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      WESLEY

      “That dude is weird,” my friend and coworker, Jude, says softly. His red hair is sticking straight up, almost like he’s just been fucked, and his blue eyes squint at me in confusion. “I mean, he doesn’t talk. It’s been what? Three weeks since he started and not a word, unless it’s to a customer. And even then, it’s barely more than a few sentences. Do you think he speaks English? Maybe he’s an immigrant? I haven’t heard an accent though. The mystery, man. I can’t fucking stand it. I feel like I need to become a detective or some shit.”

      “You don’t need to do that, you dick, because he’s not that much of a mystery. He’s just quiet.” I glance through the doorway at Simon who is sitting in the breakroom with his earbuds in his ears. His eyes are closed and his head is leaning back against the wall. It’s like he’s napping, but I don’t think that’s it. I think he’s meditating or something. Not that I’d know. He doesn’t speak to any of us, even going so far as to avoid all eye contact with me. He is a mystery. 

      A novel I want to read and dissect.

      “I mean, why doesn’t he chat with us? We’re nice dudes, right? I think I’m so fucking nice.”

      “We are,” I say and then glance over at Jude who’s frowning. It’s after lunch and the crowd has died down at the sandwich shop we all work at, leaving us with nothing better to do than gossip like old women in a small town. I mean, we are in a small town in Iowa so it makes sense, but still, I feel a little weird doing it. Seems Simon might not appreciate the rumors we’re unwittingly stirring. I glance over at him and take in his dark hair that’s neatly combed to the side and wonder how he manages to get it to stay like that all damn day. Mine is an unruly mess on top of my head thirty seconds into my shift. I see my reflection in the shop’s window, a tall muscular frame, thick arms and legs from playing sports in college…all clad in clothes I pulled from my hamper this morning.

      “I heard he’s like some kind of genius. Like in math or something,” I mutter, and Jude socks me in the arm.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

      “I dunno. Someone mentioned it and I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “This is important. I thought he worked for the CIA or some shit.”

      “No way…although he could do some kind of data stuff for them. That’s a thing, right?”

      “Yeah, he looks nerdy enough. Like just look at how he dresses. I mean, there has to be some kind of dress code for dudes with super big brains.”

      My eyes travel over his dark khaki pants and button-down shirt. He dresses like an old college professor. Sometimes he even wears a vest. And his hair is always perfectly combed to the side, like he’s some kind of fifties actor. Maybe he time-traveled and is from the fifties.

      Hmm, now that’s a theory.

      “Yeah, he does. Although, if he works for the CIA, why would he be working at this place?”

      “Yeah,” Jude says, scraping a hand across his jaw. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

      Suddenly, Simon’s eyes flash open and they shoot to mine. I’m helpless to do anything but stare into them. Those dark brown depths sparkling with stuff I can’t even begin to understand. 

      Fuck, even his eyeballs look smart.

      Jude pulls me away from the breakroom door and we get busy cleaning the counters and sweeping the floors. We have hours left until our shift is over, and thank god Jude is here or else I’d have to contend with Simon myself. All by myself.

      I’ve worked with him alone before. 

      It’s awkward as fuck. He doesn’t even really make eye contact. Just looks at me and then glances away, like he couldn’t care less that I’m even there.

      I’ve tried to be nice, to make conversation, but he doesn’t even try to make conversation back. He just lets the awkward silences sit between us. It makes me fidget and squirm.

      And I’m a nice guy. I’m likable. I can get along with anyone. But not Simon. Nope. He is the exception to the rule.

      “You going to the party tonight, Wes?” Jude asks, and I bob my head. Some of my dark brown hair flops down onto my forehead, and I push it back. It drives me nuts, but I haven’t bothered getting a haircut yet. Been so damn busy and it’s hard to find the time.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Cassidy said she’d meet me so…you know…I gotta talk you up, man.”

      Jude bows lowly, thanking me profusely. He’s been shooting his shot with my casual acquaintance for months. The minute he saw her, he knew he wanted her, but Cassidy is hard to pin down. She’s a bit wily. And to be honest, I’m not even sure she’s that interested. Maybe she only said yes to meeting him because she felt sorry for him. I dunno. I can’t get a read on her. I honestly don’t know her that well.

      “And you? Who are you hoping will be there?”

      “No one,” I say and then lean against the wall and sigh. I don’t know what the fuck I want. Just that I want something. Can’t quite seem to put my finger on it. Been thinking about it for months and yet, no one I’m with seems to satiate the need I have growing within me.

      It’s fucking with my mind. Sex is just mediocre, kind of yawn-inducing to be honest. I don’t really care to have it anymore. It’s been weeks since I’ve been with anyone.

      “Aw, come on, man. You still can’t figure it out?” Jude asks, and I shake my head, my blue eyes landing on his.

      “It’ll come to me, just…not yet. Maybe I’ll find her waiting at the party.”

      “Damn right you will,” Jude says and then socks me in the arm. I pretend like it hurts, laughing and messing around until Simon appears moments later, looking so fucking professional. He doesn’t look like he should be working at The Greatest Wich for minimum wage. Who knows why he’s doing this?

      I mean, if I was a genius I’d be working at NASA, so I have no fucking clue why he’s here with a bunch of recent college grads with no definite plans for our future. We’re a bit like losers, to be honest. Simon just seems far above our pay grade. 

      “Hey, man,” I say, but I know that the greeting won’t come with a response. It never does. Jude just rolls his eyes, but I let mine linger on Simon, that perfectly shaved jaw, the way his dark lashes flutter against his cheeks. He looks a bit like a young Matt Smith from Dr. Who. 

      Maybe my theory isn’t wrong. Maybe he has a time machine and is really from the future. Or the past. 

      Maybe he’s traveled all this way and is lonely. Maybe he just needs some friends.

      Maybe he doesn’t know how to converse with people who exist in this time.

      Yeah, that makes more sense than the CIA at this point. 

      At this point, I think I’m a motherfucking genius.

      We all work in muted silence, Jude leaving a few hours after the dinner rush. Simon and I are left to clean up and close the shop. The entire time, I eye him constantly, not able to divert my gaze for long. Just the way he moves is intriguing. It’s almost fluid as if he’s dancing, and yet he’s not. He doesn’t look like he’s danced a day in his life.

      “There’s a party after this if you wanna come,” I blurt out when the quiet is too crushing. Simon’s eyes flick over to mine before moving back to counting the money in the register.

      “I can write down the address and you could come…you know, if you’re bored.”

      I feel stupid for even asking, but I do it anyway. Can’t seem to help myself. And now Simon isn’t answering and it’s making me fidget. I stuff my hands in my pockets before pulling them out and running them through my unruly hair.

      “Do you go out…ever?” I ask, shoving my hands in my pockets once more and leaning against the counter. Seems I don’t know what to do with my appendages. What a waste they are. Should just chop them off…useless things. 

      “No.”

      Well, at least he said something. Makes me feel like a goddamn king for getting a word out of him. “Well, maybe you should. Go out and meet some people. Make some friends.”

      He shakes his head once. “I’m good.”

      He finishes counting the money and puts it into the money bag before walking to the back office to place it in the safe. My eyes follow his movements, and I feel suddenly lacking. I’m not sure why this is the sensation I experience, but it creeps up on me anyway. Maybe he thinks I’m a loser and he has better things to do. Maybe he doesn’t want to hang out with someone like me—a mediocre jock who, instead of working in his field of study, works at a sandwich shop in town.

      I know I have issues, but it’s not like I openly discuss them with people. But maybe Simon has figured me out and finds me not worth his time.

      That thought follows me for the rest of the night, a niggling feeling that maybe I’m not cool enough for this dude. Maybe it’s not me who is better, that it’s not me who’s trying to help him, but rather it is him who’s trying to help me.

      It’s a mind fuck and it leads to far too much drinking. Just one shot after the other, the party’s music rumbling through my numb body.

      Late that night, I stumble home and fall into bed, and in my dreams, his name repeats over and over in my head.

      Simon.

      Simon.
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        * * *

      

      I see him two days later, my hangover mostly gone and my mood far more chipper than it was two nights ago when I’d sulked and felt quite sorry for myself. When I’m not sloshed and despondent I realize that maybe I’m not so bad after all. Maybe I’m not the loser I think I am.

      Mostly.

      My eyes catch on the man I dreamed about, and I run a nervous hand through my hair once more. I’m sure it’s sticking straight up right now, but I don’t even fucking care because my eyes are glued to him.

       Simon looks pristine as usual in his khaki pants and his blue button-down shirt. He even has a skinny leather belt on. My eyes swivel down to his shoes, and I see the shiny leather wink back up at me.

      I didn’t know people under thirty dressed like this, but here we are. I learn something new every day.

      To be honest, the way he dresses and carries himself makes inferiority bite at me. My worn green t-shirt and ripped jeans don’t seem to be all that classy at the moment. Should probably put more effort into my appearance. Should maybe style my hair or something.

      “You off soon?” I ask Izzy who is sweeping up the floor. Her bright bubblegum-pink hair shines under the fluorescent lighting and her nose ring glints as well. She just fucking sparkles.

      Too bad she’s not into guys because I think I have a small crush on her. 

      She smiles broadly at me, her painted red lips tilted up.

      “Yep. Got somewhere to be later. You?”

      “Nah, I close with Simon.”

      Her blue eyes swivel to the guy behind the counter who is meticulously wiping it down before her gaze meets mine.

      “Ah, well, you two have fun.” She waggles her eyebrows at me, and I can’t help but laugh at the insinuation.

      Yeah, no. That would never happen. Mainly because I’m not into guys and also because Simon is no fun. 

      He’s quiet and reserved, and I can’t ever imagine that dude having sex. It’s probably silent and soft and boring. The thought of him naked and rutting up against someone sets my skin on fire, and I push the thought away, not liking how it makes me feel.

      Yeah, I’m not thinking about dudes naked. That’s not something I do. 

      The rest of our shift, any words lobbed his way are tossed aside, discarded like the garbage I carry out right before closing. It makes me fucking insecure, the way he just ignores me. I usually can get anyone to open up to me, to at least make idle chatter, but not him. He’s as silent as silent can be.

      Makes me squirm.

      “You have any plans tonight?” I ask him, trying once more to get him to open up. I don’t know why I torture myself like this. Seems I like the pain of rejection.

      Simon just stares at me, blinking a few times, and then swivels his eyes away. Well, I guess that’s a no then.

      “Right, cool,” I say, shoving my hands in my pockets before pulling them out again. Don’t know why I did that when there’s nothing in there that I need. Seems to be a nervous habit this guy brings out in me.

      “Okay, well I guess we should lock up,” I say, and he just moves past me, brushing against my arm as he does it.

      Something shifts inside of me and I feel a flutter in my stomach, like I’ve just been swept down the incline of a rollercoaster.

      I’m probably hungry.

      Yeah, that’s it. Haven’t eaten much today besides a few sandwiches. Maybe I have low blood sugar.

      Simon pulls out the keys to the shop once we’re both outside and locks up behind him. I follow his silent form to the parking lot where our cars are parked, my old rusty Bronco and his fancy Mercedes sitting across the way.

      There have been many times Jude and I have wondered why someone with a car like that works at a sandwich shop for minimum wage. Neither of us has a good answer for it, although we have speculated—rich parents, old money, a drug lord.

