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WADE’S WORKOUT

 
Hey there, you!
 
Want to know when my next book is coming out?
Want an occasional peek into my crazy brain?
 
Then join my Mailing List today! I also give away an Amazon Gift Card every newsletter!
 
Click here to join my special list:
https://www.darylbanner.com/subscribe.html
 






Hey there, friend! It’s Daryl, the author!
I just want to thank you for picking up a copy of the second book in the Boys & Toys series, “Wade’s Workout”! If you haven’t read the first book, “Caysen’s Catch”, I would recommend starting with that one first to get a full sense of the characters and what has happened previously in the story.
In the Boys & Toys series, you will live vicariously through these four very different men as they enjoy life in the big city. You will have fun with them, party alongside them, cheer at their successes (and wince at their epic failures) – and maybe fall in love along the way.
Each novella in this 4-part series builds off the last in a continuing story for all four men. The individual stories should give you a satisfying HFN (Happy-For-Now), but may leave certain “series-long character arcs” ongoing. All four men are featured in each book, so over the course of this series, you will get to know them just as well (or better) than they know themselves.
I truly hope you have as much of an adventure reading about these men as I had in writing about them. Get ready for the summer of a lifetime!
As always, Happy Reading.
And enjoy!
:-)
xxoo
Daryl

www.darylbanner.com




Follow me on Amazon here for all my releases:
www.amazon.com/author/darylbanner
 
Like my author page to catch my latest news:
www.facebook.com/darylbannerwriter
 
If you like tweeting ... ;)
www.twitter.com/darylbanner
 
Hey, I do Instagram too sometimes!
www.instagram.com/darylbanner
 
And for a daily dose of fun, consider joining my secret Facebook group: Daryl’s Doorway! Members of the Doorway are first to hear the news, including ARC sign-ups and early releases!
Join here:
www.facebook.com/groups/darylsdoorway




[ 1 ]

 
It’s high-noon on a bright, sunny Wednesday.
The street is bustling with activity. The hallway of gorgeous men Wade stands in, however, is tense with anticipation as men whisper to themselves, practicing their lines and gesturing to the air.




WADE

 
I look to my left, and all I see are hotties.
I look to my right. More hotties.
These aren’t the garden variety, either. These men are ripped. Those in tank tops show cleavage between two very tight and muscular pecs, even on the more slender-bodied. Their faces are perfect. Every man exudes strength, commands attention, and has ideal proportions of literally everything. Even their noses are works of art, for fuck’s sake.
Then there’s me in a sleeveless argyle shirt.
And shades resting on top of my blond wave of hair I fixed in a hurry before dashing out the door.
I feel so tragically … normal.
Auditioning is basically speed dating in Hell. Except each date is a one-minute-long torture-fest to somehow sell every best feature you have in front of several sets of bored, judgy, irritable eyes.
However, after listening to a few of these men rehearsing their auditions to themselves, I’ve come to the conclusion that—while I may be nestled among demigods—it is absolutely clear that none of these Ken dolls have a speck of talent. For the past hour since I got here, I’ve been listening to the most banal, flat-voiced, untrained auditions I have ever heard. These men might be pretty, but they sure can’t act.
That’s the one thing that gives me confidence. I’ve got talent. These awkward beauties don’t.
The door swings open. “Wade Lockhart,” calls a tired woman with a blonde library bun atop her head and wearing an oversized t-shirt and jeans.
A few heads turn my way. Several sets of gorgeous eyes are on me, but I ignore them all. Good luck, you unfortunately untalented gaggle of gorgeous men, I think cheekily as I come forward.
I’m led down another shorter hall, then turn into a small, bleak office room. The walls are all painted black. There’s a single chair against the nearest wall (I guess that’s for me if I need it) and a desk at the farthest wall where five very bored-looking men and women are seated, except for one man at the end who looks so cheery and smiley, someone just might be blowing him under the desk. The others look like they’re a second away from crying, falling asleep, or shooting themselves in the head from boredom.
This is perfect. I’m going to wake them right up. I’m the guy they’ve been waiting all day to see.
“Hi, there!” I greet them cheerily, coming to the center of the room in front of their desk. “My name is Wade Lockhart. I’m auditioning for—”
“To the tape.”
I’m so focused on delivering my intro, I don’t even catch who said that. I blink. “Sorry?”
“The tape,” repeats the man in the middle with the glasses on the end of his nose. He points. “The tape. Stand on the tape.”
I glance down and notice the strip of bright yellow tape. “Oh.” I take a step back, putting my feet right on it. I smile at them. “Better?”
He doesn’t respond. He just leans back in his chair, folds his arms, and stares at me.
I brush down my shirt, smoothing it, then put my smile (and charm) right back on. Reset button! “Hi, there! My name is Wade Lock—”
“Leadstone College?” asks someone else, a tall woman at the other end of the desk who seems to permanently squint at everything.
I clear my throat. “Yes, right. I graduated from Leadstone. Degree in Theatre. Bachelor’s.”
“Hmm.” She glances down at my résumé, then frowns in thought, stroking her chin.
I glance at the others. After allowing a second to pass of them looking over their own copies of my résumé, I decide to start again. “Hi, there! My name—”
“Take off your shirt for us.”
It’s a bald man near the other end of the table who makes the request. I stammer. “Um, s-sorry?”
“Your shirt.” He’s less than patient. “Take off your shirt. Let’s see your figure.”
I chuckle with charm. “I … figured that might come later. After all, I haven’t even performed my audition monologue, or—”
“Your headshot doesn’t include your figure.”
“Well, they call it a head shot, not a body shot, which … is something totally different,” I add with humor. “It’s what you do at the cast party, if that’s your thing. Hah!”
No one laughs.
Is it getting stiflingly hot in here?
And my mouth is suddenly alarmingly dry.
The tired man in the middle adjusts the glasses on the end of his nose. “We need to see your figure for consideration. Your body.” He gestures at me. “Go ahead. Show us.”
I let out another nervous titter, which cuts off abruptly when I realize they’re dead serious.
“M-My shirt?” I grab a handful of it, as if to be sure. “You want—?”
Someone at the desk sighs. I can’t tell who.
I swallow. “Okay,” I say, then force a little bit of confidence into my voice when I repeat, “Okay. Alright. Here goes! Do I get music? Just kidding.”
Then, in front of the desk of four bored faces and that one cheery one who hasn’t spoken and the librarian-bun woman who brought me in, I grip the base of my shirt and, with due reluctance, slip it up over my head. The motion knocks the sunglasses off my head, which I quickly retrieve off the floor, then right myself and face them, standing stiffly. The second I feel air on my nipples, the room has gone from hot to frigid cold.
Eyes descend to my chest, to my stomach, to my navel, inspecting me.
I feel their stares the way you feel a swarm of mosquitos buzzing around your ears in the woods at night. Buzzing. Biting. Itching. Buzzing more.
Except these ones, you can’t bat away.
You can’t slap at them.
You just stand there like a big dumb idiot, the only one in the room without a shirt on, and take it.
The man in the middle—possibly the director, if I had to guess—leans into the man at his side and whispers something. The other man nods with a smirk, then rolls his eyes and whispers to the woman at his other side, who lifts her eyebrows, sighs as well, then starts jotting something down.
I shift uncomfortably. “Do you …” I swallow suddenly, cutting off my own words. “Do you want me to … perform my audition like this? I didn’t really plan for a … shirtless audition, per se. It sort of messes with the, um, the character choices I’ve made. I made character choices. For my …” I shift my weight from one leg to the other. Why am I running out of breath so fast? “For my audition,” I finish with a sigh.
One of the women at the table laughs, but when I look at her, it seems to be utterly unrelated to anything I just said, as she’s whispering to the bored man at her side, who’s just staring at my chest with this sad expression on his face, nodding slowly as she whispers on.
I bite my lip, then look at the others. “Can I … put my shirt back on and start my—?”
“Thanks for coming in, Wade,” says the man in the middle, cutting me off. He shuffles away my résumé under a stack of others and mutters a word or two to the woman next to him, who nods tiredly.
I blink. “Wait. What?”
“Thanks for coming in,” he repeats, except he is staring at another headshot—one of the Ken doll clones in the hallway, I think. “You may go.”
“I … You don’t want to hear my monologue?”
No one answers me. Everyone is jotting notes, or whispering to someone, or yawning, or checking their phones.
After a second more of hesitation, I slip my shirt back on, flush-faced, and depart the room. I am still trying to figure out what just happened by the time I’m out of the building and back on the busy, bustling street in the bright light of noon. I stare ahead at nothing at all, uncomprehending.
The next second, I’m back in the building. The woman with the librarian’s bun is in the hallway of gorgeous men calling out another name.
I go right up to her. “Sorry, ma’am, I don’t … I don’t mean to be pushy or anything, but why did they dismiss me so quickly?”
She bites her lip, winces, and says, “You just don’t … fit any of the roles we’re casting for. I’m sorry. There was no point in hearing your piece. We have a busy day. There are a lot of people to see. Ken Jacobs,” she calls out, peering around me.
I can’t even process what she said. I don’t fit? How would they know?? They didn’t even hear my monologue! I would have had them laughing and charmed in seconds!
When the next one she’s called walks by, the hot-as-sin man glances at me with a smirk.
I shoot a look right back at him. “Seriously? Your name is actually Ken? That’s not a joke your parents played on you?”
He nor the librarian-bun-lady respond as they disappear into the hallway. Standing at the end of it, I even hear the voices inside the room perk up with a, “Hi, my name is Ken Jacobs,” followed by a, “Well, hey there, Ken. It’s a pleasure. What have you to show us today?”
Mortified, or angry, or something else entirely, I ball up my fists and march right back out of the building, the sea of flawless, muscularly-perfect men watching me as I take my walk of shame.
Seriously, though. Ken??




DEAN

 
I fold the jeans and place them in the bag, then stand at my closet and contemplate which pair of shoes I should bring.
I glance back at my bag with a frown. Should I rethink the jersey?
I have no idea what to wear.
I’ve never been to Jock-Con before.
It’s a “sports fetish convention”, according to my kinky bestie Garret. It’s way on the down-low, a secret gathering of “jock and gear” fetishists at a rented-out pair of ballrooms in a large downtown hotel. Garret only heard about it through a friend of a boyfriend of another friend, gave it one thought, and decided he couldn’t go to this thing alone.
I gave it one thought and said: Oh my God, I’m so coming along, I need something exciting right now, I’m about to climb the walls with boredom while my husband Sam is gone on his business trip.
So really, Garret’s doing me a favor, choosing me as his buddy when I totally was expecting him to take Jeremy, the guy he always seems to bring to my events, despite them apparently “totally not being a thing”, according to Garret.
Anyway, I was planning to wear a sports jersey from my college days, but now I’m not sure if it’ll seem like I’m mocking the whole scene, especially considering I’m not actually a fetish guy.
That’s like showing up to a Lady Gaga concert decked out in a meat dress and stilettos and not being able to name one album title of hers.
Which is probably the reason I call up Garret. “Hey, man, you busy?”
“You caught me on my lunch,” he says after I hear the crinkle of a bag of chips. “I’m … about to talk to my boss. About the event. I’m nervous.”
“Wait. You haven’t asked him yet?”
“No.”
“But Jock-Con is this weekend. We’ve already booked the hotel.”
“I know, ugh. I hoped it wouldn’t matter much, since all I’m needing is to get off early on Friday. Maybe he’ll get annoyed. Or fire me, but not before humiliating me in front of the office. If I’m so lucky.” He sighs. “Shit. I should’ve given him more notice. Ugh, I’m an idiot.”
“No, no, you’re fine. He can spare you for a few hours on Friday, can’t he?”
“I hope so. Otherwise we’ll be late.”
“Though, if I didn’t know any better,” I add with a smirk, “I might think you’re trying to get your boss mad at you. Do you like when he scolds you or something?”
Garret’s silence is all the answer I need.
I glance down at my stuffed bag. “Hey, do you think a sports jersey is overdoing it? Or …?”
“I wasn’t planning to dress up much. I’m just going in a tank top and jeans, sneakers. Maybe I’ll wear an athletic headband … or a pair of baseball gloves … just a little flair, nothing much.”
“Hmm.” I fish the aforementioned jersey out of my bag and hold it up, observing it. It’s red and blue, shiny, striped, with bright white-and-yellow trim around the V-shaped neck and at the ends of the sleeves. “I think it’s a soccer jersey.”
“You think? You don’t know the difference?”
“Hey, are guys going to be, like, slapping each other’s asses at this thing?”
“Maybe.”
This might be more fun than I thought. “Hmm. Maybe I’ll wear the jersey anyway.”
“Don’t go all out.”
“Ooh, I could order cleats! Man, I could really get into this,” I realize with a smile, then rush over to the table by the window where my laptop sits and flip it open. “Do you have any discount sports gear sites you go to? Or should I try Amazon?”
“Dean, really, just … just go casual.”
“I’ve never been to one of these before! This is gonna be fun,” I decide, nodding astutely.
Garret sighs. “I regret inviting you.”
“Well, you’re doing me a favor. The hubby’s out of town ‘til Sunday on some big business thing, so I’m out-of-my-mind bored.”
“How is Sam doing?”
“Very husbandly,” I answer. “Every time he’s gone, I look forward to the night he comes back home, because he’s always so horny. Something about being away and unable to satisfy himself really … charges him up.”
“Why doesn’t he hook up with some business associate or Grindr date or something? I thought you two had an open marriage.”
“We do, yet never exercise that openness.”
“So … you’re not in an open marriage?”
“It’s complicated. Sometimes, I think it’s just a thing he says out of guilt. Him being thirteen years older than me, he’s afraid he somehow ‘stole my youth’. His words, not mine. He practically expects me to bring home some young hot thing one of these days, like, ‘Hey, pops, look what I brought home.’ I wonder if he’ll ever realize he’s perfectly enough for me. How messed up is that?”
“As messed up as wanting your militant boss to bend you over his desk and spank you like a bad boy.” He clears his throat. “Sorry. I’m a little pent-up and my mind is everywhere.”
“Did you just say that out loud?” I ask, wide-eyed. “In your break room? In front of people?”
“No one’s here.”
“Garret, your mind is absolutely fascinating,” I murmur thoughtfully. “I don’t understand how you and all these people at these conventions can put so much sexual value in simply wearing clothes. It is just …” I wave my hand in the air. “… fucking fascinating to me.”
“Well, maybe you’ll get a better sense of it all this weekend. My break’s about to end.”
“Don’t piss your boss off too badly.”
When I hang up, I toss the phone onto the bed and pull the jersey out of my bag, then hold it up to myself in the mirror. I check a few angles, then give myself an approving nod. “Soccer boy, it is,” I announce, then hop in front of my laptop to find a matching set of red-and-blue shorts.




GARRET

 
It isn’t a convention to get your action figure signed by some movie star. Jock-Con is a chance for people like me to drop all the tiresome pretense of life and just be themselves.
And by “themselves”, I mean other people.
Because I sure as fuck have never been a jock. Or an athlete. Or a member of any sports team.
But aren’t we all playing roles in life?
For me, the mere idea of it—of belonging to a team of other strong, determined men, united by a goal, counting on one another, relying on each other’s strength and skill—fills me with more life than breathing does. Being something of a social recluse and an introvert all my life, athletes in general fulfill this deep, craving emotional need in me to belong someplace. As weird as it may sound, it isn’t all about me sexualizing tight, butt-hugging baseball pants, or bulky hockey pads and slapped-on football helmets. It’s about how all that gear transforms a person, turning them from a human being into an object—another cog in the machine, a number on the team—and you’re no longer your own person. You belong to a whole. You’ll make sacrifices to reach the goal, to win the game, to not let down your team, or your coach or captain, or the people who are watching.
It’s like a parallel dimension of the dom-and-sub scene, except with brighter colors.
I’m not an idiot. I know this is a romanticized version of what a “real jock” might live. But can’t I just have my teammate fantasy for a while before the monochromatic dread of reality sets in?
And that is why I must go to Jock-Con this weekend. Friday is an invaluable meet-and-greet at the hotel before the big event Saturday, which goes from morning until long into the evening.
My heart races just thinking of what I’ll see.
Who I’ll see.
Who I’ll be.
I take a deep breath, clock back in from break, and head out of the employee lounge.
The office today is eerily quiet. Three people called in sick, apparently, and for no reason other than I’m a fast typer, I’m getting all the extra work dumped into my inbox. This morning alone, I have answered no less than thirty-one complaint emails, which doesn’t even cover a quarter of my inbox—and they’re still flooding in.
Something about Wednesdays really wakes up all of America’s whiniest. Let’s say you’ve had a crappy experience at a store, or a movie theater, or the hair salon. You don’t bother to sit your uptight ass at the computer and write a complaint email as soon as it happens, because hey, it’s the weekend, and shouldn’t you be kicking back more? So you sit on it and stew angrily for two straight days—Monday and Tuesday being the days—and then by that third day of the week when your own job is just boring enough to ignore for a minute, you at last muster up the gall to compose a long, lovely, spiteful, venting email of embellished fury.
And all those emails are flooding into our office from panicked companies and corporate offices, waiting for us to spin them a sugar-coated, non-form-letter response of sympathy.
The truth is, I’m not good with sympathy at all.
I’m just really good at faking it.
Especially when it’s all words on a screen and my fingers can fly at the speed of light, showering unhappy customers with, “I am sorry to hear about your experience,” and, “I am certain we can rectify this unfortunate situation,” and, “I would like to thank you for taking the time to write me with your concerns regarding your recent visit.”
Now I’m back at my desk staring at an inbox that has somehow refilled itself while I was on break. And I stare at the door to my boss’s office across the room, wondering if maybe I picked the exact wrong day to request to speak to him.
He must be so stressed out.
And moody. And temperamental.
And irritable.
These bad qualities shouldn’t make me find my boss sexier, yet somehow, they totally do.
It’s not because he’s gorgeous. He isn’t. You’d probably give him a 6 on a scale of 1 to fuck-me-right-now. But his face is just handsome enough to make his bossy, dominant demeanor that much more attractive to me. Especially when you’re such a lonely, punishment-craving, submissive kind of guy like me with way too wild an imagination.
Like right now, staring at his door, I picture myself on my knees in front of his chair. I might be rubbing his sore socked feet while he ignores me completely, the total object I am to him.
But it’s never quite that easy either. Because at some point, you do tire of the awful treatment, and you want that same man to turn around and know exactly when to pull you off the floor and cuddle you one long winter night, a movie on TV and a lit candle on the windowsill.
I can have both in one man, can’t I?
Sometimes, I think that’s all my life is: just one long journey in seeking that perfectly caring yet dominant man to serve.
Or love.
Or something in between.
My boss’s door swings open the next instant. I see his face—perfectly shaven, hair parted strictly to one side, his broad jaw tightened and lips pursed in frustration—as his big, stern eyes scan the room.
They land on me.
My heart races at once, desperate, yearning.
“Garret Haines,” he calls out in his crisp, clear, authoritative voice. “To my office.”
“Yes, sir,” I say back weakly.
He disappears. I feel a few glances my way, but ignore them as I move around my desk and go straight to his left-open door.
I step inside. I’m always amazed at how clean and minimal and orderly his office is, every single thing in its exact place, exactly where it ought to be, even the perpendicular angle of his stapler to the edge of his wide, sharp, mahogany desk.
“Sir,” I state, in the exact way I state it in about a hundred of my most private fantasies.
Kevin Kingston is his name. “Sit,” he orders.
“Yes, sir.” I come farther in and take a seat in the sole chair, which sits a perfect two feet from the front of his desk, as if meticulously measured and placed precisely where it is. I don’t even dare move it when I set myself upon it.
He folds his arms and rests them on his desk, facing me full-on. “You wanted to speak to me.”
I swallow hard. “Y-Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Every time I utter the word “sir” in his direction, my heart gives a jump, and I become that much more owned by his intense, scrutinizing stare. “I wanted to make a small request for—S-Sorry. A small request for time-off for … for Friday.”
He waits for me to finish, still as stone.
“I wish to leave early on Friday, sir. Half day, if possible.”
Mr. Kingston’s face tightens.
I almost regret asking for the request at once. I make very sudden concessions in my head. I can be late, I decide. I don’t have to be there for the pre-convention meet-and-greet events on Friday. I can just leave with Dean straight after work and get there late. Why am I even asking?
“Never mind,” I say at once. “I … I can just be late. I don’t have to leave early. I’m sorry I—”
“Well which is it?” he cuts me off coolly, his eyes locked on mine challengingly.
I’m shaking in my shoes. Somehow, all of this stress has my cock going hard. I can’t reasonably explain that in a sentence, so I won’t bother.
Apparently I can’t make any sentences at the moment, as I’ve become a sitting, mouthless fish in a chair, staring at my boss in silence.
“You realize,” says Mr. Kingston, “this is one of our busiest weeks of the month.”
He has this beautiful way of speaking down to me that makes me feel both totally acknowledged as a human being, yet admonished like a puppy. It’s no wonder I crave to be scolded by him.
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”
“What’s the reason, anyway?” he asks sharply, his words clipped, his eyes cold and sharp.
I find myself having to gather a lungful of air before I’m able to produce my artfully constructed lie. “My … older brother is getting married. It will be out of town. And my family is gathering at my parents’ Friday afternoon for a special dinner. The wedding is … is Saturday.”
Mr. Kevin Kingston never flinches or makes extra movements. Every blink of an eye, or shift of weight, or word he utters is a chosen and directed effort. He wastes no breath.
Which is why it means everything when he interlaces his fingers, bringing his hands together and inclining his head ever so slightly toward me.
I shiver under the dark, dominant, iron-hard look he gives me.
What’s he about to say? Am I about to get the big hammer? Am I about to get a lecture?
Maybe Dean was right. I was baiting my boss for a scolding.
“You know,” Mr. Kingston says sternly, “that all requests for time-off must be given with no less than two weeks’ notice.”
“Yes, sir.”
“This is less than two days’.”
“I know, sir. I’m … so, so sorry, sir. Really, I should’ve planned better. I’ll simply tell them I—”
“There is no way you will be able to clear your inbox by Friday midday. I’ve seen it.”
I swallow hard. I guess I’m more optimistic than my boss is, thinking I might finish all the work in time.
“You will have downtime before and after this wedding, won’t you?”
I part my lips and drop my eyes in thought. For a second, I’ve forgotten my own lie. Wedding? What wedding? Then it comes back at once. “Yes, I suppose there will be some downtime, sir.”
“Then I’ll give you the half day off.”
“I …” My mouth shuts when I realize what he said. “You will?”
“And I’ll give you a company laptop.”
Wait, what? “A company laptop?”
“You will take your work with you. Whenever you have downtime Friday and Saturday, you will clear out your inbox using the laptop.”
“Oh.”
“Is there a problem?”
His eyes lay heavily on me. I know there is just one correct answer here. Every compromise with my boss comes with a sting.
“No,” I answer quickly. “There’s no problem at all, sir. Thank you, sir. I truly appreciate your … your compassion.”
“You won’t let me down this week, will you, Mr. Haines?”
“No, sir.”
“Good.” He gives me a curt nod. “Dismissed.”
I nod quickly, then shuffle out of the office as fast as I can. I bump into someone coming back from the copier, apologize under my breath, then collapse into my chair when I return to my desk. I stare at my inbox, which has gotten ten more emails since I was in my boss’s office.
My heart races as I stare at the screen, but for some reason, I can’t even see it. All I can see is Mr. Kevin Kingston’s stern eyes as he said those words to me: You won’t let me down this week, will you, Mr. Haines?
He certainly hasn’t let me down.
I double-click an email, then get to work—as I ignore the boner swelling in my pants.




