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“Remind me to never help you move
again!”


Matthew slumped on the sandy stone floor
with his back to the lift – a lift they couldn’t use because the couch was too
big for it. Trouble was, it was too big for the stairwell too, and now the
stupid, lumbering thing was stuck between two floors. One end was wedged
against the door to a flat, the other end was pressed up against the banister
on the opposite side, and it wouldn’t budge for hell nor high water.


“Well, remind me never to move again,”
Peter muttered, wiping his forehead with the arm of his jacket. He looked too
hot in his fluffy winter gear, but outside it was freezing. For every trip to Matthew’s
car, they shivered and shook with the cold. It was just lugging the stuff up to
the fourth floor that made them both sweat.


Matthew watched as an errant drop coursed
down the side of Peter’s face. It glistened in the weak light. “Why don’t you
take something off?” he asked, only to wince when he heard how it sounded.


Peter snorted softly. “Put on a show for
the new neighbors, you mean? Nah.”


Matthew’s stomach muscles clenched in
silent laughter. That would be a sight to behold: Peter stripping, right here
in the stairwell. “There’s even music,” he smiled, jerking his head in the
general direction of a thumping bass. Someone was having a party, and judging
from the noise, the whole house was invited.


Peter listened for a while. “Maybe I
should,” he murmured.


Grinning to himself, Matthew pictured it:
those slim hips, swaying to the beat, and Peter’s long dark hair caressing a
bare chest… Damn, it might actually work.


Well, on people who liked that sort of
thing. Girls, mainly.


Their eyes met, and Matthew’s swerved away.
The air seemed to grow suddenly colder. Crap. He shouldn’t have said anything.
Once upon a time, their friendship might have withstood a naughty joke like
that, but nowadays… he just didn’t know.


Peter straightened up and sighed. “Try
again?”


Matthew groaned. “I was just getting
comfortable.”


“So? You want to leave the couch where it
is?”


“Actually, yeah.”


Peter glanced at the barricaded door. “I
hope whoever lives in there doesn’t mind using the window.”


“Okay.” Matthew got up. “We’ll try one more
time, but if it doesn’t come loose now, I’m going to get my dad’s axe.”


He grabbed hold of his end of the couch. Peter
braced himself against the wall and pushed. The couch swayed a little and
creaked, but it didn’t move.


“Maybe if you tip it over that way…” Matthew
clenched his teeth and pulled, but still the damn thing wouldn’t budge. “Oh for
fuck’s sake!”


“No need for language,” an amused voice
slurred from above them.


Matthew looked up to see the lopsided grin
of a rococo nobleman, complete with white makeup and lipstick. He let slip a
chuckle. Apparently the party up there was a masquerade.


“Mes excuses, monsieur.” He bowed
deeply.


The courtier waved a lacy napkin. “Please
call me Pierre Camembert de Roquefort.” He giggled drunkenly. Then he seemed to
see the couch for the first time. “Need any help with that?”


“Well, actually–”


“Then ask someone else. I don’t do menial
work.” Pierre smirked. Then his eyes slipped from Matthew to Peter, and he
raised an eyebrow. “Oh là là…” He touched his white curls. “Tell you what. When
you’re done lugging around ugly furniture, why don’t you come to our little
get-together? It’s on the top floor.”


“Oh…” Peter glanced at Matthew, as if
asking for permission. Matthew couldn’t stop a frown – because he didn’t want
to give his permission, or because Peter shouldn’t have to ask, he wasn’t sure.
“Sorry, but we’re kind of beat…”


Pierre pursed his lips. “Suit yourself. Bonsoir.”
He disappeared in a flurry of pink silk.


“What a jerk,” Matthew muttered.


Peter smiled his trademark close-lipped
smile, the one that tended to disarm anyone. Helpless to do anything but smile
back, Matthew felt his cheeks warm a little. Just because his oldest friend
gave him a smile for once? This was getting ridiculous.


“Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s count to
three and then you lift, and I yank.”


His voice was a little hoarse, but Peter
either didn’t notice, or he didn’t give a sign. Instead he nodded and grabbed
the couch again. Strands of his hair were plastered to his temples, and his
normally pale cheeks were flushed with red. Maybe it was the strain, or maybe a
rogue beam of light, but something made his eyes flash a sudden green. It was
gone before Matthew registered it on a conscious level, but the image stayed
with him as he counted them in.


“One… two… three!” he yelled and
tugged with all his strength – only to hurtle straight into the wall as the
couch finally came loose and rammed straight into his chest. “Fuck…”


“My God, are you alright?” Peter came
scrambling over the cushions to check on him. Matthew slid down the wall to sit
on his haunches. He rubbed his head where it had hit the stone. He was a little
dizzy, but otherwise okay.


“’m fine,” he mumbled as gentle hands felt
him over.


“Yeah?”


“Sure.”


But he didn’t get up at once. It felt too
good to sit there and rest, while Peter brushed away his bangs from his face
and carefully prodded his scalp. “I said I’m fine,” he repeated, but he didn’t
even sound convinced to his own ears.


“Can you stand?”


“Of course I can stand.”


Peter’s arm came around his back and
supported him as he found his feet. His knees only wobbled for a moment, but
long enough to justify leaning on Peter’s shoulder.


“You sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah…”


Peter’s fingers curled around his ribs,
held him up. It felt good.


Too good.


Steeling himself, Matthew stepped away. “Whew,”
he goofed. “Well, at least the couch came free.”


“Fuck the couch,” Peter said crossly. “Did
you bang your head? There’s a bruise here…” His fingertips touched Matthew’s
temple.


“Fuck the couch?” Matthew grinned. “Are you
that desperate?”


Peter exhaled sharply. “Well, if you’re
cracking god-awful jokes, at least you’re not dying.” He picked his way back
over the teetering couch. “Alright, one last push. Just one flight of stairs,
and then we’re done. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”


“Okay.” Matthew breathed in and took hold
of the armrest and a wooden leg. “Pierre was right, you know. This really is an
ugly piece of crap.”


“So? It was cheap. And you don’t have to
sit on it if you don’t want to.”


Peter sounded pissed off, and Matthew fell
silent as they pushed and shoved and yanked the clunking thing up to the next floor.
He wanted to ask what the fuck was wrong, but he already knew that Peter would
shrug and say “Nothing.” It just was like that nowadays. He could be chirpy as
you please, and then out of nowhere, he’d throw a tantrum or simply fall
silent.


And this time, apparently, Matthew had
triggered it by saying that the couch was ugly?


He gripped it tighter. Ugly or not, he hoped
to spend a lot of time on it. Unlike Peter, he hadn’t found a place to stay
yet, and living with his parents was proving increasingly unbearable. Since his
twentieth birthday, it seemed he couldn’t do anything right in their eyes.
Every day there was new drama. But it wasn’t easy to find a flat in town, let
alone a small one that was reasonably priced. Peter had only found his through
a friend of his mom’s.


Matthew’s only option would be to spend as
much time as he could with Peter. He only hoped that Peter wouldn’t mind.


He shouldn’t, of course: they were best
friends, after all. But Peter had changed so much – had sort of withdrawn. He
wasn’t as relaxed as he used to be – as if they were slowly but relentlessly
growing apart.


The thought made Matthew’s arms go weak,
and he almost dropped the couch. “Wait. I have to rest for a bit.”


“Asparagus.”


Matthew made a face. ‘Asparagus’ was their
word for weakling. Normally he would toss back an answering insult, but
something made him pause. “Fuck you,” he muttered, so low that Peter probably
didn’t hear it. He lifted the couch again, and they braved the last few steps
so that they could finally ram the thing against the wall while Peter unlocked
the flat.


“You think it’ll even fit through the
door?” Peter asked doubtfully as he turned the key.