      That one made us laugh until our cheeks hurt.

      Envisioning Simon with pockets full of cocaine was just fucking ridiculous.

      “Alright, well, have a good night. I have an early workout tomorrow…” I let my words trail off as Simon glances up at me before slipping into his pristine silver car. 

      I turn my back, telling myself to chill the fuck out, when I hear a click.

      And then I hear it again. Ah, the faint click of a dead battery.

      Turning back around, I see Simon in the driver’s seat hunched forward slightly, his brows meeting in concentration. He still doesn’t make eye contact with me, and part of me wonders if he just wants me to leave him here. But I can’t do that. Not when I know he could be stranded. My mom taught me better than that.

      Quickly, I move toward his car and my knuckles tap on the window.

      “Hey, your battery…” I clear my throat and say those words even louder because he doesn’t roll the window down. “…your battery is dead.”

      His forehead plops down on the steering wheel, and I wonder for a moment if he’s dead as well, but then he shoots back up, making me jump back slightly. He exits the car, those long legs pushing himself up to full height. He’s still shorter than me, and I fucking like it—like that I have inches on him and he has to peer up at me.

      “Okay, I guess I need to call a tow truck,” he says softly.

      It’s the most he’s ever said to me and it’s making my body thrum with excitement. I like his voice, the way he strings words together. It’s almost melodic.

      “Nah, I can just jump you…”

      His throat clears as he arches an eyebrow at me. My cheeks flush crimson in response.

      “I mean, jump the car and then you can swing by the auto store and grab a battery…”

      Simon ponders that a moment and says, “I don’t know how to change a battery.”

      I run a hand through my hair and shrug. “I can do it. If you want?”

      Silence hangs between us, and I find myself holding my breath. I’m halfway to drowning when he responds, “Okay.”

      Oh shit. I feel something foreign flit through me as I bite back a smile. I feel like I just won the lottery. I feel like I won a trip to Mars. 

      Jesus fucking Christ, I need a life. 

      “Right, okay, hold on. We can totally get this sorted.”

      I jog over to my Bronco and turn the engine, listening as it roars to life before pulling it right next to his car. He’s standing on the sidewalk, his hands in his pockets, his eyes on the sky above him.

      I wonder what he’s thinking as I jump out and move to the back of my car, grabbing the jumper cables and pulling them out. They knock against the side of my car, probably scuffing the paint a bit, but I don’t care. This damn thing is so rusty and old. A long scratch could be drawn into the side, and I wouldn’t even notice.

      “Alright, pop that hood.”

      His head shifts down and our eyes meet before he quickly glances away as he approaches his car. A moment later, the hood opens, and I lift it up, looking inside and whistling.

      “Nice,” I say as I prop it open. “Fancy. How did you afford this baby?” I ask, and Simon just clears his throat, not answering.

      Welp, I tried, I think as I pop the hood to my car and connect the cables. Then I instruct Simon on what to do. He listens intently, his lips pulled between his teeth before he disappears back into his car. I do the same, and a few seconds later, his engine roars to life. 

      Hopping out, I beam at him and wave, feeling good and excited. Kind of want to buy him a beer or something. Want to celebrate this small success.

      But Simon doesn’t seem to share my enthusiasm. He just rolls his window down an inch and my smile slips a little. 

      “Yeah, um, so you wanna follow me to the auto shop? I can help you with the battery and stuff?”

      He nods and then the window slides closed. Not even a thank you. Nothing. 

      “Jesus,” I mutter as I hop into my car and pull out of the parking spot. I see his bright, blinding lights behind me, the douchey kind that rich people use. I should tell him about those and suggest he put in some dimmer ones, but then decide against it. 

      I don’t want to make him dislike me even more. I’ll just let it be. Simon doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who worries about headlights.

      Even though the auto shop is only five minutes away, I still turn up my music and sing along to the song—very poorly and mostly getting the lyrics all wrong but it makes me happy. Life is too short not to do what you want to do. I learned that the hard way. For far too long I tried to be someone people liked instead of being true to myself. It wasn’t until my sophomore year in college that I realized I didn’t like myself and that this man I was becoming wasn’t who I was proud of. 

      I wanted to be different.

      Not that I’ve figured it all out, but now, I do what I want and don’t base my decisions on what someone else may think of me.

      I suddenly see the bright red AutoTime sign flashing before me, and I quickly drive into the parking lot, grabbing a space right next to the door. Jumping out of the driver’s side, I rub my hands on my pants, waiting for Simon to pull in next to me and get out. 

      I mean, he doesn’t get out right away. He just parks and idles for a few minutes. I’m starting to get a little worried that maybe he won’t ever get out and I’ll have to feed him through the window when suddenly, the car shuts off and he emerges.

      “Hey, you okay?” I ask, watching as he strides toward me, his shoulders squared, his eyes everywhere but me. Not that I shouldn’t be used to it by now. It seems to be his thing when it comes to me. I know for a fact he looks at Izzy and Jude, but when it comes to me, he always shifts his gaze away. 

      Maybe I’ve offended him or something? Maybe he doesn’t like how I look in general. I’m at a loss here. I can’t quite figure out what I’ve done wrong. 

      “Yes,” he replies and then moves past me to the door, holding it open for me.

      I don’t know what to do, so I stroll inside, finding a man named Brian behind the counter and explaining our situation. I’m friendly and smile a lot while Simon stares at the far wall, peeking over at me occasionally, but never lingering on me for too long.

      I don’t fucking get him. I honestly don’t fucking get it.

      “Yeah, we can take care of that for you. Where’s the car?” Brian asks, smiling at me happily. He must really love his job. 

      I flap my hand toward the parking lot, and Brian bobs his head.

      “Cool, I’ve got it. We’ll take care of that right away.”

      I beam at Simon who is studiously studying the air fresheners hanging on a rack.

      “Yeah, so…want me to stick around? Seems like they’ll do it for you and I don’t need to…”

      He glances up at me and then back at the rack before him. “No. I’m fine.”

      I shuffle next to him, pick up an air freshener, smell it, and then quickly put it back on the rack. Smells like ass. Don’t want that wafting through the vents.

      Wonder what Simon’s ass smells like…

      I shake my head, that thought coming up from nowhere. I don’t know what’s wrong with my brain, but there’s something going on. 

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      “I’m fine, Wesley.”

      The way he says my name makes something unfurl in my stomach. Jitters pulse through me, and I find myself shivering slightly.

      “No one calls me Wesley but my grandma.”

      He wets his lips and then moves past me, brushing against my arm again as he hands the man behind the counter his credit card.

      I don’t really want to leave, if I’m being honest. I kind of want to stay, to make sure everything works out and he gets home alright.

      But the dude obviously doesn’t want me to hang around, so I bob my head and make my exit. He doesn’t even say goodbye. 

      Yeah, he’ll be fine, I’m sure. I don’t need to linger around and wait. He’s not my friend. We barely even know each other.

      With that thought, I make my way home.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I arrive back at the two-story house I share with a few other guys I graduated with. We were all roommates in college and it seems that even with a degree you can’t afford to live on your own. Even in Iowa. So here I am, shacking up with a bunch of my best friends. Maybe not ideal when it comes to privacy, but it keeps me from having to move back in with my mom and my sister.

      I’d have even less privacy there.

      “Why you late?” Jude asks me, sitting on the couch, an entire pizza box in his lap. The guy eats like a garbage disposal. I’ve seen him put down an entire extra-large pizza without even burping. It was impressive. And I swear, I don’t know where he puts it. His metabolism is out of this world. Maybe it has something to do with his red hair. Maybe those gingers are magical.

      “Simon had a dead battery so I jumped…uh…I jumped his car and made sure he got to AutoTime.”

      Jude stops, a piece of pizza halfway to his mouth. “The fuck?”

      Shrugging, I say, “I mean, I couldn’t just leave him there.”

      Jude shoves that piece of pizza into his mouth and chews thoughtfully. “Yeah, guess not. That wouldn’t be cool.”

      “Nah,” I reply as I flop down on the couch and blink up at Jude.

      “Not today, Satan,” he mutters between chews, but my doe-eyed blinking gets him to cave and he hands me a piece of pizza despite his eye-rolling.

      “If I’m hungry later tonight, I blame you.”

      “I’m helping you keep your girlish figure.”

      I munch on the slice slowly as the two of us watch TV, and my mind filters back to Simon. I probably should have gotten his number so I could make sure he got home okay. Not that he would have given it to me, but I should have at least tried. I’ll ask him tomorrow, in case something happens again.

      But fuck, the sting of rejection might be too much to bear.

      Maybe I won’t ask. Maybe I’ll hint at it. Yeah, I’ll be all sly-like. 
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        * * *

      

      The following day, our shifts overlap slightly. We don’t close together, but I do manage to catch him on his break when the rush of people isn’t nearly as extreme as it is during lunch.

      “How did the battery work out?” I ask, leaning against a few crates of cheese. They wobble precariously, and I reach out to steady them before they topple over. 

      Simon eyes the crates. “Fine.”

      “Did you make it home okay? I was gonna text you but then I realized I didn’t have your number.”

      His eyes flick up to meet mine before he looks away. I see his throat work as he swallows and his fingers tap against his leg.

      “No, you don’t.”

      I shift on my feet, feeling a little silly for saying that, for even hinting, but what else am I supposed to do? I mean, I can’t outright ask like an adult. Pfft. No way. I’m not that mature yet. 

      “Uh, cool, well I’m glad you made it home safely.”

      He doesn’t even respond, just pulls his earbuds from his pocket and shoves them in his ears.

      Well, guess our conversation is over. I mean, I can take a hint. I’m getting really good at that when it comes to him. Hinty McHintsters. That’s me.

      I move back out to the shop and get to work, chatting with customers and making conversation with Izzy and Ollie, another co-worker and friend who’s been crashing on our couch while he’s between residences. 

      Simon is quiet the entire time though, not engaging with us at all. Everyone just ignores him. No one even tries to pull him into the conversation. I mean, we did try when he first started working with us, but his silence and refusal to answer kind of killed the mood. 

      Eventually, we just stopped trying.

      Part of me wonders if I didn’t try hard enough.

      “Bye, Simon,” I say when he grabs his bag to leave. His movements stutter as my words hit him, and he glances back at me. 

      “Bye, Wesley,” he says, and that flutter appears in my stomach again. I rub at it and then at my chest. Seems those flutters moved up to my heart too. 

      “That was weird,” Izzy says as she nudges me in the side. “Since when does he talk to us?”

      “Dunno,” I say. “Not sure. Just happened the other day.”

      Izzy’s eyebrows rise and she smiles at me. “You are good at making friends.”

      “I am,” and then I nudge her before getting back to work.

      And the entire time I’m on the clock, my mind swivels back to Simon, wondering what he’s doing, where he’s going. He’s such a mystery that I find myself growing a bit obsessed.

      It doesn’t let up even after I try and force my mind elsewhere, it just continues to grow.

      I find myself at my computer two days later looking him up, trying to find any information about him. I found out his last name simply by asking him at work earlier that day. He’d stared at me, curious as to why I needed to know, but I just smiled at him dopily until he muttered it to me. Simon Wise.

