. Our father thinks I’m an embarrassment and a disappointment.”

“Did he really say that?”

“No, but he didn’t have to. I could see it in his face, and it was made more apparent when he stopped registering that I was in the room.”

“Caycay—”

I grimaced. “Please don’t call me that.”

Meredith reached across the table and covered my hand with her own. She rubbed my palm with her thumb, smiling hesitantly, and melted the icicles that had started to form in my chest. Physical affection was not something we’d been raised with, but it was something that Mere had always craved. I held her hand, and a quick smile flitted across her face. Then she looked toward the restroom and drew her hand away.

She flopped back against her chair again, tendrils of hair spilling everywhere. “What’s wrong with you besides Mom and her fantastical political plots for dominance?”

“What’s right?” I mirrored her posture and allowed my shoulders to slump. “I’m unemployed and single. You’re right and she’s right. I have nothing going for me.”

“I didn’t say that at all. And this whole employment thing….”

“Don’t start.” No one understood my desire to have my own career separate from the empire my father had amassed in the past four decades. “I’m proud of what I’ve managed to accomplish. I had financial help from father to get through university, but I chose my own path after graduation. I didn’t follow blindly in his footsteps. That means something to me. It meant something to David. He thought I was successful.”

“Um, yeah, I know. That’s why he wanted to be with you. He was hoping it would rub off on him.”

I looked into my glass. It was ringed with a sheen of gritty red liquid. I debated getting another.

“Maybe.”

“There’s no maybe. It’s true.” Meredith drained her own glass and set it on the table with a thunk. “I hate to say it, but she’s right that you need to be with someone in our world. Not because of money,” she said when I opened my mouth to protest, “but because no one else understands how phenomenally screwed-up people like us are. And we’ll never mesh with anyone who doesn’t get that. You’ll just go through life being grateful that someone normal and charming and seemingly perfect like your selfless little teacher is taking a chance on someone so dysfunctional.”

Our mother reappeared across the restaurant. She was walking slowly, trying not to stumble in front of an audience. I looked away.

“A life,” Meredith continued, “where money is god and love is weakness and appearances are everything, while everyone fucks and backstabs each other behind the scenes.”

“How much have you had to drink?”

She laughed throatily. “Too much. Fuck. I need to go home.”

“Now that you’re full on a liquid brunch?”

“Especially now that I’m full on a liquid brunch.”

Our mother returned to the table and slipped into commentary about another family she’d noticed in the restaurant—apparently the Townsends also had a gay son, but he was “such a mess his father had hired someone to keep an eye on him.”

I mentally retreated and shifted my attention to the window again. The snow was already sticking. I watched the spinning flakes as they came down faster, gusts of wind blowing them in dizzying patterns, and detached myself from my surroundings. The hushed conversations became a buzz of white noise. Meredith and Mother were two blurs in my peripheral vision. Existing nearby but not within the shelter of my wandering thoughts.

Based on Meredith’s diagnosis of my flaws, I picked apart my relationship with David. Had I been grateful? I wasn’t sure. Had I been flattered and filled with warmth by the attention of someone so young and earnest? Someone who had abandoned their comfortable family and home to teach in Title 1 schools in low-income neighborhoods? Yes. I’d loved who he was, and I’d loved that he’d wanted me. I’d tried to please him in the only ways I’d known how, because I’d been desperate to keep him, and had still failed.

My hang-ups and baggage had prevented me from being the boyfriend he’d needed, and he hadn’t understood my behavior. Even now, after years of screaming and fighting, of cold shoulders and spiteful moves, cutting words and harmful actions, I’d never let him see who I was beneath the well-groomed chest plates that hid my fears and desires.

I didn’t understand how Oliver Buckley, a relative stranger, had reached in with little effort and yanked those secrets out.





Chapter Three

 

 

I BROODED for the first two weeks of the New Year and would have kept doing so if Charles hadn’t charged into my apartment and forcibly dragged me out to a wine bar in my neighborhood.

It was more my scene than Charles’s, but he had been accommodating enough to not suggest somewhere farther away when I was obviously in a mood. I hadn’t thought to warn him that the clientele was a relatively low-key and conservative after-work crowd, so he’d whipped off his fur coat to expose leggings and an animal-print leotard beneath an oversized pink sweater that hung off one thin shoulder. He also wore glitter eyelashes.

“Speed dating.” In other words, a revolving door of strangers all expecting me to be charming and entertaining. A room full of people selling themselves to each other but none actually acting like themselves. “You can’t be serious.”

“It’s perfect.”

I was two feet away from Charles, but he spoke loud enough to convey his passion on the subject to everyone in our corner of the room. He blamed it on being accustomed to speaking to customers over surround-sound Top 40, but I was positive he was just a stereotypically loud New Yorker. One who attracted a lot of attention.

“It’s not perfect, and can you please keep your voice down?”

“Why?” Charles looked around. He made direct eye contact with an older gentleman in a pinstriped gray suit. A wicked smile crossed his face. “Daddy Warbucks over there seems to like me just fine.”

“Then go speed dating with him.”

“Ugh. You’re such a—”

“A drag? A stiff? A bore? Please, enlighten me. Maybe you’ll come up with an insult I haven’t heard before.”

Charles stopped ogling the silver fox in the silver suit and pointed one black lacquered nail at me. “I was going to call you a pain in the ass, you paranoid fuck. There ain’t no kind of reason why you should be turning up your pointy nose at speed dating. It’s perfect for you.”

“I just can’t see how.”

“It’s practice.”

“Practice for…?”

Charles waved his hand in such a sharp, sudden gesture that he nearly knocked over the bottle we’d been sharing. “Dating, you schmuck. When’s the last time you’ve even been on a date? And riding Oli’s humongous cock while drunk doesn’t count. Especially because you can’t remember and give me all the juicy details.”

I regretted telling him about any of it, but the words had burst from my lips as soon as he’d asked. I still only remembered bits and pieces of everything that had happened, but my most prominent memory was the fiery burn of Oli’s dick stretching my ass. The raw blend of pain and pleasure. Even two weeks later, the thought of it caused flames to lick at my gut. Recently, I’d masturbated more than I had in my entire life.

“I don’t know. I dated David.”

“And then y’all packed up the U-Haul truck in like a month. Yeah, no. That don’t counts.”

I thought hard about my past encounters with other men but came up with a short list. I’d secretly dated a boy while in college, but he’d come from a similar background and had married some well-connected young lady only a month after graduation. And our dating had been limited to studying and occasionally kissing or touching. I’d been too shy and paranoid to attempt much more. For some people, college was a time when they were free of the watchful eyes and expectations of their families, but that had not been my experience. My university’s graduating class had been full of the sons and daughters of New York’s elite, and I’d been terrified of my homosexuality becoming well-known.

It didn’t take much for rumors to start and for whispers to extend from Rhode Island to Manhattan.

“When I first came out, I dated a business associate of my father’s.”

Charles’s wickedly arched brows shot up. “Older?”

“Much. I—he was…. He came on to me when he heard about my alleged queerness, and I was so desperate for attention from someone that I began sleeping with him. But he was married and heartless, and everything was awkward.”

“Huh.” Charles cupped his cheek with his hand, gazing at me with huge dark eyes. “And you’re asking me why I think you need practice?”

I clenched my jaw and refilled our glasses. Charles made a hem-hem noise when I filled only a quarter of his glass and, going against my father’s sommelier preachings about giving such a bold red enough room to aerate, I poured him the rest of the bottle. Charles puckered his lips at me in gratitude, and I scoffed.

“Even if I saw your point,” I said. “How will speed dating help? I’ll barely be able to converse with one person, or am I wrongly understanding the logistics?”

“No, no, you’ve got it right, but that’s the whole point. Sweetie”—Charles grabbed my hand and squeezed—“you don’t even know what you’re looking for. You need to just throw yourself into the pool and find the right toys to play with.”

“That analogy….”

“Shut up. Listen. You admit you’re lacking in experience. What better way to figure out what you should be saying or doing to attract someone than to have twenty or thirty minidates in a couple of hours? Okay, maybe not that much, but you’re not going to see these guys again! It’s just practice. It will be fun.”

It sounded like a nightmare, but I felt myself nodding. “When is this thing?”

Charles beamed. “In an hour.”

“Oh dear Lord.”

“Oh calm the hell down. It’s going to be great.”

 

 

IT WAS not great. It was as awkward as I’d anticipated.

The speed dating preceded a mixer, and judging by the expensive watches that were peeking out of tailored suit jackets, the crowd was predominantly wealthy, queer Manhattanites. I’d expected it to be a mixed group of men from various backgrounds, but the scene was overwhelmingly homogeneous in a way that repelled me. Even so, I’d let Charles talk me into it, so I committed myself to the task.

If I looked at it as a task to be accomplished, it was easier. Or so I had thought.

When it came to being polite and courteous, I was more than capable. Introduce myself, talk about my job, what brought me here, and politely listen to my partner’s responses to the same questions. I’d thought it would be straightforward. By the time we were both done sharing, time would be up, and for the most part that was indeed the case. Generally the conversations went like this:

“My name is Caleb Stone. I’m thirty-six, and my most recent position was as a CFO at a new social media platform for artists.”

“Oh, really? What’s it called?”

And I would tell them.

“Are you involved in the programming or the developing?”

I’d explain that I’d been the CFO—chief financial officer.

“Do you have a profile on the site? It sounds really unique.”

And I’d grudgingly explain that I’d never made one because I wasn’t a creative professional. Which seemed to be an incredibly awkward thing to say, because after four attempts, my partner almost always responded with a slight smile and a glance at their watch. Maybe this was why I’d been let go from the position. My passions had absolutely zero to do with the startup’s ideals, even if I was excellent in my role. I couldn’t give less of a damn about artists messaging each other and mooning over abstract paint splatters, and that had not sat well with the founders. They’d thought I was a poor fit. My fellow speed daters seemed to agree.

I tried not to take it personally, but the problem was, I could hear Charles cracking jokes and causing his partners to laugh from across the room. Even a cursory glance at my surroundings made it clear that my table was the least animated of the bunch.

Were people dreading coming to me? Was it painfully obvious that I was boring? I hoped not, but by my fifth go around, I was convinced my partners had lost interest before I’d spoken a single word. By the seventh go around, I was debating ghosting on the event—collecting myself and ducking out before anyone could notice. Charles wouldn’t mind. He was having a great time on his own.

When the bell rang for an eighth time, I glanced at my own watch and then at the door. There was a thirty-second lapse between rounds. If I moved quickly—

“Caleb Stone. Surprise, surprise.”

That low, velvet voice was a shock to my system. My eyes widened, a spasm went through my fingers, and my heart sped up.

 

One of Oli’s hands tightened around my hip and guided me back faster. The other gripped the side of my face. I accepted his fingers into my mouth with a wet moan.

 

“Oli.” I blinked away the flash. “Hello.”

Oli’s lips curled at the edges. He leaned halfway across the table and brushed a kiss against my cheek.

“Hey gorgeous.”

I started to adjust the lapel of my jacket but forced my hands back down to my lap. “What are you doing here?”

“Same as you. Checking out the selection.” Oli sat back in his chair and crossed his legs at the knee. He looked good. Better than good. He looked downright edible. His black hair was carelessly combed back, and he was poured into a combination of tight jeans and a V-neck shirt that was extremely casual but still really sexy. “Also, Charles sent me an FB invite.”

I looked across the room to where Charles had scooted his chair around the table so he could lounge all over his partner. I pursed my lips and tried not to send him a chilly glare. Just what did he think he was doing by inviting Oli? Trying to humiliate me with witnesses? Or was he matchmaking?

“Why?”

“Fuck if I know. He said I’m one of the few single fags he knows, so why the hell not? I’m surprised he’s here. Isn’t he dating that Landon guy?”

“Yes, but Charles is just here for fun.”

“Ah. I thought maybe they were open.”

I waved the suggestion off. “Open relationships don’t work.”

“I think they’re difficult to maintain.”

“Difficult or impossible?”

Oli grinned.

“Something funny?” I asked.

“A little.” Oli nodded discreetly across the restaurant. “Our people run in an insular little circle, my man.”

I followed his gaze. Around me, the conversations screeched to a halt. My humiliation, awkwardness, and jumbled reactions to seeing Oli all faded away at the sight of my half brother’s tall, muscular form and shock of strawberry blond hair. Aiden.

He had not stumbled into this particular establishment at this particular moment by chance. No, not at all. He was seated at one of the mahogany tables with his arm around a man who was a full head shorter, slighter, and had the kind of long, shining mane that belonged in a shampoo commercial. The pair of them sat facing a third man.

“Did you know they swing?”

My eyes flew back to Oli. “I didn’t even know he was fucking gay.”

“Oh.” Oli went on as though the revelation was no big deal. “I’m pretty sure he identifies as pan.”

The word slowly translated. “He identifies as bread?”

Oli cocked his head, frowned, and then burst out laughing. I nearly hissed at him to stop being so loud, but caught myself. Hadn’t I wanted a sign of life at my table? Hadn’t I envied the way Charles could make people laugh? Even if he was laughing at my ignorance.

Yes, I should have been very happy. Especially when Oli reached out to squeeze my shoulder as if thanking me for telling such a random joke. I should have leaned into that touch, relished his tactile nature, and moved on. But I couldn’t.

“How do you know him?”

Oli wiped his eyes and sagged against his chair with a sigh. “I met him and Jace at a party a couple of years ago. They’re pretty static in the scene.”

“What scene?” I leaned forward. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, Oli, and we’re about to run out of time.”

“We can always talk later, you know.” He looked amused again. “They’re in the swinger scene.”

“Wha—” The end of the sentence didn’t come out. I sat there, gobsmacked. “How—”

“It’s a very selective group of wealthy swingers and individuals with alternative sex lives. It’s hard to get an invite to the parties if you’re stag, but I manage if I bring a friend.” When I continued to stare, Oli looked on the verge of laughing again. He restrained himself. “It’s not a big deal, darling. We’re all in the same semi or totally closeted boat when it comes to our jobs or families. It’s actually a really healthy group. Figuratively and literally. You’ll be happy to know that you have to show the hosts a clean bill of health to get in.”

“Oh shut up.”

“I like it when you’re feisty.”

I looked at Aiden and Jace again. Swingers. Queer swingers.

“All this time,” I said softly, “my father hated me for being gay, and little does he know, his protégé is way better at queering than me.”

“It’s not about being better. You did just fine the other night. But anyway, I’m hoping you’re not going to use this information to get on your dad’s good side. That would be—”

I cut my eyes away from the happy couple to sneer at Oli. “Of course not, you imbecile. I was just thinking that it would have been nice to know.”

“Why?”

“Because then I wouldn’t have been dealing with this alone.”

Oli’s expression softened. He nudged his foot against mine and then dragged it up, caressing my ankle.

“It’s not too late to talk to him about it. We can all do dinner after this.”

“No, Oli. It’s fine.”

“I’ll handle it,” he reassured. “It will be great. But in the meantime, try to have more fun while you’re here. It’s kind of depressing when one of the most attractive men in the room looks like he’d rather have a pneumatic drill up his ass than talk to you.”

“That is most certainly not how I look.” I lost some of my conviction at Oli’s sideways stare. “Oh no. Is that how I look?”

“Yes. You’re intimidating. Handsome and sharp and really serious. You can’t help your demeanor at this point, but try to keep it light so people aren’t terrified of approaching you. You of all people should know that these guys hate being rejected. They think they’ve already found their place on Mt. Olympus. Your resting bitch face is reminding them that they’re mortals.”

Never in my life had I ever perceived the lack of interest in this manner. Was there something to it, or was Oli shellacking a glossy coat over the shitty reality of my situation? Somehow he didn’t strike me as the type who would lie for the sole purpose of pumping up my ego.

“I hate to break it to you,” I said, dragging my attention away from Aiden again, “but I have nothing remotely interesting to say to these people. I’m shit at flirting.”

“Just be yourself,” Oli said easily. “Even if it’s the you that you’re normally too afraid to be.”

And with those words, the bell rang and it was time to switch.

Oli’s advice echoed in my ears. I wanted to follow it, to portray myself as someone mysterious and clever—the person that Oli saw when he looked at me across a crowded room and labeled my neutral expression as serious and intriguing—but I couldn’t. I was too distracted by the languorous way Aiden moved about the room with his glossy-haired lover, and by the conflicting emotions that crowded in my chest and demanded dominance over the others.

I didn’t really know Aiden, but I felt betrayed. He’d known I was gay, had known the moment I came out, yet he’d never shared his own secrets with me. In addition, it smarted to know that he had moved through his relationship with my father without struggle or judgment while maintaining an active and “healthy” swinger lifestyle. And yet, I was too self-conscious to even enjoy myself in bed with one man. Unless pumped full of alcohol.

It was difficult to stop watching them and several of the men who landed at my table noticed. Some were annoyed while others commented on Aiden and Jace’s relationship. These guys had only visited the pair for mere moments but already had crushes. Maybe not on Aiden or Jace themselves, but definitely on the easy freedom of their lifestyle. And I would be lying if I said I didn’t envy them. I wished I’d had the courage to find what I wanted in the past decade instead of outing myself and continuing to live like a closeted member of the clergy.

Time went by faster now that my thoughts were fixed elsewhere. All I could do was watch Aiden and his gorgeous lover from the corner of my eye, and wonder how he’d gotten away with this for years. Not only had he embraced his queerness while keeping it away from our father, but he’d slipped into a crowd that was associated with our father’s people. How had he done it? How had I not done it? Why was I the only one who’d followed the principles that had been laid out before me, and yet I was still the one who’d been castigated?

As an older gentleman with a gray suit and a bow tie sat in front of me and began to recite his verbal speed-dating cover letter, my thoughts slipped behind the curtain of my past. The day I’d first kissed a boy and how I’d dry heaved in the toilets at school for thirty minutes right after. The stomach-wrenching fear of finally admitting to who I was and acting on it, and then the agony of lying to my father about it for years. I’d hated the game of make-believe—pretending my female friends were my romantic interests, inventing female lovers and trysts to appease my father’s insistently suspicious questions about my single status. I’d dealt with it for fifteen years before it came to a head due to a single statement:

You need to start thinking about marriage.

I’d blurted, without thinking, that I was gay, and he’d left the room after a silence so chilly that bumps had covered my flesh. Just thinking about that day and the look on his face was enough to make me sick. Even now, it got to me. Even now, I regretted the admittance.

Bow Tie left when I failed to respond to whatever he had said, and after that, I silently excused myself from the game. I couldn’t think of it another way, and I no longer cared about being discreet. Charles was deep in conversation, and Aiden still seemed oblivious to my presence. I wanted it to stay that way.

I nodded at the host in farewell and was out the door just as the bell rang again. I didn’t look over my shoulder. Any guilt I may have felt about skipping out on a carefully organized event was canceled by the possibility of ending up face-to-face with my half brother.

Coat check took an eternity. The boy working it was a placid youth who read my ticket wrong twice before going to hunt down my jacket in an overflowing sea of black pea coats and trenches. I wanted to snap at him to be quick about it but fast approaching footsteps prevented me from taking out my foul mood on a random staff member.

“You’re not even going to say good-bye to me?”

“Save it, Oli. You just want to create drama by forcing me into some sorry reunion with my brother.”

Oli scoffed. “Why would I want to do that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you’re an asshole.”

“There’s no maybe about that, baby. I am an asshole. But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t just trying to find an excuse to hang out with you a little longer.”

The attendant presented my coat with a bright smile, clearly pleased that he’d located it in the mess.

“Thank you.”

I shoved a tip at him and stormed off while slipping my arms into my coat. I left Oli standing there with his ticket in hand.

“Can you at least wait for me?”

“Why? I don’t know what you hope to accomplish by spending time with me, but—”

Oli held up his hands in mock surrender. The coat attendant snatched the little white paper from his hand.

“We were getting along fine, and now you think I have ulterior motives?”

“Everyone has ulterior motives.” It was such an echo of my mother that I faltered. Swallowing thickly, I shoved the big black buttons into their corresponding slots. “Look Oli, I’m sorry, but I’m not good company right now. That whole thing”—I nodded at the door leading to the speed dating event—“I just can’t deal with any of it right now.”

“Okay, I get it.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. I understand. Trust me.” Oli cast an impatient look through the coat check window. “Kid, can you hurry up?”

“Don’t take it out on him,” I snapped. “He’s probably making shit for money as it is.”

“Okay, Mr. High and Mighty. I wouldn’t be in such a goddamn rush if I didn’t suspect you’re going to make me go all follow that cab once you storm out of here!”

It was so absurd that I laughed. My voice was too loud in the quiet lobby, but I couldn’t stop. Especially not when his lips twitched and he joined me. Even the damn coat check boy snickered.

“So can you please, please, wait for me so we can take a cab together and get out of here?”

“Oli….”

“Come on. We can get a drink. On me.”

“Oli, I’m tired. I’ve had enough for one night.”

“We can go somewhere by you,” he insisted. “Or between your hood and mine.”

I started to refuse with more conviction, but he was already retrieving his coat and moving closer to me. Resisting his encouraging smile and deep blue eyes would have taken gold medalist level self-restraint.

“Where?”

“My favorite bar is on First Avenue and First Street. It’s a casual spot. Not a big crowd during the week.”

My desire to go to another bar was nil, but as he slid his arm through mine and guided me to the door, I couldn’t bring myself to say no.





Chapter Four

 

 

THE BAR on First and First was unironically called 1&1.

It didn’t fit what I’d come to equate with Oli. It wasn’t sophisticated. There was no sex appeal. It was the kind of slightly cheesy Irish pub that Charles would have rocked up to on a Friday night after hitting two other places first. The kind of place David wouldn’t have even bothered to take me to because he’d have known better. It’s possible Oli knew better and that he just didn’t care about my snobby sensibilities.

I liked that.

Oli waved at the bartender and jerked his head at a table at the far end of the room. “Two Mad Elves if you’ve got any left.”

“I got ’em, bud. Tap or bottle?”

“You know I love those bottles.”

“You got it, Oli.”

I followed Oli to one of the high tables in the corner. The place was practically empty except for two guys sitting at the bar, but it easily had capacity for a couple of hundred people. Judging from the two roped-off staircases on either side of the room, there was a lower level that could hold even more.

“I come here a lot.” Oli sat on one of the stools and patted the one next to him. “It’s a few steps above a dive bar, but the staff is nice, they make strong drinks, and there’s generally a good crowd dancing downstairs on the weekend.”

“Is this a… gay Irish pub?”

“No, but I like all of the genders.”

“I see.” I shrugged off my jacket and sat next to Oli. We were so close that our legs brushed beneath the table. I tried very hard to act normal when he rested a hand on my thigh. “What, may I ask, is a Mad Elf?”

“Only one of the best beers of the season.” Oli rubbed my thigh, squeezed, and pulled away. “There’s over 10 percent alcohol per bottle. And sorry if you prefer tap, but I don’t have faith in the cleanliness of bars and their equipment. I’ve seen reality shows about this shit. I know things.”

I leaned against the wall and tilted my head against it. “You’re prissier than I expected.”

“What did you expect? We didn’t interact much when you were with David.”

“I’m not sure. You were pretty mysterious, and you never had much interest in talking to me.”

“That’s not true at all.” Oli drummed his fingers against the table. “I’d noticed you were obviously going out of your way to attend gatherings just to please him, but he’d wander off after you guys arrived. It wasn’t my business, though, so I didn’t approach you.”

“Until New Year’s Eve.”

“Yes. I was shocked that you’d come by yourself. It intrigued me. Also, we were the only two single people at the fucking party. I’d planned on kissing you from the moment I saw you looking brooding and sexy by the window.”

I wanted to know how I’d intrigued him, but asking seemed too much like fishing for compliments.

“Getting back to your original question—I pegged you for the bad boy type. Reckless and potentially spoiled with a life full of adventures and hot sex.”

Oli grinned. “Well, you’re not totally off the mark. I’m a computer nerd who enjoys sex and traveling.”

“I noticed after skimming through your Instagram. I liked your pictures of Fiji.” I’d also liked that he hadn’t been in most of them. Instead of only an array of selfies, he’d posted a ton of gorgeous landscape shots.

“Looking into me?”

“A little,” I admitted. “You’re not the only one who’s intrigued.”

Oli’s grin widened. “I’m flattered despite you thinking I’m prissy. Although, I saw the way you turned up your nose as soon as we approached the door, so you might have a bit of priss in you as well.”

“It’s just not my scene.”

“Well, your scene hasn’t worked out for you so well, sweetheart.”

“Thank you very much for that reminder.”

The bartender put two bottles in front of us, flashed Oli a knowing grin, and walked off without a word. I didn’t want to overanalyze what the exchanged look meant, so I picked up the bottle. The label had a literal dancing elf on it. I smiled wanly and took a sip.

“Verdict?”

I swallowed, licked my lips, and took another. There were hints of citrus and spices that I couldn’t place, but the combination was pleasant.

“Surprisingly sweet and delicious.”

“I knew you would like it.”

Oli tilted the neck of his own bottle back and watched me as he gulped. I waited for him to begin grilling me about Aiden or my abrupt departure from the speed-dating event, but he didn’t. He stayed quiet as we drank, ordered two more beers when we were done with the first, and began rubbing my shoulder once the alcohol roared through my bloodstream and my posture sagged.

It was tempting to look around to ensure no one was witnessing his very public displays of affection, but I didn’t. His fingers kneading the knots in my shoulders and the back of my neck felt good. With enough time, the right oil, and me stretched out naked beneath him, Oli’s massage technique would probably turn me into a boneless puddle.

“How do you know I like to be massaged?”

“David mentioned it once. He said it was the only thing that unwinds you.”

“Ah.”

“I told him he must not be fucking you good enough if you don’t unwind after sex.”

I opened my eyes partially. “That’s not very nice of you to say to him.”

“My friends learn to appreciate my bluntness.”

“All of them?”

Oli smirked. “Well, no. But if they can’t deal, they’ll move on. It’s no big deal. Relationships aren’t meant to be static.”

“Not even friendships?”

“People change. Interactions ebb and flow.”

“You sound like some New Age humanist.”

He struck a meditative pose. “We can only evolve through learning and growth, man.”

I nudged his knee. “You really are a goofy bastard.”

“I can be.” Dropping the pose, Oli leaned against the wall and turned his face. He was close enough for his hair to brush my cheek. “But what I said is true. A good bang should help you relax. After you left on New Year’s, I slept like a baby. All of my frustration and anger with my job had been fucked straight out of me.”

It wasn’t a particularly graphic statement, but rolling off Oli’s velvet tongue, it was pornographic. Something about the way he dropped his voice and the way the corner of his mouth slid up in a knowing smile. I shifted on the barstool and tried to stop looking at him.

“You don’t have to keep reassuring me that I was adequate.”

“I’m not.”

“Then why do you keep bringing it up?”

“Because I like making grown men blush.”

Looking away, I took another deep gulp of the beer. “You’re incorrigible. That usually annoys me.”

“But I don’t?”

“Oddly no.”

“Maybe because I popped your cherry.”

At the front of the bar, the door opened and a whoosh of cold air blew in. I barely felt it between the alcohol and heat emanating from Oli’s body. He shifted closer just as the thought crossed my mind, and once again his hand dropped to my thigh. High enough for his fingers to brush against my crotch. The wickedness in his grin was dazzling.

“You didn’t pop my cherry.”

“You said—”

“I said I don’t bottom and usually I don’t. I did with the man I was with before David, and I hated it, so it never happened again.”

“Why did you hate it?”

Because it was uncomfortable and awkward. Painful and yet… oddly boring. My older lover drove into me with a clumsy lack of rhythm—just bursts of speed followed by sluggish thrusting and then an abrupt ejaculation while my own erection was still flagging. I never got off during sex with him.

“It just wasn’t something that I enjoyed.”

“At the time.”

 

“You’re—I—I can’t—”

The words stammered out as I jolted with each thrust of his dick. The ability to talk, to function, to think properly, was eclipsed by pleasure that seeped into my bones. Into every pore. It was all consuming. White hot. I was turned inside out with the agony of my coming release.

“Oh God, I feel like I’m going to come.”

 

Swallowing, I locked eyes with Oli. “Frankly, I can’t really remember our night together. You could be exaggerating about how much I enjoyed your cock.”

Oli’s brows flew up and his lips parted. I expected a quick retort and some indignant rage at my doubting of his sexual ability, but the surprise morphed into another sly smile. He inched forward, his hand closing around my thigh fully, and his fingers pressing against my dick. It was already hard from the memories of our fuckathon.

“I could tell you about it.”

“I bet you could,” I said. “But it’s not necessary.”

“Seems like it is.” Oli dragged his fingers along the outline of my hardening dick. “Your cock believes me, but you’re saying you don’t.”

My breath caught. “You assume I’m interested in having you touch my cock.”

“It’s not about me in particular.” Oli’s tongue flicked out to wet his lips. A flash of pink that caused me to zero in on his wide mouth. The pillowy lower lip. “It’s about sex. Enjoying sex. You didn’t have a good time because it was me. I’m not the magic ticket to your sweet spot. You enjoyed it because you weren’t so anxious about what you were doing or how you were doing it. You let go.”

“But it was you. I let go with you.”

“You let go because you were too drunk to care.” Oli stopped massaging my semihard cock. “I’m not your Prince Charming. I’m a good fuck, but I’m not special. If that’s what you’re thinking, you need to get it out of your head now.”

The harsh edge to his voice ripped me out of the haze of lust that had started to dull my senses. I reared back to put distance between us.

“I didn’t mean that. I wasn’t implying that it meant anything more than great sex.”

“Good. Because that kind of thinking is a complication.” Oli drained his bottle. “And I generally like to keep things simple.”

“Fine.” I slid off the barstool. “That’s fine.”

“If it’s fine, then where are you going?”

“To the restroom if that’s okay with you, Oliver.”

Oli braced his arms against the table, stared into my eyes for a long moment, and then jerked his head at one of the roped-off staircases. I turned away and headed toward it without another moment’s hesitation. I was embarrassed, and I couldn’t precisely identify why. I hadn’t propositioned him, and he hadn’t turned me down. All he’d done was set me straight about what I could expect from him going forward. I should have appreciated the transparency, but it still burned. It burned the parts of me that dredged up the straggling remnants of our night together whenever my thoughts drifted for too long. My continued replaying of the events, trying to replicate the feel of his hands on me with my own, and getting off while thinking about it all, made his words feel too much like rejection even though, if I judged by his hooded looks and questing hands, it wasn’t.

The staircase led to a dimly lit lower level with two bathrooms situated just outside another roped-off archway. Past the archway, there was a second bar and a dance floor that was nearly pitch-black from lack of light. I stared into it, yearning to disappear while I collected myself, and stepped over the tattered yellow rope just as footsteps sounded on the stairs behind me. I moved deeper into the room as my eyes slowly adjusted to the faint pinpricks of light from tiny purple LEDs lining the bar.

“Chasing after you is starting to become tedious.”

I turned around and pressed my back against the bar. In the flickering LED lights, Oli looked like a spectral figure stalking toward me from the lit portal of the archway.

“Then stop chasing me,” I said. “You barely know me. Just because we slept together—”

“We fucked. There was very little sleeping.”

“Fine. We may have fucked, but before recently, we’ve never had a full conversation. We’re not friends. There’s no need for you to come hunting me down whenever you think I’m in distress.”

“Who says your distress is my concern?” Oli pressed his hands flat against the bar top and fenced me in. “Maybe I just want to effectively have a conversation with you. Even if you’re making it more difficult than I usually have the patience to deal with.”

“So don’t deal with it.” I put my hand on his shoulder but didn’t force him away. “Go find some swinger party and fuck my brother. I’m pretty sure you already have.”

Oli leaned closer until our chests were aligned. “Maybe I have. I don’t see what that has to do with you.”

“It has nothing to do with me,” I retorted. “I’m not like him. I’m not like either of you.”

“And yet I have this feeling that you want to be.” Oli nodded, watching me from beneath a fall of messy dark hair. “And that’s the real reason why you were so pissed-off to find out about his lifestyle.”

“Maybe.” I shrugged stiffly. “Maybe I’m jealous that I can’t be. Either way, it’s too late for that now. Why don’t you run along and find someone more exciting and sexually free to play with? As you said, I’m prone to complications.”

“No,” Oli said simply. “I think I’ll keep trying to play with you.”

“Why?”

“I like you.”

“You like me,” I repeated with a strained laugh. “You just read me the riot act over me potentially liking you a little too much.”

“That’s different.”

“How?” My voice rose in the silent room. “How is that—you know what? Never mind. If you’re afraid I’m carrying a torch for you just because you ejaculated in my ass, I suggest you rethink that assumption. You’re the one who keeps chasing me down and groping me. Maybe you should be reciting your speech about keeping things simple to yourself instead of lecturing me. It wouldn’t have fazed me to walk out of that event and go home alone tonight.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes, I’m pretty goddamn sure.”

Oli had no smart retort for that response. He stood without speaking, but he didn’t ease the crush of our bodies against the bar. If anything, he leaned against me harder. So close I could smell the sweet cherry scent of beer on his breath and the subtler hints of cologne.

I wished I could see his face clearly. To read his expression and figure out why he was standing so silently, looking at me in the darkness, and insistent on forcing me into this standoff.

“What do you want from me?”

“I want to be your friend.”

“A friend who touches my dick in public.”

I felt the hint of a smile against my cheek.

“Those are the best kind,” he said in my ear. “I fuck around with a lot of my friends. Intimacy doesn’t have to be normative. We can just… enjoy each other’s company and sometimes enjoy each other’s bodies. And right now I want to enjoy yours.”

“My… what?”

“Your hot body.” Oli dropped his hand between us. He palmed my dick again, and I had to swallow a groan. “I think you need to expand your view of sex and relationships.”

My pulse rocketed but my voice was steady. “More New Age crap?”

“Heh.” He cupped me harder. “This doesn’t have anything to do with spirituality and channeling unless I’m going to reach a heightened state by being a few inches deep in your ass.”

A breathless laugh burst out of me and stirred his tousled hair. It was a moment when mortification or discomfort should have seized me but didn’t.

“You have a dirty mouth.”

“You like it dirty.” Oli stopped kneading my extending bulge and dragged his fingertips against my zipper. “You like it messy. And rough.”

“You’re an expert?” My hands twitched from a desire to touch him, but I kept them still even as my breathing became erratic. “After one night?”

“One night that was the equivalent of four and a half fucks. I know a lot, baby.” He went quiet again. Watching and waiting, maybe for me to make the first move, but I couldn’t.

“We can’t fool around now.”

“It’s closed down here on weeknights unless there’s an event.”

“Even so—”

Oli dipped his head down and latched his mouth on to the base of my throat. My protests turned into a ragged moan, but I still didn’t touch him. I didn’t move even when he sucked harder, probably leaving a mark, and reached around to grab my ass. His fingers dug in so hard that I could feel the tips of them curving inward to press into my crack.

It was just a simple, kneading motion through a layer of cotton, but it set me aflame. My dick went from hard to throbbing, and my hands flew up to clench against him. I jerked him forward, yanked his head up, and kissed him as my breath came out in uneven bursts. The frantic pace was a complete contrast to the sensuous way our kisses had played out in my fantasy renditions of New Year’s Eve, but it didn’t seem to faze him.

He alternated between stroking my tongue with his own and sucking it into his mouth, and then settled for tonguing me with a desperate urgency that stole my breath even as I tried to keep up. And when he shoved his hand down the back of my pants and pressed the pads of his fingers between my ass cheeks, I stopped trying. My body went molten after the first prodding touch against my hole, and I thought for one absurd moment that I would come from that alone.

“Oh,” I whispered against his mouth. “Oh shit.”

“Yeah, baby,” Oli groaned into my mouth. “You like having your ass played with. Don’t deny it.”

I managed nothing more intelligent than a moan.

The thought of being spread open and breached here, where anyone could see, was terrifying and thrilling at the same time. The nagging worry about someone walking in, about being escorted out of the bar, was shouted down by the part of me that wondered how much I would care once I was stretched open.

Oli kissed me again, gentler this time, and massaged the bundle of nerves around my opening. He teased out both a sense of anxiety and a primal need to be penetrated deeper. The opposing senses had my ass clenching with anticipation.

“Tell me what you want,” Oli said.

“Oli, just—”

“Just what?” Oli rubbed the iron rod of his cock against my thigh. “You want me to just do what I want?”

I nodded and tried to draw him into another messy kiss, but he evaded and bucked his hips against me.

“That’s not the way it works.”

“Jesus, don’t make this into a fucking teachable moment.”

Oli trailed kisses against my jaw. “Then don’t be afraid to tell me what you need. I’ve already seen you in rare form.”

“I’m—” The tip of his finger pressed into my hole, delving partially inside. I shuddered. “I’m not afraid.”

“Then stop stalling and tell me.” He sucked my earlobe into his mouth, milked another shaky moan out of me, and then released it. “While it’s just us, in this dark empty room, I want you to stop being afraid and tell me exactly what you want. You did in the hallway at Charles’s place, and you nailed me so hard that I’m pretty sure I woke up the entire building with all of my shouting. You weren’t afraid to pound me, and you weren’t afraid to tell me that you wanted me to do it to you.”

 

His belt buckle clattered against the windowsill as I jammed him against it. The sound echoed in the empty hallway, and each time I thrust into him, his groans did too. There was nothing in the corridor except the door leading to the roof, but Oli still bit into the side of my neck in an attempt to quiet himself. I started jerking his cock, and his teeth bit farther into my flesh.

 

“I think you liked that we were in public.” Oli’s voice slipped into bedroom volumes. He rubbed my dick with more pressure. “You must have, because you started it in the cab too. Made sure my dick was throbbing for the entire ride. I hadn’t dribbled precome like that since high school. It felt like I was continuously coming.”

As hard to believe as it was, I knew it was true. Every memory of that night was colored by me demanding his cock in the most shameless possible ways. That he had seen me that way should have been a humiliation.

I wouldn’t have been able to bear it with David. He’d always expected so much of me that I’d clung to the version of myself that he’d fallen in love with, even after it’d become clear that he didn’t love me anymore. Giving up that image had never quite worked, and he’d never trusted my slight, bumbling attempts. He’d been confused by the random alterations in my behavior, and had been afraid that rare moments of abundant affection and great sex were too good to be true. Too risky to trust. David had never liked giving himself over to chance. For him, it had been safer to grit his teeth and bear our dysfunction while seeking affection elsewhere.

But this thing that was happening with Oli was different. We’d started out with intensity and sloppy, unashamed fucking. There was no room for me to hide. It helped that whatever he’d witnessed that night seemed to just make him want more of it. More of me. Even if it was on his very specific terms.

“Tell me,” he repeated. “What’s going to make you come the hardest?”

I tilted my forehead against his, pressing hard, and felt his hot breath against my face. “I—I want your… I want you to put your fingers in my ass.”

Oli wrenched me around, shoved me against the bar, and yanked my pants halfway down my hips. I turned my head to glance at the door, but it was too difficult to see with him pinned to my back.

“Why?”

A wet sound followed his uttered question, and I knew he was sliding his fingers in and out of his mouth. My knees buckled, and I leaned heavily against the bar.

“Why what?”

“Why do you want my fingers in your ass?”

“Why the hell do you think?” I closed my eyes and bowed my head. “I remember parts of that night. I remember it feeling good.”

Two long digits entered me, and I released a noise that was half-gasp and half-sigh. My toes curled.

I’d never been so grateful for raw friction that hovered on the very border of pain.

“Now tell me what to do,” Oli whispered in my ear. “In detail.”

“Please—” I wrapped my hands around the side of the bar, gripping so tight that the edge bit into my skin. “Please, Oli.”

A spasm went through Oli’s hands, but he didn’t relent. “Tell me.”

I shook my head, and the minute gesture led to him removing his hand.

Frustration streaked fire through the hollow sense of loss. I imagined him stepping away and leaving me there against the bar with my ass bare and dick throbbing.

For a minute, it seemed like he would. The heat of his body disappeared and cool air hit the uncovered span of my flesh. I straightened immediately and started to yank my pants up, but Oli returned as though he was magnetized to me. One of his arms encircled my waist while the other gripped my chin, turning my face toward his. The rough hint of stubble along his jaw brushed my cheek, stinging, and combined with the sensory overload gained from his thumb pressing against my lower lip and his free hand sliding beneath my shirt to twist one of my nipples. When he started sucking my earlobe again, there was no longer a way to deny that this man knew my body. He knew every erogenous zone, and he was targeting them all at once. Turning me into someone malleable and desperate. Someone who would say anything to prevent these feelings from being ripped away again.

“Play with my ass,” I whispered. “Shove your fingers into me and rub my prostate until I can’t talk or see straight.”

A husky laugh reverberated in my ear. “There’s that slut I got to know on New Year’s Eve.”

“Christ, Oli, just do something before I—before my mind changes. Okay?”

“Okay, baby.” He kissed the side of my mouth. “You got it.”

Oli hunched against me and slid them into my ass again. I tried to tilt my head down, to press my mouth to my forearm and muffle the sounds already wanting to spill out, but Oli held me in place. The room was filled with my hoarse inhalations as he nudged his fingers against my prostate, but he quieted me with a kiss. Sometimes he spoke to me, soft nonsense words that didn’t translate past the roar in my ears, but he mostly sucked on my lower lip while pressing his dick against the back of my thigh.

Dimly, I knew I should try to touch him. Reciprocate. Be active in some way. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t think let alone coordinate my movements enough to get him off. Every thought was centered on the stretch of my ass, the reach of his fingers, and the reality of being screwed in public.

After several minutes of targeted massaging, I could already feel a dangerous tightening in my balls, and an intensifying heat in my core that signaled the rush of a coming ejaculation. It built inside me like a wave, deep and powerful, but even when I lurched forward with a sharp cry, I didn’t come. My entire body quivered, ass gripping his fingers tight, and lapsed into a daze of nonstop sensation.