CAYSEN

 
“Mess in the showers,” mumbles Andrew as he shoulders his way in front of the computer to check who comes in to close the gym.
I just finished with a client and am catching my breath on a stool by the front desk, chugging down my water bottle, when this fool throws that order at me. “So you deal with it,” I throw back, then go for another swig of lukewarm water.
Andrew rolls his eyes. “Bro, I did the last one, plus I’ve been here since five. Your lazy ass got in an hour ago. You deal with the mess.”
I eye him. “I outrank you.”
“Actually, neither of us outranks the other.”
“I’ve worked here longer,” I counter.
“Means nothing. Hey, if you want the opinion of a guy who outranks us both, I’ll call Bernie on his day off.” Andrew looks at me. “We can find out who he thinks should clean up the mess.”
I set my bottle down and start stretching my arms out, feeling their tightness from my workout earlier. Andrew—college dropout, part-time trainer and hip-hop dance instructor—can be a pain in the ass sometimes. “What kinda mess’re we talking?”
“The kind that involves gloves.” Andrew gives my shoulder a firm slap. “I’ve got a class in twenty minutes. Need to warm up.” He heads back out to the floor.
I shove my bottle under the desk with a grunt, then swipe a pair of gloves off the back counter and head off, succumbing to my apparent duty.
Shoving through the locker room doors, I find the dimly-lit hall of half-dressed sweaty men more populated than usual for a Wednesday afternoon. I don’t pay the sidelong stares any attention, but it doesn’t seem to matter; they all stare anyway.
I guess I have a reputation here.
A specific sort of reputation.
For being the kind of trainer who offers extra, hands-on, after-hours programs to my more special clients who want it.
I’m a very personal personal trainer.
This fact is exactly what I’m reminded of by the time I get to the showers and discover where the “mess” is. When I arrive at the stall, I stand there at the door and relive an encounter I had here with a past client of mine. Paul. He was by far the hottest client I’ve ever had. He made me break my own rule of not hooking up with anyone here in the gym. We did stuff in this very stall—butt stuff—and I’ve been avoiding coming near it ever since.
Things between us also ended in this stall. Just like that, the moment we finally did the deed, we were finished at once. The magic vanished. The charm: obliterated. And all that remained afterward was the sting of regret, no satisfaction to speak of, and sticky fingers.
Now, there’s a spattering of vomit in the stall.
Probably someone’s homemade protein shake gone wrong.
Vanilla, if I had to guess.
You probably would rather I not describe it in any further detail. Don’t worry, I won’t.
What a convenient place to have such a mess, though, am I right?
In a few minutes, it’s gone, and I head through the long, dim locker room.
Halfway, a familiar face blocks me.
I look up, and I’m staring into the face of the love of my life.
Sorry, I mean my best friend: Wade Lockhart.
I sputter, “The fuck?”
“I need your help,” he says.
Wade’s soft, beautiful face is something I will never get used to. His blue eyes retain that boyish innocence he’s had ever since the day we met and became roommates at Leadstone College. He was a puppy back then, and he’s still a puppy today, always rushing to me first when he needs help.
There’s only one thing in the world that I am afraid of: losing Wade. And revealing my feelings for him will ruin the friendship we have.
Hence my dry, unfeeling responses at times, like right now: “How the hell am I supposed to help you? I’m at work.”
“I know, but … well, that’s actually relevant, because I—” Wade’s face wrinkles up suddenly. “What’s that smell?”
“You’re in a locker room, bud,” I inform him unnecessarily. “Are you seriously asking that?”
Wade rolls his eyes at me. “I know what sweat and athlete’s foot cream smells like. This is a very different smell. It’s—”
I throw an arm over his shoulder. “While it may seem like I live some kind of glamorous fuck-all life here at Weights & Mates,” I tell him, gently leading him out of the locker room, “sometimes, even I gotta do the grunt work, and that involves a few gross-as-fuck tasks.”
“Did you plunge a toilet or something?” His face is still wrinkled up. “Or dive straight in it? Fuck, that’s rank.”
We come out of the locker room and stop by a weight rack where I turn on Wade. “I cleaned up a mess in the shower, for fuck’s sake. Will you quit your whining now?”
He frowns. “Why didn’t the person taking the shower clean it up themselves? It’s a shower.”
“You said you needed my help,” I remind him.
Wade blinks. It’s like the adorably flaky dude just up and forgot the whole reason he came here. “Oh, yeah. I did.”
“So? What is it? Someone hurt your feelings?”
Wade’s eyes narrow at me. “You’re a dick.”
I smile wanly. “It’s why you keep me around. So spill. Whose ass do I gotta kick?”
“Everyone’s. In the theatre world, at least.” He crosses his arms and leans a shoulder on the wall mirror, making it look like he’s pressed against his twin. “I was turned down at an audition today. It was really humiliating. I didn’t even get to perform the monologues I rehearsed.”
“Isn’t that the usual thing?” I ask, fishing.
“I’d prepared three, for fuck’s sake!” he snaps, then lifts a hand. “Sorry.” He takes a breath. “Hell, I even had a Shakespeare ready to go.”
“So … again, how do you want me to help? Do you wanna run lines, or perform your piece for me or something …?”
“No one in the world cares about me.” Wade sighs and looks away, pouting.
My eyes drop to his wide, cute, kissable lips, dirty thoughts all too quick to enter both my heads.
“If you think nobody cares about you,” I say, “try missing a month’s rent.”
“They said I wasn’t ‘fit enough’ for any of the roles.” He turns his bright blue eyes to me. “Have I let myself go or something? Do I repulse you?”
My eyes drift down his body in that sleeveless argyle shirt he’s wearing. It’s so perfectly dorky yet sexy, showing off that tat on his right shoulder and arm I talked him into getting our senior year. His shades rest in his stylish sweep of sandy blond hair, which somehow looks even more perfect than usual today.
I want to grab that cute button nose of his, pull him into a headlock, and mess up his hair while he shouts out in protest. It’s a sudden impulse, the desire to do it, and it makes me break a smile.
Wade notices. “What’re you smirking about?”
“You,” I answer too quickly. Then I shrug off my mushy, uncharacteristic sentimentality and put my usual stoic face back on. “You an idiot? Wade, you couldn’t repulse anyone if you tried.”
“So will you do it, then? Will you help me?”
I snort, amused. “Bud, you still haven’t quite explained how I’m supposed to do that.”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Wade gestures at me. “You need to train me. Make me ripped. Like you.” He stands up straight. “I wanna be your new client.”
All the humor drops from my face.
Well, fuck me.




[ 2 ]

 
The afternoon sun burns relentlessly on Friday.
Wade, wearing a tight tank top that’s sweaty from a hard workout, walks the two blocks with Caysen to a smoothie joint. At the counter, he is indecisive.




WADE

 
“The strawberry-kiwi one. No, sorry. Banana. Hmm, no. Excuse me, is there something healthy with chocolate in it? Like … a chocolaty, sweet, yet-something-with-protein smoothie?”
The clerk, a freckle-faced eighteen-year-old kid with bored, half-lidded eyes and a bowtie, just stares at me.
Caysen’s at my ear the next moment. “You do realize these are all packed with sugar and fillers and crap, right?”
I frown at him. “You order, then.”
“I will.” He pats me on the shoulder and gives me a gentle push-off, then takes the reigns with the clerk and orders us up a pair of smoothies.
A pair of tasteless, health-nut, nasty smoothies.
Two minutes later, we’re walking down a wide backstreet with tall buildings shading us from the scorching sun as we down our smoothies. He is a bit more enthusiastic about them than I am.
Somehow, I feel light as air and super happy. I wonder if they sprinkled something in these drinks.
“It’s been a while since you and I have been all chummy like this,” I note after a particularly loud slurp of my smoothie. The taste has grown on me.
Caysen smirks. “Like the good ol’ days.”
He always means college when he says that. “I imagine I was an annoying roommate at times.”
“Muttering your lines for whatever play you’re in over and over until two in the morning when I’m trying to get my sleep for an early morning class? Nah, you were perfect.”
“Hey, don’t start bitching about that!” I retort with a laugh. “I can’t even count how many times I helped you study for a test, or a midterm, or—Oh, that essay I wrote for you! I wrote a whole essay!”
“That was just once, and I was in a bind.”
“Yeah, that’s what you always called it when you had some hookup that was keeping you. ‘I was in a bind!’ Some things never change.” I suck the last of my drink through the thick straw, then frown. “Well, that didn’t last very long.”
After I toss my empty cup at a dumpster we pass in the alley, I catch Caysen gazing at me. It’s a gaze that doesn’t really carry any specific sort of purpose. It’s strange. Aloof. Full of thoughts.
Or he’s still amused at how badly I failed during our workout. I couldn’t complete half the sets he was throwing at me. “What?” I blurt finally after enduring enough of his weird staring.
Caysen shakes his head, his lips curled into half a smile, and after a, “Nothing,” he sucks down the rest of his own smoothie, then tosses the cup in the dumpster right after me and strolls ahead.
Soon, we’re back in front of the gym, but don’t go in just yet, loitering around the entrance with our backs leaned against the glass like a pair of gym bums. All we’re missing are cigarettes and a lot of attitude, but neither of us smoke, and I’m too exhausted still from the workout to act tough.
“Seriously, dude, I am gonna be sore as fuck tomorrow and whining my ass off.”
Caysen doesn’t look at me when he snorts and says, “You’re whining your ass off now.”
“This isn’t the first time I’ve been rejected on account of not being hot enough,” I point out, a few uncomfortable memories surfacing. “There was this one time—”
“Your theatre world’s full of assholes.”
“Don’t interrupt! There was this one time that I was going for a lead, and I was certain that I would get it. But soon, they stopped reading me for the role, and instead handed me sides to try out for the stepbrother—a total ‘character actor’ role. Like, I know I have a few quirks, I have personality, but come on! Why am I always relegated to the funny sidekick? Or the weirdo character with the super interesting complex? Or the addict stepbrother?”
Caysen quirks an eyebrow at me. “Those roles you just named sound infinitely more interesting than ‘straight leading man’ to me.”
“Cays, that’s not the point.”
“Isn’t it, though?”
I shrug my shoulder against him, an annoyed-yet-lazy nudge of sorts. “My point is, I’m going for that role, no matter what they say. There’s another audition in a month.”
“Another audition?” Caysen practically scoffs at me. “You’re gonna put yourself in front of those motherfuckers again?”
“And I’m gonna be ripped.” I eye Caysen. “So you better not let me down.”
“Well … sorry, bud, but ‘ripped’ doesn’t just happen in a month.”
“All I’m asking is, don’t go easy on me.”
“Easy?” Caysen sounds offended by the mere idea. “Dude, you’re worried I might go easy on you just because we’re best friends? Have you forgotten when I’d take you to the gym on campus and put you through the wringer?” He laughs out at that and shakes his head. “Nah. I’m not going easy on your theatrical ass. Not for one minute.”
“Good.”
Both of us seem to refold our arms at the same time. Nothing is said for a moment as we watch a few men pass by us on their way into the gym.
It isn’t lost on me that both men’s eyes were fixed on Caysen’s body and not mine.
I let it go and glance the other way, listening to the noise of traffic, of chatter, of some hotdog vendor down the street yelling at a customer, of a group of ladies breaking out into laughter across the street, of an old car engine revving loudly and coughing as it comes back to life at a light that’s just turned green.
“The bottom line is,” I tell him, my voice low, “I’m just plain tired of being set aside. Of being everyone’s second choice. Or no choice at all.”
A long moment passes where the words just hang in the hot, afternoon air. I wonder if he even heard them all, or if it even matters.
It’s then that Caysen lifts his head off the glass and full turns to me.
His eyes are hard as stone, and his lips, pursed with tension.
Yeah, he heard me.
I study his expression for a second, unsure how to take it. Did I say something wrong? “What?”
Caysen, after a moment longer of staring me down, squints. “Do you even realize …?”
I’m at a loss. “Realize what?”
He gets in my face. “You’re my first choice, Wade Lockhart. What the fuck?”
My face wrinkles up. “Huh?”
“And if anyone in this stupid fucking city makes you feel like a second choice, they don’t deserve you in their play—Broadway or not.”
For as many kind points as Caysen’s making, he sure looks angry as hell when making them.
Without waiting for an answer from me, he turns and pushes his way into the gym, leaving me out front with my stupefied expression and an ache starting to make itself known in my biceps.