      I called him Wise a few times that day to pretend that it was a thing I did with my friends, when in actuality, I was just trying not to forget it and was itching to get home so I could do some snooping. But of course, even that isn’t easy.

      He doesn’t have any of the popular social media, so I ended up searching his name on Google. And that’s where I find it—an article with a picture of him holding a trophy, beaming widely. He looks younger, happier, his clothes a little less pressed and perfect, his hair a little more wild. But he still has the same put-together demeanor that makes him…him.

      I zoom in with my mouse and see that the award he won was for some kind of computer programming thing. Huh. Why the fuck is he working at a sandwich shop if he wins awards for stuff like that? 

      I mean, I get why I am. I got a degree in sociology and haven’t quite found what I want to do yet. But someone who’s apparently as smart as Simon should be working for Apple or something.

      Not working at the Greatest Wich for pennies.

      I lean back in my chair and run a hand through my hair. Fuck, this snooping didn’t satiate me at all. It only made me more curious. Now I want to know about this competition and why he looked so happy then when he looks so damn unhappy now.

      All the fucking time. 

      I’ve never seen him smile.

      “Well, fuck if this only makes me more intrigued,” I mutter and slam my laptop shut. I sit, staring into the darkness before pulling it open once more and doing a more thorough search. 

      I spend another two hours snooping, but come up empty-handed.

      Nothing more about him is to be found. 

      Disappointment claws at my chest as I crawl into bed and close my eyes. 

      I don’t know why I have this fixation on him, but I can’t quite seem to let it go.

      I really need to let it go.

    

  







            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      We don’t work together for two whole days and the slight obsession that I have with him seems to ebb. Maybe it was just the close proximity while working together, but some distance has put my head back on straight. I’m so over this weird thing I have for him…this need to know him better.

      That is…until I see him out on a Saturday night. 

      “Hey, is that Simon?” Jude asks as we make our way downtown, walking toward a local pub. My head swivels around, and I catch sight of those neatly pressed pants and a button-down shirt disappearing into a building. I’m not totally sure if it’s him, but fuck, it sure does look like him. And damn, but that insatiable need to know more surges through me. Guess I’m not over it after all.

      “Maybe,” I say, breaking away from our group of friends and making my way to the door where Simon disappeared. “I’m gonna go see. Just gonna check.”

      “Why the fuck you gotta see?” Jude calls out after me, but I ignore him, taking the steps two at a time and entering a small dimly lit hallway. Hmm, looks like a cluster of apartments. The back of maybe-Simon disappears up another flight of stairs, and I rush to catch up to him. I need to find some kind of insight into who this guy is. That’s the only reason I’m following him like a creep. 

      Totally normal behavior.

      My breath is coming out in short pants as I make it to the top of the stairs just in time to see Simon rapping on a door at the far end of the dimly lit hallway. This building isn’t nice by any means, more worn down and old, but here he is.

      “Hey,” I say with a wheeze, waving my hand in a pathetic attempt at a wave.

      Simon’s head swivels toward me and his brows lower. His lips move to a frown, and he fiddles with a button on his shirt.

      “Wesley…” he begins but before he can say anything else, the door swings open and an older man appears. He has an unkempt beard and is wearing a loose shirt. Pajamas maybe? I can’t tell from here. 

      “Come in,” the low voice says, and Simon doesn’t even look my way again. He just disappears inside, the door shutting softly behind him.

      My hand moves through my hair as I stand there in the apartment complex, feeling so fucking dumb for following Simon up two flights of stairs. He didn’t look particularly pleased to see me, more like severely annoyed that I showed up unexpectedly.

      But what the fuck was I supposed to do? Just let him walk on by without saying hello? My mom didn’t raise me to be like that. I am polite.

      That’s the only reason I did this.

      “Shit,” I mutter as I jog down the stairs and across the street, meeting my friends at the local pub they all filtered into. None of them waited for me to reappear, which is fine. I didn’t expect them to, but they did order me a drink so as soon as I sit down, they slide the beer toward me.

      “Was it him?” Jude asks, and I shake my head, feeling all kinds of stupid.

      “Nah, just a look-alike. Kind of embarrassing.”

      Jude bobs his head, not surprised that I made a fool of myself. I take a sip of my drink. It’s bitter and biting as it goes down my throat, but I wonder if that’s more Simon’s rejection or the fact that I really don’t like this kind of beer.

      Probably the beer.

      I don’t really care that much about Simon. Not at all.

      But my words are proven to be lies the following day when I show up to work slightly hung over and feeling like death warmed over. They should make a panini named after me. The Wesley Wich. Will be a real hit.

      Simon doesn’t even look at me as I fumble around in my locker, shoving my athletic bag and sweater inside. Fuck, I slept in and almost missed work. I should have been here five minutes ago.

      My head throbs, and I press my fingers into my temples. Man, I need some water and a couple Advil to hopefully make this hangover go the fuck away. Not that I have any with me. Seems I’ll have to suffer through the day.

      With a slow inhale, I try and center myself before moving out behind the counter and taking orders. I know my eyes are bloodshot and my movements are a little slow. I look hungover, and from the sad look a woman lobs my way as I take her order, it seems she understands. 

      And you know what the common denominator is? Simon. The last time I got roaring drunk was because he was on my mind then too.

      I don’t know why I have such a fascination with him, but I do. I can’t quite seem to shake it off either. And whenever he’s on my mind, I feel the best course of action is to drink. A lot.

      I need to get my act together.

      I work tirelessly, taking orders and making sandwiches. And as soon as the rush dies down, I slump against the counter and run a hand down my face.

      “Fuck me,” I mutter, my head still pounding. I needed meds for this hours ago.

      “Here,” Simon says, handing me a cup with something in it.

      I glance up to meet his stare, my chest constricting. “What is it?”

      “Coke. Maybe the caffeine…the sugar…” his words trail off as he takes a step away from me, focusing intently on cleaning the counter.

      I hold the drink in my hand, not quite sure what to do with it but take a sip. The cold, fizzy liquid slides down my throat, and I keep drinking more and more until a burp escapes me.

      Simon peeks over at me and his lips twitch before they move back into a straight line and his eyes are diverted once more.

      “I have Advil in my bag, if you need some.”

      I nod and then thank him when he returns a moment later with some in his hand. My fingers brush his palm as I take the pills from him and his breath hitches as I do. I think he doesn’t like to be touched and the grazing of body parts makes him uncomfortable. I vow to never do it again.

      “Seriously, thank you so much.”

      Simon’s eyes flash to mine once more and that small amount of eye contact gives me the confidence I need to blurt, “So, who were you visiting last night?”

      Simon freezes and his demeanor changes. “None of your business.”

      His words cut me, and I feel my cheeks heat in response. It is none of my business, but I want it to be. I mean, we can be friends, right?

      Fuck. But I want to know him. Just a little bit.

      “Yeah, right. Okay, ” I say, shifting away from him and chucking the cup into the garbage. Simon doesn’t look at me for the rest of the shift, his gaze averted, his answers to questions merely a shake or nod of his head.

      It’s fucking frustrating, but I let it go. He’s made his point loud and clear. He doesn’t want me to know him. Which is fine. We don’t have to be friends. We can just be coworkers…awkward and silent coworkers. This odd obsession I have with him will dull with time. When you’ve been kicked enough, you tend to stay in your lane.

      And that’s exactly what he’s doing to me. I know my place.

      Another rush comes at dinner, and Simon and I work in silence, efficient and quiet until we close up shop. I can’t quite keep my eyes off of him, but I manage to keep my lips sealed shut.

      And when we part ways later that night, I offer him a small wave which he doesn’t return.

      Okay, yeah. Message received, loud and clear. For real this time. I know this needs to end.

      Making my way home, I feel a lot better than I did earlier, the Advil Simon gave me working wonders. I flop down on my bed and scroll through my socials, snapping a few pictures of myself shirtless and posting them on Instagram because I’m feeling like I need some affirmation. I mean, these internet strangers want to be my friends, yeah? Simon doesn’t matter. When I’m done, I set the phone down and place a hand over my eyes.

      Goddammit. I need some sleep, but my hand lifts my phone once more, and I stare at my posts, waiting for the comments to come in. And they quickly do. Immediately, I start to feel my spirits rise from the positive comments I’m getting. I respond to each of them for a while until my eyes start to droop. 

      My phone falls onto my face, and I jolt awake, rubbing at my sore cheek.

      Goddammit, I think as I turn onto my side and put the pillow over my face. My breath puffs in and out, and I find my eyes closing once more.

      And once again my mind wanders to Simon and what he’s doing tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I realize I need a distraction. A hobby maybe. Something to take my mind off a person I shall not think about and yet cannot help but obsess over. And I know just the thing.

      “Come on. Come play disc golf with me,” I beg, staring with wide eyes at Jude who is pursing his lips and tapping his foot on the ground.

      “You know I suck at that game. My manliness is questioned every time I throw the damn thing and it goes sideways.”

      “Come on. Please. What are friends for, Jude?”

      I bat my eyelashes at him and a moment later, he caves like I knew he would. Then we’re on our way to the park with Ollie who happened to catch us as we were leaving and hopped in the car to join.

      “Since when do you want to play disc golf again?” Jude asks as I speed down the road. His red hair is brushed back and a baseball cap is drawn low over his eyes. The freckles on his arms and legs and even those on his nose are slathered in sunscreen. I guess he hates disc golf for more than just sucking at the game. He probably dreads getting sunburned every time he leaves the house.

      “Since I needed to get out. I’m going crazy cooped up in there after work all day.”

      “Yeah, but you’re out of the house plenty. You’re like never home.”

      I can’t really describe it, but if I sit in my room, I go back to obsessing and it’s not healthy. Scrambles my brain. I don’t know why I’ve latched on to him, but I have. I need to stay busy to keep my mind off of he who will not be named.

      “Maybe you just need a fuck or something. It has been ages,” Ollie chirps, and I scowl at him from the rearview mirror. His black hair flops on his forehead and he smiles widely at me. He looks a bit like a young Josh Hartnett with longer hair and tattoos.

      Whatever happened to that dude?

      “Yeah, man. Maybe we should go hit up some bars in the city…” Jude interjects, and I roll my eyes at him. “Should go do that instead of this frisbee shit.”

      “For real? It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.”

      “So?”

      “Look, guys. I just wanna play frisbee golf at the park. Stop bitching.”

      Jude slumps in his seat and folds his arms across his chest. “Fine. Whatever. When I come back as red as a lobster, that’s on you.”

      Ollie wiggles in the back seat and then taps me on the shoulder. “But for real though…you with anyone?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “Nah. Not after things ended with Colleen.”

      “That was eons ago,” Jude says, his eyebrows flying up his forehead. Apparently, he gets it regularly. From who, I have no idea, but he’s always on bootie calls, out all hours of the night, returning home with swollen lips and rumpled hair. And it hasn’t been with Cassidy either. Despite Jude harping on me about meeting up with her, he actually disappeared earlier that night and never returned, leaving Cassidy alone.

      I asked him about it and he shrugged, not giving me an explanation. Seems I have two mysteries on my hands.

      “Yeah, I know. But I’ve been too lazy to go out and actually find someone. It’s a lot of work.”