When he finally touched my dick, my ejaculation was almost a surprise. The lightest graze from his fingers sent semen erupting from my slit. It shot out in an arc before more sluggish spurts dribbled alongside my shaft to slide down my sac.

“Oh fuck.”

“I wonder if you could have come hands free,” Oli said in my ear. “You looked almost there.”

“I’ve never—”

“You did that night.”

The words added to the feeling of being overstimulated. I shuddered.

Oli wrapped his hand around my dick, caressing the still-hard length while tucking me away. I had a brief wishful thought about him getting on his knees to lick away the traces of my semen, but I knew I was being greedy. And selfish.

“Don’t you want me to… do something for you?”

“Yes.”

A niggle of apprehension lanced through my pleasurable high. “What should I do?”

Oli zipped my pants over my still-swollen dick and fixed the button. He patted my bulge once and extracted himself from the tangled way our limbs had wound together.

“I want you to make a promise.”

I turned to him, half expecting his own jeans to be hanging open with his dick in his hand, but Oli was as put-together as he’d been when we’d come downstairs.

“What am I promising?”

“That next time you’re bored or sexually frustrated or just feeling stuck….” Oli reached out to straighten my shirt. “You’ll be my plus one.”

I couldn’t comprehend his statement as my orgasm had turned my brain to mush. I waited for an explanation, overly conscious of each time his fingers brushed me through the shirt he seemed insistent on tidying, but received none.

“You speak in code.”

“No, I don’t. I want you to promise that you’ll be the one accompanying me to Liberty X.” When I again stared blankly, Oli laughed. “That’s the name of the erotic party I told you about. It’s hosted by this Dutch couple. They’ve made a fortune doing event planning. There are parties, like Chemistry or Behind Closed Doors or Lip Service, but Liberty is invite only and extremely exclusive. It’s usually established couples only, but on certain nights they invite singles. Even then, I can’t show up alone. There’s a buddy system, and whoever I bring has to pass their criteria.”

I raised a skeptical brow. “And I will?”

“The combination of your face, body, and last name equals a golden ticket.” Oli brushed hair away from my brow, sliding his fingers through the silver strands at my temples. “It’s really safe. I promise. Extremely well-known richies and socialites go, and they’ve never been exposed. And like I said, you have to show proof that you’re STI-free during the vetting process. They require you to check in every three months. You’ll need to go to a clinic.”

“Even so, I don’t—”

Oli pressed a finger against my mouth. “Just say you’ll go with me. Please?”

Did I want to subject myself to people who seemed to be living an Eyes Wide Shut lifestyle on the Upper East Side while I bumbled around like a fool in front of them? No. I didn’t. And I didn’t want to subject them to my awkward prudishness.

But was I curious? Intrigued? Yes. I was.

So I nodded and couldn’t help smiling slightly when Oli grinned in triumph.

“It has a very stupid name, though.”

“I agree.” Oli grabbed my arm and tugged me to the door. “Let’s go have another beer.”





Chapter Five

 

 

LIBERTY X didn’t come up again for another week. So after spending one reeling night fantasizing about all that could happen there—and going to the clinic just in case—I lapsed back into the stupefied purgatory of unemployment. I hated it. Especially Mondays.

When working, I’d dragged myself out of bed with sluggish resentment and wondered where the weekend had gone, how I’d wasted it, and what I could have done but didn’t that would now have to wait another five days. However, once I remembered I actually enjoyed the career path I’d chosen for myself, the resentment would fade as soon as I stepped in the shower and washed away the remnants of sleep. At that point, I would fall into the comfort of my morning routine.

I’d always turned on the NY1 all-day news network while showering, set the Keurig while I made a light breakfast, and sat to eat and sip coffee for a solid thirty minutes of peace before rushing to join the other high-strung straphangers in the subway.

If anyone doubted New York was a wonderful place, they need only ride the subway and immerse themselves in the intoxicating mix of accents, cultures, and identities all packed together unselfconsciously to understand that there was truly no place like the City. I’d always been fond of taking the train for the simple reason that it’d been the one thing to keep me grounded while spending my adolescence in a fantasy world created by people too rich to understand real life.

Many of my peers had cabbed their way through their childhood and teenage years while coasting from elite prep school to elite Jesuit institute, and had been concerned primarily with the goings-on of people only in our parents’ small, insular social circle. It was strange how they’d managed to wrap themselves in a cotton-candy coating, ignoring the rest of the city, even as it rumbled to and fro beneath the streets in the subway.

Now, though, I had no reason to ride the subway for any particular length of time. I had no morning routine to speak of. No reason for me to spend forty minutes a day people-watching and remembering that I’d first seen two men kiss openly on the 1 Train. For years after, I’d looked for that lovely, brave couple each time I passed the Christopher Street Station, but it was no surprise that I’d never seen them again. Even if I’d wanted to continue my rush-hour search, I couldn’t. Because I was unemployed. At thirty-six.

My Monday morning funk was disrupted at 11:00 a.m. by the alarming double whammy of Charles and Meredith showing up at my doorstep. They’d separately decided to bring me breakfast and had shown up exactly five minutes apart. After some initial awkwardness, we’d settled on the cream-colored sofas in the living room nibbling on pogacas from the bakery on William Street (Meredith’s offering) and toasted bagels with butter from the vendor on Broadway (Charles’s).

“You even have fancy sleep clothes.” Charles pointed at my robe. “I bet you got that from Nordstrom, didn’t you?”

“Bloomingdales,” Meredith said. “I got it for him for his birthday!”

“Can you get me one for mine?”

“Only if you do my eyebrows like you do yours.”

And then they were fast friends.

I relaxed for the first time since these two parts of my world had combined, and crossed my leg at the knee with a bagel in hand. Observing Charles and Meredith was almost as fascinating as people-watching on the subway. They were alike and different in blatant ways. They were both fond of oversized and distressed clothing, but his were probably altered thrift store finds while hers were purchased at overpriced boutiques in SoHo. They both swore enough to frighten a ship of sailors during Fleet Week, but he had a brash Brooklyn accent while her pronunciation was diction-training precise. And yet, they still meshed. Instantly and completely.

I couldn’t have been happier.

“Did you know your brother is screwing this rich, bad boy slummer like himself?” Charles waved an everything-bagel, scattering sesame seeds and salt crystals all over the coffee table. “The rich slummer part—”

“Having a job,” I interrupted, “is not slumming.”

“—not the bad boy part.” Charles went on like I hadn’t spoken. “Caleb may be a hot bitch, but he’s not a bad one.”

Meredith’s lips curled up. “Is it the one who gave you the rough-trade bruises on New Year’s Eve?”

I was probably flushing, but I didn’t fight a tiny smile. “Charles is making this sound more exciting than it is.”

“Girl, that is some bullsheez. Oli’s got you turnt out. You even bailed on me at speed dating to go ride that fat cock like you couldn’t wait another half hour—”

“I didn’t ride anything.” Except his hand.

“—so I could tag along.” Charles rolled his eyes and dismissed me with a raised palm to my face. His pointed fingernails nearly scraped my forehead. “Frontin’ ass fucker.”

Meredith sat there, clearly trying to translate his mile-a-minute slang. “Speed dating? Ew.”

“You guys, it was rich fucks like you there! Stop being so judgy.” Charles slammed his coffee cup on the table for emphasis. It was a paper cup from the vendor, so the effect was lacking. “Real talk? I got five numbers out of that shit, and if me and Landon break up, I’m getting me a rich sugar daddy.”

“Is it likely that you’ll break up?”

Charles shrugged, but the sudden buckling of his wide mouth was answer enough. I patted his hand.

“Did you ever get to a point in a relationship… when all of the things that your lover used to find charming and lovable are now just really fucking annoying and infuriating? Because I’m pretty sure that’s what’s happening to him and me.”

Meredith scooted closer to Charles. “How could anyone find you annoying?”

“Oh please. No. I find him annoying and infuriating. Every time that motherfucker starts rampaging about the best IPA, I want to smack him.”

“So, then, break up,” I suggested. “I know you just moved in together, but… you could stay here if you need to.”

Charles and Meredith both peered at me with owl eyes. Was the suggestion such a shock? It was a little insulting.

“How do you two know each other?” Meredith asked. “Through that cunt David?”

“Whoa, David isn’t all bad,” Charles said around a mouthful of bagel. “Well, he isn’t my best pal or anything, but not everything was his fault.”

“He cheated on my brother so much that I’m obligated to hate him,” Meredith countered.

“Fair point.”

“Fair or not, there’s no need to talk about him that way.” I looked down at my crumb-laden plate instead of meeting Meredith’s fierce glare. “I’m just saying… I was part of the problem. I was never comfortable with him. I never trusted him. And it alienated him. I’m not excusing his behavior, but I also can’t excuse mine.”

Charles nodded emphatically. “Yeah, your big bro used to gaslight David all the time, and it wasn’t cool. But David also wasn’t cool. They just needed to break up and get with big-cocked fuckers like Ray and Oli.”

“Will there ever come a time when you stop talking about their dicks?” I asked dryly.

“No. That time won’t come.”

Meredith cackled. She and Charles grinned at each other like conspirators. With the two of them together, I was positive every conversation would leave me cringing with mortification.

“Charles is friends with some of David’s coworkers,” I said, rerouting to the original question and straying from the topic of dick. “One of whom is the older brother of David’s new boyfriend.”

“Mmm. The Rodriguez men are so fine….”

Charles was looking all glassy-eyed and daydreamy, so I kept talking.

“I’m pretty sure he and David became friends after meeting multiple times at parties and gatherings arranged by mutual friends, which is also how Charles and I grew close.”

It was a simple version of the events. The truth was, Oli’s observation about my presence at gatherings arranged by David’s friends had been accurate. In the tumultuous year and a half before David and I broke up for good, I’d forced myself to accompany him to various events. I’d always wound up feeling awkward and miserable, trapped around people who did not know how to act around me and who’d avoided me rather than try. Charles had been the exception. He’d picked up on my unhappiness and had, at every party or happy hour, made it his mission to tease me or engage me in conversation. He’d never failed to make me smile. And after the breakup, he’d kept in touch. Somehow he’d known I’d felt alienated.

But I left all of that out, even as a surge of fondness swelled in me. I grabbed Charles’s hand in an uncharacteristic show of affection, and he dimpled at me adorably.

“I appreciate anyone who supports my brother,” Meredith said. “Us Stone kids tend to not have close friends. Between our daddy’s shitty sociopathic genes and our mother’s cynicism-flavored breast milk, people are quick to realize we’re a mess and back away.”

“Are there any native New Yorkers who aren’t cynical?” Charles said. “I’m coming up with a short list.”

“I can’t think of anyone,” I admitted. “Even… even the New Yorkers on dating websites and apps are pretty grim. It’s depressing.”

“Have you tried Christian Mingle?” Meredith smirked. “You may find some inspirational queers on there.”

The suggestion was so abominable that I disregarded it totally.

“Match and OkCupid make me feel like I’m writing a résumé, trying to sell myself to a potential boyfriend via checklists and categories. Grindr is… full of superficial or aggressive people. I only created a profile because David said Raymond tried it when he first began exploring his sexuality. But it’s… not for me. Everyone seems to be on it for a quick bang behind a shed somewhere.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Meredith snorted.

“Yes,” I said. “Overall, the online queer communities seem to either be extremely divisive or focused exclusively on impersonal sex.”

Meredith shrugged. “Sounds right up my alley.”

“Yes, but you’re comfortable with your sexuality. I’m not.” When her eyebrows flew up, I rushed to explain. “I don’t mean I’m uncomfortable with my homosexuality. I’m uncomfortable with… sex.”

She blanched. “How? Don’t we have the same DNA? Sex is everything.”

I gestured vaguely, swallowed my embarrassment, and went for the easiest explanation. “I don’t feel comfortable with my lack of experience, so I don’t feel comfortable with… doing the sexual things I want to do. So I do nothing at all.”

“Unless Oli is there?” Charles grinned. “He brings out your inner ho.”

“That is what I want the dirt on,” Meredith said. “Give it to me.”

Neither of them were surprised by my refusal to give said dirt, but Charles had a fine time extrapolating. He didn’t know anything beyond my confession about the details of New Year’s Eve, but he’d assumed a lot about what had happened after speed dating. Some of his theories were less erotic than what had actually happened, which led to some subtle smirking on my part. Having a secret was more enjoyable than I’d thought it would be, even if half of the fun was my friends finding me interesting for the first time in quite a while. For the past three years, the primary topic of my conversations had revolved around David.

When prying the truth out of me didn’t work, Charles and Meredith began attempting to talk me out of job hunting. Meredith said it was pointless when I was loaded enough to never have to work a day in my life, and Charles thought I should take time off to travel—that was what he would do if he had money. I shook my head at them both but made a mental note to potentially take Charles on a trip for his birthday. Although he had unconventional hours, he had a lot of them. Between bartending at night, waiting tables at middle shifts during the day, and his modeling jobs and dance classes, the guy didn’t have time for much except stolen mornings like these. But he never complained.

“I don’t know what I want to do,” I said after Meredith joined forces with Charles to push the traveling idea. “But a blog about midthirties single gays traveling the world isn’t going to be one of them.”

“It’s a good idea,” Charles insisted. “Like a faggy Bridget Jones.”

“Um. No.”

“Or Eat. Gay. Love.” Meredith dissolved into chuckles, admiring the brilliance of her own joke.

He joined her, and at that point it was a lost cause. I stood, collecting our dishes and packing away the leftover food.

“I’m not spending the rest of my thirties randomly traveling the world. The finding yourself crap is for romantic people with questionable ideals.”

“Hey!” Meredith watched me brush crumbs onto plates and made no move to help. “I thought it worked for me.”

“Oh come off it, Mere. You were the UN Ambassador for admiring foreign cock.”

“You’re damn right. Jealous?” She smiled, nudging me with her foot. “You could do the same.”

“I could,” I said. “But that won’t help me figure out my life here, and the same problems would be waiting for me when I got back. Running away doesn’t help a damn thing. I learned that lesson from our mother.”

The comment sobered Meredith, and Charles appeared to sense that the trajectory of the conversation had turned more serious than it had been. When he’d gone to his waitering job and Mere had dashed out to a writing class she’d begun taking, I was once again alone. It didn’t take long for the restlessness to return.

I paced the apartment, tidying things that didn’t need tidying and trying to figure out what to do with myself. This happened every day, and I always wound up sitting at the kitchen bar with a glass of wine while I alternated between searching job listings and dating websites. Both left me steeped in frustration.

There were equal numbers of technically suitable job postings and single gay men listed on the Internet, but technically okay wasn’t what I wanted anymore. I didn’t want to be a CFO of any random company just because I was good with numbers, and I didn’t want to privately message every gay man who happened to be single and attractive just because his profile was normal instead of horrifying. But that was what it came down to. None of the jobs excited me, and because of the inadequate design and run-of-the-mill algorithms of dating websites, none of those triggered my happy buttons either.

I frequently heard stories about people with quarter-life crises who got up one day and decided to reinvent themselves, but I was not one of those people, and as a result, I felt lost.

By sunset, depression kicked in.

Which was when Oli texted me.

 

Thursday night at nine o’clock. Be my plus one?

 

My fingers hovered above the screen for only a moment.

 

Yes.

 

 

LIBERTY X was hosted in a loft-style apartment not too far from the bar on First Street and First Avenue. It didn’t take excellent powers of deduction to realize this was probably the reason Oli attended such a grungy last-call spot so frequently and why the bartender had given Oli a wink-nudge type of look upon seeing me.

Oli probably picked up guys at the sex party and brought them back to 1&1 all the time.

I tried not to let that bother me.

It did anyway.

The party was exactly what one would expect a sex party to look like on television. I’d always assumed, not that I’d given much thought to it in the past, that these sorts of secret clubs would be duller in reality, but the hosts of Liberty had taken great care to create a fantasy. Upon looking at the size of the space and the decor, it was easy to understand why the door fee was a hefty $200.

The space was cast in shadows with low lighting in hues of pink, red, and blue, but I could still see enough of the sleekly lined chaise lounges, light fixtures, and artwork to estimate that tens of thousands of dollars had been spent to furnish this place, unless the hosts had made a killing at an estate sale. There were antiques strewn casually around tented play areas, and a fully stocked open bar that was being run by a person who appeared to be a beautifully androgynous burlesque dancer. There was a professional DJ set up in the corner near an exposed brick wall, and I even noticed men who appeared to be security. Well-built and wearing discreet black outfits, the men were placed near play areas and closed doors.

Considering the rent, the utilities, and the money put into entertainment and refreshments, it looked like the party was paying for itself. The hosts had to be making little to no profit.

Oli wound his way around the room to lead me to the bar. Several people called out in greeting while others waved to him and looked at me with interest. More than once, recognition sparked in me, but I could never place a name or a face. Maybe I’d seen a couple of the guys at the speed dating event—which had apparently been funded by the same couple who hosted these parties—or maybe I really was brushing shoulders with people who were playing a game of Six Degrees of Kenneth Stone. Individuals I’d seen but had never officially met at a holiday party or a bat mitzvah for other people who traveled in the concentric circles of my father’s friends, distant family, and business associates.

Liberty had no dress code aside from the expectation that everyone be presentable, but many of the party’s patrons wore suits, cocktail dresses, or costumes that left little to the imagination. A fair number of people opted to lounge around in their underwear, although I didn’t know if they’d started out that way.

I had a hard time dragging my eyes away from a tall man with a round ass who was voraciously kissing a much slighter guy with long, dark hair. They were both nearly naked and rubbing against each other, despite not being in the play area, but no one seemed to mind.

My throat went dry. I focused on the tall, glinting bottles behind the bar rather than on the tightening of my pants.

“Why did they start doing this?”

“Who? The owners?” Oli was also watching the two men. “Hosting the party?”

“Yes.”

“It’s run by Moll and Klemen Van Dijks. They’re really wealthy but also nouveau riche if we go by the Upper East Side standards of wealth.”

I scoffed. “That aside, they can’t be turning a profit.”

“Well, members pay an annual fee. Five grand to be on the permanent list plus the door price. And generally, people contribute booze. I usually bring a few bottles, but I was so excited to get you here that I forgot.” Oli stood closer to me than was necessary. The music—slow, moody electronica—was low enough for me to hear him, but he spoke into my ear anyway. “Anyway, they might not be making much in terms of a high margin but I don’t think that’s the point. They didn’t think there was a safe space for people in the lifestyle who also had the unique circumstances of being rich enough for people to care about what they did behind closed doors. So they made it happen.”

“The lifestyle,” I repeated. “I still don’t really know what that means.”

Oli flicked his tongue to touch my ear. It sent a zing straight to my dick. I tried not to react even when he laughed softly.

“Any alternative sexual or romantic lifestyle, whether you’re a swinger, poly, or just open to new and interesting sexual experiences. There’s a lot of straight folks who are closeted about their sexual lifestyle and a lot of queer folks who are closeted about being both queer and poly. Anyone who thinks the world has become more progressive has never tried to explain their open ménage relationship to someone who still believes in the nuclear family model.”

“Heh.” I made eye contact with the bartender before peering at the silver badge on their chest. “Good evening, Sheila. May I have a dirty martini? Please?”

Sheila nodded briskly. All business.

Oli snaked an arm around my waist. “What was that smartass laugh about?”

“I don’t see what’s wrong with wanting something traditional. What if someone likes unconventional sex but would still like a relationship with one person someday?” I looked into his deep blue eyes, at the curve of his mouth, and wondered what was going on in his head. For someone so expressive, he was impossible to read. “Do you think that’s ridiculous in this day and age?”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t be genuinely progressive if I judged people who have different desires.”

“And you’ll never desire a monogamous relationship?”

“I wouldn’t rule it out. I’ve had one before.”

“And?”

“And it didn’t work out. I’m not exactly poly, but I do enjoy having the freedom to have multiple sexual partners. Even better if those partners like enjoying each other as well. I like to share.”

He turned to Sheila, but I couldn’t take my eyes off his profile. The slope of his nose, the width of that mouth, his long, dusky lashes…. He was absurdly attractive. I wondered if he and David had ever slept together. Somehow, I doubted it.

“If you’re enjoying this lifestyle, I can’t imagine why you’d ever go back to monogamy.” I nodded at a trio of people who’d emerged half-naked and disheveled from the sheer tent of a play area. “Not to be corny, but this seems pretty liberating.”

“It is. I’d only go back to monogamy if there ever comes a time when I find someone I don’t want to share. Or maybe… with stipulations.” Oli cast his eyes over the room. People of all genders were sitting together, some nude and some clothed, some curled together and others simply talking. No one looked uncomfortable, even though the room was practically saturated in the faint sounds and smells of sex. “Maybe I’d find someone who likes to dabble in open play from time to time.”

Whatever that meant.

Dismissing the conversation, I tried my martini. It was fantastic, so of course I gulped it in the style of Mere or my mother.

“Don’t get drunk, baby. You’re not really down to experiment if you’re not sober. They take consent seriously.”

“I’m not a child. I can handle my liquor.”

He rested his elbows against the bar, snorting. “All I’m saying is that if you need booze to get into it, it means you’re not really into it. And remember what I told you—you don’t have to do anything at all. We can just watch.”

“And you’d be happy with that,” I said doubtfully.

“I don’t know, but I’m happy you came. Period. I expected you to bail.”

A lovely vote of confidence.

I drank my martini, and Oli plastered himself to my side. He was even more tactile and touch-needy than David. Oli was unable to go a few moments without wanting physical contact, and unlike David, he didn’t hesitate before pressing himself against me. But also unlike David, Oli hadn’t already suffered through hundreds of tiny incidents of me unthinkingly shifting away from the affection. Oli just forced it on me. Forced me to accept that I liked it even if the public display of his attention sent slivers of discomfort shooting through me. But he accounted for that as well.

I drank, and he rubbed one of my shoulders. A simple touch, but a knowing one. One meant to relax me.

I was doing everything in my power to maintain a neutral expression, even though my heart sped each time an agonized cry or the slap slap of skin rose above the softly flowing music. My body was tearing itself apart with urges that would have sent me running in opposite directions—one part of my brain willing me to abort this mission and haul ass away from Sodom and Gomorrah before someone besides Oli spoke to me, while the other side was aching at the idea of disappearing behind one of the sheer canopies with Oli and the two men who’d finally drifted into a play area. I’d already conjured things the four of us could do together. And those images had narrowed down to just Oli and me.

“You’re hard.”

My gaze flew to Sheila, but they didn’t react to Oli’s words.

“I’m aware,” I said.

Oli ran his tongue over his lower lip. “Finish your drink. I think it’s time we find someone to fuck.”

“Now? Wait.” I turned toward the bar to hide the stiff length snaking down the thigh of my pants. “Just because I’m turned on doesn’t mean that I can get involved.”

Oli ran one finger along the outline of my erection. “What’s stopping you?”

“I’ve never done this before.”

“Neither had I the first time I came.” Oli pressed another finger against the swell of my dick. “I’d had threesomes and shit, but I’d never been to a place like this. These people reek of sex. It’s exhilarating.”

“And it’s not me.”

A flash of something—impatience maybe—slit Oli’s eyes. He stopped touching me and instead pinned me against the bar similar to how he’d done in the deserted lower level of 1&1. With everybody watching, he rolled his hips against mine and slicked his tongue against the seam of my mouth. My breath caught, but I didn’t reciprocate. Even when he shoved past my lips and teeth to give me a domineering, bruising kiss.

I clenched my hands in the back of his shirt and turned my face, but he chased my mouth. The taste of Oli washed over me with each bite and suck at my lips, but it wasn’t enough to dull the prickly feeling of eyes on us. Even with Oli humping me against the bar and clearly trying to lure a response from me by grinding on my traitorous cock, it didn’t change that we were in the middle of a strange loft with an open floor plan. Completely exposed.

My breath went ragged.

“Close your eyes.” Oli was breathing just as fast as me. His heart battered against my chest. “And let me suck your dick.”

“Here?”

“Yeah. It’s too late to try to score a private room, and it’s more fun if they watch.” He licked a stripe up the side of my neck while his hands got busy between my thighs. “The hot guy in the suspenders with the platinum hair? He’s been staring at you since we walked in.”

My eyes flew open. It wasn’t difficult to find the man. He looked a decade younger than Oli and I, and his hair shone like a white halo in the gloom of the loft. He held a slim tube-like glass in one hand as he gazed at us.

“He’ll walk over.” Oli unbuckled my belt. “And he’ll ask if we want to play.”

Suspenders realized I was watching him watch us, and he set his glass on the flimsy side table near his knee. When he rose from the chaise lounge, I went as still as a stone. I was also just as hard.

“Fuck.” I was almost gasping for air as my belt and pants gaped open, sagging down, and displaying my briefs. A cold sweat painted my temples and dripped down my back. “Oli, I can’t do this.”

“You can. But do you want to?” Oli grabbed my chin and forced me to meet his intense, dilated stare. “Yes or no? Tell me. I won’t push it if you really don’t want to.”

“I—fuck it, I don’t know,” I hissed. “That guy is coming over here.”

“No shit?” Oli didn’t even look over his shoulder. “He can probably smell your dick dripping from across the room. Fucking scent pig.”

A groan ripped out of me. I shot a wild stare over my shoulder, but Sheila was preparing a drink for a woman in a black-and-pink negligee. Neither seemed interested in Oli and me.

“I don’t know. I can’t—I don’t know.”

“You know. If you didn’t know, you wouldn’t have come here. You want to experience this. That rock-hard cock of yours says it.”

“God.”

The filth pouring out of Oli’s mouth, loud and clear for everyone to hear, was making me light-headed. Even as fear gripped at my throat, and the lizard part of my brain urged me to flee before someone saw, the sex drive that I typically tamped down and ignored was rearing wildly. Planting images in my head of Oli grabbing the blond’s hair, guiding his head, and the sloppy sounds of the younger man choking on my cock.

“I’ll tell him to fuck off if you want me to.”

Just as the words hit the air, the man with the suspenders came up behind Oli.

“May I join?”

I blurted out “Yes.”





Chapter Six

 

 

BEFORE I could rescind the invitation, we had shifted to a shadowed corner.

Oli instructed Suspenders to get on his knees before reattaching himself to my side. The blond man obeyed with nothing more than a smoldering little smile. When he freed my erection from the band of my briefs, Oli rubbed against my thigh.

“Tease him.” Oli’s mouth was hot against my face as he spoke to our third. “Work him up. He’ll come harder.”

“Mmmm.” Suspenders looked up through his eyelashes and dragged the very tip of his tongue along the underside of my cock. When he got to the slit, he licked once and pulled away. A thin string of precum and saliva extended from the tip to his soft, wide lips. “You have a nice dick.”

If there was an appropriate response to that, I didn’t know it.

I stood stiffly against the wall—unyielding, unmoving, and painfully unsexy—while my eyes darted around the room. I couldn’t see straight as my blood surged through me, leaving me light-headed, and some places tingly and numb while others came alive with every brush of hands against my flesh. And it wasn’t just the impending blowjob. It was everything. The tips of Oli’s fingers sliding against me, a stranger’s hand gripping my hip, the cool surface of the wall pressing against my back and bared ass—all of those things culminated to form an experience that was unlike any I’d ever had before. My heart wanted to quake before giving out. I wanted to shove them away and run, but I didn’t.

I knew, distantly, that we weren’t hidden. We were in a shadowed corner, but in full view of everyone in the lounge area of the loft. We could have moved to one of the accessible play areas, but for me it was just as exposed. I’d still be in front of other people. People who were having sex.

Maybe they would want our groups to coalesce into one. More hands would be on me. Lips. Maybe other men’s cocks.

My pulse jumped.

“Oli,” I croaked. “Please. I don’t….”

I didn’t know what I was saying, but the tremors that had taken over my body prompted me to attempt some form of supplication. Trouble was, I didn’t know if I wanted mercy or more. Maybe I really was high from adrenaline and lust alone. A thousand of my filthiest fantasies coming together all at once.

Suspenders’ mouth sank down on my cock, hot and wet, and my grasp on coherency vanished. Words drifted into loud moans, and the loud moans were muffled by Oli’s lips.

He kissed me while Suspenders deep throated me, and again I tried frantically to keep up. Because even with fraying nerves and shaking hands, with the expanding fear of where we were and who was near us, it never occurred to me to stop things. I was too hard, and the feel of two men touching me and wanting me was intoxicating. Especially when Oli’s grip grew hard enough to bruise and when teeth nicked at my shaft. The little explosions of sensation, both pleasure and pain, rendered me powerless to do anything but feel.

The pings of anxiety never stopped, but their presence was no longer strong enough to affect me. Not when Oli had once again unwound my tightly corded sense of propriety with little else than a knowing suggestion, unabashed encouragement, and a cocky smile.

Our kiss was messy, biting and slamming our teeth together, but I couldn’t be smooth or sensual with a random man slobbering all over my throbbing cock.

And God did he slobber.

I could feel spit sliding down my shaft, my balls, and his fingers pumping the root of my dick while getting covered in the mess. And he was groaning around my meat. Releasing sexy noises that made my balls seize up tightly. The sound of him drew Oli’s attention, and he spoke against my swollen lips.

“He looks gorgeous on his knees.”

Suspenders looked up again, lips stretching around my dick. He had to have known how delightfully whorish he looked. It was perfection, and it prompted me to buck my hips against his face. The head of my dick hit the back of his throat, and he gagged. The quiet squelch of his mouth and the aborted cough was unbelievably hot. My dick throbbed with more intensity. I was probably dribbling all over his tongue.

“Grab the back of his head,” Oli whispered in my ear. “Fuck that mouth.”

I followed the instructions automatically. One hand braced Suspender’s jaw, the other gripped the back of his head, and then I was humping his face and thrusting down his throat while he took every inch. My surroundings faded to smoke. For one brief moment, when the pressure built steadily in my balls, there was no one in the room but me and the man with the suspenders. We locked eyes as I used his sweet mouth, looking only at each other, until Oli jerked my face to the side.

Suspenders promptly disappeared, and it was all Oli.

“Oh Oliver. Oh fuck.”

Oli brushed his lips to mine, then trailed up, raining damp kisses all over my face.

“Are you going to come?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “I can feel it.”

“Do it.” Oli tilted his head against mine. “Give him all of that milk.”

I cried out when I came. I couldn’t help but be loud. It tore out of me, urgent and slightly panicked sounding, as I unloaded into Suspender’s waiting mouth. He swallowed everything and kept pumping my shaft like he wanted even more. His cheeks didn’t stop hollowing from the suction until every drop was drained.

Sagging against the wall, I started to look down to watch my dick slip from Suspender’s mouth, but something in my periphery caught my eye. Linebacker shoulders stretching out a white button-down. A flash of strawberry-blond hair.

Aiden.

My half brother was staring at me with wide green eyes. His hand was half-raised in midair as though he’d started to ward the sight of me away.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

“I knew you’d like it.” Oli was oblivious to my distress now that Suspenders had repositioned himself. He pressed his damp face against Oli’s crotch. “Your turn to watch.”

But I was already fumbling with my pants. I nearly zipped off my swollen cock, winced, but managed to tuck myself away safely.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Wha—”

Oli’s inquisitive look melted away once Suspenders started sucking him. His eyes rolled back in his head as he emitted a low, tortured moan.

I took the opportunity to flee.

I was always jittery after ejaculation, knees unsteady and my brain glitching when it came to fine motor skills, but now it was worse. I was trying to hurry from the apartment without making it obvious that I was two seconds away from breaking into a run, but I was clumsy and awkward. My great escape happened with everything but stealth and grace.

After bumping into three people, one wall, and nearly sending somebody’s glass of wine flying, I reached the sanctity of the hallway. Oli would be pissed that I’d bailed on him, but loitering around in the same fuck space as Aiden was impossible. That he’d seen me staggering back against a wall with my dick hanging out was enough to make me want to vomit.

I had no feelings of self-congratulation at having finally ripped off the suffocating cloak of my fear. I wasn’t submerged in bliss because I hadn’t balked or panicked. Instead I felt like a fool. I should have foreseen this, but I hadn’t. Even after I’d seen Aiden at speed dating and after Oli had noted that my half brother was a regular at these parties. I’d been too focused on having a gorgeous stranger blow me, and on Oli acting the part of the sexy, tempting devil by my side, that I’d forgotten why I’d always had reservations about giving in to my desires.

“Caleb!”

The rumble of Aiden’s deep voice jolted me. I jammed my thumb against the elevator button, once, then again, but Aiden had jogged to my side by the time the elevator arrived. It was a battle to not sprint farther down the hall and go barreling through the emergency exit, but he could just as well corner me on the stairs.

“Please, don’t say anything.”

I entered the elevator and stood facing the doors. Our reflections were distorted in the shimmery metal, but I knew Aiden was turned toward me.

“Don’t freak out on me, okay? I’m sorry if I startled you, but I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“That’s fine. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding, man. I’m just saying, you startled me. If I had a weird look on my face, that’s why. I really wasn’t trying to see my brother’s wang, you know what I’m saying?”

I refused to respond, still staring at the door. My fingers dug into my skin, and I realized that I’d left my jacket and cell phone upstairs. Shit.

“Caleb, come on. I know you hate my guts, but can’t we be cool and talk like men for five seconds?”

“Talk like men,” I said scathingly. “And what does that mean?”

“It means you stop avoiding shit the way you always do. Acting like some punk ass that can’t even look me in the eye because I make you uncomfortable.”

“Fuck you, Aiden Fairbairn.”

The elevator reached the ground floor, and I strode away. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t follow. He had always cringed at the pointed reminders that he hadn’t been raised as a Stone, but it was the first time I’d made the cheap shot. Normally that was my mother’s job. And Meredith’s, when we were alone. But he didn’t go back up to the party. I heard his heavy, long-legged strides coming after me even though I didn’t plan to go any farther than the lobby. Mortification or no, I was hesitant to go into the subzero polar vortex without my winter coat or without my cell to call for an Uber.

“No, fuck you.” Aiden grabbed my shoulder and jerked me around with his large hand. He towered a few inches over me at a monstrous six feet five inches. It would have been easy for him to overpower me, if he wanted. To hurt me. I used to imagine it after our first disastrous meeting as brothers. During those times, he’d appeared to hate me and Meredith as much as she’d resented him. “I’m not ashamed of where I came from, and I’m not ashamed of having my mother’s last name. She might be a psychotic drug addict, but at least she tried to raise me. Your pops just ran the hell away like the coward he is.”

I shoved his hand away from my shoulder. “Why did you follow me?”

“Because you looked freaked-out and I wanted to be nice.”

“What do you hope to gain by being nice to me? I can’t do anything for you.”

Aiden threw his hands into the air and snorted. I couldn’t tell if he was incredulous or amused. Judging by the twitch of his lip, it was a mix of both.

“Do you know how many times your mom said that to me when I first started coming around? I couldn’t say good morning without her informing me that she wasn’t going to drop me a wad of cash just for being polite.”

I stopped glaring into the pale green of his eyes and stared at the dimple in his chin. He had good bone structure. A strong jaw.

“I apologize.”

“He says in the strangled tone of Ashton Townsend while sucking a dick.”

Biting back a laugh, I asked, “Ashton?”

“The blond who had your wood stuffed in his mouth.”

I flushed. “Oh.”

Aiden put his hand on my arm this time. Like Oli, he was incredibly tactile. I didn’t understand people who had to constantly touch. Nudging and squeezing me wouldn’t succeed in anchoring me to this conversation. But maybe that wasn’t the intention. Maybe people like them thought it would transmit soothing emotions because they didn’t realize such things were too weak to penetrate my reflective shield of back-off-do-not-touch. David had learned quickly. So quickly that there had been large gaps in us being affectionate or intimate at all. He hadn’t dealt well with my constant, casual rejections.

“Let me buy you a beer.” At my grimace, he insisted. “Come on, man. We can stand to have a real conversation. I want us to get along.”

And now I felt like a monster. I swallowed another skeptical “why?”

“Okay.”

He bopped his head. “Bet. Let me go grab my shit and tell Jace that I’m with you. If he thinks I went home with someone on my own, he’ll rip out my vertebrae.”

Blinking, I said, “Okay, then.”

“I’ll grab your stuff too.”

I told him what to look for, advised him to meet me at 1&1, and watched him leave. For a man so tall and muscular, he was very graceful on his feet—fluid and controlled like an athlete. Or a dancer. It reminded me of Charles.

Walking out into the cold proved to be just as ill-advised as I’d expected, but it was better than hanging around the lobby while the concierge shot me furtive looks. If we’d been on the Upper East Side instead of the border of the East Village, he would have known better than to react to my debauched appearance. He’d have smiled blithely, asked if he could call a taxi, and ignored my half-undone belt and wrinkled shirt. Better for my ego, but not my conscience. I hated when people thought I expected them to be subservient. Even when I played the role of spoiled rich person just as well as they expected me to.

It was only half a block to the bar, but I was an icicle by the time I was inside. It was surprisingly crowded for a Thursday evening, but the dark interior was a welcome change to the well-lit avenue beyond the heavy curtains hanging in front of the door. Less self-conscious than I had been a moment ago, I went to the bar and ordered two bottles of Stella because that was a safer bet than the syrupy, sweet stuff I’d drunk with Oli. By the time Aiden arrived, shivering and stamping slush on the floor, I was steadier.

We drank in silence for a while. I took the opportunity to observe my half brother. Whenever we were together, I sought similarities due to our shared genes but ultimately found none. He was rugged where I was smooth, broad where I was narrow, light where I was dark, and his eyes were much rounder. Much more expressive. I couldn’t spot any of my father in him. It was why my mother had wailed about a paternity test. My father had consented only after months of my mother’s prim, WASPy-style passive-aggression had turned to full-on fighting.

“Why have I never seen you around if this is your type of thing?” Aiden asked.

“It’s my first time attending. Oliver Buckley brought me.”

Aiden nodded slowly. “Are you with him?”

“No. From what I understand, no one is ever with Oli.”

“That’s why I asked.”

I looked down at the golden label on my bottle. “Have you and he…?”

“Nope. He and Jace have met at several parties, though.”

Jace. The slight, fae-looking man with the thick, dark hair. The one who looked like a tragic poet or some artist’s muse.

“Was it before you and Jace were together?”

Aiden snorted. “Nah. Me and Jace have been together for twelve years this coming July, and we’ve known each other since we were teenagers.”

“Christ. That’s practically a lifetime these days. You’ve outdone a lot of marriages.”

“We are married.”

The people across the bar could probably hear my neck snap with how quickly I looked up. “Married? But… how? Does Father—”

“No, of course he doesn’t know. No one knows.” Aiden swiveled on the barstool to face me. He leaned against the counter with one hand bracing his face. “It sucks, Bro. I’ve never told anyone before now.”

I was so stunned by the revelation that I couldn’t react to the level of trust he was investing in me. I ran the words over in my mind, wondering why he would confide, and figured it was about fair trade. He’d run into me with my pants down, and now I knew his secret. The rod of tension softened my posture. Shifting my hand over, I tentatively laid it over his and squeezed. He flashed megawatts at me with his smile.

“What about your friends from Queens?”

Aiden snorted. “C’mon, guy. Like I’m sharing my pansexual status with the good ole mickeys in Rockaway? Get the fuck out of here with that shit.”

His accent came out unexpectedly, tommy gun fast, making it sound more like get da fuck outta heah wit dat shit. I didn’t quite hide my smile, and he elbowed me in the side.

“I don’t understand why you would go from one bad situation to another,” I said. “You still have to hide who you are with our father. He wouldn’t be prepping you to become some financial tycoon if he knew. You’ll never be able to love Jace out in the open.”

“I know.” Aiden grew serious again. He drained his bottle with two long gulps. “But once I have the resources to do something else, it won’t matter. I don’t want to take over his damn company. I just needed an opportunity to do something else. To get out. Anything was better than what I was dealing with before.”

“Was it that bad?”

“Ha.” Shadows passed over Aiden’s face. Parts of his past I didn’t know much about but had been alluded to by my mother. “Whatever you think you know isn’t the half of it. It was worse. Me selling out to Papa Stone isn’t so bad. At least it gave me a shot at picking myself up. And taking care of Jace. I know it sounds bad to say it like that, but it’s true. He isn’t like other people, and he needed my support.”

The shadows grew darker, so I didn’t push for more information. I thought he might tell me if I showed interest, but I didn’t think it was my place to know. I’d scorned him not even ten minutes ago. I didn’t deserve his trust this quickly, even if he was willing to unload. Maybe someday we would trade stories, but not yet.

“Were you always into swinging or the lifestyle or… whatever?”

“Nah. It’s more for Jace, but I learned to really enjoy it. He loves me, and I love him, and no one can take that.”

“And the other men…?”

“It’s just sex. Physical pleasure. We don’t always play together, but I always know where he is, and neither of us ever goes off alone with one person. We don’t date other people or anything like that. It’s all physical release, and honestly? I think us being so open to new experiences is partially why we’ve been together so long. Most people think that’s bullshit, but they don’t understand. We experience things together. It’s a constant adventure that we share.”

Adventure. Physical release. Like a ditch needing to be drained. Aiden made it sound so simple.

“What do you get out of it?” I asked. “I mean, I realize you just sort of explained why it makes your relationship stronger or more intense, but what do you… personally get out of it?”

“What do you get out of it?” Aiden returned. “Why be with two guys and not just Oli? Monogamy is the status quo.”

“I’ve already said that isn’t a possibility. Oli would never want to be with me that way. He’s made it clear.”

Aiden put his hands up in surrender. “Okay, man.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m just on edge. I’ve spent my entire life trying to be what everyone expected me to be even though I was depriving myself all along. I’ve ruined relationships because of it. I recently lost someone really kind and special because I kept clinging to my puritanical training and principles.”

“Jesus. Your parents messed you up.”

“It wasn’t even them. I decided I had to be that way if I wanted to be a good son, and I stuck with it like a fool. Even when I knew our father would despise me regardless.”

Aiden looked like he wanted to pull me into a big bear hug, but he settled for a deep scowl. “That’s awful.”