“If it doesn’t, I’m getting the axe.”


Matthew almost hoped the couch would be too
big, so he could make good on his promise and go at it until there were only
splinters left.


“Jeez, you’re in a foul mood all of a
sudden.”


Matthew didn’t say anything. If he was angry,
it was Peter’s fault. For being so stingy with that smile of his. For being so
hard to reach. For slipping away, when they’d always been such great friends. As
if he wasn’t only moving away from his parents, but away from Matthew too.


The door came open. Peter stepped over the
threshold, only to stop and sniff at the air. Matthew poked his head inside and
breathed in – and sure enough, there was a strange smell: sharp, but kind of
hollow at the same time. He turned to Peter. “You smell that?”


“Yeah…” Peter frowned. Then his eyes
widened. “Oh no…!” He squeezed past Matthew and ran into the living room. He
opened a paper bag that was standing on top of two cardboard boxes, and his
head jerked back just as Matthew saw the glistening damp splotch at the bottom.
“Oh no…” Peter opened the box. “Oh, fuck-fuck-fuck!”


“What?”


“It’s a bottle of solvent naphtha… it’s
sprung a leak. It’s fucking glugged all over – Jesus fucking… Can you bring the
little plastic tub from the bathroom? Just empty it of shampoo and stuff.”


Matthew did as he was told, and Peter
lifted the stinky paper bag into the tub. While he went through the cardboard
box, cursing at the carnage, Matthew carried the tub out onto the balcony and
put it as far away from the door as possible. It was dark out there, and a few
flakes of snow tumbled quietly from the sky. He stopped for a moment to watch
them dance and swirl and try to reach each other, but they never did. They were
too far apart.


Shivering from the cold, he went back
inside to see a morose-looking Peter stare at a bundle of smelly fabric in his
hands. “Did it ruin anything?”


“Only my bloody sheets. I’ll have to wash
them. These are the only ones I have.”


“Damn.” Matthew hesitated, on the cusp of
saying something more. In the old days, he would have taken Peter’s mind off
the whole thing by wrestling him to the floor and tickling him until he
screamed, but something stopped him now. The stiffness that would come over Peter
when Matthew touched him, perhaps. Or the way he sometimes recoiled, quickly,
almost disgustedly. As if Matthew was contagious or something.


“Well, we’d better keep the door open.” Matthew
gestured towards the balcony. Peter gave him a dark look. “I mean, you don’t
want to choke in here tonight.”


Grumbling, Peter conceded the point. Matthew
went to open the kitchen window as well, locking it in a wide open position
despite the numbing cold.


“Well, I have to go down to the laundry
room with these.” Peter picked up the box of sheets. “Open the door for me?”


Matthew ran to obey. Anything to make Peter
stop looking like that. Like his whole world had fallen. Like this little
accident was the last straw.


Miraculously, there was a vacant slot
between ten and midnight, and Peter bundled everything into two machines. “You
think one wash will do it?” Matthew asked, just to hear his own voice.


“I don’t know, but it’s a start.”


As they were leaving, Matthew’s eyes
snagged on an old cassette player that sat on top of an ironing board. He walked
over to it. “Huh. Look at this.”


There was a sudden warmth against his arm as
Peter drew near. Matthew looked over his shoulder. Peter was standing a little
too close. Or rather, he stood as close as he used to, before they started
growing apart. Before he started jumping at shadows.


As he if sensed Matthew’s thoughts, Peter
took a step away. He picked up a note that was lying beside the cassette
player. “Please feel free to gild your dreary day. Who says you have to be
bored just because you’re doing housework? Signed, Pierre.” Peter chuckled.


Matthew stiffened a little at the name. “That’s
weird.”


“Yeah…” Peter kept smiling at the note. “Who
in their right mind stays in the laundry room after starting the program,
right?”


Matthew frowned. Just now, Peter had been a
veritable thundercloud, and now he was purring like a fucking cat because that
Pierre guy had written a stupid note? “So he’s not in his right mind,” he
snapped. “But we already knew that, didn’t we?”


Peter gave him a surprised look. “Well…” He
shrugged sheepishly. “We could always have a listen.”


“What?”


“I mean, do you want to go up there again?
It’s smelly as hell. Or we could go to the party–”


“Let’s listen to the tape,” Matthew cut in
quickly. Reaching past Peter, he pressed play. As he drew back, he brushed
Peter’s hip, and a tingling arrow shot up his arm.


As the muffled sound of Black Sabbath
streamed out of the tiny speakers, Peter grinned. “Hey, that’s not so bad.”


Oh, great. Peppy Pierre had good taste in
music. “There’s nowhere to sit, though,” Matthew grumbled, needing to complain
about something.


“Except on the tumble driers.” Peter walked
over to one of them and tried to heave himself up, but it was too big, and he
landed on his feet again.


Without thinking, Matthew stepped up behind
him. “Here, I’ll help.” When he realized what he was doing, he expected Peter
to slip away from him with some disarming joke, but instead he placed his hands
on top of the machine again and made another lunge. Matthew caught him around
the hips and lifted. Peter felt light and heavy at once, and for a moment, his
thighs pressed against Matthew’s chest.


But the touch didn’t really register until Peter
had already clambered on top of the tumble drier, away from Matthew. Sitting
with legs splayed, crotch at Matthew’s eye level, he looked down at the machine
and wrinkled his nose. “They’re not very clean.”


“So–” Matthew began, but had to stop and
cough. “So let’s clean them.” He covered the frog in his throat with a big
grin.


Peter snorted. “Clean them? Why would we do
that?”


“To suck up to the residents? You can even
leave a note, like Pierre did. ‘I cleaned the laundry room. You can show your
appreciation by putting cookies in my letter box – number twelve.’”


Peter laughed, and the sound of it spread
through Matthew’s chest like fresh-from-the-machine candy floss. “Well… it’s
something to do while we wait, I guess.”


Bingo! At last he was cheerful again, and
not because of some dickwad in a wig.


They went back upstairs to get a couple of
rags and some soap. The flat was still filled with the horrible stench of
solvent naphtha. “I hope it clears up before I go to bed tonight,” Peter sighed.
“Wouldn’t want to die on my first night in freedom.”


“You can always go back to your parents’ if
it doesn’t get better,” Matthew said.


“Yeah?” Peter gave him a sardonic look.
“Would you?”


Matthew shrugged. One reason why he’d
suggested the cleaning was so he could stay here as long as possible. If he
came home after everyone had gone to sleep, at least they wouldn’t nag him.


As for the other reason…


He shivered as they made it down the stairs
again. Peter walked in front of him, legs moving quickly beneath tight denim. Caught
for a moment by the curve of Peter’s ass, Matthew blinked and looked away. It
wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen Peter naked before. All through college, they’d
shared a locker room after P.E. He knew the contours of those ribs, the lines
of that back, the color of that dark thatch of hair. Had compared Peter’s cut
cock with his own…


The bottle of soap slipped from Matthew’s grip
and clattered down the steps. Peter started and turned, and Matthew held onto the
banister as he bent to pick it up. Heat wafted into his face. “You okay there?”
Peter smiled through the dusk.


Matthew just nodded. Hugging the bottle to
his chest, he let Peter hold the door to the laundry room for him. As he
passed, his eyes snagged on a vague shape beneath those folds of denim, and he
clenched his teeth. What was this constant straying into weird territory?


Hoping to distract himself, he went over to
the cassette player and started it again. The music from the top floor was
still echoing through the whole house, but he turned the volume up to drown it
out. As Paranoid thundered out of the scratchy speakers, the two of them
got to work. They sprayed soap onto the tiles and scrubbed them down, emptied
the lint filter – apparently for the first time ever – then mopped up all the
spilled washing powder and finally hosed it all down.