      Ollie snorts and then shakes his head. “Yeah, I get it. You are a bit of a lazy ass. Don’t want to put in the work.”

      “Yeah, you’re used to women coming to you…” Jude says with a smirk, and I reach over and slug his shoulder.

      “So are you.”

      “Can’t help that I’m so pretty,” Jude says as he runs a hand down his chest, trying to be seductive but coming across like a goober.

      We smile like loons at each other as I pull into the parking lot, and we all hop out. I grab the discs from the back and we make our way to the field where the goals are spread out over the mile-long grass course.

      “Man,” Jude begins, already starting his bitching, but we just ignore him. We end up playing a round of disc golf—Jude managing to lose a disc somewhere in the trees—before taking a break, our bodies slick with sweat. It’s a little humid today, and I’m feeling sticky from the heat. Need to move somewhere arid where I don’t sweat as much.

      Reaching down, I wrench my shirt over my head and shove it into my shorts pocket.

      “Ah, showing off,” Ollie says and then does the same. “I like how you think. Gotta show off for all the lovely ladies around.”

      My eyes swivel around the park, and I take in two middle-aged women with visors power walking around the cement track abutting the lawn.

      “Oh yeah, lots of ripe prospects,” Jude says, and I snicker.

      “Hey, that’s ageism, man. Gotta keep our minds open. Oldies like to fuck too,” Ollie says with a wink.

      I run a hand across my jaw as I chuckle and grab a bottle of water, chugging it quickly. My brain freezes in the process, causing me to double over and rub at my temples. 

      And that’s when I see him.

      Fuck, am I imagining it? Could be my obsessed brain playing tricks on me.

      But no, that’s Simon in track shorts and a tank top, jogging through the park, heading right toward us.

      I stumble upward and try to play it cool as he approaches, but I can’t quite manage it. The water sloshes out of my bottle from gripping it too hard and it splashes across my chest, dripping down my pecs and disappearing into my shorts.

      “Fuck,” I mutter as Simon’s long graceful strides stutter slightly. His eyes catch on mine and move quickly down my body before they become laser-focused on the path in front of him. 

      “Hey, Simon!” Jude shouts, making Simon almost stumble forward. He catches himself and slows his pace, his chest heaving, his cheeks red. He has a line of sweat dripping down his chin, and I wonder for a moment if he’s an avid runner. 

      Did he run in high school too? College? Did he go to college? 

      I don’t fucking know. I just have all these questions I need answered. All I know is he won that competition years ago.

      “Hi,” he says, that one word slipping beneath my skin and making me antsy. I want him to turn his gaze toward me, but he won’t even look at me. Not even a peek. Maybe my bare chest is making him nervous. I glance down and see the lines of definition in my abdomen and my chest. I mean, it’s not unkempt and gross. I look pretty damn good, I think.

      Maybe he’s afraid he’ll look gay if he stares too long. Is that a thing?

      I don’t know and I don’t get a chance to examine that further before he’s nodding and jogging off. The only one seemingly thrown off by the whole interaction is me. Jude and Ollie have moved on, bantering and throwing punches at one another while I’m watching the shape of Simon disappear into the distance.

      Maybe he’ll come back around, maybe I’ll get a chance to see him once more. 

      But he never does. He must run straight back to his car and head home because try as I might, I can’t find him anywhere. And so I’m left to drive us all home at the end of the day, feeling a lot worse than when I’d left. Perhaps I should have stayed inside after all.

      Maybe going outside is overrated.

      Fuck. Maybe I do need to get laid.

      “I think I need to find someone to fuck,” I announce that night as we all lounge around and eat dinner. Ollie cooked some kind of lasagna and it’s a bit unidentifiable with some kind of meat in it, but I’m not one to complain because hell, I don’t wanna cook, so I force it down.

      “Do you know anyone who would be willing to meet up and put out for a few minutes?” I say. What they say is true. I don’t want to work that hard at it. I’m not incredibly motivated.

      They all stare at me—Ollie, Jude, and our roommate, Lucas, all of them in varying degrees of eating.

      “Minutes, man?” Lucas asks.

      “Yeah, don’t know if I’ll need longer than that.”

      “I mean, do you want us to put out an ad or something?” Lucas asks, his voice a low timbre. He shoves some food into his mouth and then cocks his head at me, his long hair pulled up into a bun at the top of his head. His beard is so unruly that I don’t know if I’ve ever seen his jaw. I sometimes wonder how we’re friends, being so different, but he seems happy to live here with us, so we never say anything. He spends most of his time in the garage tinkering around with wood anyways.

      “What about Izzy at work?” Jude asks, and I shake my head.

      “You dense?” I ask. “She’s gay.”

      They all continue eating, bobbing their heads, and then Jude says, “I mean, I may know someone. Want me to text her?”

      “It’s not Cassidy, is it?”

      “Pfft, no.”

      “Okay, then sure,” I say with a shrug, already feeling nervous, and I haven’t even met her. Hopefully she’s nice and understanding. I don’t actually want a relationship, just a way to satiate my dick, to give me something to focus on besides that guy from work.

      Simon, my head chants.

      Simon. Simon.

      Nope, no. No more.

      “You’re gonna love her. She’s a babe,” Jude says, and Lucas nods, a noodle hanging from his beard.

      No one says anything, we just let it dangle.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s here,” Jude whispers loudly. My head snaps up, and I take in the girl he’d told me about last night.

      She saunters into work, looking way too gorgeous even for me. Where has Jude been hiding her and why hasn’t he mentioned her before? I don’t even know if I’m in her league. She’s like a supermodel with long legs, a trim waist, and auburn hair down to her waist.

      Shit.

      “Hey, guys,” she says, leaning over the counter and pressing a kiss to Jude’s cheek. 

      I mean to chime in, but suddenly Simon makes an appearance, showing up early for his shift. I don’t know why he does that. He’s always coming in at least fifteen minutes before he needs to be here. Usually I’m late or just on time. I have no desire to spend more time than I have to at work. This is not my life.

      “You must be Wes,” she says and holds out a hand, a flirtatious and yet kind smile on her lips. “Jude told me all about you.”

      “He did?” I ask as Simon slams his locker shut. I can hear it all the way in the main area of the shop and my brows meet. Shit, what’s his problem?

      “Yeah, I just had to come check you out. Meet you in real life. You never know with Jude…he’s done me wrong a few times.”

      I shake my head and smile softly at her. I don’t know what it’s like to be a woman, and yeah, Jude doesn’t seem all that perceptive. I could be a total creep in real life. She doesn’t know me.

      “I mean, I follow your Instagram…” she adds, and I smile widely at her.

      “Ah.”

      “Just wanted to get a general vibe from you… I’m Dena, by the way.”

      I see Simon move out from the break room and stand next to me, his fingers clenched into fists on the counter. Don’t know why he seems so tense. Maybe he had a rough morning. I’m not sure I’ll ever know with the way he keeps everything bottled up.

      He’s a mystery, that one.

      “Want to exchange numbers?” she asks, and I nod, searching around for a napkin and a pen. Simon usually has a Sharpie that he uses to write names on sandwiches, but he tucks it into his pocket when I reach for it.

      My eyes narrow as I stare at him. What the fuck was that for?

      “Um, I don’t have a pen,” I say, turning my head toward Dena.

      “We can just use our phones, silly,” she says and then tucks her long auburn hair behind her ear. 

      I flush crimson and nod. “Duh.”

      We quickly exchange numbers and when she leaves, Jude nudges me in the side.

      “It’s good, yeah?”

      “Yeah, man. Where were you hiding her?” I ask quietly.

      “We were high school sweethearts. Broke up a while ago. Didn’t work out but she’s smokin’, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I say, not quite feeling it, but maybe I will. Maybe I just need to get to know her first and then the excitement will come.

      But at the moment, I’m distracted by Simon who seems to be in a mood. I mean, usually he’s just quiet, but today he seems gloomy. As he works, he drops the utensils a few times and curses under his breath, and when Jude asks him a question, he actually snaps an answer back at him.

      It has me worried about him. Shit, it must be serious. Must be life-altering or something.

      When I head out after my shift, leaving Jude behind, I almost, almost stay back to make sure Simon’s okay. But then I remember that he told me it was none of my business, so I decide against it. We aren’t even friends.

      But I do wait up for Jude to arrive home later that night, eager to have him tell me how his shift went.

      He shakes his head. “Man, never seen Simon in such a shit mood before. He was a grump tonight.”

      I nod in concentration as I pull up my messages with Dena. They’re all friendly and superficial, not really touching on anything deep. She has to know why Jude gave me her number, but neither of us has brought it up yet.

      Fuck me for being a coward. I just need to tell her what I need.

      I flick my phone off and meet Jude’s stare again, unable to help the questions tumbling out of my mouth. “I mean, did he say why he was in such a mood? Is he okay?”

      “No way. Like he’d ever tell me. He was just grumpy and quiet. I turned some music on while cleaning up and he snapped it off. I didn’t bother with him after that. He could really go off one day and stab me or something.”

      “He won’t do that. He’s just…he just keeps it all inside.”

      Jude eyeballs me like I’m crazy. “How do you know?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, just a feeling I have about him.”

      Pushing myself up on my feet, I move to my bedroom and close the door, flopping down on my bed and staring at the ceiling once more. My mind replays the last few interactions I had with him today, and I mull them over, dissecting them like a scientist. I have no hypothesis and no conclusive answers. I just go round and around until I almost feel dizzy.

      Suddenly my phone chimes, breaking me out of my spiral, and I see a number I don’t recognize.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown:

      

      
        This is Simon.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart stutters in my chest. What the fuckity-fuck? Why the hell is Simon messaging me? My first thought is this is an elaborate prank, but then discard it. No one knows about my little obsession with him. I’ve kept that pretty close to my chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Hey!

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t know what to say after that. How did you get my number would be a good start, but I don’t want to freak him out. Dena’s name appears on my screen as well, but I just swipe it away and stare at Simon’s message instead, not even blinking for a few seconds because I’m afraid I’ve lost my mind and this is all a hallucination. 

      And if it is, then I really know I’ve lost my marbles.

      Finally, my eyeballs start to ache, so I blink and then breathe deeply, trying to get my heart rate under control. But it’s radio silence, no response to my greeting. Nothing. 

      What the fuck is this? Is he toying with me? Or is he just regretting his life choices of contacting me in the first place?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        You okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I can’t help but ask, my excitement reaching out and overpowering any and all self-control I should have. 

      The three little dots appear and disappear many times before he finally replies, Yes.

      Just three little letters, but I clutch my phone tighter, feeling like I’m getting somewhere. God, the eternal optimist in me is ridiculous. I know this and yet, I can’t help myself. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        What are you doing?

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t respond quick enough so I message him again right away, knowing I shouldn’t but unable to help myself.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Do you want me to call?

      

      

      

      

      

      Don’t know why I said that. I don’t talk on the phone, unless it’s with my mom or grandma. Because…well, they’re old. But calling Simon…no way. Can you imagine? I let out a mortified snort. It would just be me blathering endlessly and him just breathing on the other end of the line.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        No.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shift on my bed, feeling a little unsettled and not quite sure why he texted me. Dena messages me again, but she goes ignored as I sit cross-legged on my bed and stare down at the odd as fuck conversation I’m having with Simon. The phone light shines brightly in my face and I scrub at my eyes. It’s so late and I’m tired, but like hell I’m going to sleep if Simon’s going to text me back. The fact that he texted me at all is making my entire body nearly tremble.