I shrugged, feeling silly for complaining. He and Jace had been through much more. Much worse. “I don’t want to sound dramatic, but it took a lot for me to start trying to give in to… something I wanted and stop caring about all of that, but then you popped up like some horrible apparition and all of the goddamn caring came back.”

Understanding crossed Aiden’s face. He leaned closer to me. A little too close for my comfort, but I didn’t back away.

“It’s not dramatic. Being forced into an identity sucks whether you’re rich, poor, or, I don’t know, from the moon. You’re just going through life pretending to be some other guy just so people can tolerate you. That sucks. It’s not living.”

Relief, a feeling I hadn’t even known I’d needed to feel from this conversation, flooded me.

“Why did you never just… fake it?” Aiden frowned. “That’s awful, but dude—you could have acted the part when the cameras were on, but you took it home with you too. Why not do what you wanted once you were alone?”

“Because… because I knew that once I’d abandoned that charade, it would be all over.”

 

He’d come so hard, filled me deeply and completely, but my body was still aching for more pressure, more thrusting, more of being used brutally and desperately.

When he pulled out, my ass clenched as if to clamp down on his cock—to keep it in me. He laughed, breathless and silly and drunk, and bent over my sprawled and sweaty body. He smelled like smoke. Like whiskey and sex.

I was still hard, so he started sucking me, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

“Put something in me,” I growled. “Fuck me with something until you’re hard again.”

Oli shivered, gave me a dreamy smile of lust and infatuation, and yanked open the drawer in his bedside table.

“Whatever you want, baby.”

 

I swallowed and tugged at my collar. I swore Aiden would hear my thoughts and see my memories. Somehow I’d give myself away.

“When I give myself over to something, I do it completely. There’s no turning back.”





Chapter Seven

 

 

“I DON’T understand why you’re so upset.”

Oli glared at me with wild dark eyes, burning like coals as he bit into an enormous slice of pizza. He’d found me and Aiden at 1&1, deep in a discussion about our lack of creativity in figuring out future job prospects. We’d drunk too much and despaired together after the fourth bottle, and by the time Oli had arrived, tousled and reeking of sex, I’d lost track of the time. I was too busy being grateful to have found a brother.

“You’re not going to speak?” I leaned against my closed fist and watched Oli lick grease from his fingers. The pizza, as I’d discovered upon taking a hesitant bite, was really atrocious, but Oli devoured it like a starving man. “If we’re not going to speak, why did you force me to waste money on this disgusting, overpriced pizza?”

“Oh, like you’re strapped for three bucks?”

“Hardly. The point is that it’s disgusting. It doesn’t even taste like anything. I’m convinced they put it on this corner with that enormous neon sign just to attract the people in the bars.”

“Save it for your fucking Yelp review. Maybe that will be your new business venture. Uptight gay reviewer of shitty New York pizza.”

I looked around, but no one seemed interested in our conversation. The place was half-full of people who seemed to think Thursday was the new Friday. Midnight on a work evening and people were staggeringly drunk.

“You’re getting on my nerves,” I said.

Oli dropped the uneaten half of his slice on the tray. “Was this part of your deal with David?”

I jerked my head back, unprepared for David-related insults. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Heh.” Oli stood and swept away from me. He abandoned his tray and his pizza to stride for the door. “I have to be a dick for you to give me a real reaction. That’s interesting.”

Confused and annoyed, I hurried after him only after dumping his leftovers in the trash. I met him out on the corner as he managed to light a cigarette in the cutting, arctic blasts of air that assaulted my face and lungs.

“Why are you trying to get a reaction out of me at all? Nothing has happened.”

“You promised you’d come with me, and you took off.”

“I saw Aiden and freaked out,” I countered. “What was I supposed to do?”

“Rein in your hysteria, find some consideration, and make a phone call. I would have left.”

The edge on my annoyance softened. I took the cigarette from his hand and brought it to my lips, wondering if his taste was imprinted on the filter.

“That wouldn’t have been necessary. It turned out fine. Aiden and I had a good discussion.”

“I’m happy for you, but that wasn’t my point, babe.” Oli pulled another cigarette from his pack. American Spirits. “I only went tonight because you said you’d come with me, and you took off without a thought. It didn’t even occur to you to come back and find me. Something went right for you, and you forgot that we’d even been in on this night together.”

I exhaled smoke in his face. “Is that your way of getting around using the word date?”

“It wasn’t a date,” he said flatly.

“Yes, I know. It was a joke.” Oli was looking at me so scathingly that I pushed on. “What does it matter? You looked like you had fun.”

“I did. He sucked my dick, and then I fucked him.”

The image was so clear in my mind. Oli’s head bowed and dark hair everywhere as he hunched over the long, golden youth and drove into his ass with deep, aggressive thrusts. I wondered if they’d kissed like Oli and I had when we’d been together. I wondered if Oli had made those delightful broken sounds. The sounds that only filtered through my alcohol-clouded memory in my dreams.

“So, what’s the problem?”

Oli released an incredulous laugh. “Man, you are clueless sometimes. I just said I’d wanted to do it with you. I can pick up some guy to fuck on my own any day. We were supposed to do it together, but it doesn’t seem to register to you, and now you’re acting like I’m an idiot for being annoyed, so never mind. Christ.”

The David comment was starting to make sense. The ghosts of David’s many complaints echoed after each of Oli’s words, even if my ex-lover had never been so direct. But he’d alluded, many times, to the fact that I’d often screwed up in minor ways and had treated him like an overreactive child if he got upset about it. I didn’t think I was treating Oli like a child, but I was an ace at making dismissive comments. He didn’t seem wounded, though. Just vaguely like he’d enjoy fucking some sense into me if I went by his heavy-lidded smoldering gaze. But there was always the chance that being a terrible guest on one outing, or adventure, as Aiden had called it, would prevent me from receiving another invitation.

I moved closer to Oli and half shielded him from the wind that had whipped his hair back.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m an ass. I didn’t think it would matter to you if I was there or not.”

The swell of Oli’s mouth tightened and pulled to the side. Displeasure crossed his face. “I think I gave you the wrong idea.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” He took another drag from his cigarette. “I think I did.”

I waited for him to elaborate, but he just stood there brooding over whatever he’d done, and my phone rang before I could push him further. Charles’s large smile spread across the screen.

“Sorry. One second,” I said to Oli and picked up. “Charles?”

“Hey.” His voice was muffled. “Um. Are you going home any time soon?”

I shot a glance at Oli. He was still looking broody but was now very obviously paying attention to my conversation.

“I think so.”

“Okay, well…. Can I stay with you tonight? It’s cool if I can’t.”

Without having to ask, I knew he’d been fighting with Landon.

“It’s not a problem,” I said. “I’ll meet you at my apartment.”

“Thanks, Caleb. You’re a doll.”

Sighing, I tucked my phone into my pocket and gave Oli a wry look. “I have to go.”

“I heard.”

The wind blew again, harder this time, and I took the opportunity to back Oli toward the wall of the restaurant. He didn’t resist even though his face was still oddly guarded.

“I fucked this up, but I didn’t mean to. I—that was….” Ashton popped into my mind—spit painting the sides of his mouth and glistening his chin. “Oli, that was amazing. And I don’t think I could have done it without you there. Talking me through it.” I lowered my voice. “I wanted to stay, but I freaked out, and then Aiden told me some things that explained a lot about his situation. I realized it’s really similar to mine.”

I thought about what Aiden had said about being trapped, about hiding his marriage to Jace, and about just wanting to escape the trauma of their upbringing, and I’d never felt more absurd and foolish for having complained about my life.

“I wish I could help him,” I said. “I wish I could think of a way for both of us to have something of our own. Something that wasn’t given by a man who’d love taking it away as soon as he found out that we’re both deviant queers. That’s why I’ve always worked, and I suspect it’s the same for you.”

Some of the closed-off quality had fled Oli’s face. He leaned closer to me. “You’d be right. My parents think I’m disgusting.”

“Did you come out to them?”

Oli snorted. “After I graduated from high school, I had an orgy in their summer house, but they came home early from Antigua. When they came in, I was being railroaded by a train of guys while eating out my best friend. My father had us all arrested and revoked my trust.”

I stared at him, and he burst out laughing.

“I know it’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not what I expected, but it’s not ridiculous. What happened after that?”

“Nothing. They disowned me and threw me out. I’d always been the fuckup of my siblings, and they were probably glad to have a reason to be rid of me.”

“But you’re so successful. How did you manage to get where you are today?”

“That’s a long story and not a pretty one. Maybe we can talk about it another time.” He squeezed my arm. “Have you totally lost sympathy for me now that you know I got kicked out for having a wild orgy?”

“No. Your wild orgy sounds absurdly hot.” It was definitely an erotic mental image—him slick with sweat, skin bruised and reddened from grabbing hands, as they took turns on him. “I wish I’d had your courage at that age. I wouldn’t even really date until I was older.”

A sly smile crossed his face, and all of the broody guardedness was gone. “Maybe one day you will have that kind of courage.”

“I doubt it.”

“You never know.”

I shrugged. It was an interesting enough fantasy to go on standby in my head instead of vanishing with the other ghosts of my filthiest daydreams, but there was no way I’d ever do it. All I wanted was a repeat of our New Year’s Eve, and he seemed more interested in hooking me up with other people.

“I’ll settle for spending time with you for the moment, if that’s all right.”

The answer seemed to please him. He hooked his arm through mine and guided me to the line of yellow cabs that were idling in front of 1&1.

“Who’s at your house?”

“Charles. He must have fought with his boyfriend again, because he needs a place to stay for the night.” We hurried across the crosswalk to beat the fleeting red light, just making it before an explosion of rushing lights and honking horns careened down the street. “I need to make up the pullout in the spare room so he can rest. He sounded upset.”

We paused just outside the bar, with Oli still holding my arm. His head was cocked, and a faint smile had warmed his lips. I smiled back, even though I didn’t know what I’d done to earn it. I was just happy he hadn’t given me the snow-eyed expression that seemed deeply embedded in the DNA of blue bloods.

“Just when I think I have you figured out.”

“You’re speaking in code and mysteries again,” I said. “What do you mean?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Oli jerked open the back passenger door to one of the cabs sitting along the curb and pulled it open wider for me. “Since you fucked this up, you owe me a do-over.”

“A do-over.”

“Yeah. So keep your calendar open.”

Apprehension buzzed through my veins, but it was joined by excitement. I opened my mouth to ask him when and where, but he brushed a kiss against my jaw and walked off to get his own cab.

 

 

THE BEGINNING workings of a plan formed as I sat in traffic a mere fifteen minutes from my building. It was probably absurd to take a cab for such a short distance, but walking would take double the time in the gutting cold, and I wasn’t mentally prepared for the subway. My insides were still twisted and raw from the highs and lows of a night I couldn’t fully process.

I’d had public sex. With two men. In front of the city’s elite swingers or however they identified. One of whom was my brother.

A spasm went through me, but I was lucky that was it. In the past, I think I would have broken out in hives or thrown up.

Leaning back on the cool leather seat, I forcibly redirected my thoughts to Aiden’s predicament. Although he’d been in our lives for nearly a decade, he was positive his position was precarious. Kenneth Stone wasn’t his father so much as a benefactor willing to do anything to mold a proper son and heir, even if he had to take a bastard under his wing.

Of course those were all Aiden’s words, not mine, and I wasn’t sure if he was on the money with his assessment, but the concerns were valid. Especially since Aiden was also worried about Jace. I didn’t understand what the situation was there, but I’d gotten the sense that it was an off-limits topic. Not Aiden’s story to tell.

The simplest solution to a complex problem was for Aiden to make something of himself and to have something of his own. Withdraw from the Stone money and the snare of our father’s connections, and find a new position.

For years I’d built it in my head that, like me, Aiden had earned himself a daddy-sponsored degree in management science and engineering, but unlike me, he hadn’t used the degree to find his own path. I’d assumed Aiden had let our father hand over a position as a fund manager to further give the impression to all of the desperately toiling analysts and ground-up workers that Stone kids really did have it made in the shade.

From what Aiden had said at the bar, he’d earned a marketing degree and hadn’t even utilized it since getting the piece of paper. He’d been working at the fund as a thrice-removed assistant for years. So although he had been technically employed by one of the largest hedge funds in Manhattan, he had no experience in the marketing field and had nothing to show for his time put in at Stone Capital except his ability to provide administrative support. Sure he’d learned useful things, but none of it was transferable experience to a job in his field. Especially not when our father was guaranteed to refuse a reference if Aiden were to leave. And would also, without a doubt, revoke any financial trust he may have granted in the past few years. I didn’t think there was a trust, due to my mother’s interference in the matter, but if there was, it was most definitely revocable, and it would be gone in a heartbeat.

I was lucky our father hadn’t revoked mine after I’d come out as gay.

In essence, my half brother had thrown a Hail Mary, going on a prayer that our father would someday make him more secure at SC, and there was a good possibility it wasn’t going to get him anywhere unless he sold out and hid his identity and marriage forever.

The way out, I concluded while submerged in full-on capitalistic fervor, was for him to build something of his own.

And of course at that point, I extended the possibility of a business venture to myself. Who better to start a startup than a miserly, disciplined finance person and a dedicated marketing exec with business sense and good people skills? It was perfect, in theory.

Or it would have been if I knew what I wanted to be starting up.

What we needed was an ideas guy. For now, I would think about the money.

I did a mental calculation of my assets—including funds I’d saved from the trust I’d gained access to at twenty-one—that were disposable enough to invest in a lean startup. I had more than enough for something tech or web-based, and I would have even more if I convinced my mother and Mere to provide some angel funds. I was definitely in the unique position of money… not being a problem for an initial venture.

Sometimes I was equally ashamed of my privilege and thankful for it.

The slow trundle of traffic came to a complete standstill once we hit Houston Street. Horns blared all around the taxi, which only resulted in an onslaught of deafening noise that caused me to cringe.

I leaned forward and tapped on the Plexiglas divider, but my knuckles failed to make a dent in the cacophony of surrounding noises. Between the traffic outside, the radio blaring on the driver’s side of the partition, and the driver himself complaining into a Bluetooth headset, it was a mess.

“Excuse me,” I said as I scooted to the edge of the bench seat. “Hi—do you know what the holdup is?”

“Accident on Broadway,” the driver huffed. He slammed a hand against the steering wheel and hissed out a breath. “Three cars.”

“How—” I strained my neck to peer through the blur of red-and-white lights up ahead. “I can’t see a thing. How did you know that?”

The driver jerked a thumb at where his phone was clipped to a vent. “Waze. It’s a traffic app.”

My attention was diverted from the stream of traffic ahead of us to the screen of his phone. From what I could see, it looked like other drivers were sending updates on the accident ahead of us. Somewhere in our vicinity, several other people were using the same app. It was fascinating.

The driver resumed his conversation, and I sat back. The noisy darkness enveloped me as my mind wandered back to the idealess startup. Social media and mobile applications were definitely the way to go. If only I could think of an innovative idea. Something that would not only appeal to younger users but also to multiple generations, and that could fill an existing gap. Or right an existing wrong.

I peered out the window and considered the horde of technology, websites, and new gadgets I was bombarded with every time I powered up my computer and went on Facebook or Instagram, but I came up with nothing. There seemed to be something for everything already, even if it wasn’t very good.

Charles or Oli needed to help me brainstorm. Charles had an unquenchable addiction to social media and apps, while Oli was a software programmer. Even if they had no interest in taking part in the venture, their input would be valuable. Especially Oli’s. Charles and I could potentially come up with an exciting idea only to find that it wasn’t feasible in terms of programming and technology.

I slid my phone from my pocket and started to text Oli to pitch my vague, shapeless idea, and was surprised to see a message slowly uploading from him. With a furrowed brow, I tilted my head and wondered what sort of media file would require such a slow upload. Too late, I noticed the message directly above the file box.

 

Oliver: Turn off your sound before watching. Unless you’re alone.

 

Bolting upright, I thumbed desperately at the sound bar just before the first, tinny whispers of sound poured out of the speaker.

The screen of my phone filled with a video that made my mouth go dry.

Ashton was naked and on his knees. His swollen, too-red lips were twisted in a filthy smile as he gazed directly into the camera.

He said something, the shape of his mouth appearing to form my name, before Oli zoomed out and the full scene was captured in the camera’s scope.

A hardwood floor stretched beneath Ashton’s bent knees, and I could just see a hint of a gauzy pink curtain in the background. They’d moved to a play area after I’d fled.

My regret swelled so suddenly that I thought it would eat me alive.

I watched Oli free his dick, and I admired the length of it, the velvet curve of the head and the vein protruding through sleek, shiny skin, before Oli grabbed a fistful of Ashton’s hair, yanked him forward, and shoved it into his mouth.

What followed wasn’t gentle or seductive. It was a brutal face pounding.

I squirmed on the cheap, torn leather seats, and balled my free hand into a fist while watching Ashton’s face go red and his eyes tear. I thought he must be in pain, knew he had to be in pain, and wondered at my own perverse thrill in seeing him be used so thoroughly. Was this some new kink I got off on? Watching a deep dicking that had to be complete with moaning and gagging if only I could turn on the sound? What was it about Oli’s rough, unyielding movements that was making my own cock throb?

Maybe it was because I wished it was me.

God, how I wished it was me. His hands in my hair, my knees going raw from the scrape of the floor, and the taste of his dick, precum, and sweat filling my mouth. And even if it was uncomfortable, I would never tell him to stop. I couldn’t imagine ever getting enough.

Apparently Ashton had a similar feeling.

Oli pushed Ashton back and freed his saliva-covered dick, but Ashton listed forward with a hungrily darting tongue. Even with his face flushed and his eyes bloodshot from the strain, he wanted more.

One of Oli’s hands flashed across the screen, palm out and fingers extended. Ashton obediently halted and his eyes drifted back up to the camera. His smile was blinding.

The taxi began to move just as Ashton turned around and, on his hands and knees, crawled across the floor. The camera zoomed in on the round curve of his ass as it swayed. Like the rest of him, it was gorgeous.

He climbed up on a round platform bed, dipped his torso down with his chin pressing into the mattress, and reached behind him to spread his ass cheeks, exposing the pink, puckered hole nestled between them.

My breath whooshed out of me so quickly I was sure it was audible, but the driver didn’t react. He was still half on the phone, half humming a song, and seemed to forget he had a passenger.

I took that as a cue to drop my hand, the one not clutching my phone with a white-knuckled grip, onto my lap. I pressed down on my throbbing dick just as Oli plunged his own rubbered one into Ashton’s ass.

An ache built inside me that wouldn’t be satisfied by teasing. It wouldn’t even be satisfied by an explosive jerk-off session. What I wanted, what I needed, was to be in Ashton’s place. And I imagined I was. Just for a moment, in the veiled backseat of a yellow cab, as shadows fell across the car and washed over my face, I pretended I was somewhere else. Back at Liberty with Oli, in this curtained playroom, and being ridden hard and senseless.

My ass clenched around nothing.

Goddamn, but I wanted Oli inside me.

 

“Please,” I managed through shuddering breaths and half-choked sobs. “Keep fucking me.”

The last word cracked, sputtered, and turned into a wrecked moan as I got my wish. Explosions went off behind my eyes, flashes of light and fiery streaks of pleasure, until my dick was oozing come. A sluggish trickle at first and then thick spurts that ripped intense jolts of pleasure that scorched across my mind like wild fire.

I made a series of sounds at that point. Incoherent, hysterical sounds, and turned to cover Oli’s face with grateful, slobbering kisses.

 

The taxi came to an abrupt stop, and I realized the video had long ended. I’d been staring without seeing, for several minutes, at the darkened screen of my phone. I’d stopped seeing Ashton, stopped seeing Oli fucking Ashton, and had only remembered him and me. His dick and my ass. The raw, indefinable sensation of having an orgasm that had melted my brain and sabotaged the synapses.

I fumbled to put away the phone and swiped my credit card in the reader. I knew I had cash, but I wasn’t nearly functional enough to count or calculate a tip.

“You want the receipt?”

“No.” My voice wasn’t recognizable. A thick, low growl. I cleared my throat. “No, thank you.”

The driver didn’t answer. He was already scoping the hailing hands along my block, searching for his next fare.

I nearly collided with an eager woman in a pink trench coat, trying to crowd into the cab before I’d left it, and blindly I speed-walked into my building. The doorman greeted me, the older man who reminded me of my great-grandfather, and I forced myself to mumble an inquiry about his grandkids. He beamed, and I suffered a five-minute response before escaping into the elevator.

Once inside, I sagged against the wall and squeezed my dick again. Still raging. Still insanely hard. The climb of the elevator took an eternity. Finding my keys was a struggle. Rushing out of the elevator and onto my floor should have been a sweet relief, but it wasn’t.

Relief shattered in fragments as soon as I saw Charles huddled in my doorway, a tiny duffel bag at his feet.

Fuck.

How had I forgotten?

I was an awful friend.

“I’m so sorry.”

Charles got to his feet with a wince. “For what? I’m the one using your six-thousand-a-month mortgaged apartment as a crash pad.”

“Because—” Why was I apologizing? He didn’t know I’d forgotten. “I took so long. There was an accident on Broadway.”

“It’s fine, hon. Really. I just appreciate you letting me stay.”

I unlocked the door and started to flick on the lights, but Charles caught my arm.

“Can we leave it dark?”

I nodded hesitantly and shed my coat.

Moonlight and the twinkle of Manhattan’s skyline shone through the uncovered floor-to-ceiling windows enough for us to move about in the darkness. I examined Charles in the gloom, even if I didn’t know what I was searching for. I didn’t know what to think or say about his odd behavior, so I busied myself with preparing somewhere for him to sleep. My extra bedroom was small, but it had a gorgeous view of the Brooklyn Bridge.

“Thanks,” he said once he was sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’m sure it will only be a night. Or something.” He shrugged, looking at his hands with glossy black hair curtaining his face. “I dunno.”

“Stay as long as you need, whether it’s a day or a week or a month.”

Charles looked up with damp eyes. “Why?”

“Because you’re a friend, and you cared about my feelings when nobody else did.”

His soft, startled laugh filled the empty spaces in the room, and I relaxed.

“That’s because everyone else sucks,” Charles said with a wet sniffle. “You’re amazing, and anyone who doesn’t know it should eat a bag of dicks.”

It was one of the most absurd compliments anyone had ever given me, but a burst of affection in my chest led me to press a kiss to his brow. He leaned into me, sighing, and I brushed another kiss to the top of his head. His hair was soft and unstyled—evidence that something serious had happened.

“Tell me if you need anything, sweetheart.”

He nodded and reluctantly pulled away. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Make it up to me by baking those cranberry nut muffins David once raved about.”

Charles smiled. “You got it.”

The door clicked quietly behind me, and I left the room less unsettled than I had been upon first seeing him curled up in the hall. Charles was one of the brightest and brashest people I knew, and being around him was almost always like sharing space with the sun. Watching him fold in on himself and withdraw was alarming, and I wondered what the hell Landon had done now. The guy sounded like a bastard, but I didn’t know how much of that was me hearing one side of a story and being overprotective of someone who’d inexplicably turned out to be my closest friend.

Leaving the lights off, I walked up to the loft space. Part of it was set up as a library and office while the rest had been converted into a master bedroom, but the wall of windows extended throughout. My gaze drew down to the still-bustling city so far below, and I wondered if the party at Liberty X had cleared. Whether Aiden was home. What Oli was doing.

Oli….

My phone was in my hand before I’d closed the door.

I rewatched the video with the sound on but as much as I touched myself, I couldn’t get off. Even with Oli’s soft grunts emanating from the speakers. Even with Ashton eliciting low throaty gasps and the sight of his plump ass cheeks being spread open around Oli’s dick.

The hunger for ejaculation had already turned into frustration when Oli texted me.

 

Oliver: Are you watching?

 

I replied one-handed: Yes.

My phone rang immediately, and once I answered, Oli’s voice filled my ear. “Let me hear you come.”

“I want to, but I can’t,” I said in a desperate whine. “I’m so hard, but I can’t.”

“Use lube. Get it messy. I want to hear your hand slicking up and down that cock.”

My balls tightened.

“Do it, Caleb.”

I did it.

I nearly ripped the drawer from my nightstand, but I found a long-unused tube of lubricant and squeezed it so hard that a large dollop slid down my throbbing erection. It didn’t matter that I was still mostly dressed or that lubricant was smearing on my rucked-down underwear and the fly of my pants. What mattered was that Oli could hear the wet, sloppy sound of me pumping my dick, and that he was moaning in response.

“You’re so sexy,” Oli panted. “And you don’t even know it, and that just makes me want to destroy you. Take you apart and fuck you until you’re trembling and begging and saying my name.”

Another spurt of clear fluid shot from my dick. I jerked it faster and didn’t even try to lower my voice. It was hard to tell how loud I was being with my heartbeat galloping and blood roaring in my ears.

“I wanted your ass tonight. Not his. Fuck, I wanted you so bad….”

“Why? Please, tell me. I need—I want—” My breath hitched, and I broke off into a series of “uh uh uhh” groans while thrusting into my hand.

“Because I lost my mind while I was fucking you, and I want that again. I want to shove your knees back and pound your tight, little hole.” Now I could hear Oli’s ragged breathing and increasing groans. “Ride you so rough that you’ll still feel it the next day. And I want to come so hard that my eyes tear up because you’re such a good little slut who knows how to work that ass.”

My orgasm was so intense that my eyes rolled back and my body jackknifed off the bed. I was distantly aware of how far-reaching my moans were, of saying his name, and hearing him swear and cry out as he came with me. But by the time my heart steadied and I managed to pry my eyes open, he’d already hung up.





Chapter Eight

 

 

I DIDN’T speak to Oli for three days, but we texted every now and then. I primarily initiated the conversations—a fact that was at once irritating and paranoia inducing. Did he think I was obsessed? Desperate? Either way, I tried to keep the topic off my thirst for him and talked about the startup. His enthusiasm for the idea was incredibly attractive. More so when he invited me over for dinner to discuss it in depth.

I met him at his place, and he opened the door looking like a relaxed version of walking sex. Hair wild, dark flannel shirt undone, and jeans so thin and torn they were probably about two decades old. Total opposite of my cords and cashmere ensemble.

“Fuck, did you want to go out?” He started buttoning his shirt. “We can go out. Just let me put everything away.”

I grabbed his hand to prevent him from hiding any more of his torso. “No! I’d like to stay in. I’m just incapable of dressing casually 90 percent of the time.”

“Oh okay.” Oli dropped his hands and stepped aside so I could enter. “I’d already ordered.”

“What did you get?”

“I didn’t know what you like, so I got a mix of random things from this Japanese fusion place on Seamless.”

My brows flew up after entering the living room. He’d done more than order random things. His industrial kingdom had been tidied so there was nothing but dark leather furniture, a rich burgundy rug, and wood that gleamed under golden lamplight. His coffee table—which had once been a massive brushed metal steamer trunk—was laden with containers of sushi, rice, teriyaki dishes, and various sides. He’d also laid out plates and a bottle of sake.

“And you wanted to abandon all this and go out?” I slipped off my shoes and sat on the rug with my back pressed against the sofa. “You’re insane.”

“It’s not a big deal. I just threw some stuff on the table.”

It was an obvious lie, but I didn’t press him. If he wanted to downplay everything, so be it.

“How much was it? I’ll pay you for half.” Oli gave me a flat stare. I raised my hands. “I’m just offering.”

“Don’t.”

We settled together on the rug and shared the feast while using chopsticks that were fancy enough to distract me every time I popped a bit of sashimi into my mouth. He said they were an overpriced gift from an old boyfriend, and I completely failed at not inquiring further. If information about Oli’s former exploits was intriguing, potentially getting insight on his past relationships was so enticing that I couldn’t stop myself from asking more.

“His name was Kaiden.”

“That’s an interesting name.”

“It fit him. He was a tattoo artist. He did my back piece.”

“After you were together?”

“No. Before. That’s how we met.” Oli poured more sake into our tiny cups. “He spent hours with me stretched out beneath him like an offering in this tiny shop he had on St. Mark’s Place. I insisted that he keep working, even though I’d come in so late, and he agreed after I offered to pay him double.”

“I bet he would have done it without the bribe.”

Oli smiled, but his eyes were faraway. “He ended up not accepting the money even though he kept working after the shop closed, but I sucked his dick while White Zombie blasted in the background. He was huge. I’d never blown someone that big before, and I kept gagging until I figured out how to work with it.”

I pictured the scene. Him on his knees and the whorls of black ink on his back glistening from ointment as he took some hot, grungy, tattooist down his throat. Lips bruised and damp. Eyes blazing.

“You really get off on that, don’t you?”

I drained my sake. “On what?”

“Hearing me talk about sex.”

A denial nearly escaped my lips before I wrangled it. I had no need to lie to Oli. He’d seen me turned inside out and torn apart by nothing more than his touch.

“You’re delightfully filthy. I could listen to you describe your past exploits for hours.”

“Good. Because it won’t change.”

“Even better.” If my eyes weren’t deceiving me, I detected a bit of a flush on his high cheekbones. “So, what happened between you and the walking wet dream?”

“The usual thing when you have a last name like Buckley or Stone.”

I nodded grimly. “He wanted money.”

“And I would have given it to him,” Oli said with fierce conviction. “He was losing his shop, and he asked me to cover it for him. I told him that I couldn’t, but he didn’t believe my parents had cut me off. He thought I just didn’t care, and then he left me.”

“Just like that?”

“Yes. Apparently I was useless once I couldn’t fulfill the function that had made me so attractive before. It often goes that way for me. My valuation is always a little lacking.”

I wondered how much time had passed since their breakup and how long they’d been together, but the bitterness staining Oli’s words was a red flag. I backed off the topic and tried to think of a way to distract him. What would David have wanted? Or Charles? Physical affection. Touching. But did Oli need that? Or would he take it as pity? Or worse—would he think I was using his story as a way to make a move on him and create a more intimate situation? Definitely.

“It’s probably for the best,” I said finally. “I spotted some imperfections on your wings while trying to figure out who I’d spent New Year’s Eve fucking.”

Oli’s eyes went round. “What? Where?”

I smirked. “Well, I’m sure there are some.”

“You asshole.” Oli flicked a piece of rice at me, laughed when I caught it in my mouth, and emerged from the funk that had briefly descended. “Let’s talk startup. What’s your vision?”

“I don’t have one yet. I just know I want to do it.”

“But where did this random passion come from? I didn’t take you as someone who is particularly interested in innovations or tech. And aren’t you a little old to be attempting a startup? It’s usually all whiz kids fresh out of diapers.”

“Because venture capitalist firms are generally made up of aging men who think only an undergrad from San Francisco can think of an idea sexy enough to appeal to the millennial generation, and they invest their money accordingly. But I’m in the unique position of not needing funds for an initial seed round. We can go for the lean route and do a soft launch on a product, see if we get any traction, and then start thinking about how we’ll convince someone else to take us seriously once we have data to back it up.”

“There’s a lot of ‘we’ and ‘us’ in that speech,” Oli said around a mouthful of tempura. “Do you want me involved in this venture, or are you talking about your other personalities?”

I laughed, pouring more sake. “I had a team in mind. Initial founders would be me, Aiden, and you if you’re interested. We’re perfect.”

“How do you figure that?”

“You’re a programmer, he has a degree in marketing, and I’ve guided three startups through their IPOs.” At Oli’s blank look, I elaborated. “I was the chief financial officer at three startups that wound up going public on the stock market. It’s a big deal.”

“Mmm. You so fancy.”

“Not really, since I got canned after the last one was finished successfully.” I shook my head to ward off my own bitter cast. “I know this seems random—”

“Yeah, it really does. Aiden of all people? You couldn’t even handle him seeing your dick, and now you want to do business with him?”

“It’s complicated.”

Oli set his chopsticks on the table and also turned to the side. He rested his face against the soft leather cushion on the couch, looked at me from beneath absurdly long eyelashes, and nodded. “Okay. Sell me on your random passion for startups with an elevator pitch.”

I hated that. It reminded me of the speed dating.

“Even though I’m in the unique position of not needing an initial investor, both Aiden and I are in the identical predicament of being in our midthirties with absolutely nothing to show for our lives except for a weak connection to a billionaire who doubles as a sociopath. Aiden’s livelihood rests on the whims of our father, and I’ve tried and failed to work for other people for years. I want something of my own, and I’d like for Aiden to have the same—independence and a legacy that we can be proud of. Something to fill an existing void in the social media market, and that will bring us success.”

“You’re good at that.”

I laughed again. “It didn’t work so well for me at speed dating.”

Oli’s face softened. For just a single moment, he looked at me with a small, affectionate smile, and then it vanished and was replaced with his typical sardonic eyebrow arch. “You’re going to invest your own money in a startup just so Aiden can escape your dad? Seriously?”

“Yes. Why not? The only thing my money is doing now is paying off my overpriced apartment.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s what I want to do. I could potentially help someone else, and I could also make something of myself. I’m nothing right now, and you know it.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“No, it’s not. What do I have, Oli? What have I done?” I waited while indulging in an enormous scoop of rice and watched his mouth open and close, face contorting with frustration. “Exactly. My brother is trapped, and I’m desperate to do something with myself. To create something. To feel that I’ve achieved something. And I want to do that before I get older and become more averse to risk.”

“Ugh.” Oli ripped a hand through his hair, and it spiked out wilder. “That was depressing, babe. You realize everything you said applies to me just as easily as it applies to you, right? I’ve spent the last several years designing software that made some other asshole successful while getting worked to the bone in the process. And it’s data mining—the most boring and annoying thing ever.”

“So join us,” I said. “Well, me, but hopefully Aiden will like the idea.”

“You haven’t even spoken to him about it?”

“No. I wanted to run it past you first.”

Again, Oli looked skeptical. “We don’t even know each other that well. Not for you to want me to co-found an… incredibly vague company with you.”

“I know enough.” I ticked off attributes on my fingers. “You’re smart, you’re ambitious, and you’ve been in the tech industry for years. I’ve worked at startups but primarily with the financial aspects, and I’ve never worked for a place or with people who I felt passionate about or connected to.”

“And you feel that connected to me?”

“Again with the tone of dismay.” I grasped Oli’s chin between my fingers and looked into the depths of his Caribbean-blue eyes. He was practically vibrating with tension. “I think we share something, and you shouldn’t deny that we do. Neither of us are people who click very easily with others in terms of… intimacy or friendship, but we did. I want to be connected to you, and I’d love to create something with you. I think we could be a good team.”

His tongue darted, and I watched the damp path it left behind on his lips.

“Can we still play around if we work together?”

“Of course,” I said. “If you’re comfortable with it. We’re both adults, and I’d regret having to give up something I only recently discovered.”

“Now that you’ve had a taste, there’s no way in hell you’re going to put your slutty kinky side back in the box.”

“I didn’t mean that.” I was taking a chance at scaring him off or causing him to take on that mean, condescending tone he’d used at 1&1, but I went on anyway. “I meant you. I’ve never been able to be that… uninhibited with someone. You bring it out of me. God, you fucking inspire me.”

His breath came a little faster and brushed my face. “Yeah?”

“Yes. Even jerking off has been far more satisfying since we’ve started… playing around. If that’s what we’re calling it. I’m sure you do this all the time but—”

“Do what?”

“Have amazing sex regularly.”

Oli smirked, but he didn’t confirm or deny the claim. Instead he closed the distance between us and striped my pursed lips with his tongue. I opened my mouth immediately, wanting to taste him. I hadn’t intended to start anything tonight, but I had no problem with our calm discussion devolving into him sucking hard on my tongue while I dropped my hands to his lap. One rough, dominating kiss and I was overheated and twitching with the need to get him naked.

While I struggled between eagerness and wanting to play it cool, Oli pulled away with one last kiss.

“I called Ashton before you got here.”

Ashton. Who was—oh. Oh.

I nodded, sitting back. “I can go.”

Oli scowled. “You idiot. I called him for you. To see if he’d be interested in a replay of the other night minus the part where you fled like a spooked deer.”

Feeling equal parts horny, curious, and resentful was a relatively new experience. I kept my face blank, not knowing what to show or how much before Oli proclaimed that I was being complicated and did his own Bambi rendition. But I’d wanted us to fuck each other. A third party wasn’t necessary.

“He was into the idea. He’s pretty eager to get his brains fucked out by you.”

“Me,” I repeated dumbly. “Why me?”

“Because you’re hot and stoic, and when you’re turned on, your dick starts dripping precum like a faucet.”

I grabbed a clump of his hair and yanked him forward for another kiss. He made a low sound at the back of his throat. I managed to stop kissing him only to breathe heavily against his damp mouth.

“I’ll tell him to get his ass over here before he gets left out. And I know he’s dying to be in a chain.”

I was fine with Ashton being left out, but I only nodded. I’d rather share Oli than not have him at all.

He extended the official invite to Ashton, informed me that our third would arrive in about an hour, and rerouted the conversation back to the startup. I tried to follow along, but my stomach was doing backflips, and my mind was racing sixty minutes ahead when I’d be getting dirty with a perfect stranger. Sure, Ashton had sucked me off at Liberty X, but it had been spontaneous. I’d had no chance to fret about whether or not I could pull it off without making an ass of myself. Now? Not so much.

I had no idea what “being in a chain” meant. Was Oli being literal? Was he going to use restraints? Tie Ashton down and we would take turns using and playing with him until he could do nothing but writhe and beg for more? The idea appealed to me, but more so as a fantasy than anything else.

Oli finished off the last of the rainbow rolls, suggesting social media and app ideas before crossing them off the mental list with a swipe of his chopsticks, and I kept thinking about Ashton. Maybe they meant a daisy chain. A threesome. All of us linked together and fucking each other with no one left out. How would that even work? They’d probably done all of this before, and I had trouble making out and continuing to think straight.

Chopsticks tapped against my forehead, and I blinked.

“What?”

“You stopped talking,” Oli said with a laugh. “I suggested you do something queer-oriented.”

“We,” I corrected.

“Whatever. Anyway, you said you want to fill an existing hole—” His lips turned up in a naughty smile. “—or provide an alternative to something that’s preexisting but broken. I think you could go far with a queer oriented social media website or app. Everything that’s around right now is defunct or not sexy enough to lure people away from Facebook.”

“The online dating scene is the same way,” I said. “With the exception of Grindr or more nichey apps, most people gravitate to the usual dating websites, which force queer people into specific, narrow categories. It seems like our stuff is either divisive, geared to people who just want to fuck, or heteronormative.”

“It’s a problem,” Oli agreed. “Think about how you can fix it, and maybe I’ll sign on to your idea.”

I beamed. “Excellent.”

“I’m not making any promises,” he warned. “I don’t think you need me as much as you think you do. The startup won’t be bootstrapped. You could hire someone else to do the programming. Someone with more time instead of a pessimistic fuck with a bloodsucking day job where I spend my days toiling away to infiltrate people’s social media accounts with targeted advertising.”

“I don’t want someone else.”

Oli wasn’t at all convinced, but any denials were cut off by a light tap at his door.

Ashton swept into the apartment like a sunbeam. His platinum hair fell over his face like white silk, and his skin had a golden glow from either a shockingly well-done fake tan or a quick trip to Bermuda. Either was possible.

“Hi.” He smiled and looked at me from beneath long, pale lashes. It was almost demure until he followed up the softly spoken greeting with “I can’t wait to fuck you.”

My eyes opened up wide, and Oli started laughing.

“Calm down, kitten. Let’s have a drink first.”

Ashton pouted a little and removed his long coat. Beneath it, he was wearing a plain black shift dress that hung off his golden skin like an onyx waterfall. I stared, and only realized how rude it may seem when Oli cleared his throat loudly while pouring the remaining sake into three cups.

“Does it turn you off?” Ashton sounded more curious than worried. He accepted the cup from Oli. “I don’t mind sitting here naked.”

“You’re fine,” I said. “I was just surprised. You look gorgeous.”

“Most people are surprised when they first see my dresses. Especially my darling parents.” Ashton wrinkled his nose at the sake. “Do you have anything bubbly? I’d even settle for Prosecco.”

“I have a stocked bar, but I’m not opening another bottle.”

Oli spoke with little inflection, but I could already sense him drawing lines in the sand. Making it clear what this was and what it wasn’t. Hot sex. My first three-way. Ashton getting screwed to kingdom come with that slippery dress hiked up around his waist. Lounging around sipping champagne and exchanging extended pleasantries wasn’t in the cards.

I should have been elated, but Ashton was harmless. Sweet. Too beautiful to be treated like something disposable.

“I’ll go get a bottle if you want me to,” I offered. “It’s freezing outside, and he hiked here in the snow. Creature comforts are in order.”

“It is. Negative seven, and that’s not even with the wind chill.” Ashton took my politeness for an invitation and slinked up to me like a cat. He fit his body to mine, slender and lean enough to tuck into all of my spaces and make us a single whole. “I should move to LA.”

“You’d make a lovely California boy,” I offered.

“Have you been there?”

“Years ago. I didn’t appreciate it at the time.” That was an understatement. I’d despised the Technicolor smog and polluted sunshine. “I prefer the cold concrete brutality of Manhattan.”

“Don’t we all?” Oli swiped Ashton’s sake, finished it, and dropped the porcelain cup carelessly on the steamer trunk. He came up behind Ashton and caressed his long, smooth thighs. The dress hiked up slowly, and Oli’s hands settled over Ashton’s crotch with only a flap of black silk covering what he was doing. I wondered if Ashton was wearing underwear. “What’s on the menu tonight, gentlemen?”

I dragged my gaze from the junction between Ashton’s legs and found Oli’s eyes on me. Was he talking specifically to me? With Ashton’s eyes already fluttering shut and his lips forming an O of slack-jawed pleasure, I imagined Oli was. But I had no idea, and there was an unmeasured level of mortification attached to the prospect of having to answer. I didn’t even know where to start.

“Whatever you want,” I said, instantly hating myself. I was so horrible and banal. “What do you have in mind, Ashton?”