When the last of the filthy water swirled
towards the floor drain, an evil glint came into Peter’s eye, and he turned the
hose on Matthew. The ice cold water hit his chest like a punch. “Oh you
little…” He made to pounce, but slipped on the wet floor and fell onto his
shoulder, narrowly missing banging his head against the concrete.


“Oh, fuck!” Peter turned off the faucet and
kneeled beside Matthew. “Not again!”


“I’m fine, I’m fine!” Matthew tried to
fight him off. His arm was a little bruised, but that was all. Mostly he felt
foolish. “Well, at least I’m good and wet,” he muttered. “Damn it. I’m going to
need a shower.”


There was the tiniest pause before Peter said,
“You can use mine.”


Matthew didn’t look up. “Thanks.”


A second went by.


And then, just as the silence threatened to
become unbearable, one of the washing machines beeped the end of its program. Peter
immediately got up and opened the door. “If you want, you can throw your things
in and wash them.” When their eyes met, Peter’s face looked overly composed. “I
mean… only if…”


Matthew looked himself over. He was about
to say that it wasn’t necessary, but there were pieces of dirt and lint all
over him, and he smelled of other people’s washing powder. Sighing, he stood
up. “Okay.” He started unbuttoning his shirt, and Peter turned away.


“Don’t strip here, for God’s… How’re you
going to get back upstairs?”


“I’ll wear a sheet. Fit right in with the party
guests. They’ll think I’m a Greek god or something.”


Peter shot Matthew a look full of laughter.
“You know, they actually might.”


Matthew’s cheeks warmed a little. Peter’s
tone… there was something off about it. Something… different. Soft,
somehow.


Blushing deeper, he pulled his shirt off. He
was getting careless, stupid. Behaving as if things were still uncomplicated.
As if they were still as close as brothers, as if nothing was awkward between
them. As if that moment of playfulness just now had heralded the return of
happier days.


“So you’re going to walk back up, wrapped
in a wet sheet?” Peter asked, sounding as if he didn’t know whether to be angry
or something else that Matthew couldn’t pinpoint.


“Unless you think it’s gross,” he blurted,
and felt his throat close too late.


Peter swayed a little, and then stilled
again. “Nah, go ahead,” he said, but the lightness of his voice seemed fake.


“So…” Matthew glanced at his discarded shirt,
unsure of what to do.


Peter jerked his head at the washing
machine. “Come on then, stuff it in.”


Matthew wormed out of his jeans, quickly,
quickly, trying not to think too much about it. He kept his briefs on, but
removed his soggy socks and tossed them into the gaping mouth of the machine. Peter
busied himself with pouring powder into the slot and turning the knob, and Matthew
grabbed a wet sheet to wrap himself in. When Peter saw it, he chuckled. “You’ll
get pneumonia.”


“And you’re laughing about it.”


Peter grinned. “Let’s go upstairs, I’ll
find you something to wear.”


When they returned to the flat, it was
chilly but fresher smelling. While Peter dug in a cardboard box for a new shirt
and a pair of jeans, Matthew closed the kitchen window, trying not to get tripped
up by the soaked sheet.


“Here.” Peter handed him the clothes.


Matthew took them, but stayed put, staring
at them as if he didn’t know what they were for. “Um…”


“Yeah?”


“I just thought… if I was going to take
that shower…”


“Oh, right.” Peter gestured at the
bathroom. “Go ahead.”


But suddenly the prospect of getting
completely naked in Peter’s bathroom felt insurmountably intimate. Obscene,
even. Which was ridiculous. He would lock the door, after all.


Teetering on the fence, Matthew stroked the
clothes in his arms. Again, that sadness. What had gone wrong with them, that
everything was so damned complicated nowadays? It was just a fucking shower!


But in the end he just ditched the sheet
and pulled on Peter’s shirt and jeans. They were a little tight, but it was
fine.


When he came back out of the bathroom, Peter
got a strange look on his face. Lashes fluttering, he spread his hands. “It
looks odd,” he explained. “My stuff on you… You look better in it.”


Matthew stole a look in the full length
mirror that was screwed to the wall, and he must admit that it made for a
schizophrenic picture: his body, filling out that familiar shirt in completely
unfamiliar ways. His shoulders straining at the fabric where it would fit Peter’s
perfectly.


He rubbed his arms to rid them of goose
bumps.


“Cold?” Peter asked.


“Mm. But we should probably leave the balcony
door open for another half hour.”


“Yeah… well, you can warm up by helping me
with the couch.”


Matthew groaned. “Can’t it stay in the
hallway?”


“You need somewhere to sleep, don’t you?”


Matthew’s breath caught. “Well…”


“It’s eleven thirty, Matthew. Do you really
want to walk home through the snow?”


Matthew didn’t. It was the last thing in
the world he wanted to do. But was Peter really serious? Was he okay with Matthew
staying over? It seemed a bit… well, a bit… Matthew shied away from the
operative word. Don’t go there. Just don’t fucking go there. It’s
perfectly normal to stay over.


Or at least it should be.


“You don’t mind?” Matthew stalled.


“Of course I don’t. I wouldn’t offer if I
did.”


“Okay. Well… let’s do it, then,” Matthew
said, grin stretching like a crumbling bridge over a chasm.


They had some trouble getting the couch
through the door to the living room, but a little brute force pushed it through.
The doorframe got scuffed, but it already wanted a coat of paint, so no harm
done. After putting the couch in the middle of the floor, they unrolled Peter’s
mattress and smoothed it out in the sleeping alcove that formed a narrow
outpost to the living room. Then they went back down to the basement to put the
wet sheets in the tumble drier.


“Look at the place!” Peter smiled. “It’s
practically shining! God, I’m going to be popular here.” He winked at Matthew,
and Matthew’s heart made a little hiccup.


“Yeah, maybe you’ll even pull.” He forced a
chuckle and slapped Peter’s back.


Peter winced – whether from the slap or the
comment, Matthew couldn’t say. “I don’t think…” he began, but trailed away.
When Matthew waited for him to finish, he made a face. “I think I won’t,” he
said. “I think I… I need to go out.”


“Go out?” Matthew was confused.


“To… ‘pull.’” Peter said the word as if it
had thorns.


“People don’t have to be drunk to find you
attractive, surely?” Matthew elbowed Peter in the ribs, but he just looked sullen.


“That’s where your mind goes?” he snapped.
“It’s not because I’ve got low self-esteem that I–”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“I need to go to places where…” He gestured
vaguely. “Well, where… people are sort of… where you know why you’re there.”


Matthew raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re
not making a lot of sense there, Peter.”


“I… this building…” Peter looked up at the
ceiling and sighed. “I just don’t think I’ll find someone here.”


Matthew’s answer stuck in his throat. Find
someone? That sounded suspiciously serious – as if Peter’s goal was to
actually initiate a relationship, not just get laid.


On cue, an image of Pierre surfaced in Matthew’s
mind. He’d looked at Peter like a shark – a shark in pink silk and a wig, yes,
but still. He’d had that predatory look.


Not that Peter was gay or anything.


Feeling strangely bothered by the idea, Matthew
dumped the bundle of wet sheets in the tumble drier. If Peter actually ‘found’
someone, it would probably be the nail in the coffin for their friendship. Peter
was a one-person kind of guy, and if he fell in love, it would fill his heart
until there was no room left for anyone else. Not even Matthew.


The tumble drier started rumbling, but Matthew
stayed by it, staring moodily as the colorful fabric whirled around inside it
like storm-tossed kites. Behind him, the cassette player was thumping out the
last bars of Fairies Wear Boots. The clean smell of soap curled into his
nose and he felt filthy, unwashed. He should have taken that shower after all.
In this newly scrubbed room, he was a disgusting, sweaty anomaly.