      I don’t know why I have this reaction to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        What are you doing?

      

      

      

      

      

      I want to joke and text what are you wearing, but I’m worried he wouldn’t find it funny. I bet he wears proper pajamas to bed with buttons and everything. Unlike me and my cut-off shorts and loose tank.

      Simon takes approximately one hundred years to respond. When he finally does, I lose the ability to breathe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        Regretting choices

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        What choices?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s silent for so long that I end up closing my eyes and dozing off, the phone on my chest. When I wake hours later, I glance at it and see that my question was left on read with no response.

      Seems that’s just one more thing I’ll have to obsess about when it comes to this guy.

      Why the fuck did he message me in the first place?

      That question follows me around all morning, and when I finally make it to work and I see Simon shuffling around behind the counter, I let my eyes track across his face before dropping to his perfectly pressed shirt. 

      He peeks up at me and then looks away quickly, continuing his routine of not making eye contact longer than he needs to and then ignoring me for long stretches of time.

      “How did it go with Dena?” Jude asks me when we catch a break in between customers. It’s been a slow day today, the weather a little colder than usual, keeping people inside. I love it, usually finding myself outdoors when the weather turns chilly, but I know that a lot of people hibernate until it’s warmer. 

      I shrug, realizing that I never texted her back after Simon infiltrated my messages. But not wanting to seem like a dick, I respond, “Yeah, she’s great.”

      Simon fumbles with the knife he uses to spread mayonnaise on bread and it clatters to the floor. Jude and I both look over at him, and he quickly bends down to grab it, tossing it in the sink and washing his hands.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, the word merely a whisper.

      “What’s up with him? I’ve never seen him do that before,” Jude murmurs, and I shrug.

      “No clue.”

      And yet part of me wonders if I have anything to do with his odd behavior. He did text me last night. Maybe he’s just tired from being up so late. Or maybe I’m a narcissistic fool who thinks everything is about me.

      When I catch Simon in the back room during his break, I initially move past him, telling myself I’m just gonna leave him alone, but on my second pass through I can’t help but ask, “Hey, um, how did you get my number?”

      He doesn’t respond and that’s when I see the earphones in his ears. Damn things. What’s he listening to anyways? Podcasts? Music? God, I want to know.

      Reaching out, I touch his shoulder gently and he jumps, pulling the small earbuds out and glancing up at me. I stare down at him and that’s when I notice the slight band of freckles across his nose. I’ve never noticed them before and now I can’t quite seem to wrench my eyes away.

      “Hey, how are you doing?” I ask, and Simon’s eyes flit across my chest before falling to a place on the opposite wall. Must be a goddamn interesting wall with the way he studies it.

      “Fine.”

      I shift on my feet and shove my hands in my pockets. I’m supposed to be restocking the chips out front but instead, I’m getting waylaid by this guy. But hell, I can’t drag my feet away. 

      “Um, so can I ask you a question?” 

      He nods, still not meeting my stare.

      “How did you get my number?”

      He freezes, his eyelids flickering slightly. He doesn’t answer for such a long time that I wonder if he ever will. The only way I know he heard me is by the darkening of his cheeks.

      “Did you look me up? Snoop a bit?” I tease and his skin grows even redder.

      “Stop it,” he whispers, and I force my lips closed.

      “Okay, yeah, sorry. I was just teasing, man.”

      He glances up at me and shakes his head. “Yeah. I know…I just…I shouldn’t have texted. It won’t happen again.”

      “I sure hope it does,” I whisper. “I liked it.”

      His eyes flash to mine and his lips part, almost as if he doesn’t quite believe it. But it’s true. I liked it when he messaged me. I fucking need it now. 

      “I sure hope you do it again.”

      He glances away and fiddles with his earphones before shoving them in his ears once more, drowning me out. 

      I watch him for a moment before moving away and getting back to work. He doesn’t talk to me the rest of his shift, but that night, before my eyes close in sleep, he messages me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        I’m doing it again

      

      

      

      

      

      My lips stretch into a smile as I grip my phone, the bright light blinding my eyes as I type back a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I’m glad.

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s nothing for a while, just the pounding of my heart and the whooshing of the fan, and then my phone buzzes, pulling my eyelids open.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        How are things going with Dena?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dena? Honestly, I haven’t even thought of her. Her messages went unread and unanswered. I haven’t thought of her at all today. Fuck, I should probably message her back. She seems cool.

      Jesus. I need to get my life in order and stop this weird thing I have with Simon. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        She seems nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blink down at my screen, wondering if he’s just going to ignore me once again and leave me to fall asleep with an unread response.

      But a second later he replies.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        I’m glad.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frown at my screen, running my finger over his words, back and forth until I accidentally hit the video call button. I scramble with my phone, trying to hang up, but unable to manage before I hear Simon’s voice on the other end of the line.

      Fuck, how did I manage this?

      I swear, sometimes I’m an idiot and tonight proves it.

      “Wesley?” his voice rings out in my room, and I scrabble with my phone and hold it up to my face. The dim light in my room shows off my naked torso, and I wonder for just a moment what he thinks about it.

      I mean, it is a nice torso. I work hard on my body. Many are impressed with it.

      “Hey. Sorry. That was a mistake,” I say, running a hand through my hair. “Didn’t mean to call….”

      His eyes flash across the screen but he says nothing. To be honest, I’m surprised he hasn’t hung up on me yet. 

      “So uhhhh…since you’re here…” I don’t know what to say so I blurt the first question that comes to my mind. “What’s your favorite color?”

      His head cocks in the frame, some of his hair falling over his forehead as he eyes me.

      “Blue.”

      “Ah, yeah. Good color.” I’m feeling a little nervous, and I’m starting to stutter. “Like the sky and the ocean…”

      “Yeah,” he says softly, his gaze boring into mine.

      I shift on my bed and sit up a little further, my back knocking into my headboard.

      “What’s yours?” he finally asks.

      “Um, do I have to pick one? I like them all.”

      He doesn’t respond right away so I blather on. “You know, I like pink and purple when I’m looking at the sunset. Blue when I’m fishing on the lake. White in the winters when I’m moving through the snow…. You get the gist. I don’t have just one.”

      Simon nods and then glances away, his eyes catching on something in the distance. 

      “This was a mistake…I should go,” he says and my heart drops.

      “But what about your favorite movie…or favorite song?”

      My question makes him hesitate. 

      “I don’t really like music….”

      “What? No way. Really? Then what do you listen to in those earphones all day?”

      He shrugs and then bites down on his bottom lip. “Podcasts, stuff like that, but my favorite movie…I’m not sure. Maybe Fight Club. Braveheart…I don’t know.”

      “Oh, those are good ones…I like your taste.”

      He clears his throat and then looks away again. 

      “I do have to go, Wesley.”

      I nod, feeling a little distraught. I didn’t mean to call him, but now that we’re chatting, I don’t really want to get off the phone.

      Pathetic doesn’t even begin to describe me.

      “Alright, yeah, no problem. Talk later?” I ask, but he doesn’t respond. He just watches me intently for a second before ending the call.

      The screen goes blank, and I flop to my side, pressing my face into my sheets.

      That was fucking weird, but I liked it. I hope that when I see him again at work, he’ll talk to me…look at me, anything.

      My lips turn up at the corners, and I feel my heart thudding in my chest a little awkwardly.

      Yeah, he fucking better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day slogs on, my phone sadly not pinging with messages from Simon. Not that I expect him to reach out, but still, I glance at my phone far too often, like a puppy eager for a treat. When I get to work later that day, Simon’s there in his usual attire—button-down shirt and pressed slacks—his eyes intent on the counter before him.

      “Hey, guys,” I say to Izzy and Simon. Izzy smiles widely at me and Simon focuses on the olives. For some reason, that bothers me. I mean, I know his favorite color now. We should be friends. Or at least friendly. 

      A smile would do.

      “Hey, man,” I say softly when I take my spot next to him. He peeks up at me and gives me a small nod.

      “How are you doing?”

      I’m reaching, I know, wanting to engage for some unknown reason.

      “Fine.”

      It’s one word, but it’s something. 

      Customers come in and we work in relative silence, Izzy and I engaging in the occasional light conversation, and when it’s time for Simon to leave for the day, he doesn’t even look back, doesn’t even offer a wave.

      It bugs me all fucking afternoon and evening. Even when I go out for a drink with friends after work, it nags at me. The crowds of people do nothing to dull the rumbling in my mind, and I find myself two beers and three shots deep and texting him. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Couldn’t even goodbye wave, huh?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare down at my screen, the words blurring slightly. Yeah, swimming is more like it. Whatever. I need to get this off my chest before I explode.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Should I leaving you alone?

      

      

      

      

      

      Surprisingly, Simon responds right away, and I squint at the screen, trying to make out what he’s said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        Are you drunk?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Pfft. I never drunk.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wobble to the bathroom and take a long piss, feeling amazing afterward and ten pounds lighter as I wash my hands.

      When I pull out my phone again, I see Simon texted me again. My heart flutters in my chest, not having expected him to do this and yet loving that he did. Fuck, now I’m excited.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        Are you driving? Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Ummm, a pub downtown. Want to come meet us? 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Simon:

      

      
        Are you driving?

      

      

      

      

      

      I mean, I don’t plan on it, but before I can reply my phone pings again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        Pub’s name please.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stop a woman who’s walking past and ask her where I am. She bats her eyelashes at me and touches my arm for a little too long. And to be honest, I kind of flirt back, my inhibitions a little lacking. She’s a bit older than me, but like Jude says…no ageism here.

      It’s a little while later when I realize I never told Simon where I was. Quickly, I text him the name of the pub, having to delete it and rewrite it several times before I actually get it right, and then wander back into the crowd, wondering if he’s gonna show up. 

      Probably not. He’s probably not even awake anymore.

      But a few minutes, a third beer, and one more shot later, Simon appears before me, slightly rumpled, his eyes a little bloodshot.

      “Hey, man!” I say excitedly, moving toward him, a wide smile on my face. I grab on to his upper arms and squeeze gently.

      He does not look as enthused as I am. His eyes swivel around the crowded bar as I grab his wrist, trying to lead him toward my friends. They’re gonna be so surprised to see him here. So fucking shocked. I’m gonna confuse the shit out of them. It makes a laugh bubble up inside of me.

      “No, we’re going home, Wesley,” he says sternly, and I turn to see him digging his heels in. “I’m not staying. I’m going to drive you home.”

      My eyebrows scrunch, and I shake my head. “Nah, come on. Let me get you a drink…”

      “No. No, I don’t drink.”

      Goddamn, but I’m even more confused. Why the hell did he show up only to leave? Why else would he be here?

      “I don’t get it…why you here then?”

      He sighs and reaches out, his fingers skimming my arm, and fuck, a zing of something shoots up my arm. I tingle from shoulder to wrist.

      “Let me take you home. Please, Wesley.”

      The way he says it, the urgency in his stare has me setting my beer down on a table and following him out of the pub. It’s a cool late-spring night, and I shiver slightly from the breeze.