“Anything,” he said. “Oliver’s dick in me while my dick is in you. Or us taking turns on you. I think you’d like that?”

“No!”

It burst from my lips too loudly. An exclamation that was impossible to recover from. I wouldn’t be able to downplay my alarm even if I tried.

I took a breath and forced myself not to focus on the thrum of my heartbeat and the cold sweat beading on my skin. Sheer panic about bottoming for a stranger. Oli must have been incredibly confused. From his perspective, I was a dick-hungry bottom. A cum slut. Fuck. For him, I was. But someone else….

“Okay,” Ashton said, unfazed and nodding with a patient smile. “You be in the middle. Is it okay if Oli fucks you?”

Not in front of you.

“You seem more set on me being fucked than I am,” I said, voice even.

“I heard you were an amazing bottom.”

I looked at Oli, but he wasn’t the least bit contrite. The wings of his dark brows had drawn together with a little wrinkle between them, and his head was cocked, but there was no indication that he felt bad for talking about our night together. Maybe he’d used the filthy details to coax Ashton into wanting a round two. Perhaps Ashton would lose interest now that he knew my one night in heaven with Oli had likely been a fluke.

“Why don’t you two figure it out?” I suggested with a forced smile. “I need to make a call. I’ll be just a second.”

I swept away and took refuge in Oli’s bedroom. My phone was in my hand as more of a prop than anything else. There was no one I wanted to call. Maybe Charles, but telling him that a potential three-way had me on the verge of a panic attack wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have while Oli and Ashton waited in the other room. Instead of punching in any numbers, I stood facing the window with my forehead pressed against the glass and watched the slowly moving traffic below.

There were millions of people in this city and sometimes it helped for me to think in terms of the hundreds of thousands of people living in the five boroughs who felt like me. Anchored to nothing, too afraid to take a chance. Lost and not quite fitting anywhere—even the places we wanted to be. I felt less alone when I considered all of those other aimless souls. Maybe one day we’d find each other.

Oli slid his hands up my back and curled over my shoulder before I realized he was in the room. I didn’t jump in surprise. His hands were too warm and familiar to startle me. The careful, targeted kneading of my shoulders and neck was too precise. I released a ragged sigh.

“I can tell him to go,” he said softly. “You know I give no fucks about anything but what you want.”

I turned my face just enough to see him and struggled not to say something schmaltzy. Not an easy feat when he was making me feel all moonstruck. “But he came all this way….”

“He came from the Upper West Side, not Anchorage. And even then, I have no problems calling this off. He can just have dinner with us, and I’ll put on a film. Or he can have a tantrum and storm out. Whatever.”

I shook my head. “No, I won’t be a coward.”

“It’s not about being a coward. You’re not obligated to fuck someone. You can change your mind.”

“But I want to do this.”

Oli turned me so I could face him. “Why?”

What was it with him and making me explain things all of the time? With Oli in my life, I was constantly reflecting on what I wanted and why I wanted it. “I like… the fantasy.” I tilted my head against the window. He moved closer to me and our bodies sealed together. “There’s something about the fantasy of being shared by two men, or more than two men, or even a stranger that turns me on. Being used carelessly and roughly, and knowing the person or people touching me… really want me. Want me enough to fuck me without it being pretty because they’re so desperate to have me.”

Oli was getting hard, but he didn’t grind against me. He simply nodded and kept his eyes on mine, intense and intent on getting to the bottom of the angst of my premature midlife crisis. “But you said no when he suggested we both fuck you.”

I winced. “Yeah, well, the fantasy and acting it out are two different things. I don’t think I’m in a place where I’m—I don’t know, Oliver. I just can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve had too much time to psych myself out,” I said bitterly. “Reminding myself of what I can do and what I can’t do. How I’ll make an ass of myself. And then there’s the thing with… really consciously letting some strange man fuck me. I’m still reeling from having only recently accepted that I want that in life and not just in my head.”

“Even with me?” I could tell Oli regretted asking as soon as the words were out of his mouth, but he didn’t take it back. He kept watching me. Kept waiting.

“It’s different with you.”

“Why?”

“You’ve already shouldered your way in past my paranoia. Next time you’re in me,” I said, not taking my eyes from his, “the only time I’ll ever protest is if you don’t go hard enough.”

A soft sound slid from Oli’s mouth. His hips gave a little jerk before he stilled them.

“You’re dangerous.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah,” he said, “you are. This kind of thing only leads to complications, and complications lead to people wanting things, losing them, and then winding up with broken hearts. Just look at you.”

I brushed thick, black hair off his brow. “The condition isn’t as permanent as it seemed.”

Oli searched my face before he stepped away. The cool, unaffected facade blanketed his expression, but I saw the flush stealing over his cheekbones. His throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“Shall we go make it up to Ashton with Keira Knightley period pieces and a bottle of Dom Pérignon?”

“That… sounds fantastic, actually. Yes.”

Oli started for the door, but I pulled him back just fast enough to brush a kiss to the side of his mouth with a whispered “thank you.”

He didn’t stiffen or jerk away, and I counted that as a minor victory.





Chapter Nine

 

 

WE MET at the bar on First and First primarily because it was common ground.

We’d spent over an hour shooting suggestions back and forth about where to discuss my startup idea, but nothing had seemed viable. Oli wanted to meet at his apartment, but I thought working from anyone’s home could provide too many potential distractions. Aiden had suggested the three-level gay sports bar on Fiftieth Street and Ninth Avenue, but I’d vetoed having to shout over various inconsequential sports games playing on a multitude of tacky screens, and neither of them had wanted to go to the wine bar by my building.

So there we were—gathered in the lower level of 1&1 because Oli had sweet talked the manager into letting us use it, and Aiden had sweetened the favor by buying two full bottles and a variety of overpriced small plates. I was even more convinced we had a good team. They could be charming where I was serious and without affectation.

“So, let me make sure I’m understanding you correctly….”

Aiden propped his elbows up on the bar, leaned forward, and repeated my initial suggestion around a mouthful of potato skins. Yes—I wanted us to join forces in order to found a startup. Yes—my intentions were to provide an escape route for both him and Oli (if he wanted), but it would also benefit me since I had nothing, was nothing, would leave nothing after I died. Also people made millions off clever ideas. Sometimes even billions.

“And who’s going to fund this?” Aiden’s brows had already dipped down. For someone with such an affable disposition, he looked absolutely ferocious when in thought. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“It’s as simple as following a checklist and you two not allowing me to get hung up on the details along the way. I’m bad at big picture.”

“You must be, since you haven’t even shown it to us yet.” Oli popped the cork on a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and filled our glasses a third of the way. Perfect measurement. “I know we said queer oriented, and we talked about social media or dating, but I’m not keen on trying to get a leg up in the current market. Too much competition.”

Aiden stared at his wineglass and cast a longing look at the beer taps. “It would be hard to prove ourselves. We’d bust our asses trying to get attention from a crowd that’s already overwhelmed with hundreds of lifestyle and dating websites and apps. There’s a niche for bears, twinks, otters, rich gay guys, jock gay guys—trying to steal those guys away for yet another subscription website or paid app would be rough.”

“Agreed.” I swirled my wine slowly, thinking. “Not only that, but the idea behind a fast-and-dirty startup is to launch the service while it’s still only minimally viable. That way, we have the fledgling idea, and we can see whether or not it’s going to be sexy enough to gain traction before we invest thousands of dollars and months into the production. But for a dating app—all of the bells and whistles won’t be there yet, and it might not even be that pretty. There would be nothing innovative enough to convince a user to keep using it while OkCupid and Grindr are waiting right around the corner.”

“Speaking of money….” Aiden gestured at me with his wineglass. “You’re evading the money talk real obviously, bud. Where are we getting the thousands of dollars?”

“We’ll get to that,” I said impatiently. “Why don’t you see if you’re even interested in the idea first?”

“Then maybe tell us your idea, dollface,” Oli said.

“Fine.” I slid off the barstool and removed my tablet from the briefcase I’d toted along. It was the first time the thing had seen the light of day since I’d been let go months ago. Such a shame to not put a good use to Italian leather. “I set up a concept board while I was brainstorming this past weekend. You can look at my notes if you want,” I said, passing it to them. “But the general idea is an app that aggregates data from the dozens of queer dating websites and presents a diverse selection of candidates from these different places after a user inputs specific tags. No categories or narrow limitations. We’ll select data and profiles based solely on keywords. So if someone types in ‘gay gym bunnies who power bottom and read romance novels,’ our app will grab snapshots of profiles on other dating sites if they have those specific keywords anywhere in the profile. And the same can be said for… I don’t know, ‘gingers who identify as aromantic bisexuals.’ The point is that whoever you are, and however you identify, you’re not forced into a box. People don’t have to search based simply on a height and a weight preference along with a gender. It’s totally open.”

“Wouldn’t that data be protected, though? It sounds like we’d need permission.” Aiden pointed at me with a parmesan-sprinkled french fry. “Also, is it possible from a programming standpoint? I’m good with graphic design and I can code in a few languages, but programming isn’t my forte.”

“Where did you glean those skills?” Oli sat up with some interest. “I thought you were into big corporate skill sets like the rest of the Stones.”

“I’m only a recent half WASP,” Aiden said. “Back when I was still a poor Irish-American fuck from Rockaway, I took a few computer science courses at Queens College. I could have finished and got myself a degree with a free ride between my TAP and Pell Grant awards, but I needed to work full time, and it was too hard to do both.” He shrugged, and there wasn’t a trace of bitterness in his broad, open face or big shoulders. “It was pretty aimless, though. I didn’t know what I wanted to focus on except for getting the kind of paper tech-savvy people manage to earn.”

I filed that information away for later and was even more excited about our potential team. Hopefully they were both on board.

“You’re a jack of all trades,” Oli said to Aiden. “And that’s valuable. But as for your question, from a programming standpoint, Caleb’s idea can be done.” Oli drained his glass and filled it a third of the way once again. “You can collect data from various websites using an API. The problem is, it’s not going to be as simple as me programming an algorithm because we’re technically using another website’s information and repurposing it to fit our needs. What we can do is work out agreements with other dating sites so that we are contractually allowed to mine their data. It honestly shouldn’t be too hard, and you could probably even become a paid web affiliate, since you’d be routing traffic to their sites, which is amazing advertisement.”

“But can you do it if I got those agreements?” I pressed. “Will you be the engineer for our team? Architect. Super Savvy Hacker. Whatever the cool startup lingo is.”

“Can you sound any more like a fogey?” Oli had been staring into the golden depths of his wine, but now his eyes rose and drilled into my own. “If you were such an unimaginative old man, you wouldn’t be coming up with innovative apps that could benefit lonely queers and potentially make our online community less divided.”

“So you like the idea?”

“I love it. It’s brilliant.”

I could have sagged with relief from Oli’s approval, from the glowing note of pride in his low voice, but I just nodded briskly.

“Excellent. Will you—will both of you—commit to being founding members of this venture? Once you say you’re in, you can count on me going full speed ahead with my plans. The key is to get this up and running as soon as possible so we can begin testing and spreading the word.”

“I’m all in.” Aiden hunched forward again. “As soon as we iron out some details.”

“I’m definitely interested,” Oli said more vaguely.

The comment triggered my irritation, and I frowned. “Can’t you even commit to a project? You said you hate your current job, and this would offer you a way out.”

“No, this offers me a fuckload of additional work outside of my shit day job, and unless this takes off at the speed of my cock during a game of three on a couch, I won’t exactly be able to quit my day job and dedicate every moment to engineering your app.”

If I’d thought Oli had drawn lines in the sand with Ashton, there was no doubt that he was doing it now. Everything was “you” without a hint of an “us.” Even Aiden—if I judged by his sudden interest in the label of the wine bottle—was picking up on Oli’s staunch refusal to give a guarantee. Maybe it wasn’t fair to expect him to jump in with both feet, but I would also be satisfied with a firm refusal just so I could look into other options. There was no way I was going to do that unless I knew for sure that Oli didn’t want in.

“Okay,” Aiden said finally, breaking my glaring contest with Oli. “Do you have anyone in mind for legal representation? I feel like we’ll need a go to, and I’d rather not deal with any of the Stone family’s associates.”

“I don’t have anyone,” I said.

Oli shrugged and poured himself more wine. A much fuller glass.

“I can make a recommendation,” Aiden continued in all of his forthright, stalwart glory. Weathering the storm of our mutual sulk and refusing to give business a rest. Yes, he would certainly make up for my personal weak spots. “Clive Baptiste. He’s an attorney and seems to have a good reputation. Jace and I met with him for lunch one day, and when I dropped his name later, your father knew who he was.”

I turned the name over in my mind but came up short. “What firm does he work for now?”

“Clive is in-house counsel at another financial group. He’s also gay. We met him at Liberty X. He’s this gorgeous biracial guy Jace spent the entire night trailing after like a puppy. I had to put the brakes on any hookups.”

Oli perked up at that. “Clive is Michael Rodriguez’s ex-boyfriend. I’ve met him a couple of times at Liberty, but we’ve never spoken, if that makes sense.”

“It does. He’s kind of cold, but an okay guy.” Aiden shrugged. “Anyway, he’s an option.”

“Yes. Thank you. We can look into it.”

The information about Clive and Michael was moderately interesting, more so in that I could aggregate my own data about the man before extending an invitation to do business. I generally trusted people to be competent, but at this point, my greatest concern was creating a healthy culture. Bad enough that I was already peeved at Oli, and we hadn’t started yet.

Aiden nodded, but his eyes were focused on some point beyond my shoulder. He had the unfocused look of a man whose gears were already turning. With him appearing to sink his teeth into the idea, I took the opportunity to sell him the rest of my pitch.

The plan was relatively straightforward. The first step had been to identify an existing hole in the current market, and the second step had been to come up with an innovative product to fill that hole. Next we needed to come up with and trademark a name, but I anticipated that would be more of a conversation and not one I wanted to have while Oli was withdrawing steadily.

After that, it was a matter of setting up an early version of the product that would be a skeleton of our full product and then doing a soft launch with a controlled group. For that, I suggested bringing in Charles as a customer relations person even if temporarily. The man knew every queer on this side of the East River and a lot in Brooklyn as well. With his help, we’d be able to test the software on several hundred people easily. I would also ask David (and Raymond if he could bring himself to help me) to check out the app since his was an opinion I trusted, and I also knew he would be brutally honest. Raymond would be great in that he had a totally different point of view than the mix of hipstamatic cis gay men and artistic queers that Charles knew.

“Once we have some data from the soft launch,” I said after pouring the last bit of our second bottle of wine, “we’ll discuss short- and long-term goals as far as launching on a wider scale.”

Aiden had rolled up the sleeves of his button-down and loosened the collar. With his red hair rumpled, huge shoulders hunched forward, and forearms pressed against the bar, he looked like a jock just dying to burst out of his preppy attire. “How long would it take to get to that point?”

“That’s what I’m unsure of. Oli—”

Oli was sitting with his back to the bar, elbows propped up on the counter, and looking at his phone. I hadn’t focused on him in a while because his blank face had begun to chip away at the tenuous grip I had on my impatience, but now slivers shot through my self-control.

“Have you been paying attention at all?”

“Sure,” he said flippantly, teenager-like.

I inhaled through my nose, and Aiden put a hand on my arm.

“Check it out, Olivander—let’s say you or some other totally talented programming wizard takes up the job—”

Oli looked up from his phone to squint at Aiden. His lips twitched.

“—how long do you think it would take to get a functional app going that does enough to give people an idea of what we’re after, even if it don’t have all the fancy customizations and pretty interfaces yet?”

“Did you just call me the wandmaker from Harry Potter?”

“That I did. As far as I’m concerned, anyone who can create badass applications with nothing more than strings of code is a magician.”

Aiden smiled un-self-consciously, and I envied his ability to give people his all even when there was a possibility of it being blown off. I couldn’t do it. Every time I tried, I was burned. Especially while Oli was doing his best to give the appearance that he not only didn’t want in on the project, but that he was bored.

I tried to figure out what I’d done to turn him off the idea and couldn’t think of anything. Had my second pitch not been as good? But he’d seemed intrigued. Even proud of me. How had he transitioned to this so easily? Understanding him was impossible. I told myself that I’d corner him later—demand he explain so we wouldn’t get caught up in unsaid conflicts and miscommunication—but was it my right to corner him? He didn’t have to answer to me. As he’d so pointedly stated… we’d only recently gotten to know each other.

“A full dev would take a while,” Oli said. He kept his phone grasped in his hand. “Maybe a few months for all the bells and whistles. More if I’m working on my own. And double the time of that if I’m doing it after work and on weekends. But for a beta run? I could put something together faster if I found a good API with a fair license agreement.”

“What the hell is an API?” I asked, brows knitting. “You’ve used that term before, but keep in mind that I know nothing about programming.”

“An API is….” Oli seemed to search for a dumbed-down version of a technical explanation. “A preexisting interface I can use for our product. There are probably hundreds of APIs already in existence that aggregate data from different websites—like the kind Kayak uses to search for airfare deals. It would take me a couple of months to get the beta prepared if I’m working on it on the weekend.”

“That’s still too long,” I said. “It’s not ideal to invest so much time in it before we even know if we’ll get any customers.”

“Well, sweetheart, I don’t know what you want me to do. I’m not actually a magician.”

“What if you had more people?”

He shrugged. “Of course it would be faster. But how are you going to pay them?”

“What if you could work on it full time?”

Oli sneered. “That’s a pointless hypothesis since I can’t.”

“But what if you could?” I pressed.

“How would I do that?”

Aiden’s brow furrowed, and I could practically see his gears winding back to the part of the conversation that I’d tried so hard to avoid.

“Caleb, where are you planning to get the funding for all of this? The kind of coding you want him to do would be a full-time job. Not only that, but you probably need someone to help him. I can do basic front-end design, and I can create a website and start doing promo, but we’ll need cash for all of those things plus someone to write an awesome press release and the duckets to organize a badass launch party. We’ll want it to be pretty fly if we want to entice enough people to attend. Saying ‘try our app’ will only get us as far as people already interested in tech or just wanting to do us a favor. Then we may want to consider paying some high-profile personalities to show up. Not to mention trying to bribe someone to get us a mention on a tech blog and also on a prominent LGBT platform…. It’s going to take money.”

I steepled my hands together, fixed my gaze on the bottles lining the bar like attentive glass soldiers, and said, “I’d planned to fund the seed round myself.”

“Dude—”

“Um—”

“Just hear me out,” I said sharply. “After we figure out the legalities of actually making this a real business, I’ll open a bank account with a starter fund of about four hundred thousand. About a quarter of it will cover Oli’s salary and will be generated to him in biweekly increments to match what he’s earning now. Aiden, the same goes for you. The rest of the money will go to advertising expenses, software or technology, whoever we have to pay off to get an article in TechCrunch and Advocate, and a party where all of our beta testers will try the app, with an open bar and catering as a lure. Meredith is prominent enough in society to get some big name celebutantes to show up.”

I’d spoken in such a frantic rush that I wasn’t even sure if they’d digested everything, but when I was done, Oli slid off the barstool and Aiden sat up straight.

Not a good sign.

“I’m not doing this if it’s a Stone family production,” Aiden said flatly. “Sorry but no. That’s exactly the type of thing I’m trying to get away from.”

“How else will we get the money?” I demanded. “It’s the simplest and easiest option.”

“That doesn’t make it the best one,” Oli said. “I’m not keen on it either.”

“What on Earth is your problem with it?” I was getting incredulous now. “I suppose I can justify Aiden’s irrational response to easy funding, but why do you care? Do you have some grudge against my father that I should know about?”

“No.” Oli slid his phone into his back pocket. “But you’re essentially asking me to quit my fucking job and have you personally pay my salary for a year.”

I faltered, frowned, and shook my head. “No, that’s not—you’re looking at it wrong. I’d be investing the money in our project. The three of us. At that point, it won’t be mine anymore. It’s no different than an angel funder giving us the money.”

“Dude, it’s a fuckton different than that!” Aiden stood as well. “No matter how noble your intentions are, this whole project will be on your bank account, and I guaran-fucking-ty that will do nothing but breed resentment when decisions are made, and we’ll both feel beholden to you. It’s facts.”

“It’s nonsense,” I snapped.

They both looked at me with pursed lips and unimpressed faces, and I had a sudden flashback to David. One of our worst arguments had started over something as simple as the question of how to spend a vacation. I’d suggested we spend a few days on a yacht in the Caribbean, and he’d implored me to do a staycation that involved day trips to the secret gay section of Orchard Beach, sleeping in, and museums. I’d explained exactly why his desire to blow off my careful plans was absurd, he’d withdrawn into himself and shrugged, and we’d spent four days miserable and barely speaking on a boat with an obnoxious captain.

Not exactly the same scenario, but the sense of him withdrawing into his shell, of him realizing nothing he could say would change my mind or make me take his ideas into consideration with less of a condescending tone, was very evident here. Except Oli and Aiden weren’t as young and sensitive as David. They withdrew briefly and then shut me down.

“I’m gonna head out.” Oli tossed a couple of twenties on the bar. “Let me know when you figure out an idea that doesn’t make me want to squat on a dildo covered with pyramid spikes.”

Aiden burst out laughing. So glad they were getting along fine.

“I’ll be back,” I grumbled and followed Oli as he wandered out of the dim interior of the lower floor. “Can you hold on a second?”

Oli’s shoulders rolled in his most careless shrug. He stopped at the side of the staircase, and his face was half-draped in shadow.

“What’s going on with you tonight?”

“I already explained why I’m not cool with you being my sugar daddy.”

“It’s—” I stopped with the sudden ice water splashing awareness that he had a point. Accepting huge sums of money from someone you were friends or sexually involved with had certain connotations that hadn’t occurred to me before. It was just so divorced from the reality of my intentions. “I’m sorry if it came off that way. You know it’s not what I meant.”

“Maybe,” he conceded. “But that doesn’t make it any less frustrating that you try to whack us with the CEO hammer as soon as we voice a disagreement. If I know anything about being part of a team, it’s that you don’t ridicule the feelings of your partners at the first sign of disagreement.”

“I didn’t—”

Oli rolled his eyes. “Caleb… be serious. You said Aiden was irrational and had daddy issues, and implied I had no reason to not want you to be paying my salary. You were a dick.”

“I wasn’t trying to be a dick. I just don’t understand why you both refuse to take the most sensible route that will allow us to have the best outcome. Do you know what the alternative is?” I demanded. “Angel funds or seeking serious investors. Or worse—doing it without any funds. I’m giving us—”

“Baby, that’s just it.” Oli laughed humorlessly. “Fuck, sometimes I forget that you’ve been bubble-wrapped in money for so long that it’s hard for you to see past the green.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. “I’m not bubble-wrapped in anything. You’re both making this a political issue when the last thing I want is to take anyone’s control.”

“You have the control and the power by default if our thing is funded with your money. I don’t think you have bad intentions and neither does Aiden, but I have a feeling the guy is a lot like me in that he doesn’t want to willingly hand over that type of control to another person ever again. I was a mess after being cast out.” Oli raked a rough hand through his hair. “I wasn’t set up for real life. I had zero idea about how to function on my own, and suddenly I had no choice but to figure it out without any guidance. And I made a lot of awful fucking mistakes. Shit that would make you cringe. And you know what? That’s on me because for my entire adolescence, I let my parents and their money rule my life. I knew they’d take care of everything, so I didn’t do anything on my own and depended solely on their money. Now you’re asking me to depend on your money, and I can’t. Aiden won’t either. I know it.”

It was more than I’d ever heard about Oli’s family and his past, and the information knocked me flat on my ass. He played the laid-back sexaholic card so well it had never occurred to me that he had anything more difficult in his past than getting his trust fund revoked.

“I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

He shrugged sharply. “You couldn’t have. I don’t talk about it with anyone. It wasn’t pretty, and it doesn’t make for pretty conversation.”

“But you could te—” I broke off at his narrow-eyed glare and retreated back into the safe realm of things he’d given me access to. It wasn’t much—sex, ex-boyfriends, and the startup. “Will you give me a chance to figure this out?”

“Yes. I want you to figure it out. And I’m hoping you don’t try to railroad the conversation when we suggest alternatives. That’s the fastest way to turn me off of this whole thing, babe.”

“That’s not what I was—” Again, I swallowed the statement I had started to make. “I’ll try. I’m sorry. When it comes to business, I can be a bit of a control freak.”

“No shit.” Oli wiped a hand across his face and turned to the stairs. “Call me, and we can set up a time to brainstorm.”

“But where are you going? We can hash it out now, can’t we?”

“No. I’m meeting someone for dinner.”

A bucket of ice water crashed over my head, drenched my skin, and seeped into the tiniest crevices of my pores.

I hadn’t been deluded enough to think what Oli and I had, whatever it was, was exclusive, but the reality of him finding a good time with someone else hit me harder than I’d expected.

Oli jerked his chin at me and jogged up the stairs with me staring dumbly after him.

Fuck.

I felt like an idiot, and I had no right to. It made no sense for me to. And yet that acknowledgment changed nothing at all.





Chapter Ten

 

 

I’D NEVER cared much about Valentine’s Day, but when it rolled around, I still wanted to kill myself.

That was probably too strong.

When it rolled around, I was left wanting to drink a box of wine and drown my sorrows in takeout. There would be no tears, but my thirty-six-year-old innards would continue to pucker and shrivel as I spent the twilight of my youth contemplating how I’d managed to accomplish nothing in my nearly four decades on the planet, including managing to find a man who could tolerate me for more than a few months at a time.

The evening was going to be on the wretched side of grim.

I turned on NY1 and watched the mayor talk about the “historic” blizzard that would be hitting the city in the next several days. I regretted it not arriving now. Winter Storm Pamela would not be wrecking anyone’s evening, and I was bitter about it, since my own night would be spent alone on my couch with a bottle of red, a book or documentary, and food that should be delicious but would somehow be ruined by the combination of condensation and Styrofoam.

Sighing, I glanced at my phone and opened WhatsApp. I’d been carrying on a group chat with my new partners for the better part of the day. After nearly two weeks of hemming and hawing over various details, they’d both signed on to our startup venture. Key word being our.

 

Aiden: plans for the night, gents?

Oliver: The usual. Are you taking Jace out on the town like a doting husband?

Aiden: fuck you. Yes. I just want to stay home and suck his dick all night or play with our new machine. It takes forever to put together but once you do… it’ll drill your ass until you jizz across the room. Best investment ive ever made, buds. I strongly recommend it.

Caleb: Oh my.

Oliver: That… gave me a hardon. Send me links, please? Links with one day shipping.

Aiden: you got it buddy

Oliver: I can’t believe he’s making you leave the house with a piece of found treasure like that lying around.

Aiden: he’s got an entire fucking itinerary. FML.

Oliver: An itinerary. Jesus.

Aiden: tell me about it. but i love him so it’s whatever.

Caleb: When do we get to meet him?

Aiden: errr. up to him. idk. we’ll see. anyhoo, what are you dickbags up to?

Caleb: Seamless and Netflix/Audible. Charles went home last night so I’m on my own.

Oliver: I got an invite to a secret sex club. There’s apparently a V-Day event.

 

I blinked at WhatsApp. After not seeing Oli in that way, for nearly two weeks, the idea of him wandering off to fuck a bunch of other people made me want to ragequit the group chat and smash my phone.

 

Caleb: Oh?

Aiden: which one? where?

Oliver: It’s apparently hidden inside an apartment building on Madison Avenue. Has a secret door and everything.

Caleb: You’re going alone?

Oliver: Couples only.

 

My fingers flew over the keyboard to form a question about who he was going with, but I deleted the damningly possessive text before sending it.

 

Caleb: Well, have fun. I’ll talk to you guys tomorrow.

Oliver: You’re really just staying home?

Caleb: Yes. What else would I be doing?

Oliver: I don’t know. Just asking.

Aiden: bye dudes. time to go get fly for my man.

Caleb: Good night, Aiden. Oliver.

Oliver: Night.

 

I reread his messages several times before lapsing into the spiral of closely analyzing every comment he’d made on social media in the past couple of days in order to figure out who his date might be. There had to be a clue. Most people couldn’t keep their mouths shut about their plans. I couldn’t tell if people had a compulsive need to overshare with the world or a desire to make their lives appear far more interesting than they truly were. Either way, it was immediately clear that analyzing social media while depressed on Valentine’s Day was an awful plan.

Couples. Everywhere.

The most damaging was an Instagram photo of Raymond and David.

Raymond was in the foreground and, as usual, flipping off the camera. His wide mouth was twisted in a half scowl, half smirk while David wrapped a possessive arm around him from behind and pressed a kiss to his cheek. It was adorable. Cavity-inducing sweet. And heartbreaking because David had the glowy, bright-eyed face of a man who was truly happy. Happy to be in love and be loved in return. He’d never believed that my feelings for him had run as deeply as I’d claimed they did, and after a while, I’d even started to doubt myself.

Wouldn’t I trust someone I was in love with? Why would I be so afraid of opening up and sharing my secrets with him? Why would I have kept him at such a safe distance?

I’d never found answers to those questions, we’d drifted apart, and we certainly had never posted any cutesy, lovey-dovey pictures on the Internet.

That thought clicked another into place right behind it—their selfie was posted on Raymond’s account. He’d obviously decided to put an abrupt end to his discreet bisexuality. My heart stopped for them, and I scrolled through the comments with a sense of dread.

I found a good mix of shocked, dismayed/horrified, and supportive comments. Some were as ugly as I knew they would be, and I now understood that Raymond’s belligerent middle finger was meant for them. He was telling them he didn’t give a fuck about their opinions, and I couldn’t help but think good for you, kid in response.

The best comment by far was from an adorably dimpled Latino guy named Chris.

 

Chris: I knew it!!! FUcKER TRYING TO FRONT FOR MAD LONGGGGGG. I CALLED THAT SHIT, YO. BACK ME UP @SharkyInQueenz

SharkyInQueens: ya we knew lol yall was mad gay together. We didnt even care

Raymond:…….

MichaelR: Ha!

Chris: No worries, bruh!!! We got your back if any of these fuckers from the block wanna step up and talk shit. Especially now that my bae @CPLTonya is back from service to fight our domestic homophobe battles!!!

CPLTonya: Stop talking, Chris.

 

The exchange was charming enough to distract from my mission, but my thoughts inevitably returned to Oli.

For the past few days, he’d infrequently posted on his usual online haunts, with the exception of a selfie he’d taken while sleepily tousled and devilishly handsome on his messy crimson sheets. I’d only meant to check the comments, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the strong, angular lines of his face. The wide petal-soft mouth and piercing eyes. The man was artwork. Artwork made to be ravaged and destroyed. By me.

God, I wanted him. If it hadn’t been painfully apparent that my interest went far beyond sex before, it sure as hell had become transparent after the night at 1&1. In the days that had followed, I hadn’t immediately noticed the sharp change in our interactions, because I’d been so focused on convincing him and Aiden to found the startup with me, and that dedication had paid off.

After days of group chats, conference calls, and a particularly belligerent conversation in the comments section of a Google Doc, we’d come to a consensus about the money situation. We’d agreed to go the route of angel investors and—if need be—personal money put in by all of us. They’d both had assumptions about why I hadn’t wanted to fundraise, but my reservations were fueled by two factors: my discomfort with putting my hand out when I had money and the idea of essentially asking friends or family to buy a really expensive lottery ticket that would never have a payout for them. Whether we succeeded or failed, angel funders wouldn’t see a return on their investment. I was skeptical about the true spirit of generosity in ambitious capitalistic New Yorkers and wary of people who would expect to have a say-so in our company later on. Aiden and Oli were not as concerned.

They’d insisted on setting a cap of 400K for the seed round and had forbidden me from going to Mere or my mother until we’d exhausted all other options. Aiden created an Indiegogo, circulated the link on social media, and most of the money had been covered by the Van Dijks and many of Liberty X’s regulars.

I’d been stunned by the amount of interest the Indiegogo campaign had garnered from friends and strangers alike. We already had a little traction, and we didn’t even have a product yet. There were already questions about how to sign-up.

Mere had promised to get our launch party a mention in Page Six and had made outrageous claims about various queer celebrities showing up. Aiden thought she was full of shit, but Oli put in a request for Sam Smith. Apparently Mere’s help was okay if money wasn’t a factor.

Oli had put in his two weeks at the dysfunctional company he’d been with for years, I’d consulted with Clive Baptiste before taking the legal steps to make our startup an actual business in the eyes of the federal government, and Aiden had decided to stay full time with the hedge fund even as he split his weeknights and weekends between assisting Oli and creating a social media presence for our startup and a landing page for our new website.

Professionally we were all getting on fine, even though the personal relationship between Oli and I slid down the drain of his custom shower.

What had I done to not only piss him off but turn him off? He wasn’t hostile, but after a month of him reaching out to me, inviting me places, and sporadically making me shoot semen like a geyser, the minor differences in his behavior spoke volumes.

For some reason, he’d axed the sexual aspect of our relationship, and I didn’t get it. At all.

With a disgusted shake of my head, I closed every app on my phone except Seamless and started my plan of eating and binge reading or TV watching. Knowing myself, I’d end up eating while standing in the kitchen with my notes for Queer Findr (or Findr if we listened to Aiden and ditched the “Queer.” He claimed discreet men would never download an app that proudly announced its queerness) spread all over the counter. Work was the best way to ignore my angst. Work and enormous bowls of pasta.

I scrolled through the menu of an Italian restaurant, read the description of a couple of dishes to match it with my bottle of Bordeaux more so than because I cared about the ingredients, and had nearly made a selection when my phone emitted a faint bloop to announce a Facebook message.

 

Ashton: Hi?

 

I flicked away the hovering icon of his tow-headed image, stared blankly at Seamless, and retrieved the message.

 

Caleb: Hi there.

Ashton: How are you? :)

Caleb: I’ve been better.

 

I winced and nearly ended the entire conversation right there, but that was more dramatic than I was willing to be. Could I be any more cry for help?

 

Ashton: Same here. Being alone on Hallmark Day stinks. I feel all unwanted. :(

Caleb:…. You’re alone? Really?

Ashton: ;)

Ashton: Just because people like to fuck me doesn’t mean they want to take me out to dinner, babes.

Ashton: Unless you’re offering? :D

 

I looked at the legal forms and weird uncreative doodles I’d started while brainstorming a logo.

 

Caleb: Of course. What time shall I pick you up?

Ashton: Give me an hour to put my face on. ;) I’m on W81st and Amsterdam.

Caleb: I’ll be there.

 

I nearly threw my phone across the room in my haste to sprint to the bathroom. I’d been in sloth mode for days and was in desperate need of a shower and a shave. I wasn’t presentable for the concierge, let alone a beautiful person like Ashton.

While in the shower, it occurred to me that Oli might be annoyed if I tumbled Ashton without him. Was there some kind of code to this alternate sexual lifestyle swinging thing? Had I ever implied I’d wait to make a move on Ashton until Oli was around to enjoy the show? No. I hadn’t. And I knew I was just afraid to make him angry, but he was the one going to a V-Day party at some exclusive sex club tonight. Without me. Without even extending an invitation to me.

Yes, fuck that. There would be no checking in or asking permission.

The water scalded away most—okay, some—of my lingering concern over taking Ashton out. Worrying about Oli’s opinion made no sense. He had no reason to care. I doubted he would. Oli was probably already halfway through a gangbang by now; a fact that made me both bitterly jealous that other people were touching him and frustratingly envious because I would never have the guts to go through with my own dirty fantasies, and spent my time thinking only about him.

I’d struggled with my bottled-up desires ever since the second Ashton debacle and had accepted that, more often than not, I was more into the fantasy of thrilling sex than the reality. No, that wasn’t even true. I wanted those things with a lover. Someone I could trust. Not any random and willing person.

I cut through those thoughts with a buzz saw, stopped mourning a connection that had likely been in my head, and strode into my closet with a sense of purpose. I had a date. I had a date with a young, gorgeous blond. We were going to have a good time, and I wouldn’t wonder whether Oli was with someone else. I’d stop being hung up on yet another man who didn’t really want me.

How had my life become an endless string of disappointments and rejections? People liked to crow about thirty being the new twenty, but I failed to understand how either decade had done me any good. Things were a mess no matter how old I was.

I slipped on a pair of slim-cut black trousers, an iron-colored sweater with weaving fashioned to look like chain mail beneath a black jacket, and called for an Uber while tying my boots. I was back and forth between taking Ashton to Masa or Jean-Georges before nixing sushi since it reminded me too much of our shared night with Oli. I dropped my father’s name to get a last-minute reservation at the French restaurant and was on my way uptown within forty-five minutes of receiving Ashton’s message.

I was going on a date.

It should have been exciting, but I honestly… just kept thinking about returning home, where my bed, Seamless, and Audible, waited.

Yes. Yes, pathetic was a good word for me.

 

 

ASHTON SHOWED up looking like an angel. Or at least a minor deity in charge of something extremely sensuous.

Every stitch of clothing molded to his lean, strong physique in a way that highlighted his androgynous looks and sleek style. He was designed to attract attention, and as we made our way to the luxury hotel that housed the restaurant, several heads turned in our direction. It may have been his model stature, the gleaming hair that shone like the sun on this dark, frigid night, or the way his coat billowed behind him like a cape. Or… maybe people were looking at us because he’d clutched my arm, burrowed into my side, and rested his head on my shoulder for the entire walk to Central Park West. It was the unfortunate codependent kind of public display of affection that niggled the curmudgeon living inside me, but he was warm and pretty, and I wasn’t about to push him away. I’d done enough of that with David.

“Let’s take a picture,” Ashton said when we arrived at the hotel.

“Now? It’s freezing.”

“It will be quick,” he enthused. “Come on! Lean in.”

I didn’t want to lean in or take a damn picture, but it was flattering that he wanted to. Obediently I posed for the picture and even smiled. Ashton turned his face to my own, brushed his lips to the side of my mouth, and captured our image. He uploaded it to Instagram without waiting for my approval, and the final product bolstered some very specific implications. Between Ashton’s parted lips, heavy-lidded eyes, and my smile (which was more indulgent than I’d intended), we looked like lovers.

“Okay. Got it.” Ashton tucked his phone away and appeared satisfied with his work. “Let’s eat! I love this place.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure what you’d like.”

“I love everything. I’m a total foodie. If I could, I’d get a job eating. That’s a thing, isn’t it?”

“I’m sure there’s some kind of eating-related career out there somewhere,” I said. “You could probably do a queer-themed Anthony Bourdain-type blog.”

Ashton’s eyes went owlish. “You’re a genius. I’m totally going to do it. Do you want to go with me?”

“Where?”

“A year-long foodie trip around the world. You should come with me.”

“I….” Was he serious? This idea had only been in the air for twenty seconds, and he was already booking the plane tickets and changing the course of our lives. “I can’t. I’m starting a business venture that will require me to be in the States for a while. But I’d be curious about whether you really do it.”

“Oh, I am. I’m doing it.”

How nice it must be, I mused as we entered the hotel, to have the luxury and courage to drop everything without a moment’s consideration to go on a world tour. Was it a product of youth or being stinking rich? Whichever way it ran, the blatant display of privilege was… off-putting. And now I knew how Aiden and even Oli must have felt when I’d casually offered to fund our entire seed round.

We stopped in front of the long brass desk where two women dressed in sharp black suits were checking in guests. It had to be packed, considering the holiday, but there was no sign of an unruly loitering crowd. There was only the muted hush of soft music, the faint clinking of glasses, and low voices drifting from the interior.

Our table was waiting for us, and to my delight, they’d reserved one of the booths. I didn’t want to be outside around other people, let alone sit elbow-to-elbow at the long white sofa lining the perimeter of the room. There were only a handful of booths in the small, intimate dining room, and they were tucked into the walls like alcoves.

The combination of our seating arrangement, the dim room, and candlelit tables screamed romance. Valentine’s Day! But I wasn’t feeling the spark of ferocious attraction that I’d become accustomed to with Oli. I didn’t look at Ashton and imagine all of the filthy things I could do to him. I just looked at him and thought he was pretty and young, and was flattered that he’d waste his time on me. In the beginning, it had been much the same with David. Novelty and surprise dampened by skepticism that his interest would last.

“Wine or champagne?” I asked, flipping open the menu.

“You choose.”

I looked at him over the top of the menu. “You don’t have a preference?”

He smiled angelically from across the table. “I prefer you to choose.”

I didn’t want to choose for him, but I went back to look at the menu. It was one of my mother’s favorite restaurants, but I had never been fond of fine dining. I had no idea what I wanted to eat, let alone what someone else wanted, and I wondered vaguely if he was normally so dependent on other people guiding him. Between the clingy walk to the restaurant, the way he’d leapt on my off the cuff suggestion about a food blog, and now refusing to make his own dinner choices, it seemed like he was looking for a daddy. Or maybe I was just being a jerk because he was sitting across from me instead of Oli.

Not that Oli would have stepped foot in this restaurant with its starched table clothes and white everything. He’d have ordered a pizza and fucked me on the floor while waiting for the delivery.

“Let’s do the seven-course tasting,” I said blandly. “I’ll ask the sommelier to recommend the wine.”

“Whatever you want.”

The response grated my frayed nerves. I was definitely being a jerk.

Even so, dinner was lovely.

Ashton did most of the talking and split his attention between me and his phone. He took pictures of everything—the food, himself, and me. I had the suspicion he was making this outing seem more intimate than it was, but perhaps he wasn’t picking up on the complete lack of sexual energy between us. Or maybe he just wanted his many followers to think he was on a romantic date instead of a slightly awkward dinner with an older man he’d blown but barely knew. I didn’t blame him, and it wasn’t like he wasn’t giving my reputation some shine.