No wonder Peter was subtly cutting the
ties.


He was just about to head for the door when
there was a strange, screechy sound from the tumble drier. The sheets inside
fell to a stop, and the whole laundry room echoed with the sudden silence.


Peter groaned. “What now?” He came up to Matthew
and tried pushing the buttons and turning the knobs, but the tumble drier was
as still as death. “Fuck!” He slammed his hand on the door. “What is it with
this day?”


Matthew tried to open it, but the door was truly
stuck. Peter shook his head, looking crestfallen.


“Have you got any other sheets?” Matthew
asked.


“No, I fucking don’t! I told you. God, I
don’t believe it.”


Matthew grabbed hold of his arms and held
them. “Calm down. It’s not that bad.”


“Not that bad? I don’t even have a blanket.
It’s in there!” He gestured with a captive arm.


Matthew only hesitated for a moment. “So
take mine. I mean, the one you were going to lend me. I don’t mind.”


Peter looked at him as if he was insane.
“You mean, and let you freeze? In that cold room? No way.”


“Okay, then I’ll go home.”


Peter wrenched free. “Don’t be stupid.”


“What do you want to do, then? Share?”


It was out there before he could stop
himself. Peter froze, open-mouthed. Something squeezed Matthew’s heart. Had he
gone too far? Damn right he had. What did he mean, share? Curl up beneath the
same cover like an old married couple?


He was about to laugh and take it back,
when Peter said, “Okay.”


Matthew swallowed. It shouldn’t be a big
deal. He knew it shouldn’t. People slept in the same bed all the time. That’s
all it was: they were just going to sleep.


But the fact that he had to tell himself
that was more than a little disturbing.


He didn’t notice that the music had faded
away until the cassette player stopped the tape with a loud click. Peter gave
the door to the tumble dryer a final tug, and then he shrugged. “So let’s go
upstairs? This ain’t going nowhere.”


Feeling unmoored and somehow electric,
Matthew followed him back to the flat. Even though the kitchen window was
closed, it was colder than ever, but at least the smell of solvent naphtha had
been aired out. “It’s fucking freezing,” Peter muttered as he closed the
balcony door.


“You want me to hold you?” Matthew tried to
joke – a stupid thing to say, given their conversation just now.


Sure enough, Peter’s laughter sounded fake.
“Why not?” he asked in singsong. Tense, too tense. Matthew had to do something.
Had to dispel this weird fucking mood.


After a moment’s hesitation, he hooked an
arm around Peter’s neck and wrestled him into the couch. “Hey!” Peter yelled,
but now his laughter sounded genuine. Matthew knew he was probably being an
idiot, getting physical, but he didn’t know what else to do. His mind was
aflame with thoughts of Pierre, with inadvertent touches, with the sight of Peter’s
ass in his skin-licking jeans, and he needed to let off some steam. Holding Peter’s
arms above his head, he tickled him until he shrieked and doubled up so
violently that he rammed a knee into Matthew’s groin. It didn’t hurt that much
– luckily, the knee had missed Matthew’s balls – but Peter still gasped. “Oh my
God…”


He laid a hand on Matthew’s crotch. Just
like that. Like you did when you accidentally bumped someone’s arm.


Someone’s fucking arm.


The world stilled as they stared at each
other. The heat from Peter’s hand seeped through the denim, and still he didn’t
remove it. He seemed petrified. Matthew gazed down at him, breath shuddering in
and out of his lungs.


At last, Peter took away his hand. “Fuck,
I’m sorry,” came out in a rush of air.


Matthew caught his hand. After a moment’s hesitation,
he put it back on his crotch. “You can feel it if you want,” he whispered. Peter
blinked, and then his mouth fell open as he registered the bulge. Matthew
looked down at it too, unable to process what was happening. Aching desire was
pooling behind his balls. Right now he didn’t care whose hand he fucked. He
just knew that he needed to spill.


Peter’s fingers closed on the swelling.
“Like this?”


“I think you know what to do,” Matthew
managed to smile. Because this was just friendly banter, wasn’t it? On a whole
new level, yeah, but still. They were buddies. And buddies could help each
other out.


That his heart was howling in his chest for
it to happen had nothing to do with it.


But just then, there was a hard rap on the
front door. Peter started, and Matthew sat up quickly. “Better get that.”


“Uh… yeah.” Peter scrambled from the couch
and ran to open. Matthew grabbed a cushion and put it in his lap as the door swung
open on an angry young woman in scrubs.


“Are you Peter?” she demanded.


“Yeah…?”


“Well, could you please go down to the
laundry room and remove your fucking things?”


“Oh…” Peter covered his mouth. “The tumble
drier… I’m sorry, but the door got stuck, and–”


“Shit!” She waved a dramatic hand at her
scrubs. “Look! Some fucking asshole spilled wine all over me.”


Despite himself, Matthew almost laughed. “It’s
actually more authentic like that,” he called, making both her and Peter start.
“I swear, you look like you came straight out of the OR.”


The woman’s eyes widened. “What?”


The swelling had gone down, so Matthew dared
to get up from the couch and walk out into the hallway. “It’s part of the
costume now.” He gestured at her soaked apparition. “It’s kind of cool.”


The woman cocked her head. “Yeah?”


“Yeah. Right, Peter?”


Peter glanced at him, and Matthew’s heart
made a little jump. Fifteen seconds ago, they’d been in each other’s arms. What
the hell had possessed them?


“Uh… yeah.” Peter nodded. “It’s fine. I
mean, it’s great.”


The woman pursed her lips and looked down
at her soiled clothes. “Maybe…” When she looked up again, her expression had softened.
“Hey, just so you know, there’s this number you can call. To get help with
stuff like that. Washing machines and whatnot. Some janitor type thingy. It’s
on the door to the laundry room.”


“Oh… thanks.” Peter shot her his disarming
little smile, and her lips twitched in answer. Matthew felt his eyes narrow. “By
the way, I cleaned it,” Peter winked, and Matthew clenched his teeth. Was he flirting?


The woman looked confused. “Cleaned… what?”


“The laundry room. Peter, by the way.”


He held out his hand, and she took it.
“Linda.” She preened a little, and Matthew gritted his teeth. What was it with
this evening? Everyone seemed to be falling for Peter.


“Hey, why don’t you come to the masquerade party?”
Linda asked, only now letting go of Peter’s hand. “The whole house is there.”


Peter chuckled. ”Thanks, but… we’re not…
um…” He glanced at Matthew again. “I’m not sure I can find something to wear
that quickly.”


“Oh, nonsense. You can wear a sheet and be
a Greek god.” She flashed Peter a mischievous grin, and Matthew wanted to punch
her. He was the one who was supposed to be the Greek god, for fuck’s sake.


Linda laughed. “You can come too, if you
like,” she said. “What’s your name?”


“Matthew,” he muttered.


“Okay, Matthew. I’ve even got some extra
masks for you. I bought a whole batch, because people tend to forget important
stuff like that. Come on.”


She jerked her head at the stairwell. Peter
and Matthew exchanged glances. Linda crossed her arms and started tapping her
foot, and Peter made a sheepish face at Matthew. “Why not, after all?”


Again with the asking for permission.
Weren’t they beyond that kind of thing? They used to read each other’s minds.
What had happened, to make them strangers again?


“Are you coming, or what?” Linda asked.


“What about the laundry room?” Matthew shot
back. “Weren’t we going to call a janitor or something?”


“Oh, that.” Linda rolled her eyes. “No
hurry. You convinced me, I look rad. Now let’s get you geared up. I’ve got a
box full of masquerade stuff. I can go kick the tumble dryer later. Make it a bit
more collaborative.”