      “Where are you parked?” he asks, and I cock my head. Fuck, why doesn’t he just make sense? He needs to make sense.

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to drive you home.”

      I bob my head, not quite sure what’s going on, but I give him my keys nonetheless, and we walk in silence over to my Bronco. He has some trouble opening the driver’s side door so I reach around his body and help him pull it open. My hand grazes his, my face almost tucked into his neck, and I feel him shudder against me. 

      “Thanks,” he says, and I step away, moving to the passenger side and sliding inside. It’s now just the two of us, only the stick shift in the way.

      “Fuck. A stick?” he asks, and I arch an eyebrow at him.

      “Don’t know how to drive one?” I ask, and he shakes his head, pushing his hair back and sighing.

      “I’ll get us a car.”

      “Nah, Simon, you don’t have to. I’ll be fine…”

      He cuts me off with a quick snap of his tongue. “You will not drive home like this!”

      His words are sharp and biting, cutting through the air like knives, and I sit back a little, not sure why he’s so upset.

      “Wasn’t gonna. I’m not an asshole. Jude’s the DD.”

      Simon presses his forehead against the steering wheel and lets out a sigh, his hands clenched into fists at his side.

      “God,” he finally mutters and then sits up, shaking his head. “Okay, shit. I’m going to leave.”

      He pushes the driver’s door open and nearly falls out—me moving on wobbly legs to get to him before he disappears. Damn, but he just got here. I don’t want him to leave yet.

      “Wait, man!” I say, stumbling over to him and reaching out, my hand landing on his shoulder. “Hold on. You came all the way here just to get me? Were you worried about me?” 

      He wrenches his shoulder from my grip and shakes his head before striding down the street.

      I watch him go for a second before jogging up to him. It’s amazing that I can even move in a straight line. The buildings are tilting a little on each side of me, and I swear the shape of Simon swims before me.

      “Hold on, wait a second. Don’t leave. You just got here.”

      He shakes his head and walks faster, trying like hell to move away from me. So I keep following him, like the creep I’ve become, all the way to the street corner where he stops. He glances over at me, and I smile and wave like the biggest dope, but what else am I supposed to do? He’s running, and fuck, I want him to stop and stay.

      I don’t know if I’ll have this opportunity again.

      “Just go back to your friends, Wesley.”

      “You know,” I say, moving up closer to him and bumping him in the arm. “You’re the only one who calls me Wesley.”

      He looks up at me and then turns his gaze to his phone. “My Uber will be here in a minute.”

      “Okay, well, then I’ll go with you.”

      He stares at me in disbelief. I mean, does this dude not have friends? I’m not sure, to be honest. I know nothing about him. He could be the loneliest dude on the planet. 

      “You don’t…” he begins to protest, but the car pulls up as he’s saying it, and I open the back door and slide inside, beaming at him as he watches me in confusion.

      I pat the seat next to me, still smiling widely. “Come on, man. Let’s go.”

      He eyes me and then slips inside, his arm brushing mine as he settles next to me. And for some reason, the fact that he gave in to my request makes me unreasonably happy. I feel like I won the spelling bee.

      “So what’s the plan?” I ask, turning my body to look at him. He just stares intently out the side window, watching the cars and buildings pass without saying a word.

      “Wanna watch a movie at your place?” I ask, feeling my stomach start to clench. I mean, is he gonna reject me? Gonna turn me away after all of this? It’s past midnight, and he trudged all the way across town to get me. But fuck, I can’t get a read on him. I’m not sure how this night is gonna play out. 

      “No, no movies. I’m going to take you home.”

      My smile slips, and I sigh, reaching out and poking Simon’s side. 

      His eyes flick over to mine and he bites down on his bottom lip, looking tired as fuck.

      “Come on, man. Live a little. Why can’t we hang? I left my friends for you…”

      His tone is stern when he responds. “You shouldn’t have. And I won’t hang out for many reasons…”

      My hand runs across my jaw. “Care to share? Because I’m at a loss.”

      He shakes his head and then turns to look out the window. Well, fuck me. This is depressing. What am I going to do once I get home? Mope about? Wonder why he showed up? Dissect it until I pass out from exhaustion.

      “Yes,” Simon says. “Mope. Dissect. Pass out.”

      I realize too late that I’ve said this all out loud. Well, fuck me silly.

      “Maybe I did drink too much.”

      “Yeah.” Simon looks none too happy about it. Don’t get why. Maybe he’s anti-alcohol. Straight edge? God, who knows at this point? 

      “No, I’m not straight edge,” he says just as the car pulls up to an apartment complex I’ve never been to. Damn, is this where he lives? This is fucking nice. I remember these being built a few years ago, the town grumbling over the structure, but I always thought they were nice. Modern isn’t always bad. Sometimes these small towns can get up their own asses about change. 

      “Shit,” Simon mutters, probably realizing that he didn’t tell the driver to take me to my place. Not that I offered that information up. Kind of forgot, mostly. Was too distracted by this guy, right here.

      “Seems it was meant to be.”

      I push my way out of the car and bounce onto the sidewalk. Well, more like trip and stumble, the world spinning just a bit. Feels a little like when I’m fishing out on the lakes. Just a constant roll of waves.

      “Fuck,” Simon mutters as he steps out next to me, looking so forlorn I almost volunteer to head home. Maybe if I wasn’t totally buzzed I would, but right now, I feel like pushing boundaries.

      “So, how about that movie?” I ask and then waggle my eyebrows a little.

      Simon glances up at me and then shakes his head. “Fine. Just until you sober up and then you’re heading home.”

      I pump my fist in the air and sling my arm over his shoulders. He lets out a gasp, and I half-expect him to move away, but instead, he just leads me inside, our legs bumping as we walk side by side. I lean in a bit and inhale him.

      “You smell really good, my man.”

      He peers up at me, fumbling with his keys as we make it to his door. He leads us inside in silence. And I find myself holding my breath, not quite ready for what I’m about to see. I’ve barely spoken with this guy, and I’m about to enter his lair.

      Fuck. But why does that excite me? 

      The light flips on, and I blink, taking in the space. It’s sparsely decorated with blank walls and muted furniture. It looks clean and picked up, unlike my place, but with the way he dresses, I’m not surprised.

      “Where’s your TV?” I ask, moving to stand in the middle of his apartment. 

      “I don’t have one.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Yeah? Cool.”

      I rub my hands together and turn around in a circle, taking in the small space. It’s much smaller than I’m used to, but then again, I couldn’t afford my own place so I commend him for making it work. 

      How he affords this place on the sandwich shop salary is beyond me.

      “So, do we watch on your laptop or something?” I ask as Simon moves into the kitchen and grabs two glasses. He fills both up with water from the tap and chugs one before handing me the other.

      I sip at it as I flop down on the couch, my legs sprawled out before me. Simon glances at me and rubs a hand down his face, looking so fucking tired.

      But my buzzed state has me ignoring it and placing a hand behind my head, eyeing the space next to me. 

      “Gonna sit?” I ask, and Simon moves over to me like he’s walking down death row. I don’t know what his problem is, but I’m definitely not it. No one has complained about having to hang out with me.

      I’m a people person.

      They all like me…well, except for Simon.

      He’s not quite sure how he feels about me.

      I slurp at my water and spread my legs farther apart. Gotta air out my balls, they’re sticking to my leg. Simon’s eyes track over my spread legs, and he perches himself as far away from me as he can. Fine by me. I don’t snuggle with other guys anyway.

      That’s not my thing.

      He pulls a laptop from the side of the couch and props it open, clicking around until he pulls up a movie. I have no idea what we’re watching, but I’m here for it. My eyelids feel a little heavy though.

      I lean back farther and fold my arms across my chest, my shirt riding up a little, exposing my stomach. Simon glances over at me before wrenching his eyes forward, staring intently at the screen. I’m not sure he’s even blinking. 

      He’s not a snake, right? Not part reptilian?

      “I’m not,” Simon says with a laugh. “I’m fully human.”

      I smile over at him, my eyelids growing hooded.

      “Sounds good,” I say and his eyes soften as they watch me before flicking back to the screen in front of us. It’s kind of hard to see from this angle, and I find myself bored a few minutes in. Should probably get some sleep.

      My eyelids shut, and I sigh as I sink into the soft sofa.

      Yeah, just a small snooze.

    

  







            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      My body feels like something is lying on top of it, my eyelids like a ton of bricks. I wrench them open and peer around the unfamiliar space. My hands move to the blanket on top of me, and I pull it up to my nose, inhaling deeply. It smells fresh and clean, so unlike my room.

      Hmm, should probably do laundry soon. If this isn’t a sign, I don’t know what is.

      With a groan I sit up and glance around the space, taking in the sparse walls, and I realize that I’m in Simon’s apartment.

      “Oh, fuck me,” I mutter, feeling like a total shit for overstaying my welcome.

      I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but it seems I couldn’t help it. I run a hand through my unruly hair and see someone move in the kitchen. 

      “Morning,” Simon says softly, looking away quickly. “Coffee?”

      I groan again, my stomach rumbling slightly. “Yeah, and maybe something greasy.”

      He doesn’t turn to look at me as I stumble off the couch, looking for the bathroom. The place is even smaller than I thought so I have no trouble finding it. When I’m inside, I take a satisfying pee until I’m drained.

      Then I snoop.

      He was asking for it, letting me into his place. I pull open a drawer and see his toothpaste, a hairbrush, and some floss. Then I move to the medicine cabinet above the sink, pulling it open and seeing a slew of pill bottles.

      Shit, I think as I force my eyes away. I don’t know what kind of prescription drugs he’s on and it’s none of my business.

      I feel like shit for even opening his cabinet to begin with. I thought I’d find some mouthwash, not a bunch of pills. Maybe I should stop snooping. Don’t know why I thought that was a good thing to do in the first place. 

      I move back to the kitchen, watching as Simon cracks eggs into a pan. I was mostly joking about him feeding me, but it seems he took me seriously.

      It makes me like the dude a lot more. Makes me even more curious about him. Is he naturally a caretaker? Does he enjoy cooking? Or maybe he doesn’t know how to sit still.

      I don’t fucking know, but I want to.

      “Thanks, man,” I say as I slide onto a chair and place my face in my hands, scrubbing roughly. “You really didn’t have to cook for me. I was mostly joking.”

      “It’s fine,” Simon says as he glances over at me and nods before placing some turkey bacon in the pan. I can hear the sizzle of it and the smell of fried food makes my stomach roll. 

      “Do you do that often?” Simon asks me.

      “Do what? Sleep at strangers’ houses?”

      “No. Drink.”

      I eyeball him and then shrug. “I mean, I’m twenty-two. I go out occasionally.”

      He doesn’t reply, just sets the finished food on a plate and brings it to me.

      “Why does it matter to you?” I ask, and I see his jaw clench.

      “I don’t like drinking…it’s just…I just don’t like it.”

      He hands me a mug of coffee, and I take an eager sip. Damn, that’s a dark roast. I take another swig, not feeling the need to complain to him. No fucking way, he’s doing me a huge favor. I’m not gonna be the ass who bitches.

      “This is really nice.”

      His cheeks flush a dark shade of pink, and he shakes his head. “It’s what anyone would have done.”

      “I beg to differ. I know for a fact my roommates would have kicked an interloper out.”