DEAN

 
I twist the knob on the radio to another station. Then another. Then another. “Everything’s sort of awful,” I point out. “Here. I made a playlist.”
“Ugh,” mumbles Garret at the wheel.
I prop an elbow up with the passenger side window rolled down, wind pummeling my hair, and swipe through my phone for the playlist.
“You know,” I point out as I search for it in my embarrassing plethora of them, “I am rather happy to be your passenger. I don’t drive much at all. I’m actually kind of terrified of it, honestly.”
“Sam drives you everywhere, huh?”
“Bingo. I haven’t driven in …” The discovery stuns me. “Damn. In two years.”
“Two years??”
“What’s the point? You can walk everywhere in this city. Well, except to the opposite end of it, which is where we’re headed. We could’ve taken the subway, but, y’know, why? Oh, found it!” I tap on the name of my playlist, then smile as the first song plays: The Final Countdown. I grin as I bob my head to the beat, then look over at Garret, who appears as enthusiastic as a Band-Aid. “Why do I seem more excited about this weekend than you?”
“Because you don’t get out much.”
“I called the playlist Jock Jams,” I explain to him, ignoring the slight. “Fight For Your Right is next. Y’know. ‘To paaaaar-taaay!’ Beastie Boys.”
“Ugh, skip.”
“Where’s your spirit??” I tap the next button a few times. Eye of the Tiger comes on.
Garret shoots me a look.
I gawp at him. “Come on, man. This is, like, the song for every jock training montage in every movie ever. It belongs to us during this car ride.”
“It’s just an hour there. We’re not taking some big road trip.”
“Any journey in a car that’s over ten minutes is a road trip to me.”
“We’re trapped in the 80s,” groans Garret.
“No worries, next song is from this era.” I do a double-take. “I think.” I toss the phone into my lap, letting the music play as I lean back in my seat.
Yes, the car ride was supposed to be an hour long. But with the ridiculous traffic of a Friday afternoon that feels suspiciously like an early rush hour ambush, plus a two-car-pileup that blocks up a street we need to take, it’s over two and a half hours. Maybe we should’ve taken the subway after all. After pulling into the attached parking garage of the venue hotel, fighting for a parking space with some bad-tempered family in a Subaru, and trucking ourselves onto the elevator, we’re on our way to the lobby. My hair’s a mess. Garret’s eyes are half-shut like he’s stoned. We look like we either just had sex or survived a category-seven hurricane. Both are plausible.
At the front desk, I slap down my card. “Yes, it is all on me,” I announce.
Garret sputters. “This is my thing! I put my card down to reserve the room! I’m paying!”
“Nope. Sorry, man, but since you picked me as your tag-along, it’s become my treat.” I wink at the clerk. “Can we get two adjoining rooms, please?”
The clerk—an older, round-cheeked man in a bowtie with salt-and-pepper at the temples—sighs. He’s had a long day. “We’re sold out, I’m afraid. I only have the one reserved room.”
I gawp at him. “One room?” I turn to Garret. “You only reserved one room?”
Garret shrugs. “So? I figured it’d cut the cost. There wasn’t any group discount or anything.”
“But what if you meet someone?” I protest on his behalf. “How are you gonna … you know?” I lower my head and let my wiggling eyebrows finish the sentence.
Garret shakes his head. “And what if the event is a total bust and we end up going back to the room to chow down on vending machine snacks? We can hang out and get room service together.”
I consider it. “Alright. Good point.” I tap on my card and give the clerk another wink, starting over. “Can you put us for two queens, please?”
“Two queens,” mumbles the clerk dryly.
Garret hears the tone and scoffs at him.
I put a soothing hand on Garret’s arm. “Queen beds. Take a pill. You’re all worked up. Ooh, are they here for the convention?” I interrupt myself, glancing over his shoulder.
Garret turns to follow my gaze. Three big and beefy men in ridiculously tight cut-off t-shirts and short Nike running shorts strut by, their navels and muscular lower backs on display.
“I, uh …” Garret doesn’t seem able to produce a response. His eyes have dropped to their bubble butts—one of them in pink shorts, one of them in lime green, one of them in white.
The clerk finishes up with me while Garret continues to stare and drool. I give him a warm thank-you, nudge my friend out of his stupor, then walk with him to the elevators.
It’s right then that I feel a stab in my gut. I stop right in place, eyes wide.
Garret stops, too, looking at me. “Are you—? Oh, it’s one of your psychic gut feeling things,” he realizes, eyeing me sharply.
“We gotta take the stairs,” I announce, feeling chills race up my spine just looking at the elevator doors. “I really think we should take the stairs.”
“Is our elevator gonna stop between the twelfth and fourteenth floors and fill with unrested spirits of deceased jocks past?” Garret asks, deadpan.
I have to look at him to tell if he’s mocking me or not. After looking, I still can’t tell.
“I don’t know,” I admit. Then I take a deep, long breath. “Maybe … I just want to be healthy. We’ve just got a bag and a backpack, and we’re at a Jock convention. Maybe we need a leg workout.”
“What floor is our room?”
I glance down at the keys the clerk gave me. “Sixteenth.”
Garret swallows hard, then peers with dread at the stairwell doors next to the elevators.
“We can ignore my gut feeling, y’know,” I point out after gnawing on my lip. “It’s—”
“I still remember your ‘gut feeling’ about us not taking a train home that one night and how it saved our lives.” Garret eyes me. “We’re definitely taking the stairs.”
I nod, then tug on the straps of my overnight backpack as I head for the stairwell. “Feel the burn, my friend. Feel the burn.”
We feel the burn alright. Sixteen flights of long stairs that go on for fucking ever. I handle them a lot better than Garret, who doesn’t do rigorous, regular cardio like I do at Caysen’s gym. Despite his occasional under-breath muttering or groan or sigh, he never asks to stop, dragging himself along.
Then we arrive at the room.
Garret stops at the door. “What’s that smell?”
I toss my backpack on the bed by the window and give the room a swift investigation. “No idea. It’s mild. Maybe it flooded once?”
“It’s the sixteenth floor.”
“Sixteenth floors can flood, too.” I shrug, then toss open the curtains, letting the evening sun cast its rays across the beds and the carpet. “Nothing a bit of sunlight and a big spritz of … something … can’t cure.” I fish through my bag for body spray.
Garret reluctantly sets his stuff on his own bed, then proceeds to pull out a laptop.
“No way,” I exclaim. “You’re not getting lost in computer games and porn while we’re here.”
“It’s not my laptop. It’s …” Garret sighs, then finishes: “… a company laptop.”
I blink. “What? Why?”
“I told my boss that my brother was getting married this weekend,” Garret explains. “Ugh. Obviously I couldn’t tell him the real reason I needed to leave the office early today. Not that it mattered after all, with the traffic we battled.”
“Well, if you had worked a full day, we’d be lucky to get here by eight or nine,” I point out. “It’s barely past four. So it was worth it.”
“Anyway, the compromise was that I took my unfinished work with me.”
“Hmm. Your boss really likes to have a hold of your balls, huh?”
Garret was about to say something, but my words have rendered him stiff and sputtering. After giving up an attempt to speak, apparently, he just opens the laptop, sits on his bed, and then all I hear is the tapping of keys.
I sit on the end of my bed, flick on the TV, then lazily scroll through the channels. “HBO,” I mutter appreciatively. “Ooh. Animal Planet.”
Garret lets out a restless little huff. “Maybe I could’ve worked the full day and gotten here late. I don’t even feel like meeting people anymore.”
“Are you kidding??” I spin on him. “We are going downstairs right now and meeting all of the jocks and athletes and—”
“I highly doubt there are any real jocks or real athletes at this thing,” he cuts me off to say.
“Jock and athlete enthusiasts, then,” I amend. “Put away that laptop. We’ll catch up on work later when we’re back up here in the room twiddling our thumbs after the meet-and-greet ends.”
Garret keeps typing away.
I reach across the gap between our beds and shut his laptop. Garret snaps his hands back just in time to save them from being smashed, then gapes at me in protest.
“Get up! Let’s go! Do I gotta be your coach or something this weekend?” I’m off the bed the next second, then pull out a pair of athletic sweatbands from the front pouch of my backpack. I give the red-and-white-striped things a wiggle. “I got us matching colors! We’re on the same team, man!”




WADE

 
On my way back home from the gym, I stop at the corner, and right on the other side of the street is the director of the show I just auditioned for.
Well, the show I almost auditioned for, until I took off my shirt.
To be honest, I’m only presuming he’s the director because he was in the middle, and he was the moodiest and asked the most questions.
But there he is on the other side of the street.
Regardless of who he is.
Only a wide river of cars, exhaust fumes, and concrete separates us.
Maybe I feel inspired from the workout I just had. Maybe that “pumped” feeling in my muscles is turning me cocky already. Maybe it’s the super tight tank top I’ve got on, but I feel jacked and sexy, and I’m not about to let that director walk on by without seeing what he missed out on.
I play it cool, of course, but my casual walk turns into something more of a strut. I wait for the light to change, then strut my way across the road. It’s just a matter of seconds and the right angle before he’ll catch sight of me.
My foot slips.
I stumble, catching myself to prevent falling, then glance down.
Dog shit. I just slipped in dog shit.
Oh my God. Shit. Literally shit. No, no, no.
With a quick glance, I judge I might have ten more seconds, maybe twelve, before he’s within proximity. Hurriedly—and with all my confidence shot—I rush up to the curb and start kicking it, scraping as much of Miss Probably-Yorkshire-Terrier’s dookie off my shoe as I can.
A bus horn blares in my ear.
I turn.
I scream.
Three things happen: First, I fling myself onto the sidewalk with the speed of a spooked cat.
Second, I trip over my own foot and lose all balance.
Finally, I land with a sickened grunt flat on my chest and face—right on a part of the sidewalk that clearly hasn’t seen a power-washer in a decade, as it is caked in grease, dirt, and unspecified grime.
I slowly peel my body off the ground and, with mounting horror, observe the very sudden mess I have become in literally the past five seconds.
I take a quick glance.
Oh God, he’s coming this way.
I dart like a runaway criminal from a scene and hide behind a potted plant that sits just outside the door to a clothing boutique. With a peek through the leaves, I watch the director guy—oblivious to my recent near-death plight—turn the corner and continue on his way.
I don’t know what’s more humiliating: what just happened, or that the director didn’t even see me to pay any mind to it.
Sometimes, I’m convinced I am my own bully.
My phone buzzes in my pocket with a call. After acknowledging that my sidewalk face-plant gave me a scrape on my arm—which is starting to sting obnoxiously—I pull out my phone and stare tiredly at the caller.
Great. Just what I need.
I bring the phone to my ear. “Mom?”
“Wade, I really don’t have much time,” she says in a hurry, “but seeing as you still haven’t responded to my email or my Facebook message, I have resorted to calling you.”
I blink. Oh, no. “What’s wrong, Mom? What happened? Is it Dad’s blood pressure again?”
She sounds perturbed when she answers me. “Nothing’s wrong. I was just making sure you’ll be here this weekend.”
I inspect the abrasion on my arm, checking to see if I’m bleeding. “What’s this weekend?” I ask absently, wincing as my finger finds a tender spot.
“Wade, I told you over two weeks ago. Your sister Lena is going to be in town from LA. She flies in tomorrow with her husband and little one. You’re going to be here for the dinner.”
I straighten up. I completely, wholeheartedly forgot. “Oh, that’s this weekend?” I ask meekly.
“I want you here before dinner—afternoon, around three or thereabouts—so you, your father, and I have time to catch up before they arrive. You have to be here, Wade. It’s your sister and nephew and brother-in-law, for crying out loud.”
Her three prides and joys.
I haven’t quite made the list yet. Not since my dear mother caught wind that I wasn’t planning on pursuing a law degree after all, but rather wanted to do the “actor thing”, as she calls it.
Maybe someday there’ll be room in her heart for a fourth. “I’ll be there.” I glance down at my dirty self. Not one minute ago, I felt like hot shit.
Now I’m wearing it.
“Don’t be late,” she chirps, then hangs up.
Is this when I should cry? Or do I wait until we’re seated at a table tomorrow saying grace?




GARRET

 
It’s not that I regret inviting Dean. I don’t.
After all, it’s nice to have a friend with you when you’re in an unfamiliar place or whatever.
But damn, if he can just tone it down a notch.
Ten notches.
When we’re back downstairs, we explore the hotel for a good thirty or forty minutes. It’s a huge venue. We poke our heads into one of the large ballrooms the event is supposed to be taking place in tomorrow, but someone’s wedding or something is happening in there. “Is it your brother’s?” teases Dean, and I crack a smile. We get turned around at one point, unsure how to get back to the lobby. We end up in an atrium of sorts next to the pool, which is populated currently by a couple of families—all the adults in the loungers talking to each other, all the little ones in the pool, and a teen or two on their phones, totally over it.
It’s almost seven when we find the right bar. (There are three of them, plus two restaurants.) I’m a bit confused when I first walk in, because all I see are businessmen in suits at the bar, some women laughing over a game of Cards Against Humanity at a bunch of tables that are pushed together, and a few scattered couples of straight people chatting with drinks in hand.
“How do you tell who’s here for what?” asks Dean—rhetorically, I’ll assume.
I lead the way to a table near the back, which is one of the only ones unoccupied. A young server is by quickly to ask if he can get us anything, and we both order a vodka tonic. He’s off, and then the pair of us are staring at a room full of—
“Straight people,” I mutter, confused. “Bunch of straight people and families and …”
“You don’t think this event was some actual sports thing, do you?” asks Dean, drumming his chin with fretting fingers. “Are all those suits at the bar golf enthusiasts? Are the families here because their kids are on the same Little League team?”
“No,” I insist. “My friend was very specific. This weekend is about guys into sports gear. And I mean, into-into. I mean, sure, a sports fetishist may actually be into sports as well, but …”
“And there were those three hunks we saw in the lobby earlier,” Dean points out.
“Exactly. It’s just …” I bite my lip.
“The nagging doubts,” agrees Dean.
But just after he says it, a pair of guys enter the hotel bar. One of them—a middle-aged man with a beard and short hair that’s receding in the front—nudges the other, then gestures at the crowd. The other—a younger man who looks like he programs software for a living in his parents’ basement, tall and slender, almost like my friend Jeremy minus the freckles and messy red hair—makes a face, and asks his friend something.
I nudge Dean. “Are they just as lost as we are? Should we invite them over?”
“Hey!” shouts Dean.
I cringe as ten people look our way, including the two lost puppies who just came in.
Dean, oblivious or simply not caring, shouts at them again: “Over here!”
I tug on Dean’s sleeve, shushing him, my face red. But the two men, after sharing a look, actually do cut across the room, answering the call.
“Hey,” Dean greets them with a warm smile. “Are you guys just as lost as we are?”
The young one snorts. “I wouldn’t say lost so much as …” He gives the room another once-over, then rolls his eyes. “… sorely disappointed.”
“Worse than it was last year,” agrees the older one. “Barely any turnout to the meet-and-greet. All the elitists who come every year decide to meet up somewhere else, because they’re too good for the official venue. I think the popular spot is that leather bar four blocks from here.” He scratches at his beard a couple times in frustration, then eyes us. “I’m assuming you two are here for—?”
“Jock-Con,” exclaims my friend proudly. “We were pretty sure the event got canceled, what with all the …” He laughs as he gestures at the room.
“Yeah, they sadly don’t rent out the whole bar for us. Too costly or something. The event spends the budget renting out the ballrooms themselves.” He pokes a thumb at his broad chest. “Lee. You can call me Coach Lee, too. I get that sometimes.” He thumbs at his younger friend. “This is Elliot.”
“Dean.” Dean gestures at me. “Garret.”
“Nice to meet you guys.” Lee sits in a chair across from us. Elliot seems preoccupied with his phone, punching away with his thumbs, standing aloof a step or two away from the table. “Ignore him. He’s in a mood.”
“Are you two a couple?” asks Dean.
“Yeah. Kinda. Not sure. I joke and say we’ve been together ‘two years going on twenty’.” He sighs. “He’s not really into this jock stuff.”
“Oh, he is,” says Dean, speaking for me.
I give him a look, flushing.
Lee gives me an appraising once-over, which begins and ends at my chest. “Are you two—?”
“No,” Dean answers quickly. “I’m married to a loving man who is off on a business thing this weekend, so I’m playing wingman to my friend.”
“You’re a good friend. First time here?”
“Yep!”
“It’s my fourth. I go every year.” Lee glances back at Elliot, who is still on his phone, except now he’s talking to someone. From the tone of his voice, he sounds pretty annoyed. “His second.”
“Looks like he’s having a ball,” drones Dean.
Lee chuckles at the sarcasm. Then his eyes turn onto me. “So what’s your thing, man? You’re being all quiet and mysterious and sexy.”
His third adjective he has for me goes in one ear and out the other. “I heard about this through a friend of a friend,” I answer. “I’ve never explored this part of me outside my apartment. I mean, other than to go to a friend’s place and …” I struggle to find words. Perhaps it’s because I have Dean’s full attention burning the side of my face. I love my friend, but sometimes, he can be a bit too enthusiastic about my interests, and it just makes me uncomfortable. “Well, whatever. I’m here.”
“I get it,” grunts Lee. His voice is deep, yet has a musicality about it. He’d probably do really great hosting a radio show. “It’s a more private thing for you. Like a secret. You aren’t used to wearing your interests on the outside.”
“Yeah, I guess that’s it,” I agree with a nod.
“Don’t worry,” says Lee. “You’re not alone. And come Sunday morning, you’ll be walking out of here in full football pads.”
I smirk appreciatively. Then our server returns with our drinks and proceeds to take Lee’s order, who orders for both himself and the still-occupied Elliot. I take one sip, note how watered down it is, then swallow my complaints along with another tasteless gulp.
“You guys doing the early morning jog?” Lee asks suddenly, glancing back and forth between us. “At least twenty or so of us meet in the lobby at about eight—full gear, of course, whatever you’ve got, whatever you’re flaunting—and do a couple laps around the block. Gets your blood pumping. Really sets the mood for the event.”
“Oh, hell yes,” exclaims Dean, smiling broadly and nodding. “We’re so there.”
“Dean,” I mutter under my breath.
He looks at me. A look of apology flutters over his face before Lee, at once, comes in with, “Your first time is always kinda strange. You don’t know what to expect, whether you’ll find real athletes or just a bunch of wannabes. Kinda like your first time to a nude beach. Is it gonna be the fantasy you have been longing for, or a traumatizing spectacle you can’t wash out of your eyes or mind with industrial-grade soap? I get it.” He pats the table heartily. “But trust me. You’re gonna love it. Gear, sweat, muscles burning and all.”
Dean finds that so amusing, utterly fascinated with this whole thing, that he lets out a cheer so loud, it draws the attention of a whole family sitting at a table near us.
It’s good that I have a friend like him.
I should be thankful of his supportiveness.
But also, like, can’t I just enjoy this world of mine a bit more fucking discreetly?
His overflowing enthusiasm for all this is like a mother gushing about her gay son in the most loud, proud, and humiliating ways. Like, thank you for loving me, but can you take a back seat for a second? I’m drowning in rainbows over here.
Elliot finally finishes with his call, plops onto his seat with an irritated sigh, then nods at the pair of us. “Nice matching sweatbands,” he deadpans.
“Oh, you think?” Dean shows his off. “I found them on Amazon. One-day delivery. Oh, and I—”
I tune out the rest of Dean’s excited blabbering as he goes on at length about his matching red-and-blue soccer uniform he plans to wear tomorrow, complete with cleats and knee-high soccer socks.
And there I am, squished into my chair, mouth shut tight, gnashing teeth, and sipping my tasteless, watered-down vodka tonic in silence. I wonder if I can find some me-time in the room later to jerk off.