We worked our way through several small-portioned courses and two bottles of wine as Ashton talked about his life. Or, according to him, lack thereof. He moaned about his social circle, his past career (he’d been a Ford model, and I made a mental note to put him in contact with Charles), how boring Liberty X was becoming now that everyone was a “regular” (I now suspected he’d latched on to me because I’d been a new face), and his lack of future plans. I made supportive sounds, recommendations about the year-long global journey he was determined to make despite having thought of it only an hour ago, and deflected any questions about Oli. Apparently in Ashton’s circle, the ex-heir of one of Manhattan’s biggest real estate tycoons was a mystery, but I couldn’t have helped satisfy the curiosity even if I’d wanted. Oli’s past was just as vague to me.

I hoped my fondness for Ashton would grow by the end of dinner, but there was only a steady pounding in my temples. Ashton would have been fine company if I’d been in the mood for the kind of conversations he wanted to have and the puerile flirtation he toyed with, but I wasn’t, and he was oblivious, and I brushed my lips across his cheek before sliding into a cab to go home. He looked more surprised than disappointed and suggested we do it again some time.

Perhaps it was the alcohol sloshing my thoughts in my skull, but as the car sped down the FDR, the events of the previous month blended together until I was continuously asking myself “How did I get here?”

A month ago, I’d been lost in a personal crisis of my own making—afraid of almost everything to do with living the life I’d always wanted, including, but not limited to, my sexuality. Now I was diving headlong into business ventures with queer themes, constantly thinking about sex, and going on dates with a former model who’d bragged about it to his fifteen thousand Instagram followers. Unexpectedly, layers of self-consciousness and stagnant fear had shaved away and allowed me to make bold decisive choices, but I still felt the same. I was making moves that gave the impression of me having a fabulous, interesting life, but I was still going home to my lonely apartment with nothing but my laptop to keep me company. No wonder people were so smoke and mirrors on social media. The idea of telling anyone the lamentable reality was awful.

The cab rolled up to Spruce Street, and I nearly lost my footing when getting out. The doorman showed some concern, backed off as soon as I snapped that I was fine, and I rode the sleek elevator up to my apartment in an increasingly sour mood.

It vanished when I found Oli prowling in front of my door.

I had a brief moment of pure bliss before he turned on me like a viper and unleashed his wrath.

“You’re such a cunt, Caleb.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

He strode up to me and jabbed his finger into my chest. “You’re a lying cunt. You said you were staying home alone.”

I shoved his hand away and cast a quick look up and down the hallway. “For God’s sake, Oli. At least come inside and carry on. Nobody needs to hear your drama.”

“Fuck you and your neighbors. If I want to be a dramatic faggot, I’ll be one. I’m not David. I’m not afraid of your WASPy passive-aggression if I make a fucking scene.”

His face was red, and his eyes were wild with anger, and I had no idea why. I almost didn’t care at this point. Not when he was airing laundry that would get my entire floor talking and complaining to the homeowner’s association. Those old bastards would love a reason to crucify me. They’d been reluctant to let me into the building as it was, since I was single and openly gay in society. Like my mother, they seemed to think that meant gay orgies every night. As if I was so lucky.

I whipped out my keys and pushed him aside to unlock the door.

“Get in the house or leave my building. I won’t have you making a scene and forcing me into it. I have to live here.”

I expected him to flip me off and get defiantly louder, but after a furious moment, Oli followed me inside and lowered his voice.

“You lied to me about staying home.”

“It wasn’t a lie. I’d intended to stay home.”

“Oh yeah?” Oli held up his phone and the picture of Ashton and I in front of the hotel. Ashton really did look like he was about to take me to bed. “What’s that all about, then? You just happened to go for a walk and bumped into Ashton Townsend at Trump International?”

“No, that’s not what happened.” I yanked off my coat and tossed it on the rack by the door. “He messaged me on Facebook and essentially asked if I wanted to go out. So we did. That’s the beginning and end of the story, Oliver.”

Oli was still fuming and likely chewing on another furious statement, but he just stared at me with slitted blue eyes.

“I don’t see how it concerns you,” I continued dully. “You went to a secret sex club to get laid by strangers. And you went with a date.”

“No. I didn’t. I came here to spend the evening with you, you idiot.”

“You—what?”

Oli turned away with a disgusted sigh and paced the room. “I canceled my plans to come here, and you weren’t home. So I waited, and then Ashton fucking Townsend posted a picture of you two getting all cozy in front of a five-star hotel. Guess you have to get laid in luxury to make it count.”

“That is total nonsense. I didn’t sleep with him. I didn’t lay a finger on him. We ate dinner, and that was it.”

“Right. As if that vapid fuck could keep a dick out of his mouth long enough to eat a whole meal.”

The flood of warmth that had spread through me turned to irritation.

“You’re being unnecessarily awful. Ashton likes you. He talked about how much he admired you, and you’re being hateful.”

Oli just looked angrier. His hands balled into white fists.

“The Trump is not exactly a place where you can get a room by the hour,” I went on. “Stop being pissed-off and calm down. I didn’t fuck him.”

“I don’t even care,” he said. “You can fuck who you want.”

“So then why are we fighting over someone I didn’t even fuck?” I reached for him, but he took a step back. “Let’s have a drink and sit down.”

“No. I’ve already wasted my whole night.”

“It’s not a waste.” I stepped closer to him. “Just have a drink with me. Or coffee. We can talk about this. Please?”

I saw his unflinching anger waver for just a second before his face hardened again.

“It’s better off,” he said. “Now I know I’ve been wasting my time.”

“How?” My voice rose for the first time, and I instantly tried to bite back on it. “What have I done now?”

“After everything we talked about—about you opening up and changing and accepting who you really want to be instead of just doing what you think is safe, you went back to exactly what you had before. A sweet, naive blond who’s going to look up to you and be taken care of by you, and then you’ll know you’re in full control of the relationship. You’ll know someone needs you.”

It all came out in a single rush of fury, and Oli was breathing hard by the time he was done. He also looked more upset than angry once he’d purged the words, but… I was both. And I was cold all over.

“I’d like for you to leave.”

“Because I’m telling the truth? I told you I don’t bite my tongue for anyone. Especially not a motherfucker who just wants someone he can coddle and guide through life. Someone who won’t challenge him and make him be anything more than a rich bastard who’s afraid to really live.”

He was so wrong. So willfully wrong. Like he was just looking for an excuse to rip me open and use all of my insecurities against me.

“Get out,” I snarled. “Get the fuck out of my house. Now.”

“With pleasure.”

Oli fled before I could say anything else, and I regretted how my rage could tongue-tie me.

I wanted to shove the same treacherous daggers beneath his skin after I pried them out of my own flesh. Use the things he’d confided in me to make him hurt. Not that he’d told me much. The fucker.

I stalked around my dark apartment and fumed without clear thought or reason. I could do nothing but cling to my frustrated anger and wish I could redo the entire night, but I didn’t know what I would have changed if I could. Everything. Nothing. Perhaps it was best I knew what he really thought of me. It was good that I knew I’d never stood a chance.

Work would bring me solace. It always did. Or it had in the past. But now as I opened my laptop and stared at the screen and looked at the papers covering my counter, I hated it. I hated being tied to a project that included Oli. I hated how I’d practically begged him to join. I hated how desperate I was for him. It was even worse than with David, because I’d been aware of Oli’s lack of feelings from the start.

I hated how I created romantic fantasies about things that would never be. I hated how badly I yearned to be wanted and loved.

In a sudden burst of self-loathing, I swept everything off the counter with a shout of furious agony and felt nothing when I heard the damning crack of a screen.





Chapter Eleven

 

 

THE BLIZZARD hit earlier than expected, and the city all but shut down.

I’d woken up to see my morning view of the Brooklyn Bridge was a whiteout. School had been canceled in the five boroughs, and there was an honest-to-God travel ban going into effect. Pat Kiernan of NY1 advised everyone to stay inside with their loved ones and get cozy, which meant I would be spending the snowed-in weekend at home alone.

 

Aiden: do you boys have everything you need? this storm is going to linger over us for a few days. they’re saying like forty inches of snow. buffalo style.

Me: Not really. Unprepared as usual. I’ll be fine.

Aiden: you sure, bud? i could send one of your dad’s henchmen out with a care pack. they give no fucks and would legit think it’s a well compensated adventure.

Me: I’m fine. Thank you.

Aiden: :/

Me: Have a nice mini vacation with Jace. Don’t let father make you work from home.

 

Oli didn’t respond.

A quick investigation of my kitchen made it undeniable that I had absolutely no supplies. My saving grace was coffee, leftover takeout, and wine.

I made a cup of coffee, very purposefully did not look at social media, and set up shop on the carpet with my body pressed against the floor-to-ceiling window. Through infrequent breaks in the snow, I could see the bridge, the frozen river, and the more minuscule dots of people on the street so far below. So much for a travel ban. New Yorkers never listened.

Watching small clumps of people brave the storm was like catching glimpses of the world through the white static of an old television, and I felt even more restless and alone. My parents had always loved living in the penthouses of residential towers—some of which Oli’s father owned—but it wasn’t me, and I didn’t know why I’d followed their lead by buying the NYC version of real estate in the Financial District. I didn’t want to be detached and alienated in a cold, gleaming tower. I wanted to be down there wading through the storm with everyone else.

I sat on the floor until my back ached and the chill from the glass crept down my spine. I was barefoot and wearing only a pair of loose black pants, so perhaps it was time to dress. Not that I would be going anywhere, it seemed, for days.

Just as I rose from my slouch on the floor, my intercom buzzed.

“Mr. Stone, there are several deliveries coming up to you.”

I frowned but gave the concierge the okay to send them up. I hurried to my room and yanked on a sweater before going to open the door.

Immediately recognizing the two tall gentlemen who’d entered my apartment as members of my father’s security firm, I held the door open as they carted in an unnecessary amount of groceries in paper Whole Foods bags and a few other mysterious packages. They were covered in snow and red-faced, and I nearly called Aiden to yell at him about sending people outside in a blizzard just because I was inefficient at being an adult.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, closing the door. “I told Aiden not to do this. My God, how did you even get here?”

“We have our ways.” The taller of the two, an ex-Marine named Sean Murphy, smiled at me. “It honestly wasn’t too much trouble. It won’t be blizzarding for another couple of hours. Right now it’s still a bad snowstorm.”

“But the travel ban?”

The other man—Kevin—shook his head. “It goes into effect in the next two hours.”

“Oh.” Well, now I felt silly. I’d listened to the news improperly and had moped all morning when I could have gotten my own groceries. “Okay, then. Thank you so much. How much do I owe my brother?”

“Ahh….” Sean held up his hands as they both backed toward the door. “I can’t say. And he didn’t pay.”

I scowled but was unsurprised. “Well, at least let me tip you?”

“Believe me,” Kevin said with a smile. “We’ve been compensated.”

“Fine. Then who do I have to thank? My mother? Sister?”

“I believe a Mr. Buckley covered the tab.”

I stared at them. My trance was only broken by them waving at me and trooping out the door as quickly and efficiently as they’d come.

What in the hell?

Three back-to-back phone calls to Oli went directly to voice mail, so I was left staring at the trove of goods in confusion. Just what did he think he was doing? Cursing me out and making me feel like a piece of shit, and then following it up with—I glanced at the grocery bags—Italian bread and fresh produce and probably weird organic teas that tasted like dirt. I had half a mind to demand Kevin and Sean come back and take it to Oli’s apartment in Alphabet City instead, but I couldn’t do it.

I unloaded the bags slowly, examining each item, and grew increasingly verklempt. It wasn’t just a hodgepodge of random food items and junky snacks. The little bastard had put real thought into this. There were ingredients for full meals, comfort foods I’d admitted to enjoying during our nonstop remote meetings regarding the startup, and sweets he knew I loved. The coffee I liked. Six bottles of wine. He’d also sent two bottles of Prosecco. He knew I preferred it to champagne.

What kind of mindfuck was this?

I dialed his number again with an unsteady hand, and this time it rang. The ringing was in my ear and also just outside my front door.

I found him in the hallway looking windswept and charming with his nose red and scarf loosely looped around his neck as though he were posing for a magazine rather than tromping through a snowstorm—while holding on to an enormous box and with a duffel bag hanging off his shoulder.

“Just—just what do you think you’re doing?”

“Well, hello to you too,” he said dryly. “Can I come in?”

“How did you get here?”

“I took the subway. It’s not shut down yet.” Oli shifted his grip on the box. “Can I please come in?”

I stepped aside to allow him access, then locked the door. “Oli, what are you doing? What is all of this?”

“It’s not obvious? I’m trying to stock you up for the blizzard.”

“Why? I’m fine. I’m hardly going to waste away. There’s plenty of odds and ends for me to subsist on.”

“Well, I don’t like odds and ends. A man has needs, and a man needs real food.” Oli ripped off his scarf and tossed it on the sofa after entering the living room. “And I was hoping we could hole up together for the next few days while the city is shut down.”

Again I was speechless. Nearly thoughtless. All I could manage was “Why?”

“Because I’m an asshole, and I’m sorry, and I missed you.”

Three statements unloaded fast enough to penetrate me before I had time to finish fashioning my bulletproof vest.

“I missed you too,” I blurted. So much for self-righteous anger. “You didn’t have to do all this. I wanted to see you. I’ve been wanting to for weeks, but you were avoiding me. Even before Valentine’s Day.”

Oli set the box down on the floor and slipped out of his coat. “Yeah, I know.”

“Why? What did I do wrong?”

His head snapped up, and a look of horror washed over his features. “Fuck, Caleb, you didn’t do anything. Why do you always think it’s you?”

“Because it almost always is.”

“That’s not true.” Oli stood in front of me and put his cold hands on the sides of my neck. I grabbed one and brought it to my lips for a soft kiss, and flames chased his look of dawning horror away. How could someone so dirty still have the ability to blush? “It was all me. All of it. Me being a dumbass.”

“About?”

Oli shrugged, already antsy, and slipped through my fingers like lapping water. “Let’s unpack your goodies and talk about it later.”

“No. Now.”

“We have all weekend if you don’t toss me out on my ass.”

“As if I’d ever. I wasn’t joking when I said I missed you.” These conversations always felt like treading potentially dangerous floodwater. “I don’t have many friends. I know we’ve only been talking for just over a month, but I count you as one of them. I’ve never enjoyed being in someone’s presence as much as I enjoy yours. And I’ve never felt so comfortable with someone. Those things mean a lot to me.”

He shifted from foot to foot. A chagrined smile ghosted over his face. “I’ll put it to you this way—I’m usually the weekend buddy. Not the call-in-the-middle-of-the-night buddy or even the one you invite for a random dinner after work. I’m the guy you party with or hit up when you want to get laid, not the trusted friend.”

“I thought you were closer with David?”

“It might have headed in that direction, but we were never confidantes or close friends. And after I came on to Raymond, I wrecked any chance of a real friendship. It was too weird between us.” Oli’s smile turned self-deprecating. “I’m good at wrecking things.”

“You’re being a little over the top with this tragic cynicism stuff.”

He snorted and stepped out of reach to grab some of the grocery bags. I followed his lead, and we went to the kitchen and arranged things on the mostly empty counters.

“It’s not over the top.” Oli removed the bottles and stowed them in the wine chiller in the fridge, leaving only the red. “My family dumped me, then Kaiden dumped me after he lost his tattoo parlor. After that, I got into serial dating. And friending. And fucking. Not letting things get sticky.”

“You mean you keep things… disposable? Just in case they go wrong?”

“I prefer the term superficial.”

I smiled slightly. “Isn’t that a little cliché?”

“Heh. Clichés exist for a reason, baby.” Oli kicked the fridge shut, smudging the bottom with the heel of his boot, and spun toward me again. “We really don’t have to talk about this shit, do we? I’m here, I’m sorry, I brought enough food to feed a couple of families, there’s a new MacBook in there somewhere—”

“What? You bought me a laptop?”

“—and I just want to hang out. We don’t need to get into the details of how I startle as soon as I think things are taking a direction that activates red flags and how I go running for self-destruct buttons. And we don’t have to talk about how mad I get when I’m the one taking it in that direction.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. My brow wrinkled, but he kept talking before I could ask.

“I’ll cook you dinner, you can find us a good movie, and maybe later we can fuck around while the city is experiencing historic snow. Doesn’t that sound better than discussing my issues?”

“You want to fuck around?”

Oli sneered. “Did you think I wanted to spend three days making you meals? No. Me cooking for you is just me keeping you nice and energized. I’m going to spend this weekend taking you apart.”

A handful of words was all it took for Oli to give me a raging erection. I pressed my hands flat against the counter, breathless and aching and very suddenly off-balance. I wet my lips as Oli’s heavy-lidded gaze followed the motion. The power he had over my cock was a thing to be marveled at.

“Would you like that, Caleb?”

“Like… you to fuck me?” Please, sweet Jesus.

“Or… other things.” Oli’s eyes skirted away. “I was thinking of nonstop playing. Getting sweaty while it’s all frosty outside. Totally tormenting you. Not necessarily with my dick.”

“But I want your dick.”

Had that plaintive whine really come from me? Judging from Oli’s dilated eyes and automatic step closer, I assumed it had.

“I brought a present.”

I put a hand on his hip and guided him to me. “The laptop? I’m not accepting that.”

“Shut the fuck up.” Oli let himself be pulled and melted against me as soon as our chests touched. He wound his arms around my neck and smirked. “You’re so hard.”

“Yeah. It’ll stay that way if you take back the laptop. It’s too much.”

He rolled his eyes and rocked his hips against me. “Geez. You’re neurotic about anyone doing anything for you even though you want to do things for everyone else. Does everything have to be on your terms? Is it a control—”

I shut him up by sliding my tongue into his mouth. Oli was immediately receptive.

Kissing Oli was always amazing, but now the heat of it swept over me and flooded every vein.

“Get me off,” I whispered against his mouth. “I’m so horny. I need your hands on me.”

A ragged sound was my answer, but Oli’s hands were more coherent. He shoved down my cotton pants as I fumbled with his more complex belt, but we were jerking each other off three erratic heartbeats later. It was all wildfire urgency with pressure that built as we both pumped with frenzied twists of our hands, but I came with a glorious welling of pleasure just the same, spilling all over his hand, then dropped to my knees so he could fuck my mouth.

Oli switched from ruthless to slow and easy, but I took him down my throat just the same. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d deep throated, but when he clenched his fingers in my hair and humped my face, I took it all, even the infrequent slivers of pain. The taste and smell of him was an even exchange. Especially the sound of his heightening moans and breathless murmurs of encouragement.

I looked up at him and enjoyed the sight of him coming apart and staggering against the counter after releasing in my mouth. After swallowing, I sat back on my haunches and licked my tender lips.

“That totally wasn’t my plan,” he panted.

“What was the plan?” I got to my feet and wiped my face with the back of my hand. “Wine and dine me first?”

“Yeah. Kinda.” Oli zipped up but left his belt hanging open. “Work my way up to the grand surprise.”

“What’s the surprise?”

“Gee, I can’t tell you because it’s a fucking surprise.”

Laughing, I adjusted my own pants and chucked him under the chin. “Thank you for being thoughtful, but you can do whatever you want to me without much finessing. I’m a cheap and easy whore for you.”

“Just for me?”

“Yes.”

We mutually turned away and left it at that.

Oli muttered something about changing out of his still-damp clothes and washing his hands, and I regained my bearings to finish stocking the kitchen. Trying not to think too hard on the unexpected events of the past thirty minutes was next to impossible, but I tried by pondering about the mysterious box sitting on the floor. I had no idea what it could be, but it was so large that he’d struggled to get a firm grip on it while grunting under the strain. Nudging it did not give me any insight, and when he jogged downstairs from the loft area in fresh clothing, I scooted away before he could see me trying to spoil the surprise.

If he’d figured out a new way to stun me after having already done it a multitude of times—more power to him. I could always use more adventure in my life.

 

 

OLI MADE angel hair pasta with cherry tomatoes, basil, and prawns for dinner, and we shared a bottle of Chablis while eating on the carpet next to the window as the blizzard howled outside. He’d egged me into messing with the fireplace, and now the aristocratic planes of his face were licked by firelight. It was so romantic that it had to be a lie.

“How do you expect me to keep from liking you if you’re making me swoon with grand gestures?”

“I knew I gave you the wrong idea.”

I leaned against the wall with one leg extended and the other tucked under me. “Meaning?”

He drained his glass and set it on the carpet. “I didn’t mean I never like people or that it’s against the rules for them to like me.”

“Except that’s exactly what you said.”

“No, fool. I said I wasn’t your Prince Charming. You don’t enjoy being banged like a ragdoll because I pranced into your life. You didn’t discover hot sex just because I happen to exist. I don’t want you thinking of me as your savior. As someone you’re beholden to because now you know what you like. You told me what to do that night. You were just drunk enough to stop caring about what I would think of you.”

That… made sense. Except….

“You didn’t say it that way.”

“Maybe not. Sometimes people say things wrong.”

“And you also said that you liked to keep things simple.” I tipped my glass against my lips. “That translates as no strings attached.”

“Yeah. That’s usually how I roll, but it’s not etched into a stone tablet somewhere.”

“And you’re open to alternatives to the prescriptive?”

“Maybe.” He was getting antsy again. Toying with his glass and then his empty bowl. “I enjoy spending time with you. You enjoy spending time with me. We know it’s more than platonic, but that doesn’t mean it needs a label. I’m firmly against fitting things into specific molds just for the sake of security.”

But there was no security now. None. I held off on telling him just how badly I wanted things defined.

“Are you sleeping with other people?” I asked in as casual a tone as I could manage. “Who did you go to dinner with that one night? When you left the meeting with Aiden and me?”

“My friend Karen. We watched a movie with her daughter and ordered Mexican.”

Had I assumed he’d been rushing off to some sexy hookup, or had he implied it? I couldn’t remember anymore.

“Okay. And who were you going to the party with the other night?”

“Clive.”

I nearly spat out the wine. “You slept with our attorney?”

“No,” Oli said dryly. “He just extended the invite to the party because he didn’t have a plus one. I don’t know what would have happened after that, since I didn’t go. He was peeved, since he couldn’t just waltz in on his own. I doubt he would have participated, anyway. I think he just likes feeling like he’s done something exciting without really doing anything at all.”

“Well, I can relate to that,” I admitted. “Obviously.”

“I think it’s different for you. I bet you’d do it if you weren’t so”—Oli gestured vaguely—“indoctrinated into blue-blood Presbyterian principles.”

“I don’t know about that. Maybe I prefer the fantasy. You don’t think that makes me a coward, do you?”

“No. Of course not. The fact that you’ve stopped being afraid of your fantasies is huge.” He nudged my foot with his own, dragging his toe along the arch. “Anyway, what about you?”

It took me a moment to remember that we’d been talking about our sex lives outside of our own… arrangement.

“I didn’t sleep with Ashton. We’ve gone over this.”

“What about Charles?”

Now that was random. “Pardon?”

Oli slid down the wall until his legs were fully extended and the flat of his foot was pressed against my own.

“He comments on how gorgeous you are all over social media. Practically the first to comment on every single post.”

“That’s nothing.”

“And he goes running to you when he has boyfriend issues. It’s not like he doesn’t have other friends.”

“Yes, but he’d be potentially putting his other friends out, and I have extra space.” I flicked my hand around to illustrate the point. “It doesn’t mean he’s after my dick.”

“No?” Oli raised a dark brow. “I knew another guy who went running to others when he had boyfriend issues….”

“Charles isn’t David, and I’d appreciate it if you stop using David as an example of unsavory things.”

Oli groaned extravagantly. “Look, sometimes people cheat. Doesn’t make them all monsters. There are times when people are genuinely too frightened to move on and find themselves trapped in unhappy relationships. I think it’s better to break it off and not make a fool of a person, but I try to keep an open mind about why people end up in shitty situations.”

“Fair enough.” I supposed I could concede to that. And he’d essentially described everything David had said to me after Raymond had broken my nose. I absently patted it. “But that doesn’t mean Charles is yearning for me.”

“No, you’re right. Unless you told him about how desperately you want to get drilled, he’d probably want you to screw him. Kid has a booty like a born bottom.”

I kicked him, and he laughed. The happy sound surrounded us in the soft golden glow of the room, and I relaxed again.

“Speaking of… am I allowed to know the surprise yet?”

Oli’s gaze flicked to the box. “We’ll get there.”

“When?” I sounded so desperate. “Oli, please.”

“I love when you beg.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure it makes you feel great.”

“Not for the reason you’re thinking.” Oli stood, and the bulge straining against his fly was eye-level with me. “I love it that you’re not afraid to show me how bad you want it.”

I was still staring at his dick and could only say “Oh.”

“Let’s have some more wine,” Oli suggested. “I want to talk more. There’s some things I’m curious about.”

Now that drew my attention away from his crotch. “Same. I want to know more about you.”

I got to my feet, and we agreed that I’d do the dishes while he took the box upstairs to “set up.” I was vibrating with curiosity but didn’t give in to the temptation to peek. By the time I’d cleaned the kitchen and loaded the dishwasher, all while he’d cursed softly and muttered to himself upstairs, Oli had returned and was looking quite smug.

“You were making a racket.”

“You talk like somebody’s grandmother, you know.”

“Shut up and pour the wine.”

We sat by the fire, and Oli studied me for a while before speaking.

“My questions have a… pattern. So I suggest you start first.”

I could imagine the pattern his questions would have. “I’m just curious about your life. Your past. I think you know more about me than anyone, but I only know the same vague details as everyone else.”

“Untrue, but if you say so.” A flash of irritation. “What do you want to know?”

“What happened after your parents disowned you?”

“What does that matter? It has nothing to do with us.”

“Maybe not, but it has to do with you, and I want to know about your life. Not just the sensational version of events that you tell everyone to shock them.”

“Fine. But it’s true. My father really did walk in on me being trained while my face was buried between Aviva Saperstein’s thighs.”

My lips twitched. “Okay. What happened next?”

“Like I said, he had us arrested, but instead of pressing charges, he changed the locks on my apartment and barred me from entering his office and buildings. His security people would never be allowed to bring me emergency groceries. Even now, they’re paid to treat me like a criminal.”

I swallowed hard and glanced into my wineglass. Oli’s father made mine sound like a generous soul.

“Then what?”

“Then I was destitute.” Oli smirked. “Sounds dramatic, but it is what it is. My parents didn’t raise me as a businessman. They have my older brothers for that. They didn’t need me to do anything but not embarrass them too badly, and as long as I managed, they gave me an allowance, and I never had to think about anything on my own. Not even the fact that by not planning my own future, or trying to obtain a mote of independence, I was giving them full control of my life. So when they took it all away, I literally had nothing. I had no idea what to do.”

“How old were you?”

“I told you—it was just after high school. I was eighteen.”

“How did you…?” I couldn’t picture it. Not just him being suddenly in the world with no clue, but also being raised with no expectations. “What did you do?”

“My father has influence, so a lot of my friends were afraid to see me for fear of being attached to my bad reputation. Also I wasn’t fun without money, so they didn’t have interest in spending time with me anymore.” Oli drained his glass and shrugged casually. “I made a lot of bad choices to get by. And while it’s nice to blame my parents for everything, I can’t deny that it’s my own fucking fault for never realizing how vulnerable I’d allowed myself to become. And how stupid I was to do risky things rather than… I don’t know… go get a job bagging at the grocery store. In my mind, I had no skills or work experience, and I was good for nothing.”

“And yet here you are,” I said with a faint smile. “College educated, a programmer, and making nearly six figures a year. How did that happen?”

“When I turned twenty-one, I received a small inheritance from my grandparents. Then I went to rehab, got therapy, and eventually got my shit together and went to City Tech.”

“What’s that?”

“A city college. I got the same education there as somewhere with a fancier name, and I’d spent my entire inheritance on rehab and my apartment.”

“That’s incredible. You’re incredible.”

“I’m sure there are people out there who went through far worse than that.” Oli winked and closed the subject. “Now let’s stop with the heavy stuff. It’s my turn.”





Chapter Twelve

 

 

I GRIPPED my wineglass and inclined my head.

“Have you ever used a dildo besides that night with me?”

My eyes flew open. I nearly choked. “What? No. I don’t own one. And I don’t remember that.”

The idea of going to a sex store or ordering toys online had always horrified me. I’d had mental images of the concierge opening my package by accident, and I had nearly died of humiliation before it’d even happened.

“How do you get off while fantasizing?”

“I….” My face must have been on fire. “Fuck, Oliver, I jerk off. What do you think?”

“I assumed you’re the one being fucked in your fantasies.”

“Well, I am, but—”

“So, then, how can you fantasize properly if you’re not playing with your ass?”

I was sure the blush was spreading through my entire body, but instead of wanting to die, I nearly laughed at how seriously he was taking this line of questioning. “Up until recently, I tried not to think about it too much.”

Oli nodded slowly and watched me from beneath his lashes. “What’s your filthiest fantasy?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“Oh, yes you do. You turned even redder just then.” He was smiling now. That nasty knowing smile that made me feel like he’d penetrated me with a look alone. “Tell me, baby. What’s the most depraved thing you’ve fantasized about being done to you?”

“It’s awful,” I said desperately. “I don’t want to tell you.”

“I gave blowjobs for money in Central Park after my dad booted me,” Oli said drolly. “You think you can shock me?”

Well, that certainly shocked me, but I didn’t have time to process it before he was egging me on again.

“Or maybe… a certain type of person. Someone imposing or aggressive.”

“Yes,” I admitted. How could I withhold my stupid fantasies when he was dropping all of these secrets about himself? “But… sometimes more than one aggressive person.”

Oli’s eyes lit up. “You dirty little bitch. You have gangbang fantasies, don’t you? Where you’re forced?”

“The—the forced is pretty much just for show, since I’m… usually begging for it by the time things get going.”

“How many people?”

“I don’t know.” I shifted on the floor. “Sometimes more. I like—I like to think about so many men… wanting me badly enough to wait a turn. To fuck me really hard because they can’t help it. Because they need to. And to… be rough when I’m not doing what they want because they’re so impatient. But it’s not always a group. Sometimes it’s just one person.”

“Fuck,” Oli breathed. “Do you ever think about people you know?”

After a hesitation, I nodded.

“Tell me. No. Let me guess.” His mouth curled up. “Your father’s security team?”

The man was a psychic. “In the past, sometimes.”

“And someone else,” Oli said knowingly. “Someone embarrassing.”

“Okay, we can just—”

“Raymond!” At my mortified expression, Oli sat up on his knees with a face full of triumph. “That guy must be amazing at angry sex. Don’t be embarrassed!”

“It was a dream,” I snapped defensively. “Not some willful descent into fantasizing about the boy who broke my nose.”

“Mmmm.” Oli was still leering at me. “I think it’s time to show you how to play with yourself while indulging a good fantasy.”

I was so grateful to not discuss my obscene Raymond dream that I nodded eagerly.

Oli led me upstairs, and my jaw hit the floor.

Inside was a device that I’d never imagined existed. A sleek tripod of shiny black steel with a head piece aimed at the foot of the bed. The head piece was rectangular with a large adapter on one side, what appeared to be metal pistons, and… a fixture clearly meant to attach a dildo at the end.

Grinning, Oli extended a long black cord and plugged it in.

“What—what the hell is that?”

“He’s called the Black Magic.”

“He?”

“I ordered him after Aiden bragged about it. Overnight shipping. Thankfully it beat the storm.”

“Oh yes, I am so thankful.” I retreated a step. “Oli, what the hell? I’m not using that thing!”

“Yeah. You are.” Oli’s eyes raked over me and centered on my crotch. “You’re so horny from the idea that you’ve got a wet spot.”

I shuddered. “But it looks….”

“It doesn’t hurt. Now quit whining and get naked. We’re going to live out your fantasy.”

I didn’t move.

“Or maybe you want me to make you do it.”

“You’re not going to make me do—”

Oli grabbed my arm, twisted it, and manhandled me onto the bed before I could get out the rest of my sentence. I struggled automatically, elbowing him in the chest and shouting muffled curses into the mattress as he shoved my face into it, but my dick was throbbing. I knew what he was doing, and Christ how I wanted it. Wanted it so badly I was afraid of how foolish I’d feel if I acknowledged we were playing a game.

“Get off me,” I gritted. “I’m not into your freaky games.”

I sounded too convincing. Maybe he wouldn’t catch on, and he would stop. I nearly panicked at the idea, but it flew apart once Oli ripped my pants down. His fingers scraped along my skin before he flipped me over ruthlessly so I was sprawled on my back with my thighs wide open and dick exposed. I immediately tried to sit up, but he shoved me down again.

“Take your shirt off,” he commanded. “Or I’ll tear it off. And I know how you hate ruining your fancy clothes.”

“Go to hell.” I was breathing too hard for it to have any conviction, but his eyes narrowed anyway. “I don’t know what you think is going to happen, but—”

“Shut your whore mouth and get that shirt off.”

“I….”

Impatience stole over Oli’s face. He wrestled me to the bed, and I resisted primarily to see if I could get him to be rougher. I pushed him, kicked him, and sank my teeth into his throat once he’d worked the shirt off and pinned me to the bed with his body. He moaned then, loud and luxurious and probably not at all part of the game, and I nearly came from the sound alone.

But then he ripped away, panting, and glared down at me.

“You can’t distract me, you little slut.”

I stared at him through disheveled hair, observed the helpless way his gaze roamed my body and attached to my mouth, and knew I could do just that. If I wanted.

“Go to hell. You won’t do anything, anyway. You’re too afraid to fuck me because you don’t think you can live up to the first time.”

The words slipped out before I could stop them, and for just a second, I wished I could take them back. Oli’s mask cracked, and he looked at me sideways, probably wondering if that’s really what I thought, but then the ice slid over his features once again, and the game was back on.

He grabbed my arms, forced them up, and then he flipped me onto my stomach. He manhandled me until I was on my hands and knees with my arms extended and face pressed against the mattress. I’d never felt more vulnerable or exposed in my life, and yet I didn’t move even though I could have.

“You look so incredible.” Oli’s hands slid over the stretch of my back, over my ass, and then the back of my thigh. “I don’t know why you keep denying you want this.” He slid his hand up the front of my thigh and fastened around the base of my erection. “It’s so obvious that you were made for it.”

“Made….” It was hard to speak when he was leisurely sliding his hands all over my dick. I couldn’t see straight. Couldn’t speak. My eyes were squeezed shut and mouth gaping as I thrust helplessly, wanting more. “Made for what?”

“To be someone’s cumdump.”

I shook my head, hating the word, but I could feel another trickle sliding down the head of my cock.

“To have that tight fuckhole brutalized.”

My balls tightened and my toes curled. “Oliver, please.”

“That’s right. Beg for it. I knew you would.”

I was caught somewhere between really wanting to show him up—to prove that I wasn’t that needy by continuing to resist, and just wanting to be split open and drilled. My mind whirled, and I was still making faint, pathetic sounds of frustration when the sticky wetness of silicone lubricant drizzled along my crack. He smeared it all over me, sliding his fingers into my ass unnecessarily, and played with me for no other reason than to touch me since he had his expensive equipment sitting right there. I could hear his labored breathing, feel the urgent way he gripped me, and heard the soft noise he made when I said his name. Such a faint, helpless sound that he immediately swallowed it.

“Enough fucking around,” Oli growled. “Time to get used, rich boy.”

“Don’t call me that,” I said against the blanket.

“I’ll call you what I want.”

I tried to look over my shoulder, to tell him that it was a real turnoff for me, but the position was too awkward, and all I did was catch a glance of him fastening a flesh-colored dildo to the machine right before he pressed it into my ass.

My eyes slid shut, and I stopped caring about what he called me. I stopped caring about anything but having that thick dildo in my ass. It was just large enough to burn despite all the lube, but I clenched around it, pushing back, and almost forgot about what would come next until Oli turned the machine on.

The vibrations nearly sent me into convulsions even though the power wasn’t that intense. My fingers closed in the blanket as the dildo pistoned in and out of me. I tried to say something hot, something dirty, something to keep the game going, but the continuous targeted thrusting gave me little room to think of anything clever. I just breathed noisily and rocked back on the device until Oli grabbed the side of my face and turned it so he could see me.

He’d taken off his clothes. His dick looked painfully hard, and the tracery of veins stood out as he stroked himself slowly.

“How does it feel?”

“Really good,” I gasped. “It doesn’t hurt at all.”

“Excellent.” Oli’s mouth twisted into a large, wicked smile. “That means it’s time to level up.”

I barely had time to comprehend this before the whirring of the machine grew louder, and the dildo began to piston faster.

“No, wait—oh fuck!”

Oli was laughing, but I was too far gone to be embarrassed or irritated. A full body tremor had spread over me as the machine plundered my ass, and I saw stars. Each thrust was followed by another at such a punishing rate that I could do nothing but keen. A continuous, tormented sound that grew louder and louder as the speed increased, and was shattered when Oli began jerking my dick.

“Fuck me,” I hissed. “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me oh shit—”

Oli pulled away, and I nearly sobbed. I cursed him, but the machine was still going. Still ruthlessly drilling into me, and I was coming apart at the seams.

“Mmm.” Oli was licking his fingers. “I guess you’re close.”

I snarled through gritted teeth. “You teasing little shit.”

Oli laughed huskily and moved on the bed so he was kneeling before me. I lifted my head just slightly, and he helped me along by grabbing a rough fistful of my hair. My eyes teared from the pain in my scalp, but it also went straight to my dick. Somewhere along the way my wires had crossed and all of these zings of pain were zipping through my blood and boiling it hotter.

“Open up,” he said softly.

How could I do anything but comply?

I took Oli in my mouth for the second time that day, but this time I didn’t have my hands. I couldn’t brace myself or pump his shaft as I slobbered on the head. I couldn’t do anything but keep my mouth open as his balls slapped against my chin.

The reality of having both my mouth and ass full was so hot that I couldn’t concentrate enough to suck him. I moaned around his length, suckling sloppily, and looked up at him as he stared down at me. His eyes widened.

“Shit.” Oli pulled back abruptly, and I felt bereft. “Too close.”

I slumped forward and went back to writhing on the bed.

“Why don’t we pause?”

“No! Don’t—”

It was too late. He flipped the machine off and left me a shuddering mess. Covered in sweat, dick close to bursting, and drool practically dribbling down my chin and all over the blanket.

I clenched around the dildo, but Oli pulled it out. He patted my arm, giving me permission to shift my position, and I was immediately grateful.

“Oh God.” I kept my face pressed against the damp bed and breathed hard. “I’m sorry I keep cursing at you.”

“Oh, shut up. I smacked you, and you’re apologizing for saying a few bad words.”

I laughed breathlessly and looked over my shoulder. “I liked it.”

“Good.”

Oli surveyed me for a moment and then flashed another of his wicked grins.

I’d obviously mistaken what he meant by a pause because all Oli did was urge me to roll onto my back.

“Knees up,” he said and nodded when I automatically complied. “Are you numb?”

I stared at him stupidly, not understanding, until he pressed his index finger against my anus. I arched against it while still gripping my knees and keeping my thighs back.

“Guess not.” Oli was still grinning. Grinning and pumping his dick. “I wish I could take pictures of you like this. Or video.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m not. But I wish I could.” Oli’s hand sped up. His breath huffed out. “You look so perfect.”

I shook my head. Without the torture of continuous fucking and no way to get off, things were starting to feel real again. I was too aware of how sweaty I was, the lube smeared everywhere, the spit on my face dampening gray and brown hair, how silly I must have looked lying there and exposing my ass like an offering for him. I closed my eyes, feeling absurd.

“You’re perfect,” he said. “You have no idea.”

“Please stop saying that.”

“Quiet.” Rough Oli had returned. He grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked it back to expose my throat. His lips attached to my bobbing Adam’s apple, and he sucked hard while jerking himself with faster, more erratic movements. The head of his dick pressed against my pucker, and then he was inside me.

I clenched around him, desperate to keep him right there, just him and I joined as one with nothing between us, but it was over in minutes. He pulled back with a guttural cry and covered me with his semen. It was a complete mess, and he looked incredible while making it. Savaging his lower lip to contain his moans, dark brows stitched together, and eyes glassy and wide.

“Shit,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that. You’re just so hot right now.”

“Shut up.” I winced. “Sorry. Just—”

And then he was shoving the dildo into my ass again. I pulled my knees back but was still unprepared when Oli flipped the machine on.

“Yes,” I gasped. “Please don’t turn it off anymore.”

My head fell back but sweaty hair clung to my face. I didn’t care about looking messy anymore. I couldn’t. Every insecurity was screwed right out of my head. I closed my eyes and did nothing but feel. Feel and latch on to Oli’s voice. The sound of the motor. The squelch of the dildo pumping in and out of my lube-and semen-covered ass. The sound alone was driving me wild. Causing pressure to build and expand until I felt that I would go insane if I didn’t ejaculate soon.

“We can play our game again.” Oli’s lips were very close to my ear. “I’ll blindfold you. Pull your hair. Smack you. Choke you. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. And you can pretend I’m whoever you want me to be. That the machine is the dick you want.”

I made a vague incoherent sound and twitched as the head of the dildo brushed my prostate. Again and again.

“Did you want me to come in your mouth?” he asked. “Fuck those pretty lips and make you choke on it while you pretend you’re getting used by two dudes who don’t care if you want it or not. Is that what you wanted?”

“No!” I could feel the orgasm returning with every punch of the dildo against my sweet spot. The blinding pleasure was enough to make me lose my mind, but I clung to what Oli was saying. The words that were meaningless because I didn’t need a fantasy about someone else. I didn’t need anyone else. “No, that’s not it.”

“No?”

“I said no!” The speed inexplicably increased. “Shit!”

“What did you want, then?”

“Oh God oh holy fuck I’m so close.”

“Tell me what you wanted, or I’ll turn it off.”

I thrashed my head back and forth. “I wanted you! I wanted your dick in me. In my mouth, in my ass. I want your fucking come. I don’t need other people!”

Oli groaned and crushed his lips to mine. He stole my breath as the machine took me to the brink, and he broke away only when I became completely unable to focus on his searching tongue.

My orgasm set fire to my body and sent semen shooting out of my slit. It splattered the wall and who knew what else until Oli took me in his mouth and swallowed the rest of it down.