      He watches me closely for a moment and then turns his gaze back to the coffee machine. He fiddles with it absently.

      “You could join me.”

      “I already had my coffee. And I’m not much of a breakfast person.”

      I take another swig of coffee and a big bite of eggs.

      “Just so you know, I don’t usually sleep at people’s houses uninvited,” I explain. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

      He turns toward me and leans against the counter, watching as I dig in, stuffing the food into my mouth without even breathing. I have zero manners, and in seconds, the food is gone and I’m slurping at the coffee like some kind of animal.

      A small burp escapes me, and I pat my stomach. “God, that was good. Thanks.”

      Simon nods and gets to cleaning, his back to me as he washes out the pan he used to cook me breakfast. I watch him carefully, taking in the way his body moves and how reserved he is.

      Is he lonely? Does he have anyone he can talk to? Does he have any friends? A significant other?

      I really want to know. Something deep down inside of me is drawn to him.

      “So, besides working, what do you do for fun?” I ask when the silence looms a little too long. 

      Simon grabs a kitchen towel and wipes down the pan he just cleaned, almost meticulously, and sets it on the counter.

      “Like do you have hobbies? Another side gig? An OnlyFans?”

      His cheeks darken and he shakes his head. “My OnlyFans is only for my fans.”

      My eyes widen at that and a small smile plays on his lips. Oh, so Simon has a sense of humor. Since when? And why do I like it so much?

      “Ah, maybe I should find out your account and subscribe.”

      His eyes flare and he wets his lips. “That would be a terrible idea.”

      I bob my head. “Yeah. I know, man. I was only joking.” I don’t know why I was even teasing him to begin with. I’m not into guys. I mean, they can be aesthetically pleasing to the eyes, but I’m not really into watching them fuck.

      I don’t think so at least. 

      Hmm….

      “I’ll take you back to your car.”

      “I can get a Lyft or something.”

      “No. It’s fine.” 

      He grabs his keys and moves to the door, brushing past me as he does. I can smell his subtle scent, a bit like pine and sage. It’s earthy and masculine, and I inhale again just because I like it. Liked it last night. Like it this morning. The guy smells fucking good.

      “You okay?” he asks when he catches me sniffing.

      “Totally fine. Just some allergies,” I lie.

      He bobs his head and opens the door, letting me step through before locking it behind us. The walk to his car is quiet, the nervous jangling of his keys bouncing between his fingers.

      The beeping of the car door unlocking jolts me slightly, and I slide inside. It’s a bit messier than I was expecting, with papers littering the passenger seat and a box of things in the back, but I just shuffle them to the side and buckle in.

      “Sorry about the mess,” he says softly.

      “You should see mine. It’s ridiculous. This is clean to me.”

      It’s mostly a lie, but I don’t want him to feel bad. I have no idea what these papers are or what that box is. For all I know he never has people in his passenger seat and never thought to make room for them. 

      We drive in silence back to the pub, the only sound is that of our breathing and the small whine of the air conditioner. 

      “This is a really nice car.”

      “Got it for graduation,” he says and then thrums his fingers on the steering wheel.

      “Ah, from college?” I ask, digging for dirt. Any dirt would do. A pebble even.

      “No. High school.”

      My hands run down my thighs, and I muster up the courage to ask, “No college?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? Not a fan?” I ask even though I don’t think that’s the case. I think it was in the plans and for some reason, they got derailed.

      “No.”

      I sigh and lean my head back. A small throb has started behind my eyes, and I close them for a moment. Fuck, I shouldn’t have drank last night so I could have a clear and sound mind this morning. So I could ask the right questions and get the answers I so desperately want. 

      But it’s too hard. Pulling things from him is like pulling someone out of quicksand. Or what I’d imagine that would be like. I just can’t deal with it right now. I need a couple Advil and a tall glass of water before I can even begin to delve into the secrets of Simon.

      “We’re here,” he says abruptly, putting the car in park. I pry my eyelids open and glance around, seeing my Bronco in the distance.

      “Thanks,” I say and then grab on to the door handle. “I’ll see you later?”

      He nods, and I slip from the car, walking toward mine with fumbling steps. As soon as the engine is thrumming beneath me, I pull out of the parking lot, my mind tumbling with more questions than I’d previously had.

      Who the fuck is Simon? And why do I want to know so bad?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, how are things with Dena?” Jude asks me as I drive us to the Chinese food place in town. We are grabbing dinner for the party tonight, lest Ollie makes something again. None of our stomachs can handle it and I don’t want to poison an entire group of people. His “culinary masterpieces” are getting worse and worse.

      “Fine,” I lie. I’ve messaged her back, but it’s been a bit superficial. To be honest, my heart isn’t in it, despite knowing that it should be. She’s gorgeous and down to earth. But I can’t bring myself to actually set up a time to meet.

      Not that she hasn’t tried, but fuck, I can’t commit.

      “Cool, man. She’s super chill. You’ll love her.”

      “Yeah, she seems like it.”

      Jude nods as we stroll into the restaurant. He smiles widely, greeting the guy behind the counter. “Hey, Jai,” Jude says cheerfully and then reaches out and pulls him into a hug. They embrace for a little longer than is normal before pulling away.

      “Long time, no see, Jude,” the guy says, fiddling with a necklace around his neck as he steps back. His eyes drag across Jude’s body, and for a moment I’m confused. That’s a look that someone gives their lover, not a friend.

      I peer over at Jude and see him looking dopey as usual, so I brush it off. Maybe this guy has a crush on Jude. Who fucking knows anymore?

      “You here for your pick-up order? Saw your name on some bags in the back.”

      “Yep!” Jude says, and Jai grins and leads us toward the kitchen where he disappears and then reappears moments later, three bags in his hands.

      “Pretty big order,” he says, and Jude nods. 

      “Totally. Feeding a lot of people for a party.”

      Jai’s smile wobbles but he catches it quickly and takes my card, ringing us up and then handing it back. We wave our goodbyes and move out of the shop, Jude by my side, my hands saddled with bags.

      Jude is completely oblivious, whistling softly.

      “Jai seems like a cool dude. Why hasn’t he been over before?”

      Jude’s eyes slant to mine and he shrugs. “Never thought of it actually. But it’s a good idea. I’ll get his number next time, and I’ll have him come join.”

      “Cool.”

      We amble to the car and hop in, my mind immediately pivoting to Simon. Maybe he needs an invite too. Maybe he hasn’t had dinner yet.

      “I think I’m gonna invite Simon,” I say to myself, but Jude hears.

      “For real? But he’s super quiet.”

      “So? Maybe he wants to get out. Maybe he just needs some friends.”

      “I’m sure he has friends, bro. Quiet, weird ones like himself.”

      I suddenly remember the medication bottles in his bathroom cabinet and my mind spirals. Before I can stop myself, I’m driving with my knee and messaging him, asking him to come over to our place for dinner.

      I regret it only after I send it, wishing I could unsend it.

      But it’s too late now. That message is out there in the world. No taking it back.

      “What the fuck did you just do?” Jude asks, and I sigh. 

      “Someone needs to be his friend. That someone is gonna be me.”

      Jude rolls his eyes and scoffs, but he doesn’t disagree. Deep down this doofus knows I’m right. He’s a softy under it all.

      “Yeah, yeah, guess you’re right, but there is no way in hell that dude says yes. He’s just gonna ignore your text…and since when do you have his number anyway?”

      I just shrug, letting the mystery of it settle between us. It’s none of his business. Not like he’d believe me if I told him that Simon messaged me first. 

      That seems so fucking foreign it’s almost like a different language. 

      I can’t truly understand it. Need to study it a bit more.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out, my heart thudding slightly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        When?

      

      

      

      

      

      I about die, my breath coming out in a wheeze. I don’t believe that he’s even considering it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Seven?

      

      

      

      

      

      A slight pause and then a message asking me for my address. I send it right away, not wanting to be the one to thwart this. No, I’m fully on board and supportive. I want to see Simon out in the wild, mingling with people his own age.

      What will it be like? Will he make friends? Will he even be friendly?

      I find out a little while later when Simon appears. He’s fifteen minutes early, like he is for everything. He’s wearing his usual attire, looking like a businessman and not at all casual like the rest of us. Jude, Ollie, and Lucas all just stare at him for a second before reaching out to bump his fists. Simon awkwardly engages before his arm drops to his side and he shuffles on his feet.

      “The party hasn’t really started yet,” I say softly as I move into the kitchen, Simon following closely behind me. The counters are lined with bottles of alcohol and red plastic cups, and I know that in a few hours, this collection is going to be decidedly thin.

      “How big is this party?” he asks as I grab him an unopened bottle of water.

      “Um…who knows. With Jude and Ollie, things could get a little wild.”

      Simon looks flustered for a minute, every emotion drawn across his face before he carefully schools it.

      “Hey, it’s okay, man. You’ll love it.” I reach out and brush his shoulder gently, and his cheeks pinken at the contact. 

      “That’s to be determined,” he mutters and then takes a step away from me, opening his water bottle and taking a long-drawn-out gulp.

      “Well, my friends are chill. I’m sure you’ll like them. And you already know Jude and Ollie…”

      He doesn’t respond, just lets me lead him back into the other room where the guys are lounging on the sofa, eating straight from a veggie and meat tray—most of the veggies going untouched.

      “So, Simon, how’s life?” Jude asks.

      Simon meets his gaze and then says, “Fine.”

      “Surprised you came out tonight,” Jude adds, and I roll my eyes at my friend. Way to make it awkward, dude.

      “Leave the guy alone,” Lucas says as a knock resounds around the room. Jude springs from the couch and opens the front door, a group of people filtering in with more alcohol.

      I hear the speakers get turned on and music permeates the space. My eyes land on Simon, wondering what he’s thinking and if he’s having any regrets.

      Moments later, I get hugged by a few people and jostled slightly, and in my periphery, I see Simon moving away from me. Pretty soon he’s up against the wall, his hands in his pockets, his bottom lip pulled between his teeth.

      More people show up, and I realize that my guest is about ten seconds from bolting. I see him inching across the wall, making his way toward the exit. And that’s when I move. 

      “Come on,” I say, grabbing on to his wrist and pulling him toward the stairs. We move through the mingling people, me dodging their attempts to make me stay and Simon just dodging them in general.

      And when we make it up to my room, and the door shuts behind us, I feel Simon’s shoulders slacken, his body letting out a tremble as he runs a hand down his face.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs and then lets out a long breath. 

      I just stand there, letting him have his space, and when he finally seems to compose himself, he shakes out his hands and meets my stare.

      “Sorry.”

      “It can be a bit much. It’s totally fine. Sometimes I come up and just sit in here alone when they’re throwing a party.”

      “You don’t bring people up here?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “No. Not really my thing.”

      Simon watches me intently for a second and then starts to move around my room. It’s then that I realize what a mess it is, so I quickly reach out and start shoving my dirty clothes in the hamper and tossing the comforter over the unmade bed. It ends up lumpy and really unseemly but Simon isn’t even looking. He’s moving around the room, his fingers dragging across the surface of my desk and then the shelves that house my trinkets and trophies for the various sports I played in high school and college.

      “Who’s this?” he asks, his finger stopping on a picture frame of my family.