CAYSEN

 
I tell my client to give me one more.
He gives me one more.
Crunch, that is. Each time he comes up, he eye-fucks me—this slender, swimmer-bodied, horny little twenty-two-year-old with a lip ring.
After his fifth crunch, he stops, his eyes on me. “Do you do this a lot?”
“Another,” I order him.
The look he gives me is pure sex, but he obeys and goes down for another crunch while I continue to hold his feet in place. Every time he comes up, his face is right in mine—his cock-sucking lips, his thirsty eyes, his flushed cheeks and sweaty brow.
“So?” he asks again after coming up from four more crunches. “Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Make all your clients feel this way?”
I don’t do vague talk. I might know what he’s saying, but unless he says it outright, I won’t make a move or assume anything. I’ve been toyed with before—cute guys who flirt with me and enjoy the attention of a trainer’s hands on them, only to turn around at the end and claim to be taken, or over it, or uninterested.
Or best friends who don’t know how fucking beautiful they are, dangling themselves in front of me like a delicious carrot, only to friend-zone me for life.
“What way?” I ask him, my words terse.
He bites his lip, his eyes dragging down my body like a set of hands. “Like …” He takes a deep breath. “Like …”
Like … get to the point. “Give me another.”
“What?”
“Down. Ten more crunches to go.”
After a smirk, he gives me six more crunches, sweaty-faced and all, then stops while seated up and looks at me. “You make me feel like—”
Just then, Wade barges in through the doors of the gym and, after a frenzied glance-around, spots me and beelines through the machines.
“Caysen,” he barks, coming to a stop.
I lift my chin to Wade. “I’m in the middle of a training session, bud. I’ll let you know when—” With a glance at him, I cut myself off. “What the hell happened to you?”
“Don’t ask!” exclaims Wade with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You and I have a dilemma.”
The whole front of Wade’s tank is drenched in muck, there’s a cut on his arm, and a small red spot on his cheek.
I don’t listen to him. “Did someone hurt you?” I ask, wide-eyed and furious in an instant. “Who the fuck put their hands on you? I’ll murder them.”
“I fell,” he states lamely. “I literally fell. Blame the dog doo-doo I stepped in. That’s not why I’m here. Hi,” he then throws at my client, a tinge of apology in his tone.
My client’s eyes turn dreamy. His gaze jumps between us, then he asks, “Is he your boyfriend?”
I glare at him. “Back down on the ground! Get back to your crunches! Four more! Go, go, go!”
He’s back on the ground with a grunt, then resumes. I count them out for him as he struggles.
He only does two more before Wade says, “I am being forced to go to my parents’ this weekend. Tomorrow, precisely. You’re coming with me.”
“TWO MORE!” I cry out to my client, then turn my face to Wade and calmly say, “Like hell I am. Your parents hate me.”
“They hate me more,” grunts Wade dejectedly, “and besides, you can be my buffer.”
“It’s a recipe—ONE MORE, YOU CAN DO IT!—a recipe for fucking disaster, Wade.”
“My sister’s in town. It’s the whole reason I’m being forced to go out there.” He frowns as he peers at my client. “Is he okay? He isn’t moving.”
“ONE MORE!” I holler at my client, bringing my full attention to him. “Give it to me!”
“GRAAAUGH!!” he shrieks, pushing through that last crunch like a barbarian coming down with his heavy double-bladed axe onto a villainous orc. Then he collapses onto the floor, breathing heavily.
I let go of his feet. “Good job. You’ll feel like hurling all tomorrow, but you’ll thank me.”
“Can I thank you now before I start hating you for doing this to my body?” asks my client politely.
“No. Same time Monday?”
He looks up at me with that look in his eyes. “You really do have a way you make people feel.”
“I take that as a ‘yes’.” I extend a hand to help him up.
He doesn’t take it. “Just let me lie here awhile, if you don’t mind. I need to die for a bit.”
“Be my guest.” Leaving my client alone, I take Wade by the arm and guide him away. “You do this all the time, Wade. You freak out, throw a fit, then everything turns out fine with your parents. You don’t need me there holding your hand.”
Wade scowls, pouting his cute lips. He looks so fucking adorable when he pouts, the way his face scrunches up and his blue eyes shine.
“Call me when you get there, alright?” I tell him. “Text me whenever you need a shoulder. I’ll have my phone with me, promise. Even if I’m … entertaining a guest at my pad.”
Wade narrows his eyes. “No, you won’t. You don’t interrupt your ‘special guests’ for anything.”
I look him in those blue, shimmering eyes. “I’d interrupt any stupid guest for you, bud.”
He grabs my hands, which startles me. Then he looks imploringly into my eyes, squeezing all my fingers. “Caysen. I know I whine a lot. I know I’m a handful. I know I’m downright annoying at times with all my … my freak-outs. But please … please just come with me this once. Just this once.”
All my resolve is broken right then. Despite my efforts to shrug away my feelings for Wade, to ignore the way my heart’s racing right now, to turn a cheek to the effect just his touching of my hands has on me right now … I am inescapably his.
It’s like hypnosis, except devastatingly worse.
It’s a conscious trance, what he does to me.
“It’ll be late by the time dinner and socializing is over,” he adds. “You can crash with me in my room. It’ll be like those good ol’ days you miss so much. Roomies again for a night.”
My heart lurches at the thought, as if it just wants to jump right out of my chest and land in his sweet, soft palms at those words.
“Well?” Wade lifts his eyebrows, his forehead wrinkling up cutely. “How about it?”
I let out all of my breath while staring into his soft, blue eyes. “We’re getting in a workout in the morning before we go. A good, hard workout.”




[ 3 ]

 
One very long Saturday morning has gone by.
Garret sits in the hotel lobby—exhausted from the early morning jog—with a lively Dean at his side. Blaring sunlight fills the hotel lobby, and men are starting to show up in droves for Jock-Con.




GARRET

 
“We shouldn’t have run.”
Dean looks at me. “You’re still exhausted?”
“I’ve drank four bottles of water. I’m going to be peeing all day long. My back hurts.”
“You sound like my grandpa.” He slaps a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “Just shake it off. The event starts in an hour! We’ve got to go up to the room, shower, and change!”
“I can’t walk sixteen flights,” I mumble, as if still catching my breath. “I’m taking the elevator.”
“Suit yourself. I’m heading up.” Dean hops off the bench and hurries on.
After a moment of sitting there on that bench, melting, feeling sick from exhaustion, head dizzy and sweat pouring from my face, I suddenly find solace in bringing my head between my knees and resting my hands on the back of my head.
I take one slow breath in, let one slow breath out. In and out, over and over, while quietly and gently coaching myself. You can do this. You’ve got this. There’s nothing to freak out about.
But there’s everything to freak out about. It’s not the morning run that’s got me hyperventilating, no matter how exhausting it was. It’s the prospect that I’m about to be in a giant ballroom full of men who are like me: fetish-oriented, “into stuff”, likes weird and kinky shit, and so on.
I’ve never been among my own kind in the flesh. Well, more accurately: not like this.
And in this much of a capacity.
Shadows pass over the floor my eyes are on. I glance up from between my knees to find a group of men who all look like they belong on the same baseball team, each of them clad from head to toe in baseball uniforms, team colors green and gray.
This is real. This is happening. I’m here.
I should’ve asked Jeremy to come with me. He is as subdued as a pumpkin pie.
He’s my regular go-to fetish booty call. He’s also a little boring, never comes up with his own ideas, and isn’t really all that exciting to play with.
But he’s who I have.
And I know that if he was here with me, he sure as fuck would not have agreed to go jogging laps around the block at eight in the morning, two hours before the event begins. Our happy, lazy asses would be up in the hotel room right now.
I close my eyes and wipe a hand over my face.
None of this frustration I’m feeling with Dean makes me feel good. Dean is such a great guy. He is being so supportive and sweet.
And I’m just plain not in the mood at all to appreciate a bit of it.
I go to the elevators. Then, after I hear a ghost of Dean’s warning—his annoying, inconvenient “gut feeling”—I look over at the stairwell with dread, sigh with incomparable exasperation, and go for the stairs.
After an agonizing climb, I’m pushing through the door to my room, exhausted even more. Dean is already out of the shower and dressed. He looks really cute in his uniform, I have to admit. His top is a fitted red-and-blue shiny soccer jersey with thin white-and-yellow striped trim at the V-neck and the ends of the sleeves. His shorts are red-and-blue, shiny, and cut off halfway up the thigh. His white socks go up his shins, stopping right under the knees. To my surprise, he even got shin-guards. His feet are hugged by white cleats.
After my own quick rinse-off, I find my outfit I’d put out for myself missing from the bathroom counter. I frown, annoyed, then throw a towel around my waist and step out of the bathroom.
That’s when I find my outfit stuffed in my bag.
And something else laid out on the bed.
Because apparently Dean did not approve of what I had planned to wear, saying I “didn’t have enough Jock-Con spirit”, so he took the liberty to order me a uniform as well.
No. It’s not a soccer uniform.
“I … can’t wear this.” I look down at the bed. “I’m sorry. Thanks, but I can’t.”
Dean folds his arms. “And why not?”
“It’s … too tight. It’ll show everything. It’s … No, I can’t. I’m sorry. Thanks, but—”
“I remember that night when we stayed up so late that we watched the sun come up. Wade was with us. And we put on that sports channel and left it on ‘cause the college guys were so hot.”
The memory comes back to me. “I remember that night, too. But it doesn’t mean—”
“Yes, it does,” Dean cuts me off.
“You don’t even know what I was gonna say!”
“That you can’t be one of those hot college guys. Have you looked at yourself, Garret?” Dean gives my toweled ass a slap, which startles me and nearly makes me drop it. “You’ve got ass for days, man. Ass that belongs in spandex. Also, your guns. Can we discuss your guns? And those inked pecs of yours. It’s …” Dean lets out a breathy laugh and shakes his head. “It’s a fucking miracle that I’m the one who goes to Caysen’s gym and not you.”
“Caysen hates me.”
“No, he doesn’t. Caysen doesn’t hate anyone.”
I eye Dean. “Even you don’t believe that.”
He opens his mouth to argue, then bites his lip, finding himself unable to.
“Well, regardless,” he starts, snapping out of his confusion, “you’re wearing it. All of it.”
I look at the bed once more. I swallow hard.
Dean grips me by my wet, bare shoulders and makes me face him. “Look at it this way. Most of these guys you see at this thing, you’ll never see them again. For one, you don’t get out much. I’m allowed to say that without judgment because I don’t get out much, either. Secondly, a shitload of these guys come here from out of town, since Jock-Con apparently hops around the country and isn’t always located here. Did you know that? Coach Lee was telling us during our morning jog.”
Honestly, I wasn’t paying attention to anything Coach Lee or his chatty boyfriend Elliot went on about. I was too focused on keeping pace so I didn’t make a fool of myself by collapsing halfway around the block. “Didn’t know that,” I mumble.
“So in other words, who cares? I sure don’t.”
“But this … this …” I shut my eyes.
This means something different to me, I want to tell him somehow. To you, this is just some fun weekend getaway. This whole jock gear thing is practically “amusing” for you.
To a guy like me, though …
“Just put on the gear, man.” Dean pats me on the shoulder, which causes my eyes to flap open in surprise. “I’ll give you some privacy. I’ve got to do my hair, anyway. Cheer up, buddy, and gear up. A whole world of men are waiting downstairs.”
With that, Dean disappears into the bathroom.
And I’m left staring at the bed.
I take a deep breath, close my eyes, then let my towel drop.
Thirty minutes later, I’m going down the stairs with Dean at my side (going down is so much easier than climbing up), and soon, we’re about to descend into a lobby full of men who are also here for Jock-Con. I’ve never been this nervous in my life. I feel like I’m going to throw up my breakfast.
And we didn’t even eat breakfast.
“You look really good, man,” Dean says with a smile. “You’re gonna turn heads.”
“Only because everyone can see the outline of my cock in this. And ass. And everything.”
“Relax.”
“My legs are weak. They’re gonna give out.”
“You’re fine. You’re totally fine.”
“We shouldn’t have gone running.”
I count the floor numbers as we descend. All I hear are the echoes of tons of men chattering and laughing and cheering. The closer we get to the lobby, the louder it gets.
Along with my heartbeat.
And my breathing.
I don’t know if I can do this.
Then we reach the bottom of the stairs. In a flash, I see eyes and looks and unfamiliar faces. I see football helmets and tight pants and batter’s gloves and cleats and boots.
I see men in jocks. I see men in mesh shorts and compression leggings. I see Nike. I see Under Armour. I see Adidas stripes and Puma cats and a hundred other logos and brand names.
And then I pass by a giant wall of mirror in the lobby, and when I catch my own gaze, for a split second I think I’m seeing someone else.
A muscular college boy wrestler.
That … can’t be me. That isn’t me. It isn’t.
He’s clad in a royal blue singlet made from a stretchy material that shines. Bright yellow stripes run down the sides, accentuating the fullness of his tight jock ass, somehow. His pecs are cupped by the wrestling singlet like a tight blue tank top.
His hair is squished down by a bright yellow ear guard wrapped around his head, covering his whole ears, complete with a white chinstrap to fix the gear tightly in place.
On his feet are blue matching wrestling shoes, the kind with the heel and toe balled and smooth, and a slight arch in the middle.
That’s me. I’m a fucking college wrestler.
“Ready to go in?” asks Dean, who’s stopped in his tracks clearly to share my moment of reflection with me.
As in: a moment of literal reflection. “Yeah,” I decide, seeing myself like a whole new person.
When the doors to the ballroom open, the men pour in. Dean and I are lost in the crowd as we pass into the event hall. At first, it’s hard to see anything through the tons of bulky, geared-up men all around us. Then, one by one, I spot the high-up signs of the booths, but it isn’t clear at first what anyone’s selling or showcasing. All I see are big, oversized posters of athletes in varying degrees of dress (or undress).
For the first twenty minutes, Dean and I are just loose debris being flung around a rushing river of men. He keeps trying to show me everything in sight, as if I can’t see it myself, tugging on my arm every five seconds. “Look!” “Oh, wow!” “Hey, it’s a whole team!” “Look at the soccer balls! Should I join them? Haha!”
He’s like the annoying kid at an amusement park, pointing at the animatronic dinosaurs.
I’m the actual paleontologist who can’t get a breath to appreciate just one hanging skeleton of a damned brachiosaurus.
“Look at this!” cries Dean excitedly, pulling me toward a wide display where they sell nothing but a hundred colored jockstraps. Red ones. Hot pink ones. Sparkly rainbow ones. Clear plastic ones. Green mesh ones.
“Look at that,” I mumble back, pointing to two men on pedestals behind the merchant—models who are clad in nothing but silver jockstraps.
“I’d tap that,” murmurs Dean. “And that. And those. And them. Goodness, how is your head not spinning, man? Wake up!”
My head is spinning. I need calm. I need focus. I need to know where to pour my attention, remind myself what I want from this event, and remember the real reason I came here at all.
I really should’ve invited Jeremy.
But even the event itself seems to mock me, hiding its real purpose behind a smokescreen of sex toys and half-dressed men and sports mockery.
One kiosk sells football-shaped butt plugs.
One vendor sells dildos that represent a variety of sports—and actual athletes’ dicks, allegedly.
There’s a photo booth with sports props, like this fetish scene is just a parlor act, a gag, a joke.
Where is the actual appreciation for athletes? Where are the men who crave belonging to a part of a team?—a real team? Where are the people like me I’m supposed to meet at this thing?
It’s all sex, sex, sex. It’s all playing with sports-themed trinkets and gag gifts.
It’s all a joke. It’s all a fucking joke.
Someone swats me on the ass. I spin around, but no one’s there. “What the—?”
“Garret, Garret, Garret.” Dean grabs my arm and faces me toward another booth. “This guy’s an actual gay athlete! He’s giving autographs!”
I take a look at the athlete, who sits behind a table in a suit and tie with a spread of Sharpies in front of him. I don’t even know what sport the guy plays, what his name is, nothing.
Maybe I’m the joke here.
“Garret! Ooh, look!”
“Dean, stop.”
“There’s a bunch of—”
“STOP.”
Dean looks at me. His eyes soften at once. “What’s wrong, man? I was just pointing out—”
“Everything.” I’m not sure if I’m answering his question or finishing his sentence. “Dean …”
“What?”
Someone slaps my ass. Again, I don’t see who.
“I just …” How do I even say it? How do I say it in a way that he would understand? “I need …”
“What you need,” Dean finishes for me while pointing once again at whatever other booth he was trying to direct my attention to, “is a ‘hockey-butt-lover’s poster’, which is apparently a thing.”
Someone catcalls me, a skinny guy whose face I actually do catch before it disappears in the crowd. “I’ll grapple that any day, honey!” he calls out from the unknown crowd beyond.
“They’re subway sized,” Dean notes. “You can put it in your bedroom on that one bare wall. Every morning, you can wake up to big ol’ hockey butt in your face. Hey!” He lifts up a hockey mask he bought from a stand earlier. “It can go with this! Here, put it on!” He presses it to my chest.
I take the mask, but it doesn’t go on my face. I just look up at Dean, frustration in my eyes. “This isn’t … what it was supposed to be like.”
Dean lifts an eyebrow, not having heard me, my voice too quiet. “What?”
“None of this. It’s not me. These … people … are just … just horny men wearing costumes and hooking up to fuck. There’s no … There isn’t … It’s all just a bunch of …” I can’t finish a sentence.
Dean comes close to me. “Just enjoy it, Garret. Let go. Relax. Don’t be afraid to just be yourself.”
“Myself?” I pull away from him. “Really?”
Dean flinches. “Did I say something wrong?”
“Do you even know what that is? Myself? Do you even know who your friend is? What all of this means to me? This isn’t some fucking museum of sexual wonders to gawk and gape at, Dean! This is a completely different thing. This is a search for … for belonging. For being a part of something. For fulfilling a part of my sexuality—fuck, I don’t even know if it’s sexual most of the time—for fulfilling a part of my soul that’s empty … that’s missing.”
“I know this is important to you, Garret …”
“This isn’t just … ‘Hey, let’s put on costumes and pretend to be athletes.’ This isn’t role play,” I shout suddenly, giving his hockey mask a wiggle.
“But … isn’t it, in a way?”
“No!”
“I … I never said we’re wearing … costumes.” Dean looks hurt by my words already, as sensitive as he is sometimes. “I called them uniforms, didn’t I? I’m embracing the spirit of this whole thing.”
“You’re mocking it,” I spit back.
“Garret …”
I pull away from my friend, and despite him calling out for me at my back, I just keep going, determined to put as much distance between us as I can while I’m this heated.
I need space. I need air.
I need to calm down and think this over before I say anything else I might regret.
When I stop walking, I find myself outside of the event room completely. I’m halfway down the hall standing next to a fake potted plant across from a set of bathrooms. I lean against the wall, sigh deeply, and ignore the family whose parents subtly shield their kids’ eyes as they walk by.
“Probably for the best,” I hear myself mutter aloud, and neither the mother nor the father reply as they move along.
Then I slide down the wall dejectedly, and my cushy spandex-hugged ass finds the carpeted floor. I hug my knees and sit there, sulking.
I hate that I had to bite Dean’s head off. He’s just so eager to be a great friend sometimes that he misses the mark, and I’m left with unspoken words and a load of frustration.
And a laptop up in the hotel room that still has an inbox full of unattended work.
Thank you, Mr. Kevin Kingston, for owning my balls at all hours of the day.
Why does that thought both make me as mad as it does turned on?
I glance down at the hockey mask Dean gave me that I’m still holding. With a surrendering sigh, I pull it over my face and strap it on in the back. It serves as a bit of armor I didn’t know I needed right now. Thanks, Dean.
I really don’t want a damned person seeing me right now—gawping families or jocks alike.
It’s right then that a shadow falls over me—a very big, broad-shouldered shadow. “What’s the problem, champ?”
My heart races at once. That voice …
I look up.
The man standing over me is a football god. He is in full pads. Shoulder pads. Black and yellow jersey. Black thigh-hugging football pants with a yellow stripe down the side. He even wears a matching helmet. Underneath it is nothing but full shadow, however, obscuring his face.
I can’t even answer him for a second, taken by his appearance. “Nothing, sir,” I answer, muffled behind my hockey mask.
Sir?
Did I seriously just answer him “sir”?
Upon closer inspection, the footballer seems to be wearing shades and a half-face-mask thing over his mouth that hides the shape of his lips, too.
It’s not just shadow that veils his features.
“So what the hell are you doing out here when the wrestling mats are in there, champ?” he asks.
I stare at him, dumbfounded.
“Well?” he growls. “How’re you gonna win a trophy if you aren’t even in the damned game?”
Are we role-playing right now? What mats? A trophy? Is he high?
Then the footballer grunts, lifts his chin at me, and extends a big helping hand—a big helping hand that’s covered in a tight, black Under Armour football glove. “Get up.”
It isn’t a suggestion.
It’s an order.
I take the mystery footballer’s hand without question.
He pulls me to my feet with ease.
“Now don’t let me find you out here again,” he tells me. “You’re either in the game, or you’re not playing at all. There’s no in-between, champ.”
With that, the man turns away and heads for the event ballroom. I stare after him, my wide eyes on his broad backside, his football-pant-clad ass, and his confident, smooth, and dominant gait.