Peter gave him an imploring look, and
Matthew’s shoulders fell. He never could resist that puppy dog look. “Okay.”


They followed Linda into her flat while she
yammered on about how Peter would look so good in this frilly red shirt that
her friend had been planning to wear, but he’d fallen ill and couldn’t go. “And
Matthew, you can have this pinstriped thing, wait a minute…”


Matthew looked down at his shirt, and suddenly
remembered that it was Peter’s. He was already wearing someone else’s identity.
Nameless fears crept up his spine as he allowed himself to feel the fabric
caress his skin. He shot Peter a look and caught him watching, but if he was
thinking the same thing, he didn’t let on. He just looked away and started
unbuttoning his own shirt.


Matthew quickly unzipped his jeans and
stepped out of them.


“Here,” Linda held out their masks. “Peter,
you can have the lacy one. It’ll make you look like Zorro.”


“Zorro doesn’t have a lacy mask,” Matthew
griped. “Or a red frilly shirt.”


“Oh, who cares? He’ll look Spanish, won’t
he?”


Matthew bit his tongue.


Peter was already changing into the
flamboyant ‘Zorro’ costume, and Matthew hurriedly slipped into the suit that Linda
had picked out. She might be a shameless flirt, but she also had a good eye: the
costume fitted him perfectly. The expensive-feeling cloth fell in soft folds
against his body, clinging only where it should. He even felt his posture
change.


“Looks good, doesn’t he?” Linda purred. Matthew
wasn’t sure which of them she was addressing. When he met Peter’s eyes, he
looked bewildered too.


“Yeah,” he blurted, only to blush at how
weird he sounded.


Linda looked from Peter to Matthew with a
curious expression on her face, and then she said, “Um, tell you what, Peter.
Why don’t you go up to the party? We’ll be right there, I just… I need to pinch
in Matthew’s suit at the waist, okay?”


Peter looked surprised – or was it really
surprise? For a moment, Matthew thought he could detect something else,
something akin to resignation. “Sure,” he said. “Which flat is it?”


Linda smiled. “You’ll figure it out.”


Hesitating for a moment, Peter put on the
mask, shuffled out into the stairwell and disappeared. Matthew watched him go,
feeling rigid and confused. What was this? Was Linda going to hit on him
now?


“You want a beer?”


He turned. “What?”


Linda chuckled. “Beer. You know. Is it a beer
problem?”


Matthew frowned at her. “Beer problem?”


“Yeah.” She opened the fridge, took out two
bottles and opened them with a spoon. “Here.”


Matthew took the bottle and nodded his
thanks. The first mouthful was bitter.


Linda leaned against the kitchen sink and
scraped a nail at the beer sticker. “You and Peter… you’re old friends, right?”


The way she said it… so knowing, somehow.


Matthew slumped on a chair. “I used to
think so.”


“But?”


“I don’t know. He seems so… distant now.”
He squirmed a little. What was this? A therapy session? Embarrassed, he knocked
back another swig of beer.


“Distant?” Linda urged.


Matthew looked up at the ceiling. Peter was
up there now, in the same flat as Pierre. From the ashes into the fire.


“You think I’m hitting on him, don’t you?”


Matthew blinked, surprised at her candor. “You’re
saying you aren’t?”


Linda giggled. “I’m gay, so… no.”


Matthew’s eyes grew unfocused. The bottle
was cold against his hand.


“You got a problem with that?”


He swallowed. “Why would I have a pro–” His
air ran out and he had to swallow again. “No. It’s just…” He waved the bottle
at the door. “He probably thinks you’re interested.”


“Uh-huh.” Linda crossed her arms. “And you also
think he’s interested in me?”


A shaft of pure fear lanced through him. “How
should I know? It’s not as if it matters any which way.”


“No?”


Matthew got up from the chair. “Look, what
is this? What do you want me to say? That I’m jealous?”


Linda’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t say
that.”


Matthew drew a hissing breath. What was he
doing? This conversation was derailing fast. “I mean… He just met you, for
God’s sake.”


“And?”


“And we’re… we go way back. We…” He
closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. Fuck, he sounded like he was
jealous. “Never mind.”


Linda watched him for a while. Then she
asked, carefully, as if weighing each word, “Have you ever…?”


“What? No!”


“Okay, okay…” She held up her hands. “I
don’t know, but when I came to your door…”


“His door.”


“Okay, his door.”


“What about it?”


Linda made a face. “I guess it’s none of my
business, right?”


She was right, it wasn’t. They’d only just met,
too. But there was something about her. Like she was the only person he could
say any of this to. Because she understood? Because she was already waiting for
a…


What?


A confession?


It made no sense.


“Go ahead,” he bit out. “Ask away.”


Linda fiddled with her bottle, seeming to
regret the whole thing. Then she sighed. “Okay. Well, I was just wondering, has
he ever, you know…?”


Does touching my cock count?


Matthew shook his head, trying to block out
the recent memory. That had been his doing, not Peter’s. “No. Actually I’m
thinking perhaps he… doesn’t like it.” The words rang false, but he didn’t take
them back. “I mean, when I touch him.” He shivered. Was there no way of talking
about this without making it sound so fucking gay? “Like, you know, wrestling. Friend
stuff.”


Linda peered into her bottle. It looked
contrived, as if she was trying very hard not to let something slip. “He
doesn’t like it when you touch him.” She sounded like a shrink, parroting like
that. “What if he does, though?”


Matthew lifted his bottle, looked at it,
and then lowered it into his lap again. “What?”


“What if he likes it?”


Matthew’s throat constricted.


“Would that creep you out?”


“Yeah.” He put the bottle on the
table and covered his face with his hands. “I mean, no. It’s just… what if… if
he wants to…”


Linda smiled at his chopped phrases. “Do
more?”


Matthew stared at the floor. His hair felt
damp against his fingers. “I guess.”


“So… what?” Linda threw out her arms. “You’re
afraid that he wants to touch you, or you’re afraid that he doesn’t?”


Matthew snorted a desperate laugh. “That is
the question.” He picked up the bottle again, just to have something to do with
his hands. “I don’t know… I’m afraid of hurting him!” he burst out, and as he
said it, relief washed over him. That was where the shoe pinched. It
didn’t really have anything to do with him. He was just afraid that Peter would
read too much into the fact that Matthew had let him touch his cock. Simple as
that. “I mean, what if I allow too much? What if I lead him on, just by being
normal? By being a friend?”


“Yeah,” Linda nodded slowly. “Now that I
think of it, he did seem kind of…” She spread her hands. “Smitten?”


Matthew stiffened. His lips parted, as if
to lick up the words. Smitten. Even as he was shaking his head in
protest, the memories paraded through his mind: every tickling session, every
snuggly TV evening, every ruffle of Matthew’s hair… What if she was right? What
if it all spoke the same language, but Matthew hadn’t got his hands on the
Rosetta stone until now? And now that he did know the code, the translations bombarded
him like something out of the mouth of a verbally incontinent Babel fish: Peter
smiling, Peter with his hands all over him, Peter sidling close, Peter holding
on to his arm, Peter kissing his cheek on his birthday…


And Peter shying away. Giving up.


But then why didn’t he tell me?


The answer was as clear as it was painful: Because
I couldn’t handle it. He knew I would freak out.


“So… what are you going to do?” Linda
asked, looking simultaneously sympathetic and amused.


Matthew didn’t move a muscle. He felt
drunk, even though he’d only had one beer. His voice was very soft when he
said, “I don’t know.”


“Well…” Linda took his half empty bottle
and put it in the sink. “The way I see it, what you’re feeling is absolutely
normal. You’re simply afraid of losing him as a friend. Now, you can either
avoid him completely, and then you will definitely lose him, or you can go to
him and try to negotiate some boundaries. I mean, if you really do think that
he’s… you know. ‘Smitten.’” She made quotation marks air.