I was braindead, but the machine was still going. It was too much. That exquisite pleasure was nearly painful when I’d just unloaded so violently.

“Turn it off!”

Oli pulled up and off my dick. It slid across his mouth and over his cheek. He looked as lost as I felt but reached over to flip off the machine. I groaned when he slid it out of me.

“Now I am numb,” I mumbled. “Christ.”

“Damn, I’m sorry. I put it up too high.”

“No. No, it’s fine.” I collapsed on the bed. Exhausted and sated and feeling like I’d been screwed a dozen times. “I’m just… sort of worn-out.”

“That was the plan.”

Oli sat next to me, appearing pleased with himself, and began petting my damp hair. “You’re so unbelievably sexy right now.”

My eyes opened into slits. “Why do you have to keep saying all of that?”

“Uh.” Oli blinked several times and was still playing with my hair. “It’s true?”

“No, it’s not, and you know it. I’m not hot like Raymond or beautiful like David and Ashton or sexy like you. I’m just me.”

“Bab—”

“I’d rather you accept me for who I am rather than pretend I’m something I’m not. I have gray hair and crow’s feet, and I’m not in shape like any of you. I’m just a normal person, and that’s fine.”

Oli scowled. “Way to kill the moment. Maybe I think Caleb the normal person is pretty damn hot?”

“I’m sorry, but it bothers me. It makes me think you’re pretending I’m more attractive than I am just so you can justify spending your time with me.”

His jaw dropped. “What an awful thing to say.”

“I didn’t say it was true,” I added hastily. “It’s just what I think when anyone I’m seeing goes on about my looks.”

I stumbled over the word “seeing,” but Oli didn’t seem to notice. He was too busy glaring at me.

“You are out of your mind. Maybe you just think I’m being nice to you, but what about that idiot Ashton? Why would he brag about getting a hotel room with you if he didn’t think you were something to brag over?”

I had no response to that, so I shrugged and said, “We went to a restaurant inside the hotel. I don’t know why you keep repeating this narrative of me getting a room with him.”

“Whatever. Who cares? I think it’s messed-up that I can smack you around and call you a cumdump but not tell you that you’re attractive.”

It did sound awful. I was awful.

“I’m sorry that I’m a strange man.”

Oli was still glaring, but after a moment, he just exhaled loudly and lay on the bed next to me. “Yeah. You are.”

“I’m glad we’ve settled it.” I covered his hand with my own and stared at the machine. “I think it’s strange that you’d rather screw me with a sex toy that looks like it came from Wayne Enterprises than just use your own dick.”

“I love you for making a Batman reference.”

I smiled smugly.

“Your reactions to him—”

“Stop referring to it as a him.”

“—were amazing. Black Magic is now part of the team.”

“The team?” I shook my head. “I was just as happy to have you in me. Black Magic can be a special guest sometimes.”

“Oh come on,” Oli said. “You were an incoherent, sobbing mess. You’re trying to say you didn’t like it?”

Like was an understatement.

“Yes. It was very magical. But I wasn’t sobbing.”

Oli laughed. “You sure were. It was great. I totally got off on it.”

“You sick bastard.”

“I am.” Oli rolled onto his side and kissed me. I’d never seen him so affectionate and giddy. “I’m going to write a bomb-ass review of this bad boy. It worked way better than I expected. I can’t wait to tell Aiden.”

“You’re not telling Aiden a damn thing.” I kissed the corner of his mouth and smiled when he slid his arm around me. “And do you mean to say you hadn’t tested it before you shoved it in my ass?”

Oli’s eyes slanted away. “Well… I put it together to make sure it worked, but I didn’t use it on myself. There was no time.”

“I see.” I looked at the machine again. “But you at least washed the dildos, right?”

Silence.

“Seriously?”

Oli was laughing now. His shoulders shook with the force of it.

“That is really unsanitary. Who knows who handled them or what manufacturing materials were remaining on it?”

“It’s not that serious. And if it is, well, I dunno. Use it on me later, and we’ll be even.”

Now that was an idea.

“Would you really let me?”

“Why wouldn’t I? I trust you not to drill my ass to the point of rectal prolapse.”

“Charming.”

I lay back in the mess of the bed, wanting to soak in the bath but unwilling to get up while Oli was pressed to my side and gazing down at me like it was the most natural thing in the world. When he smoothed my hair back from my forehead for the second time, I met his eyes.

“Oliver, what are we doing?”

He searched my face for a moment before smiling. “We’re just having fun.”

“Okay.” I quirked a smile and sat up with a groan. My body was aching in places that required an extended soak in hot water. “I want to clean up, but I don’t think I can move.”

“I’ll give you a sponge bath and you can chill in bed.”

I arched a brow, but Oli looked serious.

“Is that cool?” he asked. “I’ll throw in a massage for going so hard with the Bat machine.”

I was starting to think Oli’s definition of just fun was a lot different from mine.

Maybe my ideas of intimacy, beyond animalistic fucking, were his versions of casual trysts. But I didn’t let my confusion show. I didn’t do anything that would send him skittering off. I just nodded, smiled, and enjoyed the attention while I had it.





Chapter Thirteen

 

 

I WOKE to howling wind and a stretch of warm, smooth skin pressing against my back. After two days, the sensation was a surprise.

“What time is it?” The pillow muffled the words, but I couldn’t bring myself to move my face away from the lump. We were caught in a cocoon of softness, and I didn’t want to spoil it. “Oli?”

“Too fucking early, babe.”

Judging by the sound of the wind, the forecasts had been accurate about the storm restrengthening in the wee hours of the morning. The weather channel had used words like long-duration winter storm and nor’easter, which made it clear there was nowhere to go for a couple more days.

Sleeping was the ideal, but each time I closed my eyes, I listened to the gales battering my floor-to-ceiling windows and worried about them breaking. During the last major storm to hit the city, I’d lived with David in a smaller apartment on a lower floor, and even then, we’d sustained significant damage. It would be ten times worse now that I was in a skyscraper that shot through the clouds like a bullet. Were they reinforced? I vaguely remembered some kind of emergency information being distributed by the facilities management team, but I couldn’t remember what it had said.

“What are you thinking about?”

Oli’s voice directly in my ear sent me jerking to the edge of the bed, but he drew me back until my ass was flush against his crotch. He was semihard from sleep, but the length of hardness still heated my blood.

“How do you know I’m awake?”

He snuggled closer. “You tensed up.”

“Ah.” Smiling, I bumped my ass back on him. “I was worrying about the windows.”

“Mmm. Fascinating.”

“We had our windows busted out during Hurricane Sandy, so it’s a concern of mine.”

“It’ll be fine,” he mumbled. “I won’t panic like David.”

“Maybe not, but he had reason to be upset. Our neighborhood had a lot of flooding, and we lost power for days.”

It hadn’t helped that we’d both failed to adequately prepare after assuming it would be another blown-out-of-proportion storm, and had bickered for the entire week spent without power. It had been oddly cold for October, and I distinctly remembered being so angry at his constant criticisms over my handling of the situation that I’d refused to go to bed at night. There had been no cozy cocoons beneath mounds of blankets. No cuddling.

“Hey.” Oli rolled me onto my back and stared down at me. It was hard to make out his features in the darkness. “What’s wrong?”

“How do you know anything is wrong?”

“Because we’ve been inside each other so much during the past couple of days that your body is basically my body now.” His lips brushed mine. “I can feel the tension in your back. The way you grind your teeth when you’re upset. How you ball your hands into fists….”

“I didn’t realize you were so… tuned in to me.”

“Yeah, well.” Oli kissed me again, and this time, he parted his lips. “You’re not difficult to read.”

“Some people might disagree.” I put one hand on his hip, drawing him closer to me, and the other behind his neck. “Some people think I’m completely uninterested. Dismissive. Apathetic….”

“Heh.” His weight settled atop me. “I don’t know how you were with your other lovers, but…. People see what they want to see. Or completely miss things when they’re too busy looking for flaws.”

Sliding my hand up, I brushed hair away from his face, but I could still see nothing more than a glint of his eyes. “I wish I could read you as well,” I whispered. “Even half as well.”

Another of his quiet humorless laughs. Another subtle circumvention of a conversation he didn’t want to have.

“Maybe someday.”

I let the sweetness of his kiss distract me as the friction of our rubbing erections tightened my balls. There were times—during this snow-covered vacation from reality—when I’d wondered if we would tire of each other, but the tremor in my body vibrated to the tune of wantwantwant whenever he was this close. And who was I to ignore such a demand?

I buried my fingers in his hair, lost myself in the heat of his mouth, and only pulled away to gasp breathlessly when he ground against me in earnest. I dropped my head back, exposing my throat, and he sucked on it while our hips went to work. A pattern of sizzling gyrations that sent zings scouring through my body but wasn’t nearly enough to get me off. Even so, I loved the tease, our huffs for air and low groans filling the dark room as the sky gradually fought the blanket of clouds to break through and grant the first rays of light.

With closed eyes and a gaping mouth, I arched up as he kissed down. Openmouthed kisses that left a trail of saliva on my neck, clavicle, and then he was sucking my nipple.

“Oh….” I bent my legs at the knee, spreading them to either side of his torso. “God that feels good.”

The hoarse murmur granted me a forceful suction and a graze of teeth to which I responded with a moan. Once upon a time I would have been mortified to release such a sound, but the combination of his mouth and the light friction of my dick sliding against his stomach, an orgasm felt just around the corner, even though I knew it wouldn’t come from this alone. Even so, the head of my length was so damp that when Oli pulled away and sat back on his haunches, a string of precome extended from my dick to his chest.

Oli ran his finger up my shaft, over the sticky slit, and popped it into his mouth. As he sucked it, and stared, I stroked myself just slow enough to send more fluid beading at the tip.

“I love seeing you like this.”

I spread my legs farther, and my lips parted when his fingers found their way to my ass. “Like what?”

“Like fucking devastatingly sexy.” Oli worked his fingers into me with nothing more than a glide of saliva and precome, and the stimulation quelled my automatic denial. “I know you don’t think much of yourself. I know you think I’m lying when I say it.”

“Because—”

“Shh.” He curved his fingers up with expert precision, and then he was massaging my prostate as he said, “But regardless of what you think of yourself, when I look at you, I see someone beautiful. Someone who makes me insane, because all I can fucking think about is touching you. Being close to you. Being inside you. And there’s a reason for that, baby.”

With my toes curled in the sheets, I closed my eyes and moved on his fingers. “What?” Too low. My voice was too low. “What’s the reason, Oliver?”

There was a hint of an answer lingering in the air. I could hear it in the barest exhale of breath. The words forming without actually springing off his tongue. But he didn’t say them. He didn’t say anything. He just kissed me. And with his tongue in my mouth and the reason unspoken between us, Oliver traded his fingers for his dick, and he fucked me as the sun rose and fought to stream through the clouds.

 

 

FOR THE second time that morning, I woke up with Oli warming my bed. Even though the rhythm of his heartbeat and breathing felt too much like too good to be true, I enjoyed every second. I knew things would change once the storm moved on, and I basked in the continuous delight of his companionship while I had the chance.

So we woke up lazily, half-naked, and him in a pair of my loose black pajama bottoms, and wandered to the kitchen for breakfast. He cooked as I played with my new laptop, and then he fiddled with the milk frother while holding a canister of gourmet cocoa powder.

I pointed at him over the top of the laptop’s screen. “It’s one button. Why do you look alarmed?”

Oli poked the milk frother with his brows furrowed so deep it was almost comical.

“Did it come with instructions?”

“I doubt it. There are many random appliances in here, and I don’t use most of them.”

“I noticed. You have two different pasta makers and a spiralizer. Pretty ambitious for a guy who barely stocks anything besides wine and takeout containers.”

I watched him fuss with the machine, smiling. “No sense cooking for one person.”

“That’s bullshit. You’re going to go bankrupt on Seamless one day.” Oli held up the canister of cocoa, still frowning with suspicion. “And you’re sure I can make hot chocolate with this? You only have like three tablespoons of cocoa, and I’ll be pissed if I waste it.”

“David used to all the time. He’d add a ton of marshmallows and sugar and would mope when I refused to drink it.”

A mixture of ingredients went into the frother, but instead of turning it on, Oli considered me thoughtfully. “Why wouldn’t you drink it? You like sweets.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But I try to avoid doing things in excess.”

“What’s the point of enjoying something if you don’t indulge in it from time to time?”

“I don’t know, Oli.” The conversation was starting to develop a pointed edge. I looked down at the laptop again and clicked the button to install Skype. “What’s the point in trying to remain a permanent bachelor even when you enjoy spending most of your time with a specific person?” He said nothing, and I continued. “See? It’s one of the many secrets of the universe.”

One of those damning pauses followed the statement. I waited for Oli to come back at me with a sharp retort or defensive accusation regarding my lack of enlightenment about romance and sex, but he only said, “Just like your milk frother.”

I laughed with surprise. “Why don’t you look it up online?”

“Why don’t I call David?”

Was this a challenge? A test? Judging from the sideways stare I found myself on the receiving end of, I suspected it was something.

“You’re going to call David and ask him how to make hot chocolate.”

“No, I’m going to ask him how to operate this machine in a way that won’t result in milk frothing all over the counter.”

“Honestly, Oli. You’re just trying to irritate me.”

Now that provoked a reaction. Oli pressed his forearms against the counter and leaned in until our faces were nearly touching. The laptop slid closer to my chest.

“Why would it irritate you?”

“I didn’t say it would. I said you were trying.”

“Right.”

He wasn’t convinced, and our lovely midmorning snack was descending into tension that was sure to ruin our late-morning fuck. Given how precarious things still felt between us, I wasn’t willing to bet that protesting the phone call wouldn’t turn into something with a more extensive ripple effect. Especially since Oli had so recently accused me of wanting another David.

“Fine. Call.” I nodded at his phone. “We need to ask him about the controlled test run, anyway.”

Oli didn’t move, and we stared at each other, both unblinking, in an absurd game of chicken.

My mouth wobbled in the effort to keep a straight face, and he scoffed softly. The tension melted away, and I returned my attention to my computer.

“Oh look,” I said. “He’s on Skype right now.”

“So now we’re Skyping David about hot chocolate?”

“Sure. Why not?” My attempt to keep a straight face crashed and burned. “And also about the beta round. He’s probably sulking about the city shutting down during midwinter recess so he couldn’t get additional time off from teaching.”

“Teachers are so fucking spoiled.”

“I’m pretty sure you would not last ten minutes in a classroom, Oliver.”

“I’d do anything for all of that time off,” he countered.

“I suppose it’s lucky for you that you now work from home.”

He came around the counter just as I tapped on David’s name to initiate a Skype session.

“You better watch it with that attitude unless you want your face shoved against the counter and my dick in your ass.”

The full length of his front pressed against my side and my body reacted to the combination of solid muscle and soft skin. He slid his hand down the back of my pants, squeezing the rounded flesh so hard I hissed.

“Holy shit. What even is happening?”

Giving a start, I swung my gaze from Oli’s smirking face to the laptop. David’s eyes were golden brown saucers as he gaped at us. I dared to look at the tiny box that displayed my end of the exchange, and saw my dilated eyes and flushed face as Oli stood there nuzzling my neck.

“Oh,” I said, managing to not sound anything close to normal. The blood rushing from the rest of my body to fill my dick had left my voice huskier. “Hi, David.”

“Am I dreaming?”

Oli’s shoulders began to shake and by the time Raymond’s voice filtered into the speakers, demanding to know what David was talking about, it had swelled into loud, unchecked laughter.

“No,” I said, swatting Oli’s ass. “You’re not. I’m sorry for this. We did call for a reason, though. You see, Oli was trying to use the milk frother—”

“Wow, you start out with the milk frother?” Oli unpeeled himself from my side, still snickering, and waved at David. “There were other reasons too.”

“Well, yes, but I was simply starting with the initial ques—”

Oli’s shoulders began to shake with a new round of laughter, but on the screen, David’s expression had tightened into a pissed-off squint.

“What the hell is going on, Caleb?”

It became clear, as David’s generous mouth flattened and his cheeks turned rosy, that this looked really bad. Like we were putting on a show. Or trying to get a reaction out of him.

“Okay, before we get to the milk frother situation,” I said hastily. “I do need to talk to you about something important. It would require your help and also… your boyfriend’s help if he’s willing.”

David didn’t seem to hear me. His furious glare fixed on Oli.

“What the fuck is wrong with you? Do you just like being an enormous asshole to me?”

The words emitted a shockwave that flattened me and vaporized Oli’s mirth. He straightened. “How am I being an asshole?”

“Oh, gee, let’s see.” David arched an eyebrow. “First you try to bang my boyfriend—”

“Raymond wasn’t your boyfriend at the time.”

“—and now you’re fucking my ex? Do you just have it out for me or something?”

Oli braced his hand on the table, head cocked in confusion, and then laughed. “You think I’m fucking Caleb because he’s your ex? And not because I like him? Could you be any more of a self-absorbed little princess?”

Oh holy hell.

“Listen, this was a very poorly planned endeavor,” I started. “So, we’ll just call back—”

David’s voice boomed through the speaker. “I’m self-absorbed? You’re so busy letting your dick lead you around that you can’t even function as a friend!”

“We’re not friends,” Oli said without inflection. “Not since you got your panties in a twist because I kissed Raymond. Prior to you admitting that you were into him. You enjoy omitting that key detail so that you can be a victim.”

“Oli, stop,” I snapped just as a voice said, “Y’all got mad gay drama for no reason.”

Fucking Raymond.

I blew out a slow breath as Oli rocked on his heels next to me. He was vibrating with anger, and I slid an arm around his waist to discreetly pull him closer. The proximity had the desired effect. Or, at least, he didn’t pull away. In fact, he melted into my side.

Raymond appeared next to David, ridiculously gorgeous as ever, even though it looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. His hair was messy beneath a hoodie, and his large dark eyes were only half-open. He sneered at Oli and me, but at this point, I had quit taking it personally. It seemed to be his default expression.

“What do you fuckers want?”

“They’re having milk frothing problems,” David said stonily.

Raymond blinked. “Is that some white boy gay sex lingo? You people be saying some weird-ass shit for no reason.”

Oli started laughing again. Even David bit back a smile.

“Yeah, laugh, but I’m dead serious. Like breeding. The fuck’s that? Sounds like dudes have livestock in their backyards.”

“Oh my God, Ray, shut up.” David made a determined effort to keep glaring, but his lips were now fondly turning up at the sides.

“Whatever.” Raymond yawned, and his eyes teared up. He took a step out of the frame. “Later.”

“Wait!” I called abruptly. “I need your help with something.”

“What, man?” Raymond sounded genuinely annoyed but reappeared. “I don’t even like you.”

“You don’t like anyone,” Oli pointed out. “Not even me, and I was nice to you.”

Raymond wisely chose to stay quiet.

“Anyway,” I pushed on. “Oli and I are developing a social media app. It will aggregate data from multiple queer dating websites and present—”

“What the fuck?” David looked irritated again. “So now you’re, like, boyfriends who develop apps together? This is so annoying and confusing.”

“Why do you care?” Raymond nudged David. “Feeling some type of way?”

David flushed scarlet to the roots of his hair. “I’m just saying. They caught me off guard.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Oh shut up.”

They exchanged a look that could either be the start of a fight or foreplay for playfully rough sex. Judging from the curve of Raymond’s mouth, I was going to assume the latter. As odd as it was to watch David interact with another man, I had to admit that they seemed to work well together.

“We’re developing an app that will allow a user to input a series of tags,” I started again. “For example, Raymond would use—”

“Tough guy twinks with huge dicks,” Oli suggested.

Raymond nodded. “Seems legit.”

David and I exchanged mortified glances.

“—and then,” I said, louder, “the tags would grab data from multiple LGBT dating sites and display the surface profiles of potential candidates. The user would then click the ideal candidate, follow the link to the actual dating site, and sign up to contact the individual.”

“Er.” David hadn’t stopped stink eyeing Oli, but the description had at least caught his attention. “Is that allowed? I thought that info was private.”

“It is on some sites,” Oli explained. “But for the beta testing, we reached out to a few places that had workable TOS. They’re mostly smaller niche sites, but they were willing to allow us to aggregate their data for the trial since it’s free advertisement for them. Later on, if we continue, we’ll draw up agreements and see about being paid web affiliates.”

“What about the bigger sites? Most people I know use Match or OkCupid,” David said. “Are you going to have those? If so, I have to admit this sounds sort of genius.”

It wasn’t possible to withhold the grin wanting to spread across my face. “We’re working on that.”

“Sounds super cool.” Did Raymond ever speak without sarcasm? “But what’s that got to do with me?”

“We’re asking our friends to beta test the product. We’d like it if you guys would share invite codes with your friends.” Oli raised an eyebrow at Raymond. “I know you’re not exactly down with the homo crowd, but your input would be valuable. Between David and Charles, we’ll just have a bunch of uptight white yuppies giving us feedback.”

“Heh.” Raymond’s eyes had already glazed over with disinterest, but he bobbed his head before retreating from the frame. “I’ll ask my brother about it.”

He was gone before I could thank him. Not that I really wanted to. The little brat.

“So, how about it, David?” The warmth fled Oli’s tone. “Can you bring yourself to contribute to our joint endeavor?”

“Yeah. I can.” David had frosted over as soon as Raymond fled. “Now, Caleb, can we talk?” He paused. “Privately?”

In my peripheral vision, Oli’s face went still, and his cavalier smirk faded. He shrugged with affected nonchalance.

I raised an eyebrow in question. A silent is this okay with you? He responded with another shrug.

“I’m going to get to work. You can make the hot chocolate.”

“It won’t be as sweet as you like it,” I warned.

He held David’s concerned gaze. “I’m fine with however you give it to me.”

David reddened as Oli pressed his lips to my cheek. When he ambled to the living room, my eyes were drawn irresistibly to his ass.

“Caleb, this is insane.”

Clearing my throat, I looked at the Skype box again. “What?”

“You. Him. It’s just….” David searched my face and was so clearly troubled that the wall I thought needed to be built between us chipped and cracked. The dust rose when he leaned closer to the computer and pitched his voice lower. “How did this happen?”

I laughed quietly, the only sound in the apartment besides the howling wind and Oli typing in the other room. “You’re acting like you’re investigating a crime.”

“I’m just worried. And I know it’s not my place, but you know I still care about you.”

Something about that phrase sent the gate slamming between us again. I sat up straighter.

“Do you want to know how I got involved with Oliver? It was on New Year’s Eve. I was drunk. And miserable. And I walked in on you and Raymond at the party.”

“Walked in on us? But we weren’t—”

“You were… were just….” I wondered if Raymond could hear every word or if he’d already wandered off without interest. By now, he knew I wasn’t a threat. He knew David was his. “And I’d never felt more alone than when I saw how being in love looked on you.”

There was the slightest tremor in David’s lower lip. The barest gleam in his eye. “Caleb—”

“It’s fine.” I inhaled deeply. “I’m fine. I’m only telling you this because it was the precursor to what happened between Oli and I. He approached me, and we went home together. And we’ve been in each other’s lives since then.”

“And by that, you mean….”

“I mean exactly what I said. We’re in each other’s lives.”

I could see the frustration building in David. The stiffening of his shoulders and the way his full lips parted and pressed together before repeating the pattern. I knew he was fighting his instinct to say something.

And I also knew he wouldn’t fight it for long.

“You have feelings for him. And he clearly feels some type of way about you. But….” David huffed out a breath. “I’m just worried you don’t know him very well, and you don’t realize that… history may repeat itself.”

“Ah.” There were no questions needed to clarify he was referring to sexual incompatibility. “I understand your concern, but Oli and I don’t have those sorts of issues.”

David blinked. “You don’t? But he’s—”

I held up a hand to thwart whatever descriptor was coming next. “I know how he is. And we’re just fine.”

“But I thought you were…. I mean you were so different with me. I thought—I wondered if maybe you were ace.”

This time the flush on his face didn’t look like embarrassment, and I wondered if it stemmed from the type of dismay that had welled in my gut as I watched him existing so happily with someone else. Why Raymond and not me? What was wrong with me?

“I’m not asexual,” I said. “And it had nothing to do with you.”

“So then why did you always push me away when I wanted… things.”

“Because I was insecure. I thought I couldn’t keep up with or impress someone as young and beautiful as you. And I was too afraid and ashamed to try.” A wry smile crossed my face. “I never had the chance to hold back with Oli. I don’t have the same insecurities. So we’re fine.”

“I see.”

Did he? Did he understand? I couldn’t even articulate it.

“And the two of you are together?” he asked again. “I thought he wasn’t into that.”

“He’s not.”

“So—”

“David, just stop.” It came out louder, and sharper, than I’d planned. In the living room, the rapid tapping of keys paused. “I don’t know what we are to each other, but I don’t need you to look out for me. I’m a grown man. And if my heart is broken again, I’ll put it back together just like I did before.”

“Okay, Caleb.”

David flashed a wide and obviously forced smile before redirecting the conversation to Queer Findr.

In the other room, the sound of Oli typing never resumed.





Chapter Fourteen

 

 

THE CITY didn’t dig out from the blizzard for several days, but Oli wound up staying at my apartment for well over a week.

He locked himself in my spare bedroom to work all day, but we cooked and slept together every night. I had no idea how long he would have stayed had he not finally grown tired of wearing the same few pairs of clothes, but he’d been reluctant to go.

This was not how casual sex went. I was sure of it, even if I’d never actually had casual sex before, but questioning his mixed signals would almost definitely result in him moderating his behavior. Which… I didn’t want. At all. Lack of labels aside, our relationship invigorated me. Even if that invigoration was often swamped by confusion and doubt.

So I said nothing, but the more I held my tongue, the more my doubts about everything grew. Including my doubts regarding QFindr—the name we had finally agreed on and trademarked.

I continuously asked myself what I was doing. Was this a good idea? Or was it a pipe dream? Was I wasting everyone’s time and money even though I was the only one who could afford to take this kind of risk?

I was motivated not only by the idealistic dream of slashing apart an unsatisfying career path to start over with something brand-new, but by the prospect of us creating something that would bring convenience to the convoluted world of online dating. If we pulled it off, our product could be beneficial to all of the other lonely and frustrated queer people out there who were tired of combing the Internet for a match.

I knew it was a good idea, but worry plagued me, and I tried not to let the others see.

Especially Oli, who had given up his job to spend his days entrenched in coding. He was working longer hours than he ever had at his day job in the effort to get the stack coded and at least minimally viable in time for the soft launch. He fixated on it to such a degree that he lost track of time, shut everything else out, and wound up forgetting about plans and meetings. Such was the case when we’d decided to meet at 1&1 to discuss the details of our drafted bylaws as well as the launch party.

“Did he reply to your text?”

“No. I’m sure he’ll be here.”

Aiden slurped his seltzer water with a frown. Apparently he was on a diet. “He’s already an hour late.”

“And I’m about to leave,” Clive said. “By the way, this is an… interesting location to discuss bylaws.”

“It just became our thing,” Aiden said. “It’s where Caleb first pitched the idea.”

“Cute.” Clive’s gaze was fixed on his laptop. We’d drafted the governing documents now that QFindr was an official corporation in the eyes of New York State, but he was rechecking it for the third time. “You may want to consider getting a real office before you start meeting with VCs.”

“I’d rather avoid VCs for as long as I can.”

Clive looked up. He stared at me with hazel eyes that were fully capable of making me feel like a complete idiot with only a quick glance. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to when it came to conducting business, but I handled it with gritted teeth while dealing with him. He was a striking man, with golden brown skin, bronze-colored hair, and a svelte frame, but I couldn’t imagine how he’d dated Michael Rodriguez for two years. He was cold and blank, while Michael was expressive and showed genuine warmth in his interactions with Nunzio.

From what I’d gathered about Michael in our brief awkward moments at Charles’s party, he was a serious guy but at least made an effort to be empathetic to others. Or at least that’s how he’d come off after figuring out I was David’s ex-boyfriend. His wince and guilty frown had been almost endearing, even though the situation couldn’t have been more awkward. Sometimes I wished Charles hadn’t drunkenly blabbed about the infamous threesome. I’d probably have liked Nunzio and Michael both had I not known.

“And how,” Clive said slowly, “do you suppose you’ll finance this endeavor in the future? I’ve looked at your targets, and while I’m sure they’re sensible from a business standpoint, if we’re talking fees you’ll be paid once you’re actively advertising for mainstream dating services, it’ll take some time before you’re bringing in a substantial income for yourself and your team. With an investor, assuming you can sell the idea to one when you’re only targeting a niche market—”

“The LGBT community is niche?” I demanded.

He went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “—you would potentially be valuated for far more than you can sustain out of pocket. Without an investor, you personally won’t ever make a dime unless this takes off immediately. If it doesn’t, every expense is bleeding your own bank account.”

“We already had this conversation,” Aiden snapped. “He knows. We know. We’ll discuss it down the road. We haven’t even launched, and we’re bickering over the next round. We’ll figure it out then.”

“It could take a year or two to judge whether this is really going to take off. Is Caleb going to pay for everything once your seed money dries up? It’s not smart business.”

“We figured it out the first time.” Aiden drained his seltzer water and dropped the glass on the table. “And we’ll figure it out next time. We didn’t bring you on for lectures, man. Just make sure the paperwork is right.”

Clive shrugged, unperturbed. “If you say so. But if you do decide to be wise and seek a firm to back you, I’m more than willing to represent the company. I think QFindr has amazing potential, and you’re launching it at a time when there aren’t any similar services on the market. But if you want my opinion, you should broaden it and not keep it queer specific. This is a service that would be useful for anyone.”

“We didn’t ask your opinion, though.”

Clive pursed his lips.

Aiden scowled, chagrined, and sank lower on the barstool. “Sorry. I’m hungry.”

“Eat, then.”

“Can’t. Dieting. I’m done with my calories for the day.”

Clive’s gaze skimmed what he could see of Aiden. “Your body looks fine to me.”

Aiden’s peaches-and-cream skin flushed deep enough to match his red hair. I rolled my eyes.

“Thank you, Clive. I do appreciate your perspective. And I wasn’t saying we’re never going to look for investors. Just not yet. I don’t want to promise anyone a piece of our relatively small pie until we know whether or not we’ll achieve the same level of success as the Kayaks and Snapchats of the world, or if we’ll stagger to a halt like the thousands of other tech startups. It’s too early for me to feel comfortable handing over large percentages of our company.”

“Have you put out any interest surveys?”

“Yeah,” Aiden said. “I’ve circulated a survey on my social media, on tech forums, and had a couple of my blogger pals pimp it out. The responses were 80 percent favorable, and 15 percent of the unfavorable responses were people who don’t believe in online dating at all. But a SurveyMonkey won’t necessarily lead to subscriptions.”

“Right.” Clive stopped ogling Aiden and closed his laptop. “Everything looks good. I’ll e-mail you some notes in the morning.”

I nodded and stood up, prepared to walk him upstairs. My intention was to make amends for both me and Aiden snapping at him, but I paused before moving away from the table.

“What happened between you and Michael Rodriguez?”

For the first time, Clive’s emotionless mien was disrupted. His eyes opened wider, and his fingers tightened around his laptop.

“Do you know Michael?”

“We’re acquaintances.” I thought about the web that connected the people in my life and tried to remember the first time I’d heard Michael’s name. We’d shared mutual friends for some time, but our most prominent connection had come from David fucking him. Not something I wanted to talk about with a man I’d just met. Or anyone at all. “We have several mutual friends. I was just curious. I’m sorry for prying.”

“No. It’s fine.” Clive slipped his laptop into his briefcase. “Michael and I were lovers for two years. I wanted him to move in with me.”

That was news to me. Charles hadn’t mentioned that while drunk and babbling.

“But it didn’t work out.”

“Why not?” Aiden asked around a mouthful of ice. “I feel like I’m the only married guy out of every gay bastard I know. The rest of you can’t even stick it out past a couple of years.”

“It didn’t work out because I was the third wheel in our relationship, and I got sick of it.” Clive clicked the briefcase shut. “So I acted like a bastard, because it was the only way I knew we would break things off for good.” A bitter smile twisted the corner of his mouth. “And he was with the other guy six months later. They’re living together now. I’m sure they’ll get married soon and you won’t be in the club by yourself anymore,” he said, nodding at Aiden. “I’d say it worked out pretty well for Michael.”

Sadly my biggest takeaway from his speech was the belief that Michael and Nunzio would potentially marry one day. I was startlingly jealous that they loved each other that much.

“Thanks for the uplifting story, chief.” Aiden tilted his glass at Clive. “Good way to make an exit.”

He smirked. “I’m sure Caleb knew the story wasn’t going to be pretty. Our social circle is full of awful gay drama.”

I scoffed quietly. “You’re right about that.”

Facebook was currently full of passive-aggression and catty comments relating to Charles and his boyfriend Landon. Their friends inserted themselves into their relationship problems, even when they didn’t want them to. Social media had the unique ability to turn adults into immature slaves to drama.

Clive walked around me. “I’ll see you gentlemen. If Oli ever arrives, tell him he owes me two hundred bucks.”

He was gone before I could ask him why. It probably wasn’t any of my business anyway.

“I’m so glad I’m married.”

I sat down again and poured the last of the wine into my glass. “You don’t miss the minefield of the NYC gay scene? Trying to figure out the politics of who fucked who in the past and resorting to dating sites and Grindr once you realize your social circle is off-limits?”

“God no. I’ve never dealt with that, and I’m glad. Before me and Jace got together, I picked up guys from Queens in AOL chatrooms.”

“That’s… so quaint.”

Aiden flipped me off. “All of this bouncing between friends and friends of friends and exes of friends is ridiculous. No wonder you wanted to come up with a non-annoying way to round up strangers online.”

I laughed. “Yes, it will significantly increase my chances of finding a boyfriend. It’d be nice to have a stable relationship for once in my life.”

“It’s a great thing. People knock it, but—” Aiden broke off and looked over my shoulder. “You seriously have balls to be looking pissed-off when you’re the one who is rolling in an hour late.”

Oli’s face was wiped of expression by the time I turned around, but his lips were tight at the sides. “I just spent fourteen hours in front of a computer. Don’t nag me.”

“You missed Clive,” Aiden said, still slouched against the table with his fist pressed into his cheek. “He says you owe him some cash.”

“He’ll get it when I see him.”

Oli dragged a tall barstool over to the table and sat down with a grunt. Other than looking like he’d swallowed something sour, he was pale, and there were shadows beneath his eyes.

“Did you eat today?” I asked.

“A little.” He shrugged. “I was trying to get things done for you people.”

I nearly pointed out that he was getting things done for our business, but Oli appeared to have sunk into one of his low cynical moods where he took no ownership of QFindr even though he was listed as the Chief Product Officer in the paperwork.

“Would you like me to get something for you?”

“No.”

“It’s no problem. We’ve already eaten.”

“I said no,” he snapped. “Let’s just talk about the party since you went ahead without me when it came to everything else.”

I stared at him.

Aiden whistled quietly. “Man, someone needs a nap.”

Oli gave him a warning glare but changed the subject. “We’ll be ready to launch in a week unless I fuck something up.”

“You won’t,” I said. “And I’m sorry that so much of the heavy lifting is on you right now.”

He shrugged, grabbed the wine bottle, and scowled deeper after finding it empty. “It’s what you’re paying me for, right?”

I exhaled slowly and swallowed the automatic urge to snap that he wasn’t my fucking employee, but I knew it would make no difference. Deep down it was how he felt, and I knew Aiden was of the same mind. It was probably why he was still miserably slaving at our father’s company. When it came down to it, even our crowdfunding hadn’t eased their concerns about me somehow taking over. It didn’t help that I was listed as the CEO, but Aiden hadn’t wanted the title.

An awkward silence blanketed the room until Aiden rapped his knuckles against the table.

“We’re all set to have the launch party two weeks from Saturday. I’m working with a promoter to get the word out, and of course all our friends will be there as well. I put the invite on Facebook the other day. A ton of people have already accepted.”

“Have you been talking to Mere?” I asked, still watching Oli. He didn’t turn away.

Even while giving me a look that could have frosted the Hudson in the middle of July, just the fact that he was holding my gaze was enough to make my heart skip a beat. I was treading dangerous water.

“Yeah,” Aiden said. “She’s actually not as much of an asshole as I thought. Even found it in herself to tell me I wasn’t as trashy as she’d always thought.”

Oli scoffed and ended our stare down.

“Lovely,” I said dryly. “A meeting of the minds.”

“I know right?” Aiden observed me and Oli, back and forth and then back again. “Anyway, I also finalized the details with Liberty X about using their space. They pretty much offered it up to me for free, since they feel invested in our success now. Is that okay by you, Caleb?”

“It’s fine.”

It wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to keep arguing for a bigger and more expensive space when they’d both vetoed my suggestion of using the penthouse at Hotel on Rivington. Aiden had complained about the price and my desire to be fancy, but Oli had shut it down with six words: “My father just bought that hotel.”

I’d backpedaled so quickly that I may as well have been on wheels, but they still hadn’t wanted to hear me out about a grander location. They also didn’t see my concern about keeping the Van Dijk’s—the owners of Liberty X—so involved in the business. They’d donated a large sum of money, and I worried about their sense of entitlement later on if they continued to help. Oddly, my co-founders both thought I was being a cynic. It was the one argument where I’d expected them to have my back, but I’d been the odd man out once again.

“How many people are we estimating will show?” Oli asked.

“A couple hundred max. More people will RSVP, but they won’t show.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked skeptically. “I pulled strings for catering and an open bar. People will come.”

“It’ll be fine,” Aiden said. “You worry too much. And besides, it’s already done. I’m not changing the location now.”

“You don’t worry enough. We want this to be sophisticated, not a crowded subway car full of people fumbling with their smartphones and trying to sign up for QFindr while spilling their drinks. We can’t have three or four hundred people stuffed into that loft. It’s large but not that large.”

“That’s what she said,” Aiden replied with a wink.

“Oh for God’s sake, can you be serious?”

“Can you lighten up?” Aiden sat up straighter. “Just because we aren’t following your plan doesn’t mean we won’t be successful. Chill the hell out, and accept that there’s three of us making decisions here.”

I took a deep breath and tried to find calm despite the flaring heat beneath my collar. “If you’re going to thumbs down every point I try to make, this is going to be very frustrating. You both seem to think me expressing my opinion is a control tactic or me trying to scare you into doing things my way, and you couldn’t be any further off the point.”

“Are you sure?” Aiden asked. “The need to be a dominating force runs in your family.”

“He’s your father too,” I snapped. “Maybe that’s why you’re trying to elbow me out of the way.”

Oli put his hand on my thigh beneath the table. It was so unexpected that I tensed and glanced at him sharply.

“I think we need a round of drinks,” he said mildly.

“I can’t drink,” Aiden sulked. “I’m on a diet.”

Oli gripped tighter. The inferno of my rarely loosed temper redirected to my pants, which were already feeling tighter. I inhaled deeply and gave Aiden a wild sort of look.

“There’s no calories in vodka unless you fill it with sugar water,” Oli drawled. “C’mon colleagues. We’re all uptight and stressed out because we have no idea if this is going to go anywhere. I know I walked in like an asshole and changed the mood, and I’m sorry. I’m just tired from busting my ass on this skeletal website that isn’t even worth a damn right now.”

“It’s not supposed to be a work of art at this stage,” Aiden said. He was still frowning at me with his back straight against the chair. “We’ll improve as we go and gain more users along the way. Waiting months until we have a perfect product would be a total waste if it turns out no one’s interested.”

“Yeah, I understand the strategy, but it doesn’t make me cringe any less at the idea of unveiling this rickety piece of shit. I’m worried we can’t even sustain the number of people who will be at the party, let alone the number of people who will sign up since I’m using a viral sign-up form.”

“What does that mean?” I knew what it meant and realized it after I asked, but it was hard to think with Oli molesting me covertly.

Aiden snorted. “All tech stuff goes in one ear and out the other with you. It means users have to invite two friends in order to gain access to beta.”

“Oh. Yes. Of course. That was a great idea.”

Aiden grinned a bit. “And Oli is worrying for nothing. The product is clunky, but the UI is pretty and easy to use. That’s what will draw people in and keep them.”

I tried to think of something to add, but Oli’s fingers distracted me.

“It’s fine,” I managed in a pathetically low utterance. “We’ve got the bandwidth.”

Aiden scoffed and slid off the barstool. “I’m going home.”

“Might be for the best if you’re this grumpy when hangry,” Oli said. “Bring snacks next time.”

“Yeah, I’ll get on that.” Aiden waved at us vaguely, failed to directly address me, and left.

Oli almost immediately pulled his hand away. “I’m heading home too. This was a complete waste of cab fare.”

I blinked. He’d gone from molesting me to grumping at me within seconds.

“What?” I asked brilliantly. “You’re leaving?”

“Yes, Caleb. I’m leaving.”

“But then why—” I broke off with a frustrated huff and reached down to adjust my uncomfortably hard erection. “What was the point of you groping me?”

Oli was poised to leave the table, but he hesitated. “You were getting upset, and I wanted to distract you before you said something that would fuck this whole thing up. Maybe you’re both floating on some cloud of positivity and think this all will go down perfectly since we’ve had a good run up till now with the crowdfunding, but I’ve seen startups collapse simply because the founders hated each other.”

“I don’t hate Aiden, and I don’t think he hates me.”

“No, but you’ve both resented each other for years, and it comes out in random arguments like that.” Oli’s shoulders lifted in one sharp motion. “I expect this to go wrong, so maybe that’s why I see the writing on the fucking wall while you two think we’re good as long as we’ve got a couple of queer socialites coming to the launch of a half-working product.”

I stood, and the movement brought me closer to him. He didn’t back away.

“It can’t be perfect from the start. I know it’s hard for you because you’re the one designing it, but this is how it works.”

“I just don’t see how we’re going to draw a significant number of people when the site is only half-operational.”

“Because they’ll be made aware of the potential. They’ll know it’s in beta.”