CAYSEN

 
Of course I won’t miss a chance to give Wade the hard-ass workout he deserves.
“Let’s go, let’s go!” I cheer him on, jogging on the treadmill next to him. “Keep up the pace!”
“Fuck me!” Wade wheezes out in exasperation as he sweats and jogs and, despite his complaining, keeps up. “How much longer are we—?”
“Go, go, go!”
Wade endures every second of torment I put him through. He never gives up. He never slacks. He pushes himself harder than most of my new clients. I catch myself thinking of Wade as if he really is just another new client of mine—and how “objectively” impressed I would be of him.
“Y’know,” he says as he jogs, out of breath, “if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were punishing me for something!”
“Maybe I am,” I bark back.
He shoots me a look. His sharp blue eyes are so fucking sexy. “By the time we’re through, I’d better look like an Avenger. Thor, preferably.”
“Pre or post sexy haircut?” I ask lightly.
Wade laughs, his whole face wrinkling up in that cute way it does. “Can you imagine me with shoulder-length hair? It reminds me of that phase I went through junior year in high school. Be glad you didn’t know me back then. Hey, now that’s an idea. I should audition for more Shakespeare!”
“Or …” I reach out and slap his butt, making a comically louder “smack!” sound than I intended, maybe because of the material of his tight jogging shorts he’s got on that are doing everything for that round, proud ass of his. “… you should just focus on your workout, bud.”
Wade scowls playfully at me, then laughs.
After we finish, fill our bottles at the water fountains, and rest by the towel racks, Wade gives me this chipper look. “Y’know what? You’re right. Who cares what my parents think.” He sits on the end of the towel rack and leans back against the mirror wall. “It’s just another audition full of … of people I should not feel obligated to impress.”
“Everything in life’s an audition, huh.” I kick back my water bottle, then come up to his side, leaning against the mirror. “Good thing you’re not going to one now.”
Wade looks at me. “Why?”
“Because you’re rank as hell,” I tell him, then fake a gag.
Wade laughs and shoves at me. I stay right in place like a brick wall, smirking proudly.
He glances over at the locker rooms, then back at me. “I should go shower off. You got another client coming up?”
I fidget. “He canceled.”
The truth is that I called him and canceled the session myself. In fact, I’ve canceled no less than four sessions to make time for Wade.
I can spare the short-term loss in revenue.
Especially if it means more time with Wade.
“So I’ve never used the showers here before,” he confesses. “There are, uh … separate stalls with doors, right? It isn’t all open and exposed? I’ve heard things about the showers here.”
“Dude, you’ve been in the shower room!” I protest through a laugh. “Don’t act like you’ve never seen them before.”
“I wasn’t paying attention!” he throws back in his defense. “You know how I am, Cays. I, like … probably caught sight of some guy pulling on a jockstrap in my peripheral and got all flustered, and now I’m not even sure I can tell you if there are any lockers in the locker room. Also, this place does have a reputation, you know,” he reminds me, inclining his head. “Stuff goes on in there.”
My heart gives a jump at the thought of exactly how much “stuff” has gone on in there—and how much of it involved me.
I throw an arm over my friend’s back. “I’ll be your guide to the Weights & Mates shower, my friend. You’ll be amazed at our five-star treatment. You might even recommend it to your friends.”
Wade rolls his eyes. “Such a dork.”
After grabbing his bag, we head into the locker room. The clientele today is a lot more chatty than usual. The often-suspiciously-quiet locker room is filled with commotion and chatter. Even just halfway to the shower, I’ve caught all ten chapters of a twink kid’s journey to a straight club on the other side of town where he met and fucked the one other gay guy who was there, a guy with a bodybuilder’s bod and braces.
“Be right out!” Wade sings to me as he slips into one of the showers, each one separated by a head-high door and tiled partition, much like a bathroom stall.
Seconds later, his sweaty tank is swung over the top of the stall door where it hangs.
Then his shorts.
I swallow as I stare at that stall door, only his feet and the top of his head visible. At once, I pry my eyes away and start to head off.
“You don’t think this is all for, like, nothing, do you?” he asks.
I stop and turn back around.
Wade’s eyes are visible over his shower door.
His eyebrows pull together. “Dude, you’re not leaving, are you? You gotta stay and talk to me.”
“You’re … showering,” I unnecessarily inform him. “And what do you mean, anyway?”
“Our sessions. All of these … workouts.” He stands on his tippy-toes and props his elbows up on the top of the door, his bare, wet shoulders and forearms visible. He rests his chin on it playfully, his blond hair made darker by water and cutely all over the place. “Do you think it’s for nothing?”
I approach slowly. “No way. It’s healthy.”
“Yeah, but … my reason for coming to you for a workout. It’s stupid and vain, isn’t it?”
I stop and lean against the wall across from his narrow little shower stall, hands shoved into the pockets of my gym shorts. “Nothing’s stupid about wanting to improve yourself.”
“Why aren’t you showering, too?”
I squint at him. “You kidding? You want me to contract syphilis? I’ll shower at home.”
He rolls his eyes. “Wuss.” Then he slips his arms off the door and turns back to the shower.
I frown at the back of his head. After a minute goes by of weighing the pros and cons of hopping into a shower next to Wade-fucking-Lockhart, I decide I’ve made worse decisions in life, peel off my clothes, and step into the stall next to his.
Wade glances over the shower partition at me, then smirks proudly as he continues washing.
I start rinsing off. “Working out isn’t about … getting some perfect bod. People always think it makes you vain, working on your body, just ‘cause we look in mirrors all day and flex at ourselves.”
“I wonder if that’ll be me someday,” he says, lifting an arm to rinse under his pits. “Flexing in the mirror. Peeling off my shirt without a care.”
With that image of shirtless, flexing Wade put right into my mind, I absently start rubbing myself.
Then I glance over at Wade. Just the top of his head is visible, a sliver of his eyes, and now and then an arm that he lifts to wash underneath.
Yes, I’m hard.
“I guess it makes sense that bodybuilders look at themselves in the mirror a lot and flex,” Wade considers. “I mean, their body is their work of art. Like a painter. Hmm, a sculptor might be a better analogy. Yeah … a sculptor …”
My eyes stay on that little bit of him I have as I wash and rub and rinse.
And my cock gets harder and harder.
“I mean, a sculptor doesn’t just … ignore what his hands are doing,” Wade goes on, pontificating.
My hand wraps around my swollen dick and gives it three experimental strokes.
Three strokes become ten.
Then I’m jerking nonstop, staring at Wade.
Obliviously, he laughs and adds, “Y’know, if I looked at my body like a lump of clay …”
Now I’m not even listening to his words. I’m just listening to his voice, and how strong and bold it sounds as it bounces off the shower walls. The expressive way he talks, how his lips move to form certain words, the way his eyes light up, then detach with a thought, then light up again …
I’m caught like a moth to a beautiful fucking blaze, and I can’t pull my eyes away.
Taking my hand off of my dick is definitely out of the question.
Why do I always get myself in situations like this? Am I cursed? Do I deserve this? Should I repent for something?
These questions only make me jerk harder.
“Do you know what I mean?” he asks lightly, turning his eyes my way.
Wade only sees the top of my face. I give no indication of what’s going on below. “Yeah?” I prompt him, not having heard a word.
“About when the clay hardens?”
My clay just hardened more by those words.
“Yeah,” I agree to whatever, nodding. “I know what you mean.”
“Because then you can’t really sculpt anymore. And that is not ideal.” He turns back to the shower and lifts his arm again.
I’m racing toward the edge. I can’t stop.
Jesus, I must be backed up. I don’t even know the last time I had sex. Was it a week ago, just days before Wade came bursting through the gym doors demanding that I train him?
“So let’s work it while we can,” says Wade.
I work it right up to the edge. I stare at the side of my buddy’s face, imagining his wet and slippery body, his slender shape, his sensitive nipples, that sweep of little hairs that lead to the base of his big cock. My shower water is getting uncomfortably hot. My balls are pulling up tight, ready.
“You just gotta … do it,” exclaims Wade with assertiveness. Then he looks my way, and his eyes burrow into mine. “No more playing around, right? You just have to fucking do it.”
And then I fucking do it.
While staring into his bright blue eyes, his wet and messy hair, his intensity, I fucking do it.
Pokerfaced.
Only one tiny, choked grunt comes out of me.
And everything else comes out of my dick—and shoots all over the tall partition between us.
Wade’s eyebrows pull together. “You alright there? Got a cramp?”
I have no time to recover, eyes on his. “Yep.”
“Maybe I can rub it out for you later,” Wade says, smiling with his eyes, innocent as a cat.
Already a step ahead of you, bud, responds my thoroughly rubbed dick.
He turns back to the shower and continues to rinse off. I face the water myself, shut my eyes, and let the scalding water cover my face.
It’s just an hour later that we’re fully dressed in decent clothes and walking down a busy street. Wade wants to make a quick stop before we hop on the train and take the long ride out to the burbs for this family dinner he’s roped me into.
I didn’t realize our “quick stop” was a bar we haven’t set foot in since sophomore year of college when we still needed fake IDs. “Dude, it’s one in the afternoon,” I protest when we step inside, “and your mother wanted you there by three, didn’t she? We’re looking at two hours on the train and in a taxi to get out there, and that’s with good traffic. So we’ll definitely be late as it is, and … and you want to get drunk now?”
Wade takes a seat at the bar. “It’s called stress-drinking, and if you knew my parents at all, you’d know why it’s absolutely essential. Now sit.” He flags down the bartender.
Reluctantly, I join him. “This is the exact thing I tell my clients not to do, by the way. Alcohol is the worst damned thing you can put in your body when you’re working out.”
“We’re not working out now, are we?”
I narrow my eyes. “You know damned well what I mean, Wade.”
But it doesn’t matter to him, not when he’s got his mind set on something, and stress creeps up his neck like a heavy shadow. He stress-drank back in school before tests, then regretted it immediately after. He stress-drank before the opening night of a show at the theatre department. He stress-drank after a bad date, and sometimes after a good one.
All I can do is order a water, listen to Wade as he rants and complains, and be his rock.
I’ll be his rock for as long as it takes.
Over the nearly two hours we spend in the bar, Wade gets drunk enough to flirt with a group of six guys who come in together. Only one is gay, but it doesn’t stop Wade from catcalling all of them and asking (cockily) how much they can bench.
It’s three o’clock when I put an arm around Wade and tell him, “I’m officially cutting you off,” before slapping a tip on the counter for our patient bartender and guiding Wade toward the door. The group of six that Wade flirted with were thankfully more entertained than they were harassed, so they all give shouts of encouragement and cheers when Wade stops to take a dramatic bow before we go. “I’d cast you in my show!” calls out one of the straights. “That is, if I had one to cast you in!”
Yeah, he told them the whole story. Every bit.
We’re back on the street and heading for the nearest subway. Wade, who can’t be trusted to tell red light from green, needs guidance to not crash into people. “They will regret not casting me.” He hasn’t stopped talking since we left the bar. He flexes a gun. “I’ll look like Tarzan soon! They’re the ones missing out! Not me! I can’t believe I slipped in dog poo for that … that director
twat.”
He collapses onto the seat when we board the subway train, then leans his head against the germ-infested pole, his eyes rocked back slightly. “Do I look as drunk as I feel? You should’ve stopped me. I’m in no condition to see my mom now.”
My arm is still tightly around him, holding him against my side protectively. “Or maybe it’s the perfect condition to see your mom. All her worst theories about how I’m the bad boy who corrupted you can be proven.”
“You didn’t corrupt me. You saved me.”
I look at him, struck for a moment. I wonder what he means by that. “Saved you?”
“Fuck that director twat. Those guys at the bar loved me.” He smiles sleepily, then closes his eyes. “They … They loved me …”
I stare at the side of his face, as if falling in love with it all over again. He’s gone quiet now.
I wonder if that boy will ever realize the effect he has on people, even perfect strangers—how everyone … gay, straight, male, female, young or old or in-between … just falls in love with him the second they meet him.
“I love you, Wade,” I whisper to him.
He doesn’t react, his eyes still closed, his mind likely far, far away. Only a slight, absent curl to his lips reveals the dreams floating behind his eyelids.
The train hums, the doors shut, and off it goes.




[ 4 ]

 
Saturday evening. Wade’s iPhone shows 5:42 PM.
Wade and Caysen took the long train ride (and a smelly taxi) out to the crisp and sunny suburbs, where they now stand on the porch of a quaint, beige-and-white-brick two-story house.




WADE

 
I wipe a sheen of sweat off my forehead, then stare at that silver door knocker that hangs like The One Ring That Rules Them All in my face.
At least I don’t see two of them anymore.
“Need me to knock it for you?” asks Caysen.
I sleepily run a hand over my face. “I’m so …”
“Yeah, well, I warned you.” He comes up to my side and slaps my back. “So we’re late. Big deal. Bad traffic and train complications. It’s a Saturday evening. Everyone’s going out.”
“If there’s one thing my mom doesn’t do, it’s excuses,” I mumble miserably. Then I blink rapidly several times. “Head’s spinning.”
“You’ll be fine. I got you.”
“Do I look okay?” I ask, suddenly concerned. I run a hand down my front, smoothing out my shirt. “I feel like I should’ve worn the other top.”
“That baby blue polo looks really good on you, bud. It … really …” Caysen’s eyes take me in. “It really fits you. Shows off your best parts.”
His words sober me for a second, making me puff up. “It does?”
“Yep. Now can we knock already?”
“Not yet.”
Caysen reaches forward, grabs the knocker, and gives the door three solid raps.
I smack him on the arm. “Dude, I said not—!”
The door opens seconds after the knocking. In the doorway stands my mother, her face framed by a blunt fall of tawny hair cropped at the chin with highlights strewn throughout. The first things you note when you look at my mother are her nails, which are painted a commanding bright blue today to match her shoes and skirt.
“Hi, Mom,” I say, my eyes trained on hers.
She looks me over with reservation. She most certainly has words for me.
But before any of them have a chance to come out, her eyes fall on my guest, and her expression changes at once. “Caysen.”
Caysen gives her a nod. “Hi, Mrs. Lockhart.”
She looks between us, then turns to me. “First, you’re late. By over two hours. And then you bring your friend and don’t tell me ahead of time?”
“Sorry, that’s my fault,” Caysen cuts in, trying to save my face.
My mom’s eyes turn onto him in a hot second.
His resolve is kicked in the side by her fierce look before he elaborates further: “I … heard you were doing a dinner, and that Wade’s little sis was in town, and I sorta invited myself last minute.”
My mom doesn’t move for a moment. Then, after a breath, she decides to be nice. “Well, that’s sweet of you. I guess we always have room at the table for one more.” She shoots me a look. “Just a tiny bit of a heads-up would’ve been preferred.”
I nod. “Sorry, Mom.”
“Well, come in. I’ll get the both of you a glass of—” She frowns suddenly. Her eyes turn harsh as she leans toward me. “Have you been drinking?”
“No!” I blurt out.
“I can smell it on your breath! You’ve been—” Her eyes are on Caysen now. “Did you take my son out drinking? Are you responsible for this?”
Even big strong Caysen isn’t sure what to say to that. After scrolling through ten possible replies, he clumsily goes with: “I warned the dumbass not to, Mrs. Lockhart.”
I gape at him.
My mother masks her fuming with a stern look and another deep breath, then just turns away and heads into the house, leaving the door open.
I slap Caysen’s arm. “What the hell?”
Caysen lifts his hands innocently. “Hey, it’s your mom! I can’t lie to her!”
I throw my hands up and step into the house with a reluctant Caysen trailing in behind me.
The smell of a well-seasoned pot roast cooking fills the air, along with carrots, potatoes, and some kind of soup. Every bit of my house looks just the same as I’d left it since my last visit, from the tan see-through curtains that paint all the rooms in a subdued yet inviting shade of sunlight, to the long strips of outdated paisley wallpaper that line the front entryway and run into the living room.
Caysen and I are served drinks by my still-stern-faced mother—a very boring water and a very boring iced tea, respectively—and then we’re told to keep out of the kitchen while she finishes up preparing dinner and conversing with my tired father, who greets me with a jovial, “Hello there, son!” and a hearty hug, and then not much else as he’s kept working by my mom’s figurative whip.
My sister arrives not five minutes later. She doesn’t knock; she just bursts right in through the front door like a dam breaking, her luggage and husband and crying two-year-old son tumbling in.
My mom’s all over her at once, her sweet tone a stark contrast to the one I was greeted with. I stand in the living room like an awkward twice-removed relative with Caysen next to me and a couple half-empty glasses in our hands.
Then my sister sees me. “Wade!”
She sounds surprised I’m here. “Lena!” I greet her, going in for a hug. With her living on the west coast for the past two years, we don’t see much of each other and are always glad when we do.
My sister smiles at Caysen. I think she decided at some point over the years she actually likes my former college roommate. “Good afternoon, you.”
Caysen nods at her. “Lena. It’s been a while.”
Her barely-two-year-old offspring Noah runs right up to me like I’m a cotton candy stand. For a second, I’m certain he’s gonna tackle my legs with warm, nephewly love.
He barfs on my shoes instead.
“Noah!” chides my sister, picking him right up as he starts to cry again, then carrying him off to the bathroom in a hurry. Lena’s husband Tim just winces at me apologetically as he drags their big bag of luggage up the stairs.
My mom appears, her mouth agape. She looks right at me. “What’d you do??”
This is going to be a long night.