Matthew’s lips twitched. Boundaries.
He almost laughed. A bit late for that.


“Come on.” She hooked her arm in his. “Let’s
go up to the party. You’ll feel better in no time. Maybe you’ll even find
someone to forget all this with.”


The stairwell echoed with music. The door
to the flat was open, letting laughter and chatter pour out like a river.
Matthew hesitated on the threshold, but Linda pulled him inside. “I’ll
introduce you.”


But as soon as they set foot in the living
room, he saw them. In a corner, on a couch, practically
draped over each other: Peter and Pierre.


Peter and Pierre! As if the wig wasn’t stupid enough.


They weren’t making out – yet – but it was
obviously just a matter of time. Peter’s mask was pushed up into his hair,
making it stick out at weird angles. Pierre was twirling a lock of it around
his finger, and Peter was smiling shyly at him. The way he’d always smiled at
Matthew.


How stupid can you get? You thought he
was interested in you?


“Hey.” Linda touched Matthew’s arm. “Put
your mask on, let’s–”


“Oh, shut up.” Shrugging her off, he walked
over to the oblivious pair and gave the couch a good kick.


Peter looked up. “Oh… hi, Matthew.” At
least he had the decency to look embarrassed.


“Hi, Peter,” Matthew said sweetly.
“So what’s all this, then?” He gestured at Pierre.


Peter glanced at his companion and then
looked back up at Matthew. “‘This?’”


“Yeah, what… what the fuck…?”


Peter didn’t help him out, didn’t admit
that he understood perfectly well what Matthew was trying to ask. He just
glared up at him, evening dark eyes growing darker with anger. Matthew sensed
Pierre smirking at him, and decided that there was no fucking way he was going
to explain himself while that fucker was watching. “Come on.” He held out his
hand.


Peter frowned at it. “What?”


“Come on.” Matthew bent down and
grabbed Peter’s hand, but Peter yanked it back.


“Fuck you, Matthew!”


Taken aback, Matthew stared at him for a
moment. Then he sneered, “So sorry to interrupt,” and took a bow as low as the
one he’d made in the stairwell. “Carry on, soldiers.”


He stormed off into the kitchen and helped
himself to a beer from the fridge. He hoped it was Pierre’s.


“You’re welcome,” a female voice said from
the window. Matthew turned to glare at her. It wasn’t Linda. It was someone
else. Pretty.


Ish.


“What?” he snapped.


“Nothing,” she smiled. “Just… help yourself,
why don’t you.”


“I was…” He gestured at the fridge, and a
few drops of beer sloshed out of the bottle. He grimaced. “I thought…”


The girl laughed. “Never mind.”


He peered at her, sizing her up. Blonde, heavily
made up. Yeah, she would do.


Sidling close, he leaned against the window
frame. “What’s your name, then?”


She moved away a little. “I’m with Dan.”


“Dan?” Matthew frowned.


“It’s his party.”


“And his beer, and his girl, is that it?”


“Exactly.” She chinked her bottle against
his and drank.


“Lucky boy,” he smarmed. “But why should I
care?”


She laughed. “Because I’m not interested,
cowboy.”


“I wasn’t trying to–” Matthew broke off. He
was. There was no point pretending he wasn’t. “Aww, c’mon,” he cajoled instead,
shooting her what he hoped was a seductive smile. “Just for tonight. What do
you say?”


She rolled her eyes. “What an irresistible
offer.” She jumped down from the window and planted her hands on her hips. “Why
don’t you go flirt with someone who’s desperate?” Sticking her nose in the air,
she strode away.


Fuck. Matthew
let himself fall against the wall. Blackness threatened to swallow up his
vision. Blackness as dark as the night outside the window. I need a girl.
Fucking now. It wouldn’t take much. A few strokes, a few licks of a warm
tongue… He beat his head a couple of times against the wall and then stopped. Breathing
in deep, he squared his shoulders. Okay. Someone who’s desperate. Surely
there must be someone like that in there? Someone who could be persuaded to
take pity on him for a few minutes. Who could caress him into being, convince him
that he was still a person.


Exorcise that unbearable fucking ghost.


He walked back into the living room, into
the pulse of music and heat and voices. Everywhere he looked, there were pirates
and Cleopatras and gladiators, all drunk, all tumbling
around in giggling heaps.


And he realized that the only one in there
who was desperate was him.


As if on cue, his eyes fell on Peter. It
was like an ice pick to his chest: he was standing in a corner, alone now. The
mask was dangling from his hand, and his hair had fallen into his face. He was holding
onto the wall and looking ready to shatter.


Peter…


Matthew’s hands balled into fists. Don’t
do anything stupid. Just be your usual self.


Walking up to him, Matthew sniggered, “So your
suitor gave up?”


“Fuck you,” Peter muttered at the floor. “What have you got against Pierre, anyway?”


Matthew’s fists tightened. “Oh, nothing!
Nothing at all.”


Peter glowered at him. His eyes looked entirely
black. It made goose bumps race down Matthew’s arms.


“I mean… do you even want him?”


Peter snorted a mirthless laugh. “I’m sorry
to be so disgusting.”


“That’s not what I said.”


“No, but I can read between the lines.”


Matthew sighed and leaned against the wall.
“Look, I didn’t mean to… I don’t want you to be… you know.”


“What?” Peter’s voice was cold.


“I didn’t even know that you… that you…”
Matthew gestured vaguely. But you did know. You just didn’t want to admit
it.


Peter’s eyes glistened in the gloom. “Why are
you so angry?” he asked softly.


Matthew opened his mouth, but no sounds
came out.


“I mean, I would have thought, you being my
friend and all, that you’d be happy if I scored. No matter with who.”


Matthew looked away. It made sense. So why
did he want to punch something?


“Of course I want you to be happy,” he
mumbled. “Just… just not with fucking Pierre!”


Peter chuckled wearily. “It’s not as if I
was going to marry him. It felt good to be… held, you know. Treasured.”
He laughed at the word, perhaps realizing that it was too big for something so banal.
Then he looked out over the drunken sea of party guests. “But apparently he
found someone else.”


Matthew shook his head. “You think you need
to look that far to be–” He stopped. His cheeks burned. What had he been about
to say? Something dangerous, he could feel it. Something he’d never be able to
take back.


Peter crossed his arms. “Look, Matthew… This
thing with Pierre, it’s not…” He looked up at the ceiling, as if asking it for
strength. Then his shoulders fell. “Can… can I tell you something? You promise
not to freak out?”


Something cold slithered up Matthew’s spine.
“When do I ever freak out?” he tried to joke.


Peter fought a small smile. Then he drew a
shuddering breath. “Hell, why is this so difficult?” He ran a hand through his
hair. “You’re my best friend.”


“I am,” Matthew hastened to say. He laid a
hand on his chest. “Whatever you want to tell me, I’m honor-bound to hear.”


Peter didn’t acknowledge the joke. He was
lost in his own jungle of words, trying to find the right ones. “I… Matthew,
I…” He closed his eyes. “I like you. No, I mean, I think you’re… attractive.
I’m not drunk, so don’t try to twist my words and make them mean nothing.” He
opened his eyes again, and now they looked strangely pale. “I’m in… love with
you. There. Now you know. I didn’t want to tell you, because… But, well… Anyway,
there it is. Can I go find Pierre now?” He laughed nervously. “Because you sure
as hell aren’t going to give me what I want.”


Matthew’s eyes had snagged on the corner of
a carpet. It was frayed, with snarls of thread sticking out where people could
trip over them. “What you… ‘want?’” He almost didn’t get the words out.