Oli grunted, not at all satisfied with something Aiden and I both had already reiterated scores of times, but he didn’t move when I closed the space between us. It was probably a bad time for me to be putting the moves on him, but he’d started it by touching me. And by almost always looking like sex on two long, strong legs. His hair was wild as if he’d been digging his hands in it all day, and those blue eyes were flashing the way they did when he was passionate about something. In this case probably the damn coding.

I brushed my lips to his and licked him even when he failed to respond. His lips tasted of cigarettes and whiskey.

Oli let me cage his body between my arms with his back against the table and was passive as I sucked on his lower lip, trailed kisses along his jaw, and then nipped at his ear. I heard a low exhale, but other than that, he didn’t react. He stood passively while I rubbed my erection against his crotch.

“Touch me,” I said in his ear. “Please?”

“I need to go home,” he said in a wooden voice. “I’m tired.”

I slipped my hand between us and cupped his dick. He was hard.

“You don’t feel tired.” I massaged his bulge and sucked his earlobe into my mouth. “You feel like you want to fuck.”

“I thought you accepted that you’re only kinky in private or in the safe confines of a fantasy?”

“I’ve also accepted that you bring out my inner desperate slut. You could probably talk me into anything just by being so goddamn fine.”

Oli’s hand rose to grip a handful of my hair. He jerked my head back with one violent tug, scanned my face with a fierce glaring intensity, and then kissed so hard his teeth cut my lips. He ripped away after kissing me just long enough to intoxicate me with his taste and then spun me around to shove me up against the bar.

He had my pants rucked down around my thighs so quickly that I’d barely braced my arms for balance, and then he was gripping the back of my neck with one strong hand and shoving my face down to the top of the bar. My head slammed against the wood hard enough for me to be temporarily stunned, but I caught the crinkle of a wrapper over the rush of blood in my ears.

“Why’re you using a condom?”

Thanks to Liberty X, everyone’s sexual health was made crystal clear.

“Because it’s lubed up already,” Oli said in an odd, flat voice.

Even though I was wound up and wanting, there was something off about it all. His silence, the passionless impatience, and the strange edge of hostility that emanated from him like a dark fog. There was no sign of the Oli who’d spent night after night running his hands all over my body, rediscovering my sensitive spots and hidden erogenous zones, and fucking me over and over until I was incapable of remembering my own name. That Oli was gone. This one seemed like he was carrying out an assigned task.

“Do you even want me?”

Oli pressed down on my neck and positioned his dick against my ass. “Let’s just do it.”

My heart sank, but I closed my eyes, and he entered me.

He went fast, like he almost always did, and his skin slapping against mine was deafening in the silent bar. It was the only sound beyond Oli’s increasingly heavy breathing.

I clenched my teeth and tried to enjoy the feel of his thick length sliding home, the tingling sensation that emanated from my hole each time he slammed against it, and the pressure of his hands holding me down, but I didn’t. The friction wasn’t right with just the condom, his movements were short and erratic, and he didn’t say a word the entire time.

He fucked me like he wanted to get it over with, like he just wanted to come and make me come, and put minimal effort into trying to coax my dick back to full mast after he found it softening. By the time he came, I wasn’t hard at all.

Oli pulled away from me with a sharp inhale. “I could suck you off.”

“No.” I stood up straight with a wince. My neck ached. “It’s fine.”

I fixed my pants and turned to face him, but Oli avoided my eyes.

“Well. I’ll see you later, then.”

I was incredulous, but I couldn’t find adequate words to describe how odd and pointless that quickie had been. How impersonal and cold. He’d think I was being ridiculous maybe. Say I was looking for something that wouldn’t always be there. The breathless mind-blowing sex that couldn’t happen every day when we both had things to do and stress over. He had more important things to worry about than making me scream each time we were together.

Oli raised his hand in a little wave and turned on his heel.

I watched him go, and something clicked in my head. An awful truth that made me cringe.

All of the words I’d mentally put into Oli’s mouth were all things I’d once said to David. And I was left feeling just as empty and unwanted as he’d probably felt all along.





Chapter Fifteen

 

 

THREE HUNDRED people RSVP’d for the launch party, and they all showed up. With friends.

The only thing keeping Aiden and I from being at each other’s throats was the Van Dijks giving us access to the upper-level loft of their penthouse, and the fact that groups of people drifted in and out of the party throughout the night, which prevented it from becoming Grand Central Station during rush hour.

Mere also provided a good distraction from my irritation at having been proven right. She arrived with a journalist from the media website Thrillist, several of her socialite friends, and a group of gay porn stars who put QFindr on blast on social media throughout the event. There was also a reporter from the Village Voice hanging around somewhere.

Oli and Aiden spent most of the evening sweating over their laptops as they struggled to manage the onslaught of people signing up for the website. I was left mingling.

I hated mingling.

Both of my cofounders were far more charming than me, but I fended for myself, since my technology prowess was nil. I wasn’t convinced my brief interview with the woman from Thrillist had done more than give the impression I was an idealistic rich queer, but I hoped they talked more about the product. The journalist had appeared to love how diverse the results were once she’d input a series of tags. She’d also suggested we consider creating our own app at some point. It wasn’t a terrible idea.

Despite my stress, it hadn’t gone abominably, but I was grateful the crowd had thinned and the loft had emptied, even if I was left talking to Mere’s porn star friends.

“I thought startups were for MIT grads who couldn’t get jobs,” said Kent Carter—one of the top performers from an adult film empire that I’d never heard of. I was probably the sole gay man in the world who’d never heard of it. “What made you give up whatever you were doing before to launch a gay dating site? I mean, it’s great, but that’s seriously risky. What if it fails?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but the Village Voice reporter—Tatyana Rush—swooped in to pounce on my statement. She was five-foot-six of pure muscle with a half-shaved head, red lipstick, and a tattoo sleeve that drew my attention due to the watercolor style. I was convinced Mere was in love with her. She’d been glued to Tatyana’s side all night.

“Why did you leave your last job?” Tatyana inquired. She was holding a flute of champagne but not drinking it. “I know your brother Aiden Stone—”

“He’s going by Fairbairn these days,” I interjected.

Tatyana’s expression turned sly. “I know Aiden has been working at Stone Capital for years, but your background requires a little more investigation.”

“It’s not that mysterious,” I said with a forced laugh. “I’ve worked as either a financial consultant or officer for years. I didn’t stay in one place for long because nowhere fit where I thought I would be.” I left out the part about having been let go from the last place. “I think the same can be said for Oliver and Aiden. We’re all looking for something that will matter to us in the long term and that can make an impact on generations who are riding this new cultural wave of technology. What better way to affect our community than helping other queer people find love?”

It was so rehearsed that it almost sounded natural. I’d have to thank Charles later. He’d given me all of my talking points after I’d realized I’d be handling this alone and had spent hours moaning about being as socially appealing as a used teabag. Speed dating had come up as a prime example.

“So what do your fathers think about that?” Tatyana pressed. “Neither Scott Buckley nor Kenneth Stone are known to be very… liberal-minded, if I judge by their political leanings and contributions. How do they feel about all this?”

This had been the moment I’d dreaded all night. Having to face the stark reality that my father would learn about this endeavor and demand answers from me before turning on Aiden. Aiden wasn’t outing himself directly, but he was as good as doing so. We’d had a frank discussion about what we would say if anyone asked, about how honest he would be, and Aiden had told me to tell the truth. The brutal unflinching truth. He was tired of giving a fuck about our father and tired of hiding who he was.

But with him chained to a computer, it was up to me to give a statement on his sexuality, and I was floundering.

Behind Tatyana, Mere nodded encouragingly. I swallowed and plastered on a wide, self-assured smile.

“We haven’t bothered to consult our fathers regarding QFindr. But considering both men have queer sons, we hope they’ll support the endeavor. I guess we’ll see after your article is live, won’t we?”

Tatyana’s brows flew up. I could see the dollar signs floating in the air as she realized how much of a scandal this would be for the Upper East Side world I’d grown up in. It’d be thrown in the faces of two New York business titans that their sons were not only gay but flaunting it all over the city. But instead of jumping on an exclusive statement about the story, she said, “And you’re sure Aiden wants to be outed?”

Behind her, Meredith all but swooned. Kent was too busy tweeting to notice that there was a reporter with an actual heart nearby.

“I’m positive,” I said. “And he says his husband’s name is Jace with a c. He’ll be joining the team when we’re more established.”

Maybe we hadn’t talked about it overtly, but I knew Aiden wanted it. If I was overstepping, at least it was in a way that wouldn’t annoy him.

I finished the short interview and left Tatyana to find a beverage more hydrating than Dom Pérignon. Along the way, I cast my gaze over the crowd.

Friends and acquaintances were scattered among the throngs of guests-turned-beta-users, and I couldn’t help but smile as I paused to take it all in. The Rodriguez brothers had been cornered by Felipe Wyatt—the CEO of the adult film studio I kept forgetting the name of—while David looked on in horror. When another of the studio’s actors loped over and cozied up to Raymond, David’s expression went from horrified to irate. Nearby, Nunzio was too distracted by Clive to worry about his boyfriend’s potential induction into the porn industry. Clive was skirting the edge of the room, but Nunzio was frowning and tracking his movements.

Shaking my head, I started to head for the bar again, but a loud clatter drew my attention to the stairs leading to the loft. Charles had collided with a server and was slinking upstairs looking red-faced and miserable.

With one last longing glance at the bar, I rerouted my steps and followed Charles.

The upper level of the penthouse was mostly open space with a single closed-off bedroom where Oli and Aiden had set up shop to man the QFindr website. Apparently the floor was unused unless they had a larger-than-normal Liberty X event, so it was one long stretch of hardwood, floor-to-ceiling windows, and art deco scattered around uselessly.

I followed a wall lined with paintings that looked like nothing more than random blobs of color, and found Charles sitting on the floor. His head was tipped back against the wall, and his eyes were shut, his fringe of black hair a dramatic contrast to his pale face. The twisted moue of his mouth and unhappy face were at odds with the rest of his carefully groomed appearance. He’d arrived in rare form—sophisticated without his usual air of bohemian/punk rock chic—but was obviously fighting tears as he sat in the corner like a beautiful tragedy.

“What happened?”

Charles cringed and looked at me through wet, spiderweb lashes. “Don’t worry about me. You need to deal with all of these people.”

“Charles, you’re my friend, and most of these people are on their way out.” I squatted next to him and touched the side of his face. It was damp and cool to the touch. “What happened?”

He turned away. “Just go and stop wasting time on me. This shit is legit, Caleb. You’re all high society tonight with celebrities and rich old fuckers from the Upper West Side. I’m just a hot mess from Bed Stuy who lives in Staten Island.”

“Oh, stop it. They’re only here because of our names. No one would give a damn if it wasn’t for the potential opportunity to embarrass our filthy-rich conservative fathers.”

Charles glanced at the balcony overlooking the bottom floor. “I didn’t even think of that. Do you really think that’s why so many people showed up?”

I sat on the floor despite his hand-flapping protest about getting my pants dusty. “Most New Yorkers don’t even know the names Stone or Buckley, so no. But it’s why we’ve got a reporter from the Village Voice down there and a few celebrities.”

“I’m sorry. Those fuckers are gonna make it about you getting back at your dads, instead of the fact that you came up with a totally boss LGBT dating app.”

I laughed. “It’s fine, sweetheart. We’ve coasted on privilege and connections. I can’t complain about those things drawing unwanted attention to the unfortunate parts of our lives. It can’t be perfect.”

Charles sniffed and wiped his face, causing his black eyeliner to smudge. He realized it and wrinkled his nose.

“Fuck. I really do look a mess, don’t I?”

“You’re still gorgeous. No worries.” I used my thumb to wipe away some of the makeup. “What’s Landon done now?”

Charles released a derisive scoff. “Landon is downstairs panting after some porn star. I’m sure they’re fucking in the bathroom by now or in the hallway or exchanging numbers or something equally humiliating.”

I stood. “I’ll kick him out.”

“No!” Charles sat up on his knees and grabbed my hand. “No. Seriously. It’s fine. I don’t even know if it’s true. I’m just tired of… always being like this. Being paranoid that he wants someone else and then hating myself after he spends days gaslighting me about how I’m imagining things. It sucks, and I’m so done with it. Just completely over it all.”

“Then why do you keep putting up with it?” I demanded. “You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re ambitious and talented. You’re one of the loveliest people I’ve had the pleasure of meeting in the past decade, and you let him treat you like garbage.”

Charles’s lips parted as he gazed up at me with big damp eyes. “I….”

“You what? There’s no reason for it.”

“I wish you wanted me the way you want Oli.”

The words startled me so much that I retreated a step. “What?”

“I said I wish you wanted me,” Charles said miserably. “I’ve always liked you. Even when you were with David.”

“Charles, that’s not—that’s not true. Come on.”

“It is true. I thought you were handsome, and when I realized how shy and awkward you were, I was completely charmed. I wasn’t praying for you two to break up or anything, but I had a crush on you.” Charles sat back with slumped shoulders and a humorless laugh. “I have a crush on you.”

I shook my head in denial. It was too bizarre and unlikely. “Charles, I think you’re really wonderful, but—”

“Don’t start letting me down easy,” he snapped. “I’m just emo and drunk and talking way too much. I’m sorry. Just ignore me, okay?”

“No, I won’t ignore you.” I grabbed his forearms and hauled him to his feet. When he refused to meet my eyes, I tilted his chin up and almost smiled at the sullen pull of his wide mouth. “Like I said—you’re one of the best people I know, and I’d be damn lucky to have you, but we’re both wrapped up in things with other people now.”

“And if we weren’t?” Charles asked. “What then?”

“Then we’d see.”

Our eyes were still locked when someone cleared their throat behind me. I knew, just from that slight sound, that it was Oli. But I didn’t push Charles away even when he went stiff.

“We need to talk business whenever you’re done fucking around,” Oli said flatly.

My lips flattened into a slash. Before I could speak, Charles growled, “He’s not fucking around.”

“He can do what he wants. It’s not my business.”

Tension built in my shoulders so sharply that an ache worked its way up to my neck. I stopped holding Charles’s shoulders and looked back at Oli. He wasn’t even giving me his usual sneer. He was totally blank.

“Maybe if you’d make him your business, you wouldn’t be so worried about me,” Charles said. “You know you want him. Stop being such an asshole.”

“Charles!”

He raised his chin defiantly. “Sorry. But he doesn’t deserve you if he can’t even admit that he wants you.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I’d appreciate it more if you’d stop chastising him.” I squeezed Charles’s upper arm and tried not to focus too much on Oli’s cool indifference. “If Landon’s still being an ass, let me know. He’s not going to make a fool of you.”

Charles quit glaring at Oli to smile at me. “Thanks, love. But I’m taking off. Good luck with everything.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

Charles kissed me on the check, shot Oli another nasty scowl, and strode down the stairs with his willowy dancer’s grace.

“All done?” Oli asked mockingly. “Or are you going to escort him to the door and put on his scarf?”

“Oh shut the fuck up, Oliver.”

I brushed past him to enter the room he had inhabited with Aiden for the past two hours. I was all too aware of Oli’s silent presence as he followed, but I refused to deal with him now. I refused to dignify his behavior with a response, since he’d lapsed back into avoiding my calls and messages after our supremely unsatisfying sex at 1&1.

“How are we looking?”

Aiden didn’t even spare me a quick glance. “Dude, this shit has gone viral. Hundreds of retweets, shares, and the website has been bombarded by people trying to sign up.”

“So we’ve met our goal?”

Our goal had been three hundred users by the end of the night—the number of people that had RSVP’d to the party.

“Bypassed it.” Oli stepped around me to peer at his laptop. Now that I wasn’t uncomfortably avoiding his unimpressed stare, I noticed how stressed and worn-out he was. Meanwhile, I was complaining about being unable to get a bottle of water. “We’ve already got close to a thousand people signing up.”

“Holy shit.”

Aiden laughed and fist pumped the air. “We’re rocking this shit, Caleb! We’re on fire.”

“And the website will be on fire if we get another flood of people. The app is fine, but we’re not prepared for this many visitors jumping on at once. Just like I said.”

“Dude, it’s fine.” Aiden nudged Oli in the side with his elbow. He was bouncing in his chair and so giddy that his infectious smile rubbed off on me. “I’m putting in my notice at Stone Capital first thing on Monday. There’s no way we can sustain the website with only Oli manning the fort. The dude will never get a break.”

“Thank God,” Oli muttered. “I could probably find some interns as well.”

“Boss idea.” Aiden was nodding and rubbing his hands together. “We’re probably going to need more people if this keeps up.”

“Then we’ll need a real office. We can’t tell employees to meet us at 1&1 unless we actually rent the damn bar from—”

“Whoa!” I held up my hands and looked between them. “Let’s just hold on for a minute. We don’t have the budget for that right now. Maybe we should take one thing at a time.”

“You’re just avoiding the money issue,” Aiden replied. “And I can tell you now that we’re going to outvote you on that one. Sorry but not putting out feelers for a few good backers after we’ve had this kind of success would be phenomenally stupid.”

I wanted to argue. Everything in me wanted to argue.

Signing away even a slice of our company after we’d just cobbled it together felt like a betrayal of my principles, but I also knew they were right.

“I know,” I said. “We’ll talk about it when we’re not all insanely busy.”

Surprise washed over both their faces.

“You know I hate the idea of involving outsiders, but I won’t keep resisting now that we have a better idea about our potential. I just didn’t want to sell ourselves short. I didn’t want you two going from being trapped in one situation to giving up the control in another.” I held up a hand before either of them could interject. “And I also know you’re both worried about that when it comes to my totalitarian genes, but honestly, it’s a VC that’s going to end up making our ownership percentage go down, and it will be even worse if this gets bigger while our shares are being diluted. It’s not me you’ve got to worry about trusting. It’s whoever ends up with pieces of our baby.”

I was ranting, and they were looking at me like I’d had one too many flutes of champagne, so I shook my head.

“Never mind. Look, I’m sorry. I’m just nervous.”

“Good!” Aiden stood and hugged me with zero warning. “You look so unaffected all the time that I was starting to think you were a cyborg.”

He squeezed a breathless laugh out of me. Over his shoulder, Oli was frowning but remained silent.

“Just so you know,” I said once Aiden had put me down. “The reporter from the Village Voice took my statement about QFindr being run by a trio of queers. So, you’ve basically been outed. She seems amenable to not running that bit if you want me to go track her down and take it back.”

“Nah, fuck that shit. Your father can suck a nut.”

Oli cracked a smile at Aiden’s colorful dismissal of Kenneth Stone.

“Did you drop my hubby’s name?” Aiden was grinning broadly now. “I figured it’s a boss way for me to make up for keeping him in the closet for so many years.”

“I did. And I told her the proper spelling.”

“That’s fucking rad. Actually—” Aiden looked between Oli and me. “Would you cats mind if I jet downstairs for a few? Maybe I could talk to her myself.”

“By all means. It’d be a relief. If you think I act like a cyborg, I can’t imagine how a reporter sees me.” I stepped aside while he headed for the door. “I’ll, errr, man the fort with Oliver.”

“Go handle your business, man,” Oli said. “I’ll be here. I have no desire to go down there.”

“Bet. I’ll be back!”

I watched Aiden stride out of the room and instantly missed him. In the past week, being alone with Oli had gone from being something I’d craved to something I wanted to avoid. I had no idea where it had gone wrong between us or why he’d flip-flopped so abruptly after the beautiful week we’d spent together during the blizzard, but I was tired of trying to figure him out.

“So, we’re giving each other the silent treatment now?”

I sat in Aiden’s abandoned chair and peered at his computer. There were weird programs open, so I ignored the unfamiliar ones and accessed Google Chrome. He’d had it open on QFindr’s Twitter account where our mentions were exploding due to the tags from Upkink Productions—the porn studio I’d forgotten the name of—and their models.

“Caleb, really?”

I scrolled through the notifications and didn’t look at Oli. “You’re the one who’s been ignoring me since you unloaded like a dutifully uninterested husband at 1&1.”

“Wow. It was that bad?”

I gave him a withering side eye. “You didn’t even try to keep me hard. Don’t pretend to be shocked.”

“You wanted dick, and I gave it to you.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t realized it was some kind of transaction. Before then, it’d been mutually mind-blowing.”

“Well, it can’t be supernovas every time, sweetheart,” Oli drawled.

I knew he’d heard this from David at some point in the past. There was absolutely no doubt in my mind he was throwing my own words in my face. Setting my jaw, I turned to the computer and glared at it through the red film of my fury. “We don’t need to discuss this further.”

“Yeah, we do.” Oli grabbed the chair and spun it so I was forced to look at him. He placed a hand on the table and leaned down until our faces were close enough to touch. “Look, let’s not fool ourselves. We have great sex, but it ends there. And if I can’t even give it to you the way you want it every time, maybe we shouldn’t even be bothering with that.”

The words were blunt, and his tone was uncaring in a brutal sort of way, but I wasn’t buying it. Any of it.

“This is bullshit.”

“How? I warned you from the start, Caleb. I warned you that I keep things simple, and when it stops working or gets complicated, I cut it off.”

“Oh please.” I let myself be trapped in the chair when he braced a palm on either of the arms. “You slept in my bed every night for seven days and not once did you go fleeing from the apartment in a panic that we were getting too close. You were fine until that night at the bar when you showed up acting like an ass. I have no idea what I did to turn you off then, and I have no idea what I’ve done to drive you off now, but us enjoying each other’s company has nothing to do with it, and you damn well know it.”

Oli swallowed hard enough for me to see his throat work. “Why can’t you just let it end peacefully? We still have a company to run.”

“Yes. We do. And that’s why I’ve let you be this whole week instead of harassing you into giving me a decent explanation. The last thing I want is to give you a reason to stop wanting to be part of QFindr.”

At that, his icy gaze turned scornful. “I’m not just going to get up and walk away because our personal shit is blowing up. Maybe you don’t think I’m invested in what we’re doing here, but I fucking am. And I do fucking trust you. I’m sorry if I, or if Aiden and I, ever gave you the impression that we thought you were some shady bastard. We trust you implicitly, but we also think you’re a control freak.”

At first it seemed like a non sequitur, but then I remembered my own rant a few minutes ago to him and Aiden.

“I appreciate you saying that. It hurt to think you both were afraid of what I might be up to.”

“Nobody ever thought that, dumbass.”

The urge to kiss him came out of nowhere, but I tamped it down. He was beautiful when he was angry. All furrowed brows, a strong clenching jaw, and flashing blue eyes.

“What did I do to push you away?”

Oli’s frown deepened. “You didn’t do anything.”

I reached up to slide my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck, jerked him forward, and rested my forehead against his. The chair slid backward and bumped against the wall. He wound up crouched in front of me to keep his balance with our faces pressed together.

“Don’t lie to me,” I whispered against that gorgeous mouth. “Don’t play games with me.”

Oli’s breath was a hot, tempting caress against my lips.

“I’m not.”

“Liar.” I flicked my tongue against him. “Stop lying so I can fix this.”

He settled on his knees in front of me and did nothing to pull away from my aggressive grip. If anything, his eyes dilated. His breathing picked up further.

“Let’s just stop things before it goes wrong,” he said. “I don’t want to ruin it. I just want it to end before it gets ugly.”

“That makes no sense,” I growled. “You’re ruining it by ending it.”

“You say that because you don’t know me, baby. When I get like this, I’m prone to ruining everything. Pushing people away. Just being an unbearable fuck, because I don’t like the way I’m feeling.”

I clenched my hand in his thick hair and forced him to kiss me. Hard. Bruising. More teeth than anything until he exhaled raggedly and let me suck on his tongue. He turned his face after just enough time to get me drunk on his taste, and I latched on to the side of his neck.

“Fuck,” he whispered. “How do you do this to me?”

I stopped sucking when I was sure I’d left a mark. “The same way you do it to me.”

Oli sagged against me and rested his head on my shoulder. It wasn’t what I’d expected, but I was ready to take anything he gave me, so I caressed his hair until he started to talk.

“I hate being insecure. And I hate being jealous.”

“How could you be either?”

Another sigh. It was damp and warm against my neck.

“I walked into the bar the other night just as you were talking about using our product to find a man. I felt like shit. And then I felt like an idiot for feeling like shit.”

“Oliver….”

“And then tonight, we had Charles declaring his love for you. I knew it. I knew it the whole time.”

I gently detached him from my neck.

“You told me you didn’t want labels. You made it clear that a relationship wasn’t something you were looking for.”

“I know.”

“Has that changed?”

There was a battle behind Oli’s intense gaze, but I didn’t get the chance to find out which side was winning. Aiden charged back in with a smile stretched from ear-to-ear and proclaimed that the Upkink boys had made it their mission to get QFindr trending.

Oli practically flung himself away from me to attend to his computer. His grin was as large and excited as Aiden’s. It was the most genuine enthusiasm he’d ever showed for our fledgling company, and his excitement made me want to grab his face and cover it in kisses. To celebrate by telling him I would never want anyone but him if he would have me. But it would have to wait until he kept the website from crashing.





Chapter Sixteen

 

 

THE LAUNCH party ended at ten, but none of us left the penthouse until nearly midnight.

By that point, my head was throbbing from the noise and the strain of having to wear a fake smile all evening. People who had developed effortless social skills by adulthood truly didn’t know the pain of training your face to not look aloof or surly.

Despite my headache, I still wasn’t ready to give up on talking to Oli alone. I expected to get my chance once Aiden left for the night, but Oli managed to disappear as the overnight cleaning company arrived. I gave directions about what should be done to the space, tipped them, and grabbed my coat before sprinting out the door. Forgoing the elevator, I hurried down the stairs so fast that I stumbled twice. The rushing and clumsiness paid off, because I caught sight of Oli exiting the building just as I burst into the lobby.

Our dysfunctional two-month courtship seemed marked by one of us fleeing and the other pursuing him into the cold, but at least this time, there was no polar vortex to contend with. Spring was due to arrive in two weeks, and sucking in a deep breath was a lot less like swallowing a brick of dry ice.

“Where are you going?”

Oli looked up at the dark night sky as though seeking an answer from the Lord—Why does this persistent faggot keep forcing me to talk to him? He raised his hand to flag a taxi.

“I’m going home.”

“I wasn’t finished with you.”

Oli gave me a heated once-over before returning to his cab hailing. “We can do this another time. It’s late, I’m tired, and I need to figure some shit out.”

I grabbed for him just as a taxi careened to a halt by the curb. Oli got in, but I followed before he could shut the door.

“I’m on 323 East 8th—”

“Go to 8 Spruce Street,” I interrupted.

This time Oli’s glare was lethal. “You need to stop.”

“No. You need to stop.” I buttoned my coat and smoothed the lapels. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, fucker.”

Oli laughed—a short, startled sound—and shook his head. “Jesus Christ. Only you could be priggish while calling me a fucker.”

The cabbie’s impatient brown eyes flashed at us in the rearview mirror. “Are we going somewhere or what, guys?”

“Yes, one second.” Oli turned sideways on the bench seat and shoved me at the door. “Go away, Caleb. Don’t you get a hint?”

“No. I apparently do not. Stop being such a child.”

“I’m being a child?”

“And stop being so shrill.”

“Meter’s running,” the cabbie announced.

Oli’s nostrils flared. I could sense him preparing to rip into the cab driver, so I conceded.

“Fine. Take us to 323 East 8th Street.” I looped my scarf around my neck and clicked the lock on the door. “We’ll have it your way.”

“You”—Oli gestured at me—“inviting yourself is not my way.”

“Too damn bad.”

We didn’t speak for the duration of the ride. Not that it was long. Oli lived less than ten minutes away from First and First, and most of the drive was spent waiting at lights or in traffic. When we pulled up to the six-story brick building, neither of us had calmed down, and we were still sending each other unimpressed stares.

I moved to hand the cab driver a twenty, but Oli slapped my hand out of the way and pulled out a card.

“It’s less than ten dollars, for goodness sake,” I said. “You have to charge it?”

“It’s a debit card, for your information.”

“You don’t carry any cash? Seriously?”

The driver shook his head at us. “You two are the bitchiest queers I’ve ever driven.”

Oli’s jaw dropped, and I sat up as straight as I could with the ceiling bearing down on me.

“I beg your pardon?”

The driver twisted around and raised one bushy brow at me. “You’re not a couple of queers?”

“Well, yes, but you shouldn’t say it like that!”

“Why not? I didn’t call you fags or something.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” Oli rolled his eyes and elbowed me out of the way of the card reader. “Just forget it.”

“Straight people just can’t go around calling gay people queers,” I explained. “It’s not acceptable.”

“You call yourself queers! I’ve seen it at those damn parades!”

“Well, we can. It’s our word.”

I frowned and glanced at his medallion. He followed the direction of my eyes.

“I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

“Oh shut up. No one cares anymore,” Oli snapped.

He reached around me to open the door and hustled me out of the cab. I started to protest, but he kicked the door shut, and the car was squealing away from the curb before I could say anything more.

“Why did you do that?” I demanded. “He was an asshole homophobe.”

“No, he wasn’t. He was an eighty-year-old geezer from the era of Brooklyn when everyone had a deez-and-doze accent.” Oli strode to his building. “You’re just picking on him.”

“How the hell was that picking on him?”

“Because you were going to report him just because he doesn’t know the right gay lingo, and you know it. That’s not cool unless you’re planning to pay his rent and buy his denture glue for the rest of his life.”

I harrumphed as we got into the elevator and stared at our reflection in the door. He was shaking his head with disappointment, and a bit of shame crept into my shroud of indignation.

“Fine. Maybe he wasn’t being a dick on purpose. But I’m still glad I told him he shouldn’t go around saying it.”

“Good for you, Mother Teresa. You lectured an old-ass man. I can’t wait for the doves to be released over the city.”

“Now you’re just being mean.”

Oli smirked. “Yeah. I am.”

The sight of that tiny uptick of his mouth was enough to relax me infinitesimally. I stopped clenching my hands around the lapel of my coat and followed him out of the elevator and into his apartment.

“Do you want a drink?”

“No. I drank too much at the party, as it is.”

“Fine.” Still in his coat, Oli poured himself a tumbler of Scotch and tossed it back. “I’m going up to the roof. My super was complaining about me smoking in here during the winter with the windows shut.”

I sighed. “Can’t you wait?”

“No.” He walked to the door again. “You can come with me, you know. It’s not even that cold tonight.”

It would have been easy to argue that thirty degrees was not exactly broaching the blossoming pollen-filled winds of spring, but I kept my mouth shut and followed him with resentment evident in each heavy step.

I was pleasantly surprised to see the rooftop had been renovated into a lounge area. There was a covered patio with two portable tower heaters, chaise lounges and benches, and an okay view of the neighborhood extending to Tompkins Square Park.

Oli bypassed the creature comforts of heat and padded seating to stand at the edge of the roof with his elbows on the brick ledge. I watched him slide a cigarette between his lips and cup his hands around the end to light it. With the wind whipping back his hair and the red glow of flames against his face, Oli was captivating.

I also ignored the patio area to come up behind him. With my front pressed to his back and my arms resting on the ledge alongside his, I did not feel the chill of the late winter night. I only felt the strength and warmth of his body as he leaned against me in a motion that almost seemed unconscious.

“I like it up here,” Oli said as I rubbed my stubbled face against his smooth one. “The view isn’t as nice as yours, though.”

“I think it’s perfect.”

He made an amused sound and didn’t push me away when I pressed my hips against the curve of his ass.

“This isn’t shabby, but your bathroom has a view of half the city. It’s like a movie penthouse or something.”

“It’s not the penthouse,” I protested. “And your father is the one who’s a real estate mogul. I’m sure he’s living in a three-floor mansion somewhere.”

“On the contrary,” Oli said around his cigarette. “He’s a pretty frugal guy. I mean—frugal as in he lives in the same townhouse he’s lived in since the seventies when he first bought it. That’s how he made his start. Bought a ton of abandoned property all over the city when crime was crazy and people were fleeing to Long Island in droves, and then selling it for like 200 percent higher than its original value a decade later.”

I knew this because I’d researched Oli’s father right after New Year’s. But he didn’t need to know that I’d tried to learn more about him to figure out why he’d been intrigued by me of all people. I was still shocked he was attracted to me, let alone that he’d admitted to being jealous of me potentially wanting someone else. Any moment I expected him to come to his senses and realize he was wasting his time with an uptight guy who had sexual issues. But I planned to make a go for it before it got to that point.

I’d never wanted anyone the way I wanted Oli. I’d never let anyone else strip me bare the way he had—never told anyone else how hungry I was for rough, sloppy fucking.

My mouth went dry. I forced myself back to the topic at hand.

“You never wanted to get involved in his business?”

Oli shook his head. “Nope. Even before gentrification was rampant, I was fully aware he was part of the problem. The way he talked about people and neighborhoods was like… a kid playing Sims. He didn’t give a damn that he was discussing real people. He has no scruples at all.”

“But he’s more commercial now, isn’t he?”

Oli nodded. “But I’m sure he’s fucking someone over in some way regardless of what sector he’s in. Scott Buckley III is the poster boy for cold, hard American capitalism. Get ahead and trample everyone else on your way up. I hated him, baby. I hated him even before he disowned me. I don’t miss the shit show of my family at all.”

“They haven’t spoken to you in how long?”

“Around fifteen years.”

“Not even your siblings?”

“Nope. They’re just like my father—judgmental and closed-minded. They’d dissociated themselves from me as soon as rumors started spreading about my sexuality in high school. I went to a private school with less than two hundred other rich kids—it’s not like anyone was keeping secrets. My father seeing it with his own eyes was just the last straw.”

I thought about the circumstances in which Oli had been caught by his parents and wondered if he’d unconsciously done it on purpose. Given them a reason to stop expecting him to join their empire, without realizing just how severe their reaction would be. But I wasn’t one to psychoanalyze people about their daddy issues. Not with my own stomach clenching as I waited for my phone to flash Kenneth Stone. He would leave me a cold voice mail and express his disappointment regarding my need to inflict my gayness on the world. I didn’t even want to know what he would say to Aiden.

It wasn’t my place to worry about Aiden’s decision to come out, but I couldn’t help but be afraid. It had been my idea for Aiden to take a salary from QFindr. I’d been the one to push him for the past few weeks into leaving his job at Stone Capital. I’d planted all of these ideas in both Aiden’s and Oli’s heads, and I didn’t know what I would do if it failed. If I let them down.

I sighed and pressed my face into Oli’s hair. “I’m so scared of everything going wrong.”

“It won’t.”

“It could,” I said. “Nothing is definite. We could have just—just blown our load at a launch party and got some fast attention, but what if it stops there? What if this was our peak?”

“I can’t believe you just said, ‘Blown our load.’”

I sank my teeth into the top of his earlobe and smiled at his shiver.

“What if we fail after you left your job, and Aiden is pretty much cutting ties with my father?”

Oli exhaled a long stream of smoke. “Then we’ll do something else.”

“Like what?” I pressed. “What if I ruined everything by suggesting we do this?”

“We made our own choices, Caleb.” Oli turned to face me and leaned against the ledge. “I know I was hesitant at first, but I’m glad you motivated me to take ownership in this. I’d never imagined I’d have my own business. I thought I’d spend my life working for other people and hating it. And maybe someday I’ll have to go back to that, but I want to enjoy this thing we’re doing while we have it. So stop being such a drag with your ‘what ifs.’”

I pressed our chests together and took a drag from his cigarette. “I’ll try if you talk to me.”

“Aren’t we talking?”

“You know what I mean, Oliver.”

He sighed, but this time he didn’t pull away. He let me crush him against the cold brick.

“What is there to say?”

“I think you should know that while I love Charles like a friend, I have no desire to be with him romantically.”

“That’s not what you said to him.” The wind tore at Oli’s hair and scarf, but he didn’t budge. “You implied there could be something.”

“Maybe there could have been, but the circumstances make it impossible at this point.”

“And what are the circumstances?”

After taking another long pull from his cigarette, I twisted the cherry against the ledge. The wind tore the filter from my fingers and sent it sailing over the ledge before I could grab it.

“Caleb.”

I returned my focus to Oli. The dark crease of his brow and his pursed lips.

“I want to be with you.”

There. I’d said it. And I didn’t regret it even when he shifted against me with sudden unease. He ran his tongue over his lower lip.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean precisely what I said. I think about you all the time, and not just because I want you inside me every day multiple times a day.” My body became taut as I watched the quickening rise and fall of Oli’s chest. If not for the layers between us, I imagined I could have felt the pounding of his heart. “I think about your wicked intelligence, that smart mouth, the passion you have for your job, and I try to think of ways I can earn your smile. Make you happy. Make you want me.”

“I do want you,” Oli rasped. “I don’t know how this happened, but I do.”

I gripped the front of his jacket and jerked him against me. For just a heartbeat, our parted lips grazed. I felt his warm breath and smelled the Scotch that had just scorched down his throat, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss him. To reclaim the mouth I’d had only hours before. But I didn’t.

“Then why do you keep running away from me?”

“Because it’s not normal for me to be this way.” Oli wrapped his arm around me and gripped the back of my neck. “I don’t do the relationship thing, but I hate the idea of you doing it with anyone else.”

“Why?” My voice was rough. Nearly unidentifiable as belonging to me. “Why do you care?”

With Oli’s breath coming in harsh spurts—with his hair wild and eyes ablaze, he was everything. Everything I wanted, but he wouldn’t let me have. Not for the long term anyway.

“Tell me.” I pressed our faces together again. “Please just tell me.”

“Fuck.” Oli clung to me and closed his eyes. “Fuck, Caleb. I don’t know what to say. How to explain.”

Tell me you love me.

The words were in my head, but for a fraction of a moment, I thought I’d said them aloud. I felt instantly pathetic. Even worse, because I really wanted it. I foolishly, desperately wanted it. For someone to love me. For him to love me. But I knew he didn’t, and I knew no one else did, and God but that was an awful feeling to have.

I began to retreat before I’d realized it, and now it was Oli who clung to me.

“Fuck me.” It wasn’t an order, but Oli was demanding enough for it to have automatic authority. “I want you in me tonight.”

My breath left me in a violent whoosh. As usual, he shoved aside the swell of my angst with a few words from that delicious mouth.

“Now?”

“Yes. Here. Now.”

“But—”

“Now,” Oli growled.

That was all it took. I was gone.

“Turn around.”

“No,” he said, already ripping my belt open with impatient fingers. “Like this. So I can see you.”

The uncertainty seeped from my pores to puddle around us. It didn’t matter. Neither did the cold. Or the possibility of someone seeing. I was going to take him, and he was going to stare into my eyes the entire time.

Within seconds my coat was torn open, my pants sagging, while he kicked his off without care. He wore no underwear. Fuck. My little rakehell. How I loved him.

He kissed me, and I lifted him so he was sitting on the ledge. It was wide enough for him to press back slightly and spread himself open for me. He trembled once my fingers touched his ass. I’d bathed them in saliva and didn’t hesitate to slide them inside him. A sound tore from his throat that pulled an answering groan from mine.

I should have been more aware of the cold, the position, the openness and vulnerability, and the lack of real lube, but none of it stopped me from slicking myself up as best I could and inching into his ass. Slowly. So slowly. But raw and almost agonizing in how intense his body was as it throbbed around me.

“More.” Oli wrapped one arm around my neck and dug the other into the fabric of my coat. His eyes bore into mine. “Fuck me, Caleb.”

I moaned against his mouth and thrust into him once, twice, and then there was no stopping me. No slowing down. I moved with a pounding rhythm, and knew I wouldn’t last very long. Not when Oli’s voice was sending molten bolts singing through my overstimulated body. Not with him reaching down to jerk his dick. With his mouth crushing against mine but still not managing to muffle his hoarse cries.

And of course the added bonus of knowing someone might hear Oli’s groans—hear how loud and shameless and inconsiderate we both were. Somewhere along the line, that had become a thrill. I wanted someone to see. I wanted someone to know how badly we needed each other.

I moved inside him faster, slid home deeper, and enjoyed the wash of pure bliss that crossed Oli’s face when he came. He spilled everywhere—on his hand, my shirt and coat—but I didn’t care. I kept moving inside his pliant body even as he let his head drop back while he whispered my name again and again. When I finished, it was with a series of reckless moans that echoed all over the empty rooftop and likely invaded other people’s windows, but there was no stopping it. I was trembling with the force of my release, and my ears were ringing by the time I’d filled him with every drop.

“Yeah,” Oli whispered. “I like having all that come in me.”

“Jesus Christ.” I braced my arm against the ledge for fear of pushing him backward or my knees giving out. Both Probably. “Goodness.”

Oli chuckled. He scooted off the ledge and wrapped himself around me with his head resting against my shoulder again. His body locked around me, and I crushed him against the cold bricks.

Even with each panting breath forcing my ribs against Oli and pressing him harder against the wall—as I held him tighter until each exhale eased up the pressure—it felt right. I wanted to stay that way, all cozied up and half-blissed-out on the dark roof, despite the straining protest of my legs.

My lips parted to give some indication of this, but all that came out was a low, shuddery sigh.

Oli tilted his head up to mouth kisses along my jaw and against my cheek, and all of a sudden, I felt so unbearably in love with him that I wanted to say it. But I didn’t. I beat back my adoration and let him touch me. Which he did.

His lips explored my face before he tilted my head back to press a deeper kiss to my mouth. A strangely tender kiss that had no place on a rooftop, and had no place in a situation that could only lead to the battered ruins of my heart.

He ended it with another hoarse laugh.

“Fuck, you’ve gotten through all my armor, baby.”

I shivered again. The cold seeping into my body gave me an excuse.

“Good.”

“Let’s go.”

We put ourselves back together without speaking, but he grabbed my hand as we left the roof and returned to his apartment. I almost pulled away because his handholding, like his breathy declarations, felt too much like tricks. Leading me to believe something was happening that wasn’t so long as he held on to rules he’d probably designed before turning thirty. But I couldn’t pull away. I wanted his touch too badly.