DEAN

 
At first, I’m okay with how everything went down. Garret needed his space to explore and see things and be himself. I totally get it.
But after two hours of circling the event room with no sign of him, I start to get a bit worried. His phone keeps going straight to voicemail.
Three and a half hours after we parted ways, however, the worry’s gone and I’m just plain tired. I want to go up to the room, watch TV, and call up Sam or Wade and chat for hours while chowing down on a basket of greasy hotel garlic fries.
Because fuck that diet I’m supposed to be on.
I was hit on by no less than nine guys over the past few hours. Each and every one of them, I just smiled and answered, “Sorry, I’m married.” That didn’t stop half of them, as they then asked where my lucky husband was and which sport he played.
I sometimes wonder if it wouldn’t be out of the question to, when my husband goes on his business trips, go with him. What’s the harm? I’m only here at this event with Garret because I hate being home alone so often with nothing to do. I wanted to get out and do something fun and meaningful. Wade’s always auditioning for something lately. Caysen’s always busy at the gym, understandably.
So I thought this weekend with Garret was the perfect thing to fall into my lap (other than the deal I got on these cleats I’m wearing). I was thrilled to have a crazy, fun time with my friend.
What I didn’t foresee was how much this event would mean to him. I feel like I’m just in the way.
I guess I should have predicted that.
And I should know Garret better by now.
I leave the event, but don’t head to my room just yet, not quite ready to turn the page on this long, weird day. Chasing a desire for fresh air, I step outside the hotel and stroll along the sidewalk.
That’s when I hear the shout.
I turn my head, curious. Then I hear a chorus of grunts and shouts in unison, like an army of men calling back to a commander.
I follow the voices to a field one block down from the hotel parking garage and across the street. There is a single flag hanging from a pole on the corner with the Jock-Con emblem on it (a cartoon head wearing a blue football helmet with just the eyes showing, fierce and game-ready). All across the field are several men I recognize from the event, and they seem to be serving as the audience to a football game that’s taking place on the field.
By the time I cross the street and slip into the crowd, I find that both teams consist of a variety of different athletes: soccer players, football players, baseball players, hockey players, and more. Some of them are just wearing half their uniform. Some are decked out completely. One team is wearing red mostly, and the other side blue. I have no idea what’s going on, but it looks like one fun mess. I can say for sure, however, that the game is not the conventional football I know. Well, not exactly.
And that’s when my eye catches sight of one particular member of the blue team.
A wrestler I happen to recognize—even behind that hockey mask I gave him.
“Who are you rooting for?” asks an older man in a lacrosse helmet, sleeveless red Nike shirt, and red basketball shorts that hang below his knees.
I have to let out a laugh of amazement at what I’m seeing, then I say, “Obviously the blue team.”
“Oh, we’re rivals!” teases the man, then adds quickly, “Just kidding. There’s not really any rivals in the prestigious sport of Jockball.”
I wrinkle my face at the man. “Jockball? Is that a joke, or an actual sport?”
“It’s whatever the heck everyone decides it is every year.”
“Hmm. I like your helmet,” I point out, to be friendly. “My husband used to play lacrosse back in college. Or so he claims,” I add with humor.
The man laughs. “Nice. You should invite him to Jock-Con sometime. Are you local?”
“An hour into the city, yep. Two if you count the traffic.” I lose sight of Garret as the teams start the next play, running across the field after the ball is thrown. “So is Jockball football this year …? This looks a lot like football, except not.”
The man shrugs. Then he gives me the obvious once-over. “You should go out and join them. You could be on either team, with those colors!”
I look down. I’m in red and blue, I’d forgotten. “Guess I’m playing for both teams,” I joke.
The man nods appreciatively. “So you’re bi?”
I didn’t mean it that way, but his question has me digging at a sensitive spot in my heart. For a moment, I’m caught wrestling with my answer—something I almost never do.
Then I realize none of my friends are with me.
My husband isn’t, either.
Suddenly, my own advice of “you’ll never see these guys again” repeats in my mind, urging me to let go of something. A little semi-secret.
“I had a girlfriend in high school,” I confess. “I was with her for over two years. We broke up the summer after graduation, mutually deciding that the long-distance thing at separate universities just wouldn’t work. I haven’t dated a girl since, so … not sure what that makes me. I identify as gay, but who knows? And more importantly, who cares? I’m happy for her. Last I heard, she got into an Ivy League school, which doesn’t surprise me because she’s very smart. Haven’t kept in touch with her. I’m fairly sure she’s heard I’m married to a dude by now. We have enough mutual connections. I have no idea how she’d feel about that, honestly.”
The man studies me for a second. “That’s not too big a deal, when you think about it. Lots of gay men dated women in their youth. Also, you may be bi. Do any of your friends know?” Then he tilts his head and, more sensitively, adds: “Your husband?”
I smile wistfully. “No one does.”
The crowd explodes. Someone scored a point, from the sound of it. Suddenly, I watch Garret get slapped on the ass by several of his teammates. He cheers, pumping a fist in the air, but his excitement is short-lived, and at once he’s back into game mode, as focused as a leopard in the wild.
I’ve never seen this side of him. I could be convinced he has a whole secret past of playing sports, if I didn’t know better. Then again, there are things about me that no one knows, not even him. Not even Sam. Maybe we all have secrets.
“So?” he prompts me with a nudge. “Gonna get yourself out there? Looks like the red team can use a little boost.”
I smile with pride, watching my friend on the field. Maybe I don’t quite get what Garret sexually gains out of all this except for maybe camaraderie and a scene or two in someone’s hotel room later on, but maybe I don’t have to get it. Maybe I can just be happy for him from a distance.
“Nah, man. I think I’m gonna leave it to the athletes,” I state. “The real athletes.”
Suddenly I’m thinking about Sam, who was a real athlete in college. And I picture the moment when I’ll finally get to see him tomorrow.
Then, at once, an idea clicks. I turn back to my new friend. “Did you happen to get that lacrosse helmet from a vendor inside?”




WADE

 
I have had three intense workouts so far with Caysen Ryan, the legendary trainer of bodies in the gayborhood, sculptor of muscle, maker of dreams.
This dinner is my hardest workout yet.
Except it isn’t a muscle being worked out.
It’s my last fucking nerve.
“Your father and I talk about you all the time to Bert and Bethany,” my mom is going on, still gushing to my sister Lena. “They know this other couple who lives in California—San Bernardino—and they just adore your news segments.”
Lena smiles and peers at her hubby Tim. “You can only do so much on your own. Tim helped me get a foot in the door at the local station.”
“No, no,” Tim quickly throws in. “I just put in a word. You did all the heavy lifting, babe.”
They kiss. My mom’s heart swells, watching.
It’s all sweet and whatever.
I stare between them and sourly fork in another bite of delicious garlic mashed potato.
I even resent how good these potatoes taste.
“Wade, how are your auditions going?” asks Lena suddenly, smiling brightly my way.
My mother looks down at her plate after the question is asked. My dad keeps chewing his bite of meat and staring at me, waiting for the answer. Tim tends to their son Noah, who is being difficult and scowling miserably between every bite.
I put on my game face. “Oh, they’re great! Just last month I closed a show in Merryville. That’s a big theater,” I add for everyone’s benefit, gesturing with my fork. “We sold out our last two nights.”
“That’s so great!” Lena exclaims warmly.
“It is! It’s so, so great.” I look my mom’s way. “Really, really great. Like, a huge deal.” I look my dad’s way. “It’s just the best.”
If I inflate my successes any more, they’ll pop like party balloons.
Lena shakes her head thoughtfully. “I am just in awe of you, Wade. To jump right into the scary, competitive heart of the city like that and chase your dreams. It must take a lot of—”
“Anyone want another dinner roll?” cuts in my mother, gesturing at the basket in front of her.
“No, thank you, ma’am,” says Tim politely.
Lena gives her a short nod. “Sure, I’ll take one. Thanks, Mom!” She turns back to me. “So, as I was saying, it has to take a lot of bravery to—”
“Would you like it buttered?” interrupts my mother. Again.
Lena smiles at her. “Butter’s perfect. Thanks.” She turns back to me. “It must take a lot—”
Before she gets another word out, my mom lifts her chin to address Tim across the table. “Is he wanting some more mashed potatoes? Carrots?”
“No, no, ma’am.” Tim chuckles as he helps the little (and stubborn) two-year-old eat. “I think if anything, he may be calling it quits soon.”
“NO!” shouts Noah.
Tim looks at his son. “No? You mean you are hungry for more?”
Lena leans across the table toward me. “What I’m trying to say is, it takes a lot of bravery to do what you do,” she gets out. “I can’t imagine—”
“NO!” screams Noah, twice as loud.
Tim lowers his voice. “No what? You need to be specific. Use your words.”
“NO!”
“I can’t imagine,” Lena persists through all the noise, “how stressful it is, living the life of an actor and having to rely on others’ approval all the time, just to make ends meet.”
I quirk an eyebrow. “Others’ approval?”
“You know what I mean. Auditioning. It’s like a job interview, but you have to do it over and over and over again. Doesn’t that ever get to you?”
I open my mouth, then think of myself shirtless in a room full of yawns and judging, bored eyes.
“No,” I answer blankly, staring off somewhere. “No, it doesn’t really get to me.”
“Liar,” blurts Caysen at my side.
I snap my face to his. “What?”
He snorts. “Why else am I training you now?”
“Oh, you’re his personal trainer?” asks Lena, wagging her fork between us.
“Yep.” Caysen’s still chewing his last bite and speaks through it like some boorish caveman. “His recent audition was full of assholes, so he came to me because he wants to work out and get ripped so he won’t get turned down again by assholes.”
My mother shoots him an offended look.
I’m not sure whether it’s the look, or the blunt way in which Caysen just dumped my business on the dinner table, but suddenly I’m turning on my mom at once. “Oh, c’mon. Like you haven’t used the word ‘asshole’ twenty times this afternoon alone complaining about how late I was.”
“Wade!” she chides me.
“It’s written all over Dad’s face,” I go on. My dad promptly starts nervously wiping his mouth with his big napkin. “And sure, okay, maybe you really are so concerned with whether everyone has a goddamned buttered dinner roll on their plate—”
“NO!” screams Noah.
“—but you’ve cut off Lena about thirty times when she was asking about my acting career. Are you trying to get something across to us, Mom?”
“Oh, we’re not doing this at the table,” my dad says suddenly, waving a hand in the air.
“Yes, we are.” I face my mom. “Please. Let us all know how you really feel about my career.”
At first, her pursed lips indicate an utter desire to keep all her anger to herself and rise above.
The very next second, she’s out of her chair. “What you have is not a career. Your sister has a career. She is a respected news anchor in LA. You, my son, have a hobby, and you are broke, and if it wasn’t for your father and I supporting you your first year in the city, you’d still be living in that tiny bedroom upstairs!”
Now it’s my turn to get to my feet. I’ve done this scene several times. I know my lines. I’m used to it. Just hand me the Oscar already.
“First off, I’m not broke, and with the sole exception of tonight, I am not living in that tiny bedroom upstairs ever again.”
“NO!” shrieks Noah, my nephew’s valuable and only contribution to this discussion.
“Secondly, yeah, okay, my sister’s on TV, but her career isn’t that different from mine,” I point out. “She’s basically just an actor with facts.”
Lena herself slaps a hand over her mouth to keep from letting out an ill-timed laugh.
“Dude,” warns Caysen, “if you start getting all dramatic now, your dinner’s gonna be cold by the time you’re done.”
“You had a plan, Wade,” exclaims my mom, sticking to the script, reciting her same old words line by line. “You graduated top of your class in high school. Law school was next. There was an internship waiting for you at your father’s friend’s firm, Buckley & Waite.”
I roll my eyes. “Mom, you do realize Dad’s friend is a married perv who hit on Lena at her high school graduation, right?”
My mother gasps, a hand drawn to her chest. “No, he isn’t!” she cries.
“Yes, he is,” mumbles my father.
“NO!” shouts Noah, slamming his fork down.
Lena nods somberly. “He is.”
My mom’s staring at my sister now. “Wow. I never—” Then she turns on me the next second. “That’s not the point, anyway!”
“Well, what is the point?” I spread my hands. “You think I should be a news anchor, too? Let’s give it a try.” I clear my throat. “This just in: your son is an epic failure. More about that at five! But first, Candace brings us the weather! What’s that? It’s cloudy with a chance of disappointing sons!”
“Wade,” warns my father.
I shrug. “You know, never mind. I’m kind of bored of this whole thing.” I push my chair back in and excuse myself up the stairs. There isn’t a peep from the table behind me as I leave.
Even Noah, for this brief, tense moment, has the sense to keep quiet, staring big-eyed.
I close my bedroom door and sit on the end of my bed with my head in my hands. Breath by slow breath, I make myself calm down.
It’s the worst feeling, to lose your cool in front of your family. Even if you feel like a badass at the time the words are coming out, there is a level of embarrassment that immediately follows.
Or maybe it’s shame.
Or regret.
If I was smarter, I’d know that my mom is always trying to get under my skin, and I should have learned by now to stop taking the bait.
But there I go, embarrassing myself in front of the family, all on account of the fact that I’m not starring in some major motion picture yet, or on the stage of a Broadway show.
I don’t know why this is a thing, but if you’re a working actor and aren’t involved in something that involves a celebrity you can name-drop to all your friends and family, you’re seen as some pipe-dream-chasing loser. It’s unfair and wrong.
To them, there’s no such thing as a working actor. We’re all starving and foolish.
I can’t wait to prove them wrong someday.
The door gently opens. I don’t look up, as I already know who would’ve excused himself from the table immediately after that little scene.
His weight rests next to me on this narrow twin bed. He puts his big arm around my back for a half hug, pulling me against him. I rest my head on his chest, thankful he’s there.
“You know, one time,” Caysen tells me, “you complained that you only got cast for your looks.”
I smirk. “You mean that one director Sal who tried to suck me off before opening night?”
“More than that. Even in college. You said you wanted to be taken seriously as an actor, and you were tired of people not seeing ‘you’. They only saw your pretty face, your perfect hair, your—”
“Keep them coming,” I tease him. “I need all the compliments you can dish out right now.”
He chuckles and gives me a squeeze. “Maybe you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. To look perfect. Or get ripped. Or impress the ‘rents. Just do you, Wade. Your mom and dad, they’ll ‘see you’ someday. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not in the morning. But I swear that one day, they’ll see you the way I see you.”
I quirk an eyebrow. “How do you see me?”
Caysen doesn’t say anything at first. Then he gives me another half-squeeze and slaps me on the chest. “I see you as a guy who’s gonna ignore all my precious advice and stubbornly insist on some late-night cardio around your neighborhood.”
I smile. “You know me so well.”