Peter gave him a wry look. “It’s not rocket
science.” He started to move away, but then stopped. Turning, he said timidly, “We’re
okay, right?”


“We’re okay,” Matthew said automatically.


“Hug?”


Matthew swallowed. “Of course.”


Peter quickly put his arms around him. When
he stepped away again, they just stood there, shyly seeking and avoiding each
other’s eyes until Peter’s cheeks were tinged by swirls of pink. “Don’t do
that.”


“Do what?”


“Don’t look at me like that.”


Matthew held out his hands. “I always look
at you like this.”


“Yeah, and now I can finally tell you to
stop it!”


“Christ…” He leaned back against the wall
and closed his eyes.


Peter lingered. Matthew could feel
him fidget. “I’m not going to… you know, do anything.”


Matthew couldn’t stop a chuckle. “I think
it’s a little late to be repentant.”


Peter said nothing.


In the sudden silence, Matthew colored. He
opened his eyes. “I mean–”


“I know what you mean.”


“But if you’d–” Matthew stopped, feeling as
if he was swaying at the very edge of a ravine. “Never mind.”


“What?”


“Nothing.”


Peter looked troubled for a moment. “You
sound as if you’re considering it,” he smiled, but he looked sad rather
than flirty.


Matthew’s stomach made a perilous plunge.
Maybe it was the disguise, or maybe something else – but before he could stop
himself, he leaned close and murmured in Peter’s ear, “Maybe I am.”


When he drew back, Peter’s eyes had widened.
“What…?”


The world shuddered. Fuck. What had
he just said? Suddenly scared, Matthew turned and made for the door, but of
course Peter came after him. “Wait!”


“No. Forget it!” Matthew called over his
shoulder as he hurried down the stairs. “Forget I said anything.”


“But–”


“I’d be using you!”


Catching up just outside his door, Peter grabbed
his arm. “What do you mean, ‘use me?’ I want to be used!”


Matthew’s breath caught in his throat. He
tried to shake his head, but it wouldn’t budge. Peter’s cheeks darkened in the
dusk. His throat moved as he swallowed. “Anything you want, Matthew,” he croaked.
“I mean it.”


Matthew took a step back and held up his
hands. “No. I can’t. I should go home.”


“But–”


“You’d be using it to live on, when you
should be fighting it!” His voice echoed in the stairwell. Lowering it, he
said, “You’ll tell yourself that it’s enough.”


“Yes.” Peter was breathing fast. “I will
do that. But Matthew… I want it. Let me take responsibility for my own
feelings. You need someone to hold you for a night? I can do that. It doesn’t
have to mean anything.”


A moment’s hesitation. Matthew searched
Peter’s face – that open, honest, handsome face that didn’t deserve to be hurt.
But there were newly lit stars in his eyes, and it took the last of Matthew’s
breath away.


He couldn’t not reach for him.


Peter almost stumbled when Matthew grabbed
his waist and drew him close. “You want to fuck me?” he whispered, their lips
almost touching.


“Does the pope wear a funny hat?” Peter
choked, and then their mouths collided. Wet lips slipped over each other, and
Matthew felt his cock rise in his borrowed pants. Fuck, he did want this. Just
once. Just to know what it was like.


They stumbled into the flat and slammed the
door. Lips bumping, they made it across the floor to the naked mattress in the
sleeping alcove. Matthew’s pulse was thundering in his ears. What are you
doing? his brain kept asking, but he didn’t have an answer. He felt warm
and strangely fuzzy round the edges – like there was a soft kind of electricity
humming all over his skin. They lay down and Peter lowered himself over him,
one leg slipping between Matthew’s. As it nudged the painful bulge, Matthew
gripped Peter’s shoulders.


Time stood still. He didn’t push Peter
away, but he didn’t let him come closer either. Peter gazed down at him. “We
can stop right now.”


Matthew trembled. They should. This was Peter.
They were best friends. If he was curious, he could try it on with that stupid
Pierre guy instead. Such a thing could be easily forgotten. This he
would have to live with. Every time he met Peter’s eyes, they would both know
what had happened, and nothing would ever be the same again.


As he thought it, he became aware of
something chafing at his temple – something hard and scratchy that gleamed in
the low light. Turning his head, he saw the abandoned ‘Zorro mask’ lying like a
silent cue on the mattress.


And at once he knew his way out. It was a
ridiculous sham, but it might just help.


Fumbling for the mask, he held it up. Peter
stilled at the sight. “I’d surrender to a master swordsman,” Matthew tried to
joke, but his voice was too hoarse to be entirely convincing. He forced himself
to keep his eyes firmly locked with Peter’s, even when sudden pain flashed in
them. Matthew’s heart shuddered. He knew what Peter was thinking: that Matthew
could only go through with this if he pretended that he was someone else.


But so what? Peter already knew that this
was just a one-off.


Didn’t he?


Matthew opened his mouth, but Peter stopped
him with a finger on his lips. His face was hard with a new resolve. “Okay.” He
sat up and put on the mask, and when he looked down at Matthew again, he was
someone else. The glittering black spangles outshone the faint gleam of eyes behind
the mask, concealed the true man.


It wasn’t Peter anymore.


“Should I leave a souvenir on you,
perhaps?” came the whisper, and one finger trailed a languid ‘Z’ on Matthew’s
chest.


“You can do what you want,” Matthew
whispered back, and as he said it, it became true. Part of him knew that it was
Peter, while another was completely taken in by the disguise. When their lips
met again, it felt familiar and alien at once. Letting go of the rope holding
his heart tethered, Matthew managed a broken, “You can f… fuck me.”


His voice was so small, but Peter must have
heard some kind of truth in it. There was the briefest pause in his breathing,
and then his hands were at Matthew’s hips, unceremoniously tearing off his pants.
“I will,” he breathed raggedly. “Oh God, I will.” He assaulted Matthew’s mouth
with ravenous lips, pushing him down into the mattress. His own pants had come open,
and his naked cock slipped out of his boxers to push into Matthew’s thigh. “I’m
going to come so hard inside you…”


Dizzy with equal parts fear and lust,
Matthew drew up his legs. Peter moaned into his neck and slipped a hand down to
his ass. Matthew yelped as Peter’s fingers found his entrance. “Don’t stop,” he
gasped, and Peter started rubbing it, circling it, preparing him with rough,
impatient movements that had him reeling. He’d never thought to allow such a
thing, but God, it was amazing. When Peter pushed inside, Matthew groaned
aloud.


“Fuck, you’re easy,” Peter panted into his
ear, and Matthew couldn’t help a breathless laugh. But even as he warmed at the
familiar humor, his throat closed in fear. He mustn’t become aware. Mustn’t take
refuge in age-old banter, or admit that it was Peter – because it wasn’t. It
was a stranger. Someone he would never meet again.


“Do it,” he panted, and felt Peter reach
out for something. A condom, he realized, and the world seemed to turn upside
down. He’s really going to do it, Matthew’s mind screamed at him.
He’s going to put it inside of me! But the shock he should feel drowned
in the sensations of the hot and sweaty body that was pressing against his,
pleading with him to open up, to let it in.


On instinct, he spread his legs wide for
the man above him. One long, slow, slippery push had Peter fully sheathed. As
if he became a part of Matthew, or Matthew a part of him. As if… as if… oh God…
Forcing his eyes open again, Matthew took in the shimmering mirage above him,
the backlit halo of hair, the darkening red silk of that stupid shirt.


And at once the secrecy of the mask failed.
He couldn’t pretend that this wasn’t Peter – no part of him could. The full
feeling down there, the nearness – they’d never been this close, ever. Peter
was inside him, and it was no use trying to pretend any longer.


He didn’t realize that the warm tickle at
his temple was a tear until Peter stiffened in alarm. He began to pull out, but
Matthew grabbed his arms. “Stay.”