“We should talk about the launch,” I said once we’d reentered his living room. “The numbers. Come up with a plan.”

“Tomorrow.” Oli pulled off my scarf and pushed the coat from my shoulders. “Take a shower with me.”

“Why?”

He scoffed and nudged me toward the bathroom. “You made a mess of me. Now you can clean me up.”

A barrage of mental images filled my head. I stopped protesting and unbuttoned my shirt on the way to the bathroom.

“And then?”

“Then we sleep.”

Once in the bathroom, I let my damp, stained shirt fall to the tiled floor in a heap. Facing away from him with my eyes on the gleaming construction of his custom shower, I asked, “What then, Oliver?”

Strong, sure hands slid up my back and squeezed my shoulders. He kissed the back of my neck.

“I stop pretending that you’re temporary.”

I raised my hands to cover his with my own. “How?”

“I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out.”





Chapter Seventeen

 

 

“I DON’T understand why we’re meeting here.”

“I don’t either,” I said. “But it’s fine. My mother won’t be home.”

Aiden did not look appeased. If anything, he seemed more uneasy about the prospect of entering the townhouse my mother and Mere lived in on Madison Avenue than actually seeing my mother herself. It got worse when I unlocked the door and we stepped onto the shining marble floors. They extended out to a winding staircase in front of us and a pair of french doors to the left.

“This is some Versailles shit up in here.”

“Hush,” I said, smiling. “You act like you’ve never been here before.”

“I haven’t!”

I locked the door behind him and indicated the staircase. “It’s fine. It’s just a very overpriced house.”

Aiden grumbled something inaudible and climbed the stairs with careful steps. His bulky frame and shock of red hair were out of place in my mother’s palace of delicate crystal, crushed velvet, and lace, but the sight gave me immeasurable pleasure. She’d banned him for years, and he’d been terrified of the idea for hours, but here he was. In this awful, overpriced mansion, suffering along with me, because Mere was allegedly too ill to venture to our previously designated meeting spot in Midtown. I’d expected him to outright refuse and order me to come alone. His agreement had been an unexpected surprise.

“I’m really glad you came,” I said as we ascended the stairs. I led him to the large sitting room that was attached to Mere’s wing of the house. “You shouldn’t be afraid to see my mother anymore. I know she’s difficult, but now that we’re working together and she isn’t convinced you’re trying to screw me out of my inheritance, things should be better. I don’t want to keep you separate from my family.”

“Bro, I am so okay with being kept separate.”

I cast him a disapproving look. “I’m trying to be nice.”

“I know.” Aiden’s smile was still pained. “And besides, she should know by now that the old bastard isn’t planning to leave me a miserable red fucking penny.”

“It would amount to a lot more pennies than that, since I left you a share equal to my wife’s children, boy.”

I froze in my tracks, and Aiden’s face went ashen.

Kenneth Stone was sitting on my sister’s pink-and-black patterned sofa with one knee crossed over the other and an arm extended across the back. He was wearing a suit, but his waist was thicker and his hair grayer than it had been the last time I’d seen him. The steely eyes were the same.

Mere was curled up on the opposite sofa with her arms wound around her knees. Adorably rumpled with a red nose and flushed cheeks, she still managed to exude an air of supremely pissed-off discontent.

“Father,” I said evenly. “What a surprise.”

“I didn’t call him,” Mere said. “He showed up conveniently as Mommy Dearest swanned out with the bitch clique.”

Kenneth ended his expressionless survey of Aiden and me, and focused on Mere.

“The bitch clique,” he repeated. “What is that?”

“Those women your ex-wife keeps around. Suky and Kitty and Hilary.”

“Oh. Yes.” Kenneth nodded and resumed his analysis of us. “They are a hateful group.”

“They may be,” I said. “But in general, their spouses were and are worse.”

“Mmm. Siding with the women,” he observed. “How fitting.”

Aiden drew himself up beside me. He shoved his sleeves to his elbows like a brawler preparing for a street fight.

“Look, man, don’t start with the homophobia and sexism. Maybe Caleb is used to your shit, but I’m not, and I’m not going to suck it up just because you left me some change in your will. I never had money before, and I’m not going to scrape for it now, you feel me?”

“Change.” Kenneth smirked. “If you knew just how much change I’ve left you, you wouldn’t be wasting your time conspiring with your brother.”

I glanced at Aiden. He was sweating and flushed so red that his freckles were nearly invisible. I wondered, in a brief moment of sheer horror, if the news of his impending fortune would change his mind about everything. QFindr. Leaving Stone Capital. Being my brother.

“Aiden….”

He jerked his head to the side.

“Are you okay?”

Aiden nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, man. It’s fine.”

“Are you certain?” I pressed, and turned so my frame blocked the figure of our father. Aiden had nowhere to look but at me. At my eyes, which I’d thankfully inherited from my mother. “We can go. We can leave now and not deal with him.”

Aiden nodded. He shifted from foot to foot and huffed out a breath. There was indecision in his face and wild fear in his eyes, but he shook his head and pushed away whatever conflicting thoughts must have been filling his mind. When he flashed his broad, disarming smile, I could have wept with gratitude.

“I’m with you, Brother. All the way.”

The urge to hug him nearly overwhelmed me, but I settled for gripping his forearm and squeezing tight. I smiled.

“What a touching display of fraternal love. How nice it must be to have stopped hating each other for no reason,” my father said dryly.

That got Aiden’s attention. He turned on his heel and jabbed a finger at Kenneth.

“You wanted us to hate each other. Don’t even deny it.”

“And why,” Kenneth drawled, “would I want that?”

“Uh, because you’re a dick?” Mere suggested. She tapped her finger against her chin and nodded with a grave expression. “Yes. Yes, I think that’s it.”

It wasn’t surprising that Kenneth completely ignored her. It was his MO.

“Sit down. Both of you. I’m here to discuss certain matters with my entire unfortunate stable of children.”

“Are we horses?” Mere pretended to perk up. “Is someone coming to ride me?”

Kenneth crossed his arms over his chest.

Aiden took the seat next to Mere, but I stood behind her with my hands on her shoulders. Feeling the steel shards of tension shooting through her slight body, I wished that I’d arrived earlier so she wouldn’t have had to be subjected to him alone. Although Kenneth was more of a blatant bastard to me due to my indelible failures as a son, he was far worse to Mere by his absolute omission of her from his thoughts. Many times he acted like she didn’t exist at all.

“How far do you plan to go with this foolishness?” Kenneth’s eyes flicked between each of our faces. “Is it a personal challenge? A way to get back at me? Or a genuine wish to found a ridiculous startup like a twenty-year-old co-ed with nothing better to do than masturbate to social media.”

“Better than masturbating alone in a cold empty bed of cobwebs to the stench of being fifty-nine and unloved.”

This time Kenneth did look at Mere. “When will you learn to shut your mouth?”

“Ummm, you kind of forgot to show me how, when you kind of forgot to raise me?”

I rubbed her shoulders, and she reached up to wrap delicate fingers around my wrist.

“Touché” was all Kenneth said in response. “I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered, since I wound up with three daughters after all.”

Aiden made a sound low in his throat. Almost a growl. Or the snuff of a pissed-off bull.

“Watch it, man.”

Kenneth smirked at some private joke he didn’t see fit to share with us.

“What do you want?” I asked tiredly. “If it’s just to convince Aiden to stay under your thumb lest he be omitted from your will, we’ve got the point.”

His lip curled a fraction but still managed to be the nastiest sneer I’d ever seen. Oli could learn a thing or two from Kenneth Stone. “And why would I omit him if I haven’t omitted you?”

“Because you’re a dick,” Mere said slower and with more enunciation.

“Pretty much, Dad,” Aiden agreed. “Why else would you have kept me as the office slave for years? You never gave me the opportunity to prove that I could move up.”

I’d never heard anyone call my father “Dad” before, and I couldn’t help but notice Kenneth actually soften in response. The transition was so bizarre and alien that I frowned with consternation.

“I didn’t let you move up because your mother is a gold-digging harpy, and I was hesitant to give you full access to my business.”

Aiden half rose, but I shoved him back down. Mere, though, jumped to her feet.

“You old son of a bitch. You can’t talk about his mother like that! Even if you hate her, you should know that it upsets him.”

“Meredith, you used to hate them as much as your mother does.”

“Yeah, I did.” Mere flipped her hair over her shoulder and glanced down at Aiden. “But when I gave him a chance, I realized that he’s really great. Like the sweetest person I’ve ever met. And I was awful to let my mother poison me against him. I could have had this awesome older brother all along.”

Her voice cracked on the last word, and Aiden stood to pull her into one of his big bear hugs. She muffled out an apology.

This time it was Kenneth watching in consternation. His shark eyes rose to me, appearing to seek an explanation, and I smiled.

“We’ve found our way,” I said. “Now tell me what you want, so you can be on yours.”

“I want to know if you really intend to go through with this gay-themed venture.”

“We do.”

“You’re certain?”

I sighed. “Yes, Father. Honestly, it’s just a queer website. You act like we’re joining the Westboro Baptist Church. Or becoming Scientologists.”

“I think he’d prefer if you joined Westboro,” Meredith said once she’d emerged from Aiden’s hug. “They hate the gays too.”

Our father got to his feet. “If I hated you, you’d all be written out of my will already. Unlike your boyfriend’s father”—he cast me a withering look—“I don’t disown my feckless children. I wait for them to fuck up and dig their own graves.”

“What—” I started.

“Boyfriend?” Aiden asked cluelessly. “Who?”

“Oliver Buckley. The man who sent you nearly two thousand dollars’ worth of goods during the blizzard.”

I couldn’t say anything. I could barely breathe.

“They’re not together,” Aiden said. “Oli is our partner.”

“Right. He’s Caleb’s partner, and Jace McCullen is just your friend.”

Aiden shrugged. “Guess you had an idea about it all along.”

“I guess I did.” Kenneth scoffed. “In any case, if you insist on going full speed ahead with this abomination of a business venture, you can expect no monetary help from me and no public support. The moment I suspect that you”—he pointed at me and Mere—“are using funds from your trust accounts to get this thing up and running, I will revoke it without a single breath of warning, and you’ll have to wait until I’m dead to run around with fistfuls of cash to waste on pathetic attempts to embarrass me. I won’t have my name attached to your ridiculous social justice projects.”

I scowled.

Aiden waved our father off. “Man, no one is trying to embarrass you. Not everything is about you. We just want to have something of our own. You, of all people, should understand that. You told me it was why you got into finance and built Stone Capital.”

“That’s hardly a similar—”

“Yes, it is,” Aiden said, cutting him off. “You wanted your own business, and so do we.”

Kenneth’s glare hardened. “Okay. So found a website that aggregates data about different kinds of health insurance. Do something valuable.”

Meredith rolled her eyes. “We’re all queer, so this is valuable to us. And, yes, you know I’m bi.”

Aiden bit back a bark of laughter.

“As I was saying.” Kenneth smoothed his hands over his jacket. “You will not use my money for this venture, and I will not publicly support or acknowledge it. If you want to make it work, you’re on your own. You’ll have to use your own resources and connections. I will have nothing to do with it, and neither will my assets. If you push me, I’ll destroy the three of you and your business.”

“That’s fine with me,” Aiden said. “I never wanted to use Stone money anyway.”

Mere nodded, but I wasn’t so sure. With this revelation, the possibility of padding our Series A with my own money was out the window. We’d have to rely solely on Venture Capitalist firms. The shares we owned would shrink so much that we’d be in serious danger of strangers having more control of QFindr than we would. If it got huge—like Match.com or Kayak.com huge—there was even a potential of us being kicked off the board.

From the look on my father’s face, he could tell that I was the only one who was getting it. I knew he was pleased to be forcing our hands and pushing us to give up control once we brought investors into the picture. But there was nothing I could do.

“Shall we sign a contract?” I kept the resignation out of my voice. “Put it in writing?”

“I’ll speak to my lawyer.” Kenneth looked between us again. “Enjoy yourselves.”

“Yeah, we’ll be partying hard while coding and courting investors,” Aiden said. “It’ll be like spring break up in here.”

Kenneth sneered. “And get a proper fucking office, you walking embarrassments.”

With that, Kenneth Stone left the building. Literally.

“Well.” Mere plopped down on the couch. “I think that went well. He only threatened us once or twice.”

“Way better than I expected.” Aiden looked at me knowingly and pushed my shoulder. “Stop looking so stressed.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.”

I wasn’t, but I didn’t answer. There was nothing more to be said.

“It’s fine, Aiden.” I sat in the seat our father had vacated. “Should we talk business? Mere wants to be more involved, and—”

“Wait.” Aiden leaned forward with his forearms propped on his knees. “Dude, are you and Oli really involved? I thought it was just casual sex before.”

It was the very last thing I wanted to talk about, but I couldn’t snarl at him to mind his own business when Oli’s and my relationship… had the potential to significantly impact everything else.

“I don’t know what we are,” I said. “But we’re… something.”

“Oh wow. So specific.”

“Aiden, I said I don’t know. I want him very much, and I want to be with him, but he’s relationship-phobic. I have no idea what’s going to happen.”

“Well, whatever happens, keep the drama out of business stuff.”

I resisted the urge to sneer. It wouldn’t have been as good as my father’s, anyway.

“Fine. Can we carry on?”

Aiden agreed with some reluctance, and Mere nodded eagerly. She launched into her pitch about being our pro bono brand ambassador, and I tried to focus with great difficulty. My mind kept returning to my father—his ultimatum but also the fact that he’d known about Oli. Had he researched the Buckleys, or did he know them personally? Was Oli’s banishment common knowledge among Manhattan’s elite? It bothered me more than it should have. It was nobody’s business, and I hated that Oli’s past could potentially be the butt of anyone’s cruel joke. The kind of jokes my mother would make about scandals besmirching other rich families.

The meeting went by in a blur. Aiden and Mere did most of the talking, and I commented when appropriate. By the time we had come to an agreement about Meredith’s role with the company, they were knee-deep in marketing strategies and discussing YouTube videos, so I excused myself to check my messages.

 

Oliver: Hey sexy.

Oliver: We’re going out later.

Oliver: Wear something casual.

Oliver: I’ll pick you up around eight.

 

The constricting band loosened around my chest. I told him that I would be ready.

 

 

WE DIDN’T make it out the door.

Oli showed up at fifteen after eight, stared at my attempt at casual—jeans, flannel shirt over a gray T-shirt, and a leather jacket—and locked me into a fierce kiss. I did not protest.

We wound up fucking on the floor by the front door with our clothes half ripped off and strewn around us. He shoved my face against the hardwood, rode my ass until he came, and then we flipped over, and I took my turn doing the same to him. It didn’t take long for me to pull out and cover him with my semen. I liked how messy he looked with it splattered all over his skin.

I collapsed on the floor next to him and breathed hard.

“That was not the plan,” he panted, “at all.”

I took a deeper breath and rolled onto my side to see him. His hair was everywhere, and his fair skin was reddened in places from my gripping hands.

“You’re so beautiful.”

Oli rolled his head to the side and smiled. “And you’re pretty sexy when not in tweed and a pair of slacks.”

“Oh please.”

“Can you not reject my compliments for a change? I jumped you ten seconds after laying eyes on you. My lust is legit.”

“If you say so.”

Oli twisted my nipple, eliciting a yelp from me. If I’d not just ejaculated all over him, the sensation would have had me hard.

“Damn.” He pushed himself to a sitting position and used my T-shirt to mop up the dampness now smeared all over him. “I really wanted to take you on a real date too. I’m sorry I’m such a horny fuck.”

“Don’t apologize. It was great.” I didn’t move from my sprawl. I also tried not to smile at his bashful admission. Real date. “Where were we supposed to be going?”

“No Michelin-starred restaurants, obviously.” Oli tossed the shirt to the side and ran a hand through his hair. “It feels like early spring tonight, so I thought we could just wander around Restaurant Row, pick somewhere random to eat, and then get some FroYo. Nothing great. Just… walking and talking.”

I thought it sounded amazing.

I pushed myself up with my palms planted against the floor and kissed him the way he’d kissed me on the roof. Gentle and searching. Saying I love you without any words. Or at least that’s how it felt to me.

“We can shower and then go,” I said against his lips. “Even though you ruined another of my shirts.”

Oli kissed the corner of my mouth, then my jaw. “At least it wasn’t an expensive one?”

“Saint Laurent isn’t cheap, sweetheart.”

“Jesus Christ. You’re trained to buy top-notch everything.”

“And you’re not? You and your multithousand shower.”

“I got that with leftover inheritance money! It was a birthday present for myself when I turned thirty.”

He bit my chin and shifted to straddle me. I allowed him to ease me back onto the floor with my hair spreading out below us. It was getting too long. So was his, for that matter. QFindr had sucked up so much of our attention that it seemed our entire team had forgotten basic routines. Aiden in particular had been in trouble with Jace for not replying to messages and constant lateness. But it was going well. We had somehow accrued thousands of users in less than a month. It was overwhelming, and we needed more help. We needed more tech people. And we needed more money.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

I blinked and refocused. “What?”

“You….” Oli shrugged and waved his hand. “Went somewhere. Totally zoned out.”

“I’m sorry.” I smiled and put my hands on his hips. “Kiss me again?”

His brow furrowed, but he leaned down and slid his tongue into my mouth. I should have been used to the taste and feel of him by now, but simple touches hooked me and still left me yearning for more. More kisses. More of his hands on me. More of his warmth.

I slid a hand into his hair, silky and inky black and nearly reaching his shoulders now, and I gripped tight. A faint sound muffled against me and stirred my dick. It twitched between us, but I didn’t push further. I just enjoyed the feel of lips so soft they were nearly delicate.

Oli broke the kiss, but he didn’t move away. He pressed his palms to the floor on either side of my face and locked his gaze with mine.

“I’m sorry.”

I released the tight grip I had on his hair but kept my fingers threaded through the strands. “For?”

“Making you feel like you’re not enough for me.”

I forced a chuckle. “It’s okay if I’m not.”

His lips flattened, and his eyes narrowed. “It’s not true. You are. I love being with you. I’ve never spent this much time with the same person.”

“Not since the tattooist?”

Oli shook his head. “You mean something to me. I’m just not into the monogamy thing.”

Sighing, I patted his hip and waited for him to move before rising from the floor. My knees creaked.

“That means I’m not enough for you.”

He stayed on the floor. “No, it doesn’t. It means that monogamous relationships rarely work.”

“That’s not true. Look at—”

“Who?” Oli sat up on his knees and shuffled over to me. “We know people who are in monogamous relationships and have managed to not get sick of each other yet, but those people are in new relationships. And they’re still jealous all the time. You said it yourself. Everyone was uptight at the party because of ex-boyfriend sightings and porn stars.”

“You were also jealous,” I pointed out. “You’re jealous all the time for no reason. Of Charles. Ashton. You sent me fifteen text messages the other night because I was logged into QFindr all day. Never mind that I was there onboarding new users in the live chat.”

Oli had the decency to flush. “Exactly. Having these feelings for you is making me act like an irrational idiot. It would be worse if we started making promises.”

I cupped his face with my hands the way he’d done to me three months ago after waking up in his bed, and massaged the back of his neck. He kept glaring, but his body relaxed.

“And what feelings would those be?”

“All of them,” he growled. “I have every single one for you. I hate it.”

“No, you don’t, or you’d be fighting this harder.”

Oli looked on the verge of sneering but settled for pressing his face into my stomach. As he rubbed against the hair lightly furring my torso, I pondered spending more time at the gym. Or spending any time there at all.

“I don’t want to fuck this up by trying to force it into a certain box,” he said when he was done nuzzling me. He sat back on his haunches again. “This has been good for us, I think. You’re less caring about destroying designer clothing and have fully transformed into a sex positive vers boy, and I’ve not pondered on my empty, meaningless life in weeks. Why mess it up?”

“Oliver, it won’t be messing it up just to… to give this a name. I want to know what I am to you.”

“You’re the guy I feel all of the feelings for.”

I sighed and dropped my hands from his hair. “Fine.”

Oli got to his feet. He brought me in for another short kiss.

“Are you angry?”

“No,” I said. “I’m not anything.”

“Okay….” Unconvinced but still courageous enough to insist on our date, he said, “Do you want to go out or order in? Or I can cook?”

“I’ve got no food again.”

“Seamless it is.”

Oli bent to find his phone in the mess of clothing, and I nodded with a low sigh.

“Sounds good.”





Chapter Eighteen

 

 

BEING THE person you want to be is nearly impossible once you’ve finally come to terms with who you really are. That had never been clearer to me than when Aiden, Oli, and I received a group invite to Liberty X’s new party.

 

Club Rebirth will have the same vibe but will be held at alternating locations. It’s opening will be on the night of March 20—the Spring Equinox. We’re trying to reach a wider crowd by setting a lower door price for Rebirth with more accessible admissions. We want to celebrate those young creatives who are sex positive. GREAT opportunity for QFindr promo and to have some fun of your own. ;)

Kisses,

Miz Moll

 

A couple of months ago, I would have welcomed the opportunity. Even if I wouldn’t have found the courage to participate, I would have gone with Oli in order to be in an environment so different from the one I’d grown up in. I may have even voyeured.

But things had changed.

I’d still enjoy being around people who lived a lifestyle I’d secretly craved for years. But I knew without a doubt that it would hurt me to see Oli go into a play area with someone else. As sexually free and daring as I wanted to be, I always regressed into the person I’d always been. Same old Caleb who wanted to love and be loved. Same boring Caleb who wanted a serious relationship. A live-in boyfriend. A guarantee, or at least a promise, of happiness for the long run with one special person.

It was at once utterly depressing to realize I couldn’t be like Oli or Ashton, and somewhat relieving to know those parts of me weren’t just a product of my upbringing. My closeted desire for marriage and a family were things I actually wanted.

And maybe Oli didn’t want to be the person to give me those things, but he was the person I wanted to be with now. I couldn’t bear to watch him focus on someone else. Someone younger. Cleverer. Sexier.

So I said I wasn’t going.

I went with Charles and Mere to a place that specialized in quirky promotional items and had a bunch of random objects made. Postcards, matchbooks, and condoms bearing the QFindr logo and URL would be distributed at the Rebirth party. Even if nobody kept the items, people would see the name and logo enough for it to be subliminally ingrained into their memory. It was a great idea, but I still didn’t plan to be there when they were given out.

On the first evening of spring, I poured a glass of wine and soaked in a bath. It was raining outside, chillier than was seasonal, and I was hoping the hot sudsy water would wash away the worries that had cycled all day. The effort was a waste. Nothing could take my mind off Oli and the mental image of him humping a twenty-three-year-old co-ed from the Brooklyn Academy of Music who would undoubtedly be sporting thick-rimmed eighties glasses and patterned tights.

I nearly hated him for something that was only happening in my head.

Cursing myself, I leaned against the edge of the tub and shut my eyes. I turned on the jets, let the water ripple across my body, and relaxed to a marginal degree. That was probably what led to me coming to awareness with a jolt instead of an alarmed shout when somebody touched my arm.

“What are you doing here now?”

Jace rolled his thin shoulders nonchalantly, but his thick red lips were inching up in a smile. “Aiden has the key.”

“Yes, I know. I gave it to him in case I have to go out of town to meet investors. But why are you—” Aiden’s voice boomed something incoherent from the other room, so I adjusted my question. “Why are you both here?”

“He wants you to come to the party.”

“I already said I won’t.”

He shrugged again and unsurprisingly had little interest in whether I went or not. Although Aiden and I spent a lot of time together, Jace was still a mystery to me. Breathtaking in his gorgeousness but as easy to reach as Long Island in a snowstorm. Aiden advised us not to make a huge effort to include Jace because it would drive him away. Apparently, if he wanted to be included, he’d make the steps himself, and nothing made him more uncomfortable than people going out of their way to pay attention to him.

Considering I knew Jace to be hedonistic and a craver of group sex and gang bangs, this tidbit of information was surprising.

“Dude, get dressed!” Aiden strode into the room. “What the fuck are you doing lounging in a tub like Tony Montana?”

I sighed and turned off the jets. “Who?”

Aiden gave me a flat look. “Bro. Scarface?”

“Never watched it.”

“Holy shit. I can’t with you.” Aiden stomped across the bathroom, eyeballed the floor-to-ceiling window and my view of the Brooklyn Bridge, and shoved his sleeve up. “Don’t make me start rooting around in there to pull the stopper.”

“I’ll do it.” Jace was running his gaze all over me. “I insist.”

“You just want to touch his dick.”

“Yes.”

They smirked at each other, and I was too busy marveling at their complete lack of jealousy to reconcile the words with the notion of Jace actually having interest in my penis.

“There’s no stopper.” I hit the button with my big toe. The water made a gurgling sound as it began to drain. “And I’ll get out, but I’m not going.”

“Oh, whatever. Just get out!”

I looked between them, realized they weren’t going anywhere, and stood rather than order them out of the room like a prissy queen. Aiden kept his impatient glare steady between my face and his watch, but Jace had taken quite an interest in my body. He gazed at the water and suds that slid down my torso and thighs, and his eyes dilated once they landed on my dick.

“Would you have a threesome with your own brother?” he asked Aiden.

“What?” I yelped.

“Um. No, babe.”

“You don’t have to touch each other,” Jace said. “I’ll be in the middle.”

He was so straight-faced that I looked to Aiden for an explanation. He was too busy smiling and shaking his head to be of any use.

“Good God. I’m not fucking anywhere in the same vicinity as my brother.” I climbed out of the tub, conscious of his eyes on me the entire time, and grabbed a towel. “I can’t get over how… open the two of you are.”

“We’re not that open.” Jace smacked my ass and beamed once I glared. “We only play with others when we’re together.”

“And you never get jealous?”

“I get jealous all the time,” Aiden said. “But usually because some asswipe gets infatuated with my baby and starts thirsting after him after we’ve all screwed around. Inviting him out to dinner and shit, like they’re trying to sweep him off his feet and save him from the big roughneck dude from Rockaway.”

“Does that happen often?” I wrapped the towel around my waist. “It seems inconvenient.”

“As often as you’d think when you’re swinging with someone as beautiful as Jace.”

My envy flared up hot and plentiful.

“I like your hair longer,” Jace said to me. “And your beard.”

“Yeah, I’m digging the beard too,” Aiden agreed.

“See? You like him.” Jace nodded encouragingly. “We could do this.”

I rolled my eyes. “We’re not doing anything.”

They followed me to my bedroom, and my shyness dissipated step-by-step. I dried while Jace stretched across my bed—as much as his slight, five-feet-four-inches frame could stretch—and dressed while he watched.

“You have to come,” Aiden said for the fifth time. “Whatever drama you and Oli have going—”

“There’s absolutely zero drama. We are sleeping together, and that’s where it ends.”

Aiden scoffed. “Right. I don’t care if you’re meeting on Sunday afternoons to don ruffled skirts and do the Macarena—it has shit to do with biz. We’re repping QFindr to a bunch of hipster scum, and you’re going to go suffer with me.”

“Hipsters can be sexy,” Jace said. “And very, very willing to use new products. Makes it easy to say they were customers first.”

I smiled. “You’re right about that.”

“Oh, who cares about that shit. You’re going to go hand out those promo items with me.”

“What do you need me for?” I tugged up a pair of loose black cargo pants. One of my newly procured items in an ongoing effort to own casual clothing. “You’ll be with Jace.”

“I’ve declined the invitation.” Jace propped his chin in his hands and watched my stomach disappear behind a gray T-shirt. “I don’t feel comfortable playing among children.”

“Babe, they’ll probably be in their midtwenties. Just—dressed really poorly and fond of an era they weren’t born in.”

“Fake-retro is okay.” Jace rolled onto his back. “I just don’t fuck people under thirty. And there’s no point going to a sex party if we’re not going to fuck. I can stay home and read gay mystery novels.”

Aiden threw up his hands. “Fine. Do whatever you want. But Caleb is coming with me.”

“Aiden—”

“Stop pretending you don’t want to keep an eye on Oli, put your boat shoes on, and get your ass in the hallway!” Aiden pressed his hands together in a pleading gesture. “Do you want me to beg for some brotherly support?”

And there it was. My kryptonite.

I sighed. “Okay. But I’m not staying for long.”

Aiden fist pumped. “You won’t regret it! We’ll have fun.”

We wouldn’t, but I wasn’t about to say so when he was dazzling me with his infectious smile.

 

 

REBIRTH LOOKED more like a dance party than a sex party. And it was packed.

“Are they checking bills of health for this many people?”

Aiden jerked a thumb at an enormous wicker basket full of condoms. “Guess not. Would probably be hard if it’s not exclusive.”

The club was already less appealing.

Aiden hefted the backpack full of promo items and dumped a huge amount of QFindr condoms into the basket while I wandered farther into the space. It was at an old doll factory in Williamsburg, and I couldn’t deny that the place had a certain charm. Brick walls, a freight elevator, and it was big enough for several cordoned-off play areas, two bars, and a large dance floor. The crowd was indeed much younger than I would have liked, but it was more diverse in a way that comforted me. Liberty X was safer in terms of the exclusivity, but I was through with the whitewashed world of privileged one-percenters I’d been born into.

Everywhere I looked, there were people of all ethnicities and genders. I absolutely loved it. It was everything I wanted QFindr to be.

The hypnotic beat of electronica drew me to the dance floor, although I didn’t dare step onto it. I was comfortable in my role as a spectator and more than happy to lose myself in the music even as other people moved their bodies with the rhythm. Their enthusiasm was invigorating. It reminded me of Oli. He would be the first one on the dance floor—throwing his head back with his hands in the air and looking so fine that it would be hard to keep my hands off him.

“You came!”

Oli appeared, as if my quiet, unstoppable yearning had summoned him. He wrapped his arms around me from behind, pressed our bodies together, and kissed my cheek.

“Why’d you change your mind?” he asked over the music. “And why are you just standing here?”

“I’m—” Admitting I’d been loath to come out of fear and jealousy wasn’t very attractive. “I’m enjoying the view. I don’t think I’d mind spending half my time here instead of all of it at Liberty.”

The music changed. It became aggressive, driving, and with enough bass to vibrate the floor and walls.

“Let’s dance,” Oli said abruptly.

Before I could refuse, he was dragging me into the crowd.

I protested and tried to pull away but was ultimately more hesitant to cause a scene than to display my abominable dancing skills.

Oli moved to the music as though it had invaded his body. The beat poured into him and manifested with fluid writhing, hip thrusting, and a nonstop press of his body against mine until we were both soaked through with sweat. His energy seeped into me, and I absorbed it. Let it overtake my own self-consciousness until I wanted to be nowhere but on the dance floor with him as my worries and anxiety wept from my pores one drop of sweat at a time.

I had no idea what Aiden was doing, or if he knew where I was. What I did know was that I was happy. I felt young. Nothing could take this one ecstatic moment of euphoria. And I don’t think anything would have until a boy with curly brown hair slid between us. One moment we were pressed together, and the next a nubile young thing was grinding back on me and wrapping his arms around Oli’s neck.

Oli swung a hand out to tighten on my sleeve. His fingers curled into a fist. An unspoken command for me to stay. Normally I would have listened without hesitation. I lived for the moments when he told me exactly what he wanted me to do. But not this time. Not when the boy leaned up and crushed their lips together.

I yanked my arm away and pushed through the throngs of dancers. In the thirty minutes I’d spent dancing myself into a soaked mess, the crowd had become more sensual. Partners, or groups, were kissing. Hands were up dresses and down pants. It was complete debauchery, but my heart was beating too fast to enjoy the show.

“Caleb!”

The dance floor had swelled in size until it was budging up against the gauzy tented areas designated for play.

Oli dragged me to a stop. “What’s wrong?”

“Are you kidding me, Oli?” I turned on him and pushed his hand away. The nubile youth was nowhere to be found. “You know what’s wrong!”

“How the fuck am I supposed to know what’s going on in your head?” Oli combed a vicious hand through his thick black hair. His eyes burned like twin blue fires in the darkness. “You just finished telling me that you were going to start coming to this club, and now you’re pissed that the obvious thing happened?”

“I was bullshitting then, just like I’ve been bullshitting the entire time we’ve been sleeping together,” I yelled over the music. “This is not going to work.” Oli stared at me, not appearing to comprehend. I started away with a humorless laugh. “Just forget it, sweetheart. Go enjoy yourself.”

“Don’t you fucking walk away from me, Caleb.” Oli shoved me against the wall and pinned me with his body. “You think I’m going to let you go that easy?”

“I’m giving you what you want.”

“You have no idea what I want.” Oli grasped my jaw and forced me to meet that burning gaze. “I want you. I love you. I don’t need anybody else, and I don’t fucking want anyone else. That boy threw himself at me like a spider monkey, and you didn’t give me a chance to pry him off.”

So many words had followed the three I’d been waiting for that it was easy to think I’d imagined them.

“What?” I asked stupidly. “You love me?”

“Of course I love you. You think anyone else does this to me? You think I’d be proclaiming this shit, in public, to someone other than you?”

“I—” The words garbled in my throat. My breath gusted out. I couldn’t quite think straight. “I don’t know.”

The hardness fled his face, and the tension eased out of his body. The hands that had clawed me and forced me against the wall turned gentle, and he slid them up into my hair. Oli cupped the back of my head and pressed his lips to my ear.

“I don’t know what it was about that night,” he said. “I don’t know what it was about the sight of you so fucking… wanting and shameless and passionate, but I couldn’t forget it. I couldn’t forget your taste, your smell, or the feel of your body against me, and I’ve wanted it since then. Every day. Every goddamn, cold, awful winter night. I want you so bad it scares me. I think about you so much I’m starting to scare myself. How could you think I’d want to be with anyone else when I can’t get enough of you? I hate the idea of anyone else touching you. And I know I was the one pushing it, but… not anymore. I just want it to be me and you, or I’ll drive myself insane with jealousy.”

“You have no reason to be jealous.” My voice quaked with emotion I wanted to suppress but couldn’t. A thick ball of hope was expanding in my chest and crawling up my throat until I had to swallow repeatedly just to get out a word. “I like the fantasy, but I want to be with you. Only you.”

“Then let’s—”

The music lowered, and a familiar voice boomed across the warehouse.

“On behalf of Miz Moll and the Rebirth crew, I want to thank all you baby queers for coming out tonight!”

A roar of laughter and cheers erupted around us.

“Oh Jesus.” Oli broke away from me with an incredulous chuckle. “What’s that fool doing?”

“Being a fool.” My heart was still slamming against my ribs, but I struggled to seek out Aiden in the crowd. “Who gave him a microphone?”

“Whether you’re dancing or fucking or loving quietly in a corner somewhere—”

I finally caught sight of Aiden near the DJ booth. He was looking right at me and Oli and grinning.

“—just know that you’re all doing it right, and that’s what Rebirth is celebrating. There’s not one way to live or to love, and whoever tries to tell you any different will probably be dead in a decade or two anyway, so screw them!”

This time when the crowd laughed, I joined them. For someone who had been so reluctant to attend, Aiden sure had no issues getting in front of people and putting himself out there. Between him and Mere, QFindr would be well represented. Their combined charisma could charm a dragon out of its gold.

The spark of joy I’d felt on the dance floor returned and swept over me like a wave of fondness mixed with complete disbelief.

How had this happened? How, in three months, had my life changed so much? I was sure there had been specific moments when I’d made decisions, but it wouldn’t have happened without Aiden and Oli. Somehow in the midst of this brutal winter, and while on the verge of a seemingly catastrophic pre-midlife crisis, I’d found people I cared about. People who were collaborating on a project that had taken abrupt flight. And now I had Oli. And he loved me.

“The party won’t stop until 4:00 a.m., so have fun, spread the word, and don’t forget to stay cautious with some QFindr condoms!”

“Oh shit.” Oli covered his face with his hands. His shoulders were shaking with silent laughter. “Tact—he doesn’t have it.”

“I think he’s perfect.” I waved at Aiden and smiled. “I couldn’t do it, that’s for damn sure.”

“You’ll find the QFindr URL on the back,” Aiden’s voice boomed across the warehouse. “So when the party does end at Rebirth, you can keep it going for as long as you want from home!”

“Oh fuck, he is perfect.”

I nodded. “Yes. I’m so pleased with what we’ve done, Oliver. I’m so excited to be working with you both.”

“I am too, baby. Thank you for pushing me out of my self-imposed box of paranoia and doubt.”

“I was only returning the favor,” I said.

Oli started to say something, but Aiden charged over to us. I turned to him, grinning wider, and dragged him into a big hug.

“Whoa!” Aiden exclaimed. “What’s that for?”

“You just make me really happy.”

He laughed in my ear, squeezed, and nearly lifted me up. “That’s the first time you’ve hugged me like that, Bro.”

“I don’t usually hug anybody,” I said when we detangled. “I’m not an affectionate person.”

“You didn’t use to be.” Aiden winked. “That little rock of a heart of yours is finally pumping some blood.”

“Yes, well….” I flushed and straightened my shirt. “Thank you for putting yourself out there. I know you didn’t want to come.”

“It’s fine, man. I just need a push, and then I’m cool.” Aiden was bopping to the music. “Also, there’s more than just hipsters here, so that’s a good thing.”

“Agreed,” Oli said. “Aiden, do you mind if we take off?”

“Go for it, boo.” Aiden punched Oli’s shoulder and winked at me. “Me and Moll have it handled here. Tap that ass all night, but don’t be late in the morning, because we have that Skype conference with California.”

“With the whole state?” Oli raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t we popular.”

“No, dumbass. With—shit, Caleb. What’s it called?”

I bit back another fond smile. “Round One Ventures. It’s a Venture Capital Firm based out of Palo Alto.”

“Hmm.” Oli rocked back on his heels. His eyes gleamed in the shadows of the club, and a rakish smile spread over his face. “I had an idea about meeting with some VCs.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“I know Mr. Old School likes meeting with people in person,” Oli said over the music. “And since I managed to score us invitations to TechCrunch’s annual summer startup party….”

“Dude!” Aiden was nearly bouncing. “How?”

I parroted the question by sliding my hand through Oli’s and squeezing.

“I know people in the tech industry.”

Oli shrugged like it was no big deal. In reality, being invited to a party where we could rub elbows with some of the biggest names in the tech industry, and that was hosted by one of the biggest sources of tech news, was an enormous deal.

“And,” Oli went on just as casually, “I thought I’d road trip it there. Plan some strategic stops at colleges, LGBT centers, and even parties like this along the way. Nationwide in-person promo.”

“This kid is a genius,” Aiden enthused.

I just stared at Oli and thought about getting him naked. He smirked.

“So, Aiden, we’re going to get going. I think we may have just become an actual monogamous couple, and I feel the need to fuck him a few times to consummate it.”

Aiden’s eyes grew as round as my own.

“Wow. We’re all bros now.”

“Yes,” I said. “We are.”

Oli and I both received a bear hug before Aiden ushered us to the door. Once we were outside of the warehouse, I turned to Oli.

“You’re sure this is what you want?”

“Positive.” Oli zipped my jacket and adjusted my scarf. “And you know what else I want?”

“What?” I asked, watching him fuss over me and enjoying every moment of it. “To go home and fuck until dawn?”

“Yeah….” Oli wrapped his arms around my neck. That rare bashful grin slid over his face. Sunlight trying to break through clouds. “But I also really want you to do that cross-country road trip with me this summer. I’d planned it with both of us in mind.”

Words failed me as they so often did, but I felt myself nodding, and I saw his grin widening.

“Will it be our first adventure?”

“The first of many, I fucking hope.” Oli kissed me. That sweet, tender kiss that melted my insides and scattered my thoughts. “So?” he asked after pulling away. His voice was breathless and rough. “Will you come?”

“I’d love to.”

“Sweet.” Oli nodded, trying to be serious, but his face had lit up bright enough to illuminate the shadowy sidewalk. “Now let’s get going. We have some important business to attend to at your house.”

I nodded sternly but grabbed his hand again. “That we do.”

We walked into the gloomy dampness of the night with his fingers curled into mine and our shoulders pressed together, and I finally understood why people were so unbearably affectionate in public. It wasn’t neediness, and it wasn’t clinginess. It was just pure unadulterated affection.

I had it for him, and every time he glanced over at me with those Caribbean-blue eyes, I knew he had it for me too.
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Raymond Rodriguez’s days of shoving responsibility to the wayside are over. His older brother wants to live with his boyfriend, so Raymond has to get his act together and find a place of his own. But when out-and-proud David Butler offers to be his roommate, Raymond agrees for reasons other than needing a place to crash.

David is Raymond’s opposite in almost every way—he’s Connecticut prim and proper while Raymond is a sarcastic longshoreman from Queens—but their friendship is solid. Their closeness surprises everyone as does their not-so-playful flirtation, since Raymond has always kept his bicurious side a secret.

Once they’re under the same roof, flirting turns physical, and soon their easy camaraderie is in danger of being lost to frustrating sexual tension and the stark cultural differences that set them apart. Now Raymond not only has to commit to his new independence—he has to commit to his feelings for David or risk losing him for good.
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Jeremy has been isolated and adrift since the death of his brother. Most people just see him as the skinny emo kid who wears eyeliner and plays drums. No one gets him. Nobody tries. He thought the indie rock band Stygian would become his anchor, but—lost in their own problems—they’re far from the family he sought. 

Still, hoping to get close to Kennedy, the band’s enigmatic guitarist, he follows Stygian to northern Louisiana for a summer retreat. They had planned to spend six weeks focusing on new music, but things go awry as soon as they arrive at the long-deserted Caroway mansion. Tempers flare, sexual tension boils over into frustration, and Jeremy turns away from the band to find a friend in his eerily beautiful landlord Hunter Caroway.

Kennedy suspects there’s something off about the creepy mansion and its mysterious owners, but Jeremy thinks he’s finally found somewhere he fits. It isn’t until Kennedy forces the Caroways’ secrets into the light that Jeremy realizes belonging sometimes comes with a price.
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—Romance Novels in Color
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