GARRET

 
Five of us headed off to a club down the street after the Jockball game where I now stand among them at the loud, ear-blasting bar. It’s apparently the same club they held the “unofficial” meet-and-greet at on Friday. I wonder how the hell anyone can “meet” or “greet” anyone in this loud place.
But I will suffer in the noise and the shouting and the blaring music and the dancing. I will suffer because among my crew of five, there is one in particular who has captured my full attention.
The mystery football jock.
I swear he is someone stepped straight out of my deepest, most private fantasies. I have literally wondered many times today if I somehow thought him into existence.
As if trying to impress him or get him to notice me somehow, I keep smiling behind my hockey mask and laughing when anyone else does so as not to seem like I missed a joke or punch line. I also find myself nodding a lot. As if anyone can see my expressions behind this hockey mask.
I’m so determined to stay behind the mask that I downed a whole bottle of water in private, lifting the mask just enough to expose my lips.
As far as I know, the footballer hasn’t removed his helmet for nothing. Is he just as keen on staying anonymous as I am? Did he eat or drink in private like I did? He has to be starving after that game. I know I’d be.
That is, if I was capable of an appetite right now, with my excited stomach and nerves.
The air in the bar is thick, warm, and full of a variety of ripe body odors. I sorely underestimated the body odor that builds up among men under so much gear. It isn’t a pleasant detail to note, but it’s surely an honest one.
Somehow, though, my mystery football hero doesn’t smell bad at all. Not an inch of him. His uniform is perfectly clean from head to toe, each part of it fixed in place with precision and care. His helmet has this impossible shine to it that simply glows in the sun, and even now in this questionably dim bar lighting.
I notice specifically the parts of his forearm that are exposed are smooth and shaven, and while I don’t see the popping veins of a muscular athlete who works out, the bulky shape of his uniform and pads more than makes up for it, giving him the tapered figure of a real football player.
My heart hasn’t stopped racing in his presence since he first grabbed it in the hallway of the hotel.
That doesn’t sound healthy.
My heart probably needs an honest break from this beautiful man.
It might seem odd that I’m so attracted to him, yet haven’t even seen his face.
He could be fugly, I know. He could have three giant warts on his nose and a unibrow behind those large shades and chin-and-mouth-covering half-mask thing.
But he’s assuming the same risk, not having seen what’s behind this hockey mask.
Maybe in some fetish circles, the clothes really do make the man.
After a few failed attempts at a conversation, the five of us move to the back of the room where it’s quieter, but still noisy. We occupy a standing table in the far corner under a dim light that casts everyone’s face in shadow, mask or helmet or not. The football player stands across the table from me, and the whole time the others are talking, I keep feeling his dominant, powerful stare.
I can’t see his eyes and he can’t see mine, so I don’t actually know what he’s looking at, but it feels like me.
Again with the needing-to-give-my-poor-heart-a-break thing.
In time, the two baseball-uniform-wearing men to my left take off together, chasing after a third they see on the dance floor. Then the guy in blue head-to-toe Under Armour who was standing at my right goes off to the bar to get a drink (or chase some ass) and never returns.
That leaves just me and the football player.
Are we still staring at each other through our masks and general mystique?
He slowly comes around the table, putting himself next to me. “Looks like it’s just us.”
“Just us,” I agree, my throat tight.
He stands tall and strong, still in every bit of his football gear. The whole bar has been taken over by the jocks from Jock-Con—so much so that I haven’t seen a single non-geared-up person in the past two hours alone.
But now it feels like there’s no one here except the two of us: myself, and a man whose name I still don’t have the privilege of knowing.
It’s probably Brad. Or Chad. Or … something else that rhymes with Brad or Chad.
Or Kirk.
Or Joe.
“This is your first, isn’t it?” he asks me.
We’re both side-by-side, so we don’t look at each other when we talk. We stare off toward the crowds of men on the dance floor or at the bar, our shoulders almost touching.
“Yep,” I confirm. “And it won’t be my last.”
“So what was your issue when I first met you? Back in the hotel hallway.” His voice is deep yet smooth, and slightly muffled through his mask of sorts—about as muffled as mine. It reminds me so much of my boss’s voice, and I’d almost believe it was him if it weren’t for the overly-deep tone and the obvious fact that this is the last place on Earth my boss would be this weekend.
Maybe that’s why I’m so drawn to him; it’s like getting a chance to live out some fetish fantasy with someone like my boss.
It’s like transitive horniness.
“I think I felt alone,” I answer finally.
“Alone?” he asks. Even his accusing inflection when he asks simple one-worded questions is like Mr. Kingston’s. “Alone in a giant ballroom full of other men who are like you?”
“Well, that’s just it. I didn’t feel like anyone was like me. All I saw was sex, sex, sex … all around me. Exploiting athletes. Mocking them in the shapes of dildos and toys and butt plugs. I felt like everything was a big joke …” I look his way. “Well, until I met you, at least.”
Staring at him through the holes of my mask, I watch his football-helmet head slowly turn my way and then stop, frozen in place, listening.
He is like an athletic demigod, a statue, a man made of chiseled, perfect stone, a proud man.
“I get what you mean,” he says unexpectedly.
I stare at him, waiting, my heart racing.
“People who are into certain fetishes, they are sometimes difficult to match.” He points a strong gloved finger at the dance floor. “All of us might have a few general things in common. We’re men. We’re probably gay or into other men. Sometimes, that’s where the commonality ends.”
Commonality.
This jock says a word like “commonality”.
“One person might fetishize sports because an ex of theirs was a baseball player, and they’ve built an association. Some people might like muscular men and that’s it. Another guy might like the way gear looks and fits on a man, appreciating the form of an athletic body. I’m one of those,” he adds.
“Me too,” I admit quickly.
He pauses for a moment, as if to appreciate my words. I can almost imagine him smiling.
Then he resumes. “And some guys here might just want to see what all the fuss is about, curiosity being their only rhyme or reason.”
“Yeah, just like my friend who—” I start, then abruptly shut myself up, my stomach experiencing a sudden jab of guilt.
I was such a dick to Dean and ditched him, barely giving a thought to him ever since.
It doesn’t matter; Captain Football didn’t hear a word. “So the secret isn’t finding an exact sexual match,” he tells me.
“What is it, then?”
“It’s the same as anyone else’s secret.” He turns to me. “It’s just finding someone you like.”
“I like you,” I blurt at once.
I wish I could see his mouth, eyes, anything, just to know what those words did to him.
He nods at me. “You ready to show me what’s under that mask, champ?”
This gives me pause. Is it the mask that gives me confidence, or the body-exposing singlet that’s earned me more ass-slaps in a day than I’ve gotten my whole life?
I practically feel like I’ve endured a spanking in this getup.
I puff up. “Only if you are.”
“You first, champ.”
My heart drums heavily in my chest. I don’t think I’ve ever anticipated something more in my life than this one unassuming moment.
I grab hold of my hockey mask.
I take a breath.
Then I take it off.
My hair is pressed down now only by my wrestler’s ear guards secured to my sweaty head. I squint against the new light, the once-dim-room suddenly seeming bright as an office as my eyes are exposed.
He doesn’t move. He just stands in place and stares at me. Well, I assume so, behind his shades.
After a while of no response or reaction at all, I’m not so confident anymore. Am I not his type? Is my face not what he was expecting?
“Well …?” I prompt him.
He still doesn’t say anything.
He’s a complete statue.
I fidget, then cross my arms. “Say something,” I tell him. I won’t admit aloud that I’m begging.
Maybe he’s just stunned by my beauty, I muse to myself. It’s my plentiful face of whiskers. It’s my warm, sincere brown eyes. It’s my chiseled chin.
After an eternity of standing still, his hand moves at once to his thigh. From his football pants, which I’d assumed had no pockets, he produces a phone from thin air.
Then he throws six little words at me: “I have to take this call.”
He turns and ditches the table.
My heart drops. “Call?” I exclaim. “What call? Right now?”
There’s no answer because, undoubtedly, he didn’t hear a word. My football hero cuts through the crowd of other jocks, and in four and a half seconds, he’s gone.
There was no phone call.
I knew it right away, right when he said it. I could see it on his face.
Even if I couldn’t see a bit of his fucking face.
Only after a second of hesitation, I hurry after him. People keep getting in my way, blocking me. A baseball helmet. A shoulder pad. A jersey.
Then I burst out of the doors of the club and dump onto the street. I look left. I look right.
No sign of him anywhere. Nothing.
My heart is in pieces, held together only by the squeezing pressure of my wrestling singlet.
“Did he just …?” I mutter out loud, looking all over again. Across the street. Down the street. My wrestling shoes take me to the corner where I look left and right again. Throngs of people can be seen here and there, club-goers and groups of guys on a late Saturday night looking for ass.
But the one tight football-pant ass I’m looking for is gone.
I don’t even go back for my hockey mask. I left it on the table in that bar, left it with my hope of anything coming from this useless weekend. I don’t want to wear another hockey mask again. Fuck all the jocks in that bar. Fuck this weekend.
And fuck every dumb, worthless word he said.
When I’m back in the hotel lobby, there’s just a pair of guys in tank tops and short-shorts making out on a couch. I roll my eyes and walk past them, heading for the elevators.
I stop in front of the doors.
Dean’s warning hovers over my head.
“Whatever,” I mumble, pushing the button and slipping past the first elevator doors that open.
After a handful of unexciting seconds alone on the elevator, ding, the door opens on the sixteenth floor, and nothing happened at all.
Nothing happened at all.
Story of my life.
I push into my hotel room, then gently shut the door. I’m surprised to find Dean still awake. He’s standing by the window staring out holding a glass of wine.
He turns when I enter. “Hey there, man.”
Surprisingly, his voice is sweet and calm and welcoming, and not moody or bitter from the way I left him. Dean is such a good friend to me.
“I’m sorry for what I said earlier.” I pop off the chinstrap on my ear guards, then pull the whole thing off my tired head. “At the event.”
Dean shrugs. “No sweat, man.”
“Really. You’re a great friend. I shouldn’t have lost my cool and been a dick.”
“We’re all dicks, deep down. Hey, I got room service.” Dean lifts his glass, then nods at the tiny table by the window where there’s a bottle and one more glass. “A lot more where this cheap tasteless crap came from. Oh, and garlic fries,” he adds, then grimaces. “But they’re cold.”
“For the price, these rooms should really come with microwaves.” I toss my ear guards at my bed and come up to the table, feeding myself every last fry he left for me. I realize only now that I haven’t eaten a damned thing in hours, not since a little bite of nothing we got before the Jockball game.
Ugh … Even that word—Jockball—makes me cram the next fry in my mouth with anger.
“Something up?” asks Dean.
I shake my head, chomping on a cold garlic fry like it did something wrong to me. “Nothing worth talking about.”
“Man, you smell like cheap beer, smoke, and a freshly-mown lawn all rolled up into one.”
“I know. I need a shower pretty badly. But I need food more.” I finish the rest of the basket, then drop it on the table and start pouring myself a glass of wine. Dean watches. Then I look up at him with a squint. “Are you sure we’re okay?”
“You and I are dandy, my man. Wade isn’t.” He lets out a short chuckle. “I just called him. He was out on a little jog in his old neighborhood with Caysen pushing him on. I guess he’s out there for a family thing that’s gone horribly wrong. I couldn’t get the whole story.”
I roll my eyes. “Wade needs to stop going out there at all. It’s like willful torture, his parents.”
“At least he has Caysen with him.”
I snort. “He’s a whole other brand of ‘willful torture’, but I won’t get into that.” I drop my ass on the edge of the bed and stare at the TV. It comes back from commercial just in time to show me that Dean was watching a football game.
I grab the remote and, with a scowl, change the channel at once.
“Hmm.”
I look over at Dean. “‘Hmm’ what?”
He shrugs. “You and Caysen … the frenemies, the endless hate story. I’ll never understand the pair of you. Anyway, want a couple of not-quite-midnight-yet burgers?”
“Sure, but they’re on me!”
“Go take a shower, man. I’ll order us the worst thing on the room service menu.”
“My hero,” I say back.
I kick off my wrestling shoes, then go to grab some clean clothes out of my bag—a tank and a pair of shorts. Before I slip into the bathroom, I stop at the door and watch Dean as he orders us food on the hotel phone. He sweet-talks whoever is on the other end of the line, coiling the phone cord around his finger. When he laughs at something that’s said that I can’t hear, his whole face is in it, scrunched up and happy.
How’d I luck out and get such a kind-hearted, forgiving, considerate friend like Dean?




CAYSEN

 
We’ve had a tense dinner. We’ve had a long evening of jogging laps around Wade’s old neighborhood. We’ve had the awkward return where his mother had already “gone to her room” and his father was sitting in the living room with Tim watching TV. We’ve had showers.
And after the rest of the house has snoozed off, we now lie side-by-side on Wade’s bed.
Wade’s tiny, narrow, twin-size bed.
I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.
The feeling that swells in my chest, lying here next to Wade Lockhart in his childhood room, is overwhelming. It’s like I’m living some teenage fantasy we never had together. I might be a buddy of his in one of his high school plays, staying the night after a long rehearsal. He could be a teammate of mine, and we just got our asses kicked in practice, and now I’m crashing at his place so we can work on a school project all night.
Add to all of that the potent effect of being this close to Wade. Our sides are pressed together on this narrow bed. I can feel his heartbeat in my arm. Or maybe it’s my own. My cock is straining against the inside of my shorts, which are thankfully tight and unforgiving enough to restrain it.
I want to do so many things to him right now, and half of them aren’t even sexual.
I want to hold Wade in my arms and tell him not to worry about his big bad mama. She’s just caring about him in her own fucked-up way. And trust me, I know all about fucked-up kinds of love, considering the nearly-nonexistent family I come from. My parents have had little to do with my life since I moved out at seventeen.
I should have lived here all my life. Wade and I could have grown up together.
Part of me feels like I missed out on something, and my whole long friendship with Wade is making up for it.
“What were you gonna ask earlier?”
Wade’s question makes me flinch. “Huh?”
“Earlier, after you got out of your shower. You said there was something on your mind. You were gonna ask me a … hypothetical something …?”
I thought he’d have forgotten about it by now. Why is his usual flakiness utterly forsaking him at the one point in which I’m relying on it?
I pretend my question is something other than what it was: “I was gonna point out that it is very clearly impossible for us both to fit on this narrow-ass bed of yours.”
“We’ll fit. You are not that big and muscular.”
I chuckle, amused by his taunts. “Alright, if you say so. Better be right, though. Just don’t go whining to me when you wake up on the floor in the morning because my big bulging butt knocked you off the bed.”
Wade finds that way funnier than it is, letting out such a loud laugh that I have to twist around and put a hand to his mouth to shush him.
My palm feels the movement of his lips under it—his soft, pliable, kissable lips.
His eyes scrunch up, closed and teary, as he recovers from his laugh and looks at me.
“You’ll wake your parents!” I hiss at him.
There’s a moment between us. He stares up at my eyes. I stare down at his, my hand still covering his mouth, gripping him.
The next instant, he shoves my hand away. “So what?” He shrugs and folds his arms over his chest as he smirks. “Let them wake up. They’ll probably think we’re having sex in here or something.” He laughs at that, his face wrinkling up again.
I don’t.
I stare down at him hard, my cock throbbing and my heart picking up speed.
Wade winces, his laughs suddenly choked into nothing. “Fuck. Cramp.”
“Where?”
“Lower back, I think. Fuck.” He squirms a bit, then brings a hand down to rub the cramp out. “All these damned workouts. I’m killing myself.”
Now, I’m about to exercise the most restraint a horny man like me possibly can. “Turn over, bud.”
“What?”
I get off the bed and gesture at him. “Turn onto your stomach. Turn over. I’ll work it out.”
“Oh, thank you.” He turns right over, showing me his cute butt in those bright red gym shorts of his that are so loose, they form cleavage right in his crack when the semi-shiny material settles.
I am not taking advantage. I am being a good friend. I am not taking advantage at all.
I have to keep reciting this to myself.
I put my hands on Wade’s backside. He’s in a form-hugging tank top, so my fingertips might as well be on his bare skin. I start pressing my thumbs into his muscle on either side of his spine, working his body down the crevice of his back.
“Yeah, lower,” he says, then groans when my thumbs dig right into the spot. “Mmm, there.”
If my hands move just one inch south, I’ll have his sweet, tight cheeks cupped in my palms.
I’m so fucking hard right now.
“Mmm … I don’t know what I did to it,” Wade says after a while. “Was it the squats from … from last night? Or … whenever the hell we did squats? We did do squats, didn’t we?”
“Could be from anything.” I keep digging into his lower back. My fingers tease downward ever so slowly, as if my hands themselves are desperate to squeeze and knead his cute buns.
“Feels sooo good.” Wade turns his face, cheek pressed flat to the bed, arms splayed to either side.
His eyes are closed and his lips, slightly open.
I watch his face as I massage him, feeling the soft muscles of his back under my thumbs. I watch the relaxation spilling over his features, literally seeing the effects of my efforts.
It’s breathtaking. I almost can’t stand it.
And then: “That … That hypothetical …”
“Hmm?” He doesn’t move at all. I’ve turned him into a pool of noodles.
“That hypothetical question that I had earlier. It …” I sigh. “It wasn’t about the size of your bed.”
“What was it?” he asks, his wide lips squished cutely by his face being flat against the bed, his eyes still closed, his mind still blissful.
My heart beats furiously, as if desperate for me to stop the question from spilling out of my lips. I am shaking from my arms to the tips of my toes.
“I was just gonna …” I clear my throat. “I was gonna ask if, uh …”
“Hmm …?” He’s barely paying attention as it is, melted away.
“If …” I swallow hard. “If … hypothetically speaking … there was this friend of mine, a buddy at the gym, who … who had a bad, bad crush on his best friend.”
“Mmm … yeah?”
“His best friend doesn’t know,” I point out.
Wade shoots one curt breath of a chuckle out his flared nostrils. “That’s a dumb best friend.”
I press my lips together, kneading him harder as I go on. “Well, maybe this buddy of mine isn’t great at showing how he feels. He’s … kind of the dumb one. The best friend would have no idea.”
“Mmm … okay. And?”
“And … I just wonder …” Here goes. “Do you think he should tell his best friend how he feels? To put himself out of his misery? To be … honest with his best friend?”
No reaction seems to touch Wade’s face, as if my words went in his ears and out his nostrils with his breath. He doesn’t laugh, grunt, moan, or say a damned word in response.
And then he does. “Nah.”
I flinch. “What?”
“Nah. He shouldn’t say anything. I mean, are things good between him and his best friend?”
My palms graze the top of his ass as I massage, my fingers working lower and lower. “Yeah.”
“So why ruin a good thing?” Wade shrugs. The effort is barely noticed with how loose and relaxed I’ve made him. “I wouldn’t say anything. Tell your buddy to leave well enough alone. Friendships are forever. Boy toys aren’t.”
Boy toys.
He stabs me in the chest with those words.
“That’s my advice for your gym buddy,” Wade then concludes, oblivious, eyes still closed. After a short moment, his lips purse in thought. “I mean, take me and Garret. We went on one sad little date back in college. We tried to kiss and kept laughing. We didn’t go to the next step and look at us now!” Wade’s lips spread into a grin. “Friends for life.”
My hands stop.
I grit my teeth, shaking.
“Well?” Wade opens his eyes and, with a tiny shift of his face, looks at me. “Don’t you agree?”
I meet his eyes.
At once, those soft blue eyes of his turn all of my anger into something else—something warm, something as fulfilling as chocolate pie, something that I can’t touch, yet feel all over my body like a goddamned hug.
Wade is my fucking best friend.
Wade means more to me than any guy I have ever taken back to my pad.
Maybe he’s right.
“Yeah, bud.” I try on a smile. It’s faint, but it’s there. “I agree.”
Wade returns my smile with a sleepy one of his own, then closes his eyes again.
My hands resume their work.
In a few minutes, a deep hiss of breath from his lips catches my attention. When I glance up at his face, I find Wade fast asleep.
My hands rest where they are, right at the top of his tight, beautiful, oh-so-tempting, cleaved ass in those red, shiny gym shorts.
I watch him breathe for a moment, then find myself resigning to the fact that I won’t, in fact, be trying futilely to fit my big muscled self on this skinny bed with him.
I need to know when to leave well enough alone.
I rise from the bed and quietly click off the lamp. Then I tuck an argyle blanket over him, kiss the top of his messy blond head, and whisper, “Night, bud.”




[ 5 ]

 
It is the dead of night between Saturday and Sunday. 2:02 AM. Oops, no, now it’s 2:03 AM.
The house is eerily quiet except for that one tree that’s too close to the window, one soft branch tapping whenever the night breeze blows.




WADE

 
I open my eyes.
The room is dark.
Oh, fuck. Did I fall asleep?
A noise catches my ear—something between a snort and a deep cough. I turn over, only to find the extra weight of my blanket draped over me. How’d that get there? I clutch it and sit up.
In my big black-and-white-checkered beanbag chair sits Caysen, his head drooped back, mouth hanging open and softly snoring. He wears nothing but a pair of black boxer-briefs and his socks, two white ankle ones.
After smacking my dry lips together a few times, I push myself out of bed and tiptoe across the room. If I know Caysen at all, he sleeps like a stone, but I tiptoe anyway.
I don’t make it to the kitchen. At the landing before the stairs down, I find my sister sitting in the bay window that overlooks the backyard.
She glances my way, then smiles.
“Hey, sis.” I come up and sit myself on the other side of the cushioned bay window seat. She’s holding a mug of something. “Can’t sleep?”
“It’s a thing I take meds for.” She sighs. “And I forgot the meds in California.”
“Bummer.” I bite my lip for a sec. “I’m sorry I called you an actor with facts.”
Lena chuckles at that. “Honestly, it was the best thing I’ve heard in weeks. I wish I had thought of it myself.”
“Am I wrong?” I gesture at the stairs for some reason, maybe subconsciously pointing toward our parents’ room downstairs. “For how I acted? For defending myself to Mom at dinner?”
She smirks. “You know my answer to that.”
I shrug. “It didn’t feel good. Getting mad at her and saying all those things. I don’t even remember what I said, I was so angry. What’d I even say?”
“You gave a weather report, I believe.”
Her deadpan response makes me laugh. I then quickly hush myself with a hand slapped to my mouth as I glance back at the bedrooms in the hall.
Her hand on my thigh draws my attention back to her. She smiles. “Wade, for what it’s worth, I’ve always envied your life here. Mine can be kinda … well …” She wrinkles her face.
My lips part with mock surprise. “Are … you about to tell me you and Tim are secretly unhappy and getting a divorce and oh my God who’s gonna get the kid?”
She snorts. “No, dummy. We’re fine.”
“I was kidding.”
“I’m not unhappy. I just meant … I mean, look at you.” She slaps my leg, then clutches her mug again. “You’re acting in these big, important plays, supporting yourself … I’m in genuine awe. Don’t you realize most actors have day jobs? All the ones in LA, they’re all waiters.”
“Well, I do take a little extra side gig here and there,” I point out. “It’s not all … dream
roles.”
“What I’m trying to say is that sometimes, we don’t realize what we have in our hot little hands. Whether it’s sons we don’t appreciate.” She gives a glance at her bedroom door down the hall, likely throwing a thought at her own little one—even if she meant it about Mom and me. “Or whether it’s about our supposedly glamorous, big-time career.” She returns her gaze to mine. “Or whether it’s a best friend who secretly loves you.”
“I get you,” I respond automatically. Then I re-hear her words. “Wait, what?”
Lena quirks an eyebrow. “C’mon, Wade. Your waifish, innocent eyes don’t fool me.”
My mouth opens, but I don’t say anything.
“Yeah, I said it.” She shrugs. “Caysen. Your old roommate who used to get you into so much trouble. I still recall being forced into the coveted role of ‘messenger’ between you and Mom every time the shit hit the fan.”
I force myself to talk. “I mean, yeah, of course he loves me. I love him, too. We’re best friends.”
“Don’t play dumb with me.”
“Len, I’m not! It’s just that …” I catch myself laughing now. “Caysen? Caysen doesn’t love-love me. Caysen doesn’t love-love anything except his lucky one-pound dumbbell he keeps under his bed, and his own reflection.”
“I think you’re his lucky dumbbell.”
“I think you’re nuts.”
“Have I ever let you down before?” She leans forward, her eyes piercing me. “I’m just a gal who reports the news when I see it right in front of me. And that guy, that ‘buddy’ of yours … he’d follow you to the moon and back. I watched the way he looked at you at the dinner table when things got heated. I watched the hurt in his eyes when Mom said those things. I watched his fists clench.”
I see it in her eyes. The sincerity. The belief. The assuredness. I see it and I don’t believe it.
“Caysen,” she finishes, “is smitten with you.”
I glance out the window and stare at the yard, but I don’t really see anything. I’m feeling my best friend’s hands all over my back, massaging me last night. I’m seeing his face every time he smirks at a joke I made. I’m hearing his encouraging voice.
And then I hear the question he posed to me just last night, his hypothetical question. “Oh, God. He even asked me if … if …”
“Yes?”
“A-And I said that … that he … shouldn’t …”
“What?” Lena is utterly lost, staring at me with squinted eyes, trying to follow.
I deflate, breath pouring out of me all at once. “Nothing. Never mind.”
After a short look that might be full of pity—or a close second cousin to pity—Lena puts a hand on my leg. “You look like you need a beer.”
“Fuck beer,” I answer. “Let’s hit the liquor.”
We abandon the bay window and tiptoe down the stairs together, both of us dodging that one step that always creaks halfway down. Then we spend the next two hours getting drunk as fuck in my parents’ kitchen, laughing about old times, sharing hilarious stories, and every now and then hushing each other to keep it down.
And the whole while, I sneak glances up at the second-story banister, the half-closed door to my room beyond it, and my best bud who snores softly on a beanbag chair, dreaming of who-knows.