“But you’re… you’re…” Peter tore off his
mask to stare down at him, horrified. “I’m sorry, Matthew. Did I hurt
you?”


“No.”


But Peter was still looking worried and
lost, and he was softening. “We don’t have to finish. It’s my fault. I should
never have… Jesus, what a jerk I am. I’m sorry, I never meant for it to get so
out of hand…”


“Will you shut the fuck up already?”


Peter gasped a laugh. “What? Matthew…”


Matthew let slip a teary laugh. A weight
lifted from his heart, making him hover and fly. “You were planning this from
the start.”


“What? No! I swear, I only did this because
you–”


“To make me fall in love with you.”


As he said the words out loud, a kind of
calm settled in his bones. It was the truth. Finally, the fucking truth.


“Wh… what are you saying?” Peter’s face was
open and vulnerable.


“It’s what you’ve been doing all along.
Well, congratulations, it worked. This is just the crowning moment.”


“Now you’re scaring me.” Confusion and hope
battled in Peter’s eyes. “What do you mean, ‘crowning moment?’”


Heart tingling at the sight of his fear, Matthew
tried for a reassuring smile. Speaking slowly, carefully, striving to put every
word in the right place, to convince his bewildered, defenseless
friend-turned-lover, he said, “You can have me. Hell, if I’m worth having, I
don’t know…”


Peter stroked his temple, his touch clumsy
and rough. “Is it possible…?” he whispered. “Did I do this? How can it be?”


“How can it be?” Matthew hiccupped a laugh.
“You should be asking how the hell I resisted for so long!”


He shifted on the mattress, and Peter’s
half-hard cock slid deeper, sending a bolt of lightning through him. Matthew’s
head chafed against the mattress as he let out a garbled plea. “You want…?”
Peter began, but he didn’t really have to ask. Hardening again, he slowly drew
out and pushed inside, all the while watching Matthew intently. The pressure
sent spangles up Matthew’s spine, and he grabbed Peter’s ass to push him
deeper. Peter cried out and closed trembling fists in Matthew’s hair. “Oh my God…”


“Just do it, please. I want you.”
And then, the memory of the mask fresh in his mind, Matthew added, “I want you.”
He grabbed Peter’s head and sought out his lips to suckle at them. Peter teased
his tongue out to dance with him in the vortex of their hot and ragged
breathing, and as his swelling cock nudged that place again, Matthew whimpered
into his mouth. “Please…”


Anchoring himself with his hands under
Matthew’s shoulders, Peter started thrusting hard, turning Matthew’s moans into
a keening wail. Lost in a whirlpool of feeling, Matthew barely felt Peter move.
It was all just one devastating tornado of bliss. His nerve endings sang. I
want this forever.


But he couldn’t hold on even for a minute.
Pushed to the edge of endurance by the battering of Peter’s cock, he threw his head
back and came undone. As he soared through the clouds, Peter buried himself to
the root, stiffening from head to toe. A final half-thrust made his shoulders
twitch, and then he slumped on top of Matthew, breaths heavy and damp.


Slowly, the world around them was put back
together: the humming from the fridge, the faint glow of a streetlight outside,
the thump-thump from the flat above.


And then it dawned on Matthew what they’d
done. Face glowing with embarrassment, he closed his eyes as Peter rolled off
him and gave his cheek a quick caress. He couldn’t bear to look into those eyes
while his ass was still trying to recover. It was too much, too intimate. As if
Peter was a stranger after all, but a stranger who’d ransacked his entire
being.


“How… do you feel?” Peter asked, his voice
tinged with worry.


Matthew shook his head, but still couldn’t meet
that candid gaze. “Weird.”


“Good weird or bad weird?”


Despite himself, Matthew chuckled. “You’re
just probing for a rave review, don’t think I don’t know you.”


And in that moment, Peter was Peter again,
as he laughed and shoved Matthew onto the floor. “Hey!” Matthew scrambled back
onto the mattress, only to be caught in a tangle of sweaty limbs and fingers
that wanted to tickle him. “You little…” He landed with a breathless oof
on top of Peter and locked his arms with his own. “Checkmate?”


Peter wrinkled his nose. “Stalemate.”


He was right. Matthew restrained him, but
only by also restraining himself. He could do nothing like this – not tickle
him, not move into a more comfortable position, nothing. They were both caught.


Grimacing ruefully, he relaxed on top of
Peter. “You can wipe that smirk off your face.”


Peter grinned wider. “I can’t. My hands are
tied.”


Matthew rolled his eyes, but couldn’t help
smiling too. Peter’s face was flushed and damp, his dark hair draped across the
mattress. “God, you’re sexy,” Matthew murmured.


Peter snorted. “I’m going to let you go on
thinking that, but only because you’ve got such a tight ass.”


Matthew gasped. “Peter!”


Peter winked at him. That knowing, wanton
look… oh God… he felt weak at the knees, even lying down. Not knowing whether
to laugh or hide his face, Matthew shook his head. “I wish I’d kissed you ages
ago.”


Peter raised an eyebrow. “What makes you
think I’d have let you?”


“Because I have a tight ass?”


Peter made a face. “Oh no, I’ve created a
monster.”


Laughing, Matthew let out a breath he
seemed to have been holding for years. For a moment, he remembered being afraid,
remembered being wilfully blind. It seemed like ages ago that he’d stood in
that kitchen, trying to pick up a random girl – and yet the party up there went
on, the heart of it beating forever into the night.


Feeling the rough edge of the mask poking into
his thigh, Matthew reached down to push it away. “Mmh,” Peter grunted. “Go get
the blanket, will you?”


“In the laundry room? Dream on.”


“No, no, in the, um…” Peter waved a hand.
“The box. By the window.”


Grumbling, Matthew got up from the mattress
and walked over. Opening the flaps, he pulled out the first thing he got his
hands on: a worn old t-shirt that fell in soft folds from his hand.


And then he saw the familiar Cream logo.
Gasping, he looked at Peter. “This is mine!”


Peter cracked an eye open. Seeing the
t-shirt, he rolled onto his stomach and buried his face in the mattress. “Was,”
came the muffled reply.


“But…” Matthew stroked the fabric in
confusion, and noticed stains on it. “Jeez, it’s not even washed! How long have
you had this? It must be ancient.”


Peter groaned. “Two years.”


“Peter…!”


Sighing, Peter sat up and spread his hands.
“It smelled of you.”


On instinct, Matthew raised it to his nose.
Peter smiled cautiously. “Not anymore, silly. By now I guess it smells of me.”


Matthew couldn’t breathe. Peter had held
onto his t-shirt for two years?


“I’m sorry,” he said in a small voice.


“You… slept with it or something?”


Peter gave him a pleading look. “Second
best thing,” he said.


Matthew dropped the t-shirt. Peter got up from
the mattress and walked over to him. “You can close your mouth now,” he smiled.
“No, wait, actually…” He covered Matthew’s lips with a sweet and tingling kiss.
They parted with a quiet smack, and he sought Matthew’s eyes. Something was
happening again. Something was shimmering between them, turning everything
upside down. Christ, Matthew had just come – why was he getting all funny
inside again?


Peter kissed his collarbone. “Can I…?”


Can you what? Matthew thought that he asked, but the words never left his lips.
Instead, Peter’s hand crept down to his crotch, and the velvet touch had it
rising in seconds. Sighing, Matthew let his eyes fall shut. This is how it’s
going to be, then? We’ll never do anything else. We’ll just have sex around the
clock until one or both of us drops dead from sheer exhaustion.


He drew a deep breath as Peter kneeled,
lips seeking out his pulsing flesh.


Well. I guess I’ll have to learn to live
with that.
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