[ 6 ]

 
It is Monday late morning. 11:55 AM.
The office is loud with the clacking of keys and an occasional murmuring on a phone. A woman sighs at her desk, overwhelmed with her work. A man in the back has his sleeves rolled up and sweat gathered on his forehead. The woman next to him drums her fingernails rhythmically on the spacebar as she struggles with a word choice.
Also, the AC in the whole building is out.




GARRET

 
I stare at the screen, numb, blinking, tired.
And sweaty as a motherfucker.
I had a whole Sunday to recover, and I’m still the lost sock in an emotional washing machine.
I force my hands onto the keys and command myself to work on the next email. Whenever I’m busy, I’m not thinking of football helmets. As long as I keep my brain occupied, I’m not a depressed sack of shit squeezed into a dress shirt and tie, and picturing the way he looked on that field.
And in that smoky bar right next to me.
And his commanding shades behind which I’m sure rested a set of sexy, commanding eyes.
I blink. Suddenly I have interjected the word “commanding” into the first sentence of my email where it doesn’t belong.
I sigh, long and miserably.
My phone buzzes on the desk by my mouse. I pick it up and give it a glance.
DEAN-MACHINE 
So the plan worked. Sam looooooved the lacrosse gear. We wore it last night and, dot-dot-dot, did stuff. Call me on your break, Gare-bear!

 
Even his cheery text doesn’t cheer me up.
Even temporary-sexual-tourist Dean is getting more fetish action than I am.
Rising from my desk with a huff, I trudge to the break room for a measly morsel of something. Only one other person is there, a woman pouring herself a cup of coffee. She takes one slurp, smiles mutedly at me, then saunters past me back to her cubicle. I go for the fridge and pull it open, then sigh and shut my eyes, bathed in the cool, crisp air.
“Mr. Haines.”
His voice …
I slap shut the fridge so fast, I nearly take the fingers off of my other hand. Then I turn at once and face my boss Kevin Kingston. “Sir,” I greet him obediently.
Sir. Ugh. I’m one step away from saluting him.
Mr. Kevin Kingston stands tall and sharp. His stern eyes are on me. His jaw is locked tight, which forces out a dimple or two in his squared, perfectly authoritative chin. His blunt eyebrows are pulled together critically, making me feel like some kind of severe scolding is about to burst from his lips.
Uncharacteristically, however, I note that the sleeves of his crisp and perfect white dress shirt are folded up three cuffs.
Three cuffs.
That’s how strict he is. That’s all he’ll allow to compensate for the lack of AC on this hot, humid, miserable Monday: three cuffs.
I’d expect nothing less from Kevin Kingston.
“How did the wedding go?”
I meet his eyes, frozen in place. Wedding?
He must notice the brief moment of complete and utter bafflement on my face because his lips twitch and he adds, “Your brother’s wedding.”
Oh, right. My lie. “It was nice.” I produce the lie quickly. “Open bar. Very …” I’m transported back to that bar with the football player. I close my eyes when I finish: “Very noisy, actually.”
“Noisy?”
I open my eyes and grimace. “Noisy, yes, sir.”
My boss comes the rest of the way into the break room. I’m confused for a moment until he stops by the fountains and helps himself to a small cup of water. He doesn’t sip it in front of me, but simply turns my way, holding it.
I swallow, squirm internally, then ask, “How was your weekend, sir?”
Did I seriously just ask that? Am I trying to have some kind of small talk with my boss? It’s none of your fucking business, Garret! What the hell are you thinking?
To my surprise, Mr. Kingston merely looks at me lightly and answers, “Uneventful. Visited two of the new locations that employed us. Neither one impressed me.”
I quickly nod, grateful for his reply. “I’m sorry to hear that, sir.”
A buzzing from his pocket draws his attention. He pulls out his phone.
My eyes land on his forearms.
His smooth, shaved forearms.
“I have to take this call,” he states.
My eyes flick right up to meet his, widened at once. My heart takes off in my chest, galloping.
Six little words …
Bringing the phone to his ear, Mr. Kingston strolls out of the office with a, “Hello. It’s Kevin. Yes, I forwarded you the …”
His voice trails off.
I don’t know what he forwarded. I don’t care.
I just stand there in the break room, paralyzed, my heart climbing out of my chest with its every desperate, squirming beat.




WADE

 
Caysen takes me through the motions.
Three sets of this. Three sets of that.
Increase weight.
Twelve reps left. Twelve reps right.
Trade dumbbells.
More reps.
More sets.
I watch Caysen between each of them. I watch him carefully and, despite the certainty I felt when I was with my sister, I desperately struggle to put out of my mind all that she put into it.
He can’t be secretly in love with me.
That’s the most ridiculous thing I ever heard.
He fucks a new guy from the gym every week. Sometimes two. Sometimes three. He has never, in the whole time that I’ve known him, kept a serious boyfriend. He barely ever gets intimate with the same guy twice.
Underneath all of that, how in the world can there exist some sensitive man who’s in love?
No. I don’t believe it. I won’t.
Or I can’t.
“You did really great today,” Caysen tells me when we’re all finished with the workout, chilling on a pair of benches by the front windows with our water bottles. “In no time, you’re gonna hit up the auditions and they won’t fucking recognize you.”
Between his words, I’m still staring at him. I’m still searching for that one sign that my sister was right, that one clue, that blaring hint. It has to be blaring. I need a big, blaring hint. I’m horrible at reading subtlety. There’s a reason that I flunked English twice.
“I’m not going back to them,” I answer him.
Caysen wrinkles up his face. “Huh?”
“I’m not going to audition for them.” I shake my head with conviction. “They can suck it.”
He snorts with humor. “Well, someone’s had a change of heart.”
“Didn’t I say it before? Maybe I’m working out for my own needs. Maybe I just want to look good for myself.”
“Fair enough, bud. But you already win in that department.” He kicks back his water.
I look at him. Every single thing he says, I take extra sensitively today.
I’m suddenly a scientist now, but with words and cautious skepticism. I peek scrupulously between each of his sentences, combing tediously through the hairs of his every syllable.
I need a clear, blunt, deafening hint.
“I … win?”
“Yeah,” he says, then nods at me. “You know how hot you are, dude. You turn heads every time you come in for your sessions.”
I bite my lip, still watching him, studying him.
“Of course,” Caysen goes on, “they might just be wondering whether you and I have fucked yet.” He lets out one bark of laughter, kicks back his drink again, then shoots me a look. “You okay?”
I flinch away. “Yeah, I’m cool.” I take a long gulp from my bottle. I feel his eyes on the side of my face, but I ignore them, chugging away.
“You’re acting kinda weird.”
I finish my bottle in seconds. I didn’t realize I was guzzling it so fast. “No, I’m not,” I answer.
Now it’s Caysen who studies me a bit. Then, after a moment, he lets out a sigh, then starts to nod slowly. “I know what’s going on.”
I stiffen up. “What?”
He throws an arm around my back, scoots right up to my side on the bench, and puts his other hand on my chest. “And I just wanna say, it’s okay, bud. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”
My heart is drumming. “I … w-what?”
Caysen looks me in the eyes. “Don’t let your parents get to you.”
Not what I was expecting. “Parents?”
“Sunday morning before we left. The weird way your mom was acting. How she told you she loved you, gave you a hug, but then disappeared to her room when we were heading out the door. And your wimpy dad, obliging your mom in every way and acting just as standoffish, as if to impress her. Hell, I see where you get the acting genes from.” Caysen rolls his eyes. “But don’t keep them on your mind. It distracts you from your goals, and from what really matters. They will come around when you hit it big. And you will hit it big. You’re destined for the top, my man.”
I don’t say anything. Our faces are so close. That never used to mean anything—the proximity of our faces.
Not until now.
Now it means everything.
Could I love Caysen, too? Could I feel for him the same way he feels for me?—whatever that is?
Am I even sure he feels anything at all?
“But for now,” says Caysen, “a little word of advice.”
I lift my eyebrows, breathless, my eyes on my best buddy’s lips. “Yeah?”
His lips curl into a crooked smile. “Go shower before you knock out your next audition—in the wrong way. You’re rank as hell, buddy.”
I let out a halfhearted, awkward titter.
Caysen lets go of me, rises from the bench, and succumbs to a big, bodily stretch. I watch all the muscles that peek out from under his loose orange tank top as they flex and dance with his stretch.
After a glance toward the front doors, he lets out a grunt, then throws me a quick look over his shoulder. “My next client just showed up. Same time Wednesday?”
I give him a short smile and nod. “Yeah.”
With that, Caysen shoots me a wink, mutters, “I’m serious about that shower,” before laughing and strutting back to the machines.
I look after him as he goes. I’m lost in a dozen thoughts, each one more conflicted than the last, after he leaves me on my own to work out the toughest muscle yet:
My ever-confused, beating little heart.
To Be Continued …
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE BOYS?

 
Did you enjoy Wade’s Workout?
Here are a few exciting things that may be in store for our four boys in the next Boys & Toys novella: “Dean’s Dare”
∙ Dean dares his friends (and himself) to get out of their comfort zones—but may go too far when he tries “spicing things up” between him and Sam.

∙ Caysen, inspired by Dean, challenges himself to abstain from sex for a week. It goes all wrong.

∙ Wade enrolls in a distinguished acting workshop, which brings him in very close proximity to a cute young actor in town.

∙ Garret gets in way over his head when a friend invites him to a dormitory full of reckless, prank-and-dare-playing college boys.
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An excerpt from the chapter:
“These fancy bitches.”
 
My head lifts at the sound of the classroom door shutting, and then a handsome man in a green sweater vest strolls right to the front of the room.
With boyishly swept light brown hair, slightly tousled.
And a single button undone at the top of his shirt.
No fucking way.
“Hey there,” he greets the room lightly as he comes up to his desk, then sits on the edge of it all cute and cool-like. His voice is like morning coffee: just smooth enough to be pleasant, just dark enough to be sexy. His smart, soft brown eyes survey the parents and students in the room, but seem somehow to gloss over me. “I will be teaching your child mathematics. Yes, I know there may be a slightly swankier name on your son or daughter’s class schedule. But please don’t let it fool you. It’s mathematics.” He gives a sly little wink and a dimple-revealing lopsided smile at no one in particular. “My full name is Charlie Beckham, but my students call me Mr. Charlie, or just Charlie.”
You know that feeling when you look at someone, and they’re so beautiful, it literally feels like a fist squeezing your heart?
But, like, also your dick?
Even the way he rests his hands in his lap makes the material of his sleeves stretch over his biceps, drawing my eyes down like an anchor to the seabed of his khaki crotch. I’m stuck in place.
He is dressed impeccably. His hair is basically perfect. He winks as a means of audible punctuation.
This adorable specimen of educator has got to be gay.
He hops off the desk, grabs a piece of chalk, then heads up to the board and starts writing as he speaks. 
And my eyes go right down to his ass.
Did you expect any less?
God, what a fucking show it is, too. The way it wiggles side to side as he writes with vigor. The plump way it sits in those khaki pants, so perfect, firm, and inviting. Oh, the vivid scenes just a mere glimpse of his ass invokes in my sex-starved imagination.
This man plus me. Add a bed. Minus everyone in this room. Subtract all his clothes and mine. Divide those firm, lean legs of his. A ninety-degree angle of his naked body bent over that bed.
Add my cock.
He must be an excellent teacher. He’s already turning me into a mathematician.
When he cracks a joke, only one man in the back laughs - some sad dad - and it's a tiny chuckle at that.
Maybe it’s my desperate need for attention. Maybe it’s out of pity that no one in this room—or this whole damned school—has an apparent sense of humor.
But for whatever reason, I choose now to participate.
“HAH!” I let out, one single bark of laughter. 
Charlie’s warm gaze snaps right to me.
Sitting under his soft brown stare, I feel amazing. I feel pretty. It’s like we’re at the bar, he gives me his number, and I actually don’t pawn it off on Glenn for once. No, this number, I keep.
Orientation? What orientation? It’s just me and Charlie in this whole building.
And his butt.
This cute teacher gives me a dashing smile—a smile all for me. 
“You must be Mr. Bellman, right? The older brother of Helen Bellman here? Hello, Helen,” he greets her suddenly, offering her a small nod.
Helen, despite being absolutely mortified, has the courtesy to put on a stiff smile, return his nod, and say, “Hi, Mr. Charlie.”
“You scored very high in fifth grade mathematics. A very bright young lady.” Charlie nods, impressed, this hot-as-shit twenty-something beautiful man.
I realize he didn’t even check a folder or a list or anything. He just happened to know who she is and that she scored highly in her fifth grade year. He obviously has a good memory and thought to do his research on the students he’d be getting this year.
That’s so hot. How studious he is.
When’s the last time you found studiousness to be sexy?
I just look over at Helen, beamingly proud of my sis. But she’s looking anywhere except me. I try to nudge her with my elbow, but she pulls away. I whisper, “Perfect exam last year? That’s fucking great! Good job!” Helen doesn’t flinch nor respond in any way.
It isn’t much longer before the bell goes off, and then we are officially dismissed to go home from the orientation at long last—except now I kinda have a reason to linger.
Helen rises from her desk so fast it squawks in wooden protest beneath her, then marches out of the room.
I stand there looking after her in a stupor, confused.
“Mr. Bellman, a word?”
The other parents and students have gone. Even my sis tore off to who-the-hell-knows—maybe she needed to pee. Now, it’s just hot-shit Charlie and me, which I totally don’t mind.
This is how pornos start, by the way.
“Sure.” I slowly come forward, then slip my hands into the pockets of my pants, feeling all suave. I give him a lazy smile and nod at him suggestively. “I’ve got time for … a word or two.”
If I’m not horny twenty-four seven, I don’t know what I am.
Charlie stands close enough to me, I can smell the light, clean scent of his cologne. “First, and most importantly, I’d like to offer you my deepest condolences for your and Helen’s loss.”
He isn’t wearing a ring. He’s unclaimed. “Thanks.”
“I know it was over two months ago, but I can’t imagine it’s been easy for either of you. How are you two managing?”
Alright, so maybe this isn’t exactly the start of an ideal porno. “Well, I’m just trying to be there for … for Helen as best as I can. Doing the whole big-bro thing, you know?”
Charlie nods slowly. “I see.”
“I don’t let her out of my sight.” I rethink it. “Well, other than right now. I’m sure she’s … saying hi to some friends in the hall.”
“I really don’t want to take up too much of your time,” Charlie goes on calmly, seemingly unaffected by whatever I just said. “But if there is anything I can do to help, such as—”
“Do you work out?” I interrupt.
When there’s no response, I lift my eyes from his arms to his face, where I find he’s frozen in place with a baffled sort of squint to his soft brown eyes.
“I’m just curious which gym you go to,” I explain.
Leaving out: and whether it’s the one on the gay side of town, or the straight side of town, if you get my meaning.
After a bit of staring, he takes a patient breath, then nods my way. “So … as I was saying, a child’s life outside of school can positively or negatively affect their willingness to learn. Not to mention—”
My gaze drifts to his chest. I’m wondering what his nipples look like. Maybe I just need to get him in a situation where that green sweater vest and that one-button-undone plaid shirt are out of the way, and all that’s covering his sensitive nipples is the flat of my warm, wet tongue.
“You understand what I’m saying?”
I lift my eyes slowly to meet his, all sexy-like. I heard nothing he said. The only thing I understand is I’m ready, and he’s ready. A smirk creeps over my face. “Oh, you bet I do.”
He studies me dubiously awhile. Then he takes a single step toward me, inclines his head and, in a voice no heavier than a feather, says, “Mr. Bellman. My first—and my only—priority is the children in my class and their wellbeing, both emotionally and educationally. I hope you understand my meaning.”
Okay, fine. I know what he’s actually saying. I do. Maybe I’m coming off a little strong. Maybe I’m forgetting the girl in the hallway and, instead, feeding my downstairs horn-monster like the big, selfish man-child I am. Maybe it’s just been too long.
But Charlie is standing so close, if I were to incline my head just as much as he is right now, I’d be lip-to-lip with the hottest teacher I’ve ever met in my life—and that’s a bit too much for me to handle right now in my current animal state.
It’s a literal war of maturity and self-control.
This is not easy.
“I understand,” I finally say, “… that you are standing awfully close to me.”
It’s in this moment that I see that certain-as-stone look in Charlie’s eyes falter for the first time. His Adam’s apple hops up and down from the effort of a brief, uncertain swallow. His jaw tightens, and then his eyes drop to my parted mouth.
For this one fleeting moment, he’s a fish caught on my hook.
Then he goes and says: “Your little sister is going to need a responsible, grounded adult in her life, now more than ever.”
A responsible, grounded adult, he says.
Is there an implication there?
It’s difficult to stay all flirty when your mouth suddenly wants to frown. I think a bit of the fun died under his words, like the edge of a love letter held over the hungry flame of a lighter.
“So … what are you suggesting?” I try to keep my lightness, but already there’s a bite in my tone. I’m so quick to turn a bitch. “That I’m not responsible?”
“To be fair,” Charlie replies, “I don’t really know you.”
“No, you don’t,” I agree—once again riding that very fine line between polite and pissed off.
He turns—for a moment flashing me a very ill-timed view of his tight ass and lean, tapered backside (so unfair)—and snatches something off his desk. Then he presents it to me, a card. “In case you don’t have it, here’s a number to get ahold of—”
“And now you’re giving me your number?”
His tone is patient. “A number to get ahold of the front office. Direct line. But yes, in fact, my extension is right here.” He flips the card and taps on his name. “Math. Counselor, down here. And Drama department, here, also where the afterschool dance troupe holds their lessons, which I believe Helen was a part of last year.”
The card slips from between his fingers and ends up between mine. I eye him, uncertain what the hell my emotions are doing.
It’s so hard to stay mad when just his gaze has this ridiculous ability to fold me in half.
“Thank you,” I finally say.
He nods. “Take care, Mr. Bellman.”
I get the impression that it’s an invitation to leave. “Right.” I return his nod, take a step back, glance down at the card, shove it in my pocket, then nod at him again. “Alright. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye, Mr. Bellman.” He once again turns his sexy back on me to attend to something on his desk.
I make my way out, then stop at the door and turn around. “I am one, by the way.”
Charlie looks over his shoulder at me. “Sorry?”
“A responsible, grounded adult.” I pat my chest. “I am one.”
He returns a tentative smile. “Good.”
“Yeah.” I take a breath, let it out. “Alright, then. Bye.”
And then, after struggling to peel my eyes off of him like a stubborn old sticker from a box that just won’t let go, I’m finally out of the room.
Curious what happens next in RAISING HELL?
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