      “My mom and my sister, Poppy. Both loveable pains in my ass.”

      His eyes slam into mine and then he looks away and adds, “You have a lot of trophies.”

      “Have more at my mom’s…” I chuckle at that. “Shit, that sounded braggy, but you know what I mean.”

      “I do,” he says as he continues to trail around my room, taking far too long to observe the boring parts of my life. He even rifles through a magazine I have on my desk and a stack of mail that I haven’t been bothered to go through yet.

      “Find anything interesting?” I finally ask, moving toward him.

      “Yeah,” he says as I come to a stop right in front of him. He smells exactly like I remember, masculine and soft at the same time. His hand falls from the desk to his side and he takes another step toward me, enveloping me in his aura. And I’m helpless to do anything but inhale.

      “You smell really good,” I find myself saying, and Simon’s cheeks pinken, his lips parting slightly.

      “You’re entirely too honest.”

      “I think it’s the best trait I have,” I reply. Simon wets his mouth, making those pink, plump lips shiny, and I am remiss to do anything but stare at them. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, but I can’t seem to help myself. I haven’t been able to do anything but look at him and think about him ever since he walked into the sandwich shop all those weeks ago.

      Simon lets out a shaky breath and then he leans up, our lips brushing softly. It’s a subtle kiss, more like a flutter of air across my mouth, but I feel it all the way in my chest. 

      Fuck, Simon’s gay? I had no fucking clue.

      His dark eyes flash up to meet mine, and I can’t move. Don’t know how? He’s frozen me with his touch. And so he does it again, his mouth pressing against mine harder this time. His lips move across mine as he lets out a small whimper, and my entire body flames.

      And each time that mouth slants against mine, it finds freedom, the courage to explore, and I don’t want to crush it—don’t want to tell him to stop when he seems to need this.

      So I just open my mouth and let his tongue slide into mine.

      Fuck, but I’m not gay, I think as he leans into me, another small whimper seeping into my mouth and making my cock twitch between my legs.

      Why the hell am I doing this? 

      I know why. Because Simon’s unfurling like a flower before me, opening up and showing me who he is on the inside. And I’m so fucking intrigued that I can’t make him stop.

      His hands slide up my chest and around my neck, his kisses growing more desperate, the moans slipping from his throat making me heated. His body presses firmer into mine and that’s when I feel it, the hard length of his cock against my thigh.

      Suddenly, I’m jolting back, my breath coming out in a wheeze, my eyes snapping open.

      Simon’s standing there, looking dazed and confused, his lips puffy and wet, his cheeks stained pink.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, running a shaking hand down my face. God, I’ve never even considered kissing a dude, and here I am, letting one just stick his tongue down my throat.

      That’s not fair to him though.

      I’m not gay. I need to tell him. 

      My mouth opens to form the words, but they die on my tongue. The way Simon looks, spread wide open, everything exposed in his eyes, on his face. I can see it all. The need, the yearning that he’s been hiding.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers when I make no move to kiss him again. “Shit… I don’t even know if you’re….”

      He doesn’t need to say it, he knows it all the same. His eyes widen and mortification tumbles across his face, his cheeks turning a dark red.

      “Oh fuck,” he mutters, turning around and moving toward the door. “I’m sorry. I have to—”

      His words are cut off as he wrenches the door open and the sounds from the first floor filter their way up to us.

      “Wait,” I say, but it’s too late. He’s running down the stairs, his body just a blur of color as I give chase. 

      I bump into a few people on my way through the crowd, muttering apologies that get lost in the thumping of the music, but I don’t even care. I move toward the front door that’s been flung open and see Simon jogging toward his car, so I pick up my pace.

      “Simon!” I shout and he stumbles forward, his stride almost seeming to lengthen. I’m not sure how that’s possible, but then again, he’s a runner. I saw him that day in the park.

      I hear a clatter on the ground, and I see his keys on the pavement, slowing him significantly. It gives me the advantage, and I barrel into him, grabbing on to his shoulders and pulling him into me. 

      Both of our chests are heaving, a bead of sweat moving down his face. He looks wrecked, utterly torn, and I can do nothing but bring him in for a hug.

      “Hey, it’s fine. It’s okay.”

      He lets out a shaky exhale, his face turning into my neck for just a second before he pulls away.

      “Let go of me.”

      I do, my arms relaxing around him and then dropping to my side. As he moves away from me, I feel the absence of him palpably—can feel it in the hidden spaces of my chest, can feel it in the pauses of my breath.

      “Come back inside and let’s hang out.”

      “No,” he shakes his head, swiping at his mouth and turning around again, moving to his car on shaky legs.

      I don’t want him to go. I want him to stay. How can I make him stay?

      “Please don’t go…I don’t care…that you’re gay.”

      He stumbles to a stop, then wrenches his car door open, and slides inside. He doesn’t even acknowledge me, just pulls away from the curb, leaving me to stand there and watch him drive away.

      My hands thread through my hair as I let out an audible groan. What the fuck did I do?

    

  







            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      For the first time since Simon started at the Greatest Wich, he calls out sick. I think it’s because today was our first shift together since the kiss—when he pressed against me and slid his tongue into my mouth.

      Thinking about it even now makes my entire body tremble with something I can’t describe. It has to be horror at letting another man plant his lips on me like that, but I can’t be entirely sure. I need to sit with it for a little longer, to analyze it like a scientist.

      Not that I’m that smart. Fuck. But him calling out sick makes a part of me riot. And the disappointment roiling through me at his absence has soured my mood. I can barely manage a smile while working, and Izzy takes notice.

      “You okay, boss?” she asks, and I shrug, not wanting to talk about it. I mean, what do I say? Simon kissed me and I ruined it? How the fuck do I even begin to explain it?

      Maybe I should have let him kiss me longer? Maybe I should have manned up and fucked him.

      The thought jars me, the image of my cock sliding into his hole makes me sweat so I shake it away. I don’t know how the hell that would be possible, and I don’t know why part of me isn’t disgusted at the thought.

      I don’t know what part of my brain is scrambled, but something’s not quite right. I have lost my marbles and need help finding them. 

      “I’m totally fine,” I lie and then move around the shop, doing what needs to be done until it’s time to go. Izzy eyes me with distrust the entire time, knowing I’ve fibbed but not able to call me out on it. Which is fine. It’s totally fine. She’s not privy to the secrets lodged within my mind. Those are for me, and me only. 

      The rest of the evening I sulk at home, feeling my mouth turned into a frown more often than not, and I end up clicking my phone on and off and staring at the empty screen of Simon’s chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Can we talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      My message knowingly goes unread. I’m not entirely sure he hasn’t blocked me. I wouldn’t be surprised with the way I’d acted. I probably deserve it. 

      “Hey, why are you moping around?” Lucas asks, leaning against my doorframe and folding his arms across his bulky frame. He’s the quietest of the bunch, rarely making an appearance, but even so, I do trust him. And I really do value the time he gives me…when he gives it to me. I know he distributes it so rarely, often disappearing into his workshop for hours on end. 

      “Just in a mood,” I say and then shift up so I’m on my elbows, eyeing Lucas who is still lingering in the doorway.

      “Is this about Simon? Seems you’ve been in a mood since he ran out of the house the other night.”

      I sigh, flopping back on the bed and staring at the ceiling. Damn Lucas being so fucking perceptive. His eyes miss nothing. Fucking annoying is what it is. Can’t have a lick of privacy around here with him looming about. He was the same way in college.

      “Yeah. Seems I fucked up.”

      Lucas is quiet, and I find myself admitting, “Simon…he, uh, kissed me. I didn’t stop him right away…and then I basically told him I’m not gay. With my eyeballs.”

      Lucas huffs, his hand running through the unkempt beard on his face. 

      “Well, shit, Wes. I mean, why did you let him kiss you in the first place?”

      “I dunno! I was rooted to the spot. I couldn’t move.”

      “Did you like it?” he asks, and I cover my eyes with my hand, sighing loudly.

      “It wasn’t bad.”

      “Hmm,” Lucas says and my eyes shoot open, my body tilting up once more. Lucas is stroking his beard and looks discerning.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothin’. Just means hmm.”

      “No…” I begin and then hop out of bed, socking him on the shoulder. “What’s that mean? You know something that I don’t.”

      “I know nothing. Just wondering.”

      Oh god. This is going to take all year at this rate. Fuck, he moves slowly when he wants to. I swear he does this to irritate me.

      “Just tell me, goddammit!”

      “Fine. Just wondering if you’re bi.”

      My mouth opens and closes, my eyes blinking furiously. “What?”

      “Could be bi, man. Maybe that’s why you let him kiss you.”

      I shake my head and then shake it again. “No. I’m not. I’d know.”

      Lucas shrugs and pushes away from the doorframe. “Yeah, see. This is why I didn’t wanna tell you. It’s none of my business.”

      He ambles off, and I just watch him go, my eyes swiveling down to his ass before shooting toward the wall. 

      Yeah. No. I’m not bi. I’m nothing but straight. I just let Simon kiss me because I couldn’t move. I was experiencing a part of him I’d never seen before and that, in and of itself, was magical. How could I have turned him away?

      I couldn’t have. That’s all there is to it.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m bi. No fucking way.

      I flop down onto my stomach and stare at my phone some more, willing Simon to message me back. Seems he won’t though, so my efforts at telepathically communicating with him are in vain. 

      I have to find something else to do with my life. Obsessing over him isn’t healthy.

      That’s how I find myself sitting with Lucas in the garage as he whittles away at a piece of wood. I think he’s trying to make a spoon. I swear, I don’t know why this guy lives in town. He needs to be out in the forest with pine trees and bears. I could see him erecting a log cabin with his bare hands and then sitting around a fire and roasting a rabbit.

      He holds out some sharp-looking tools and shrugs.

      “Want to try your hand at this? I don’t usually let people touch my babies, but I’ll make an exception because you look so fucking glum,” Lucas states, probably trying to make amends for suggesting I’m bi. I mean, he had no right to put those thoughts in my head.

      You did think about smelling Simon’s ass, so maybe that’s the first sign. 

      Shaking my head, I take the tool from him. “Yeah, sure. Who knows? Maybe this will be my next calling.”

      Lucas side-eyes me and then shakes his head. He shows me how to hold it and chastises me softly when I almost cut my finger off. He should have used a sterner tone. I don’t want to lose my fingers. The entire time, I’m clumsy and awkward, chipping away at the piece of wood like a beaver, but with less precision and accuracy. 

      I’m doing a terrible job. 

      Lucas doesn’t say anything, just lets me hack away. Seems I’m taking out my frustration on this poor dead tree.

      “Wasn’t your fault, tree,” I say softly. It just sits silently, taking the abuse I’m offering, and I’m thankful that it’s being a martyr. I needed it. When I step back an hour later, my fingers sore and my arms screaming, Lucas just huffs.

      “You destroyed it,” he says, and I shrug, taking in the mutilated piece of wood.

      “Yeah, well…I obviously don’t have your natural talent. But some might say this is a work of art.”

      Lucas shrugs, and I roll my eyes. Not everyone can take a piece of wood and make something beautiful out of it. Not everyone can be a magical lumberjack.

      “Want another go?” Lucas asks, and I shake my head, my fingers already feeling like they’re gonna blister.

      “No way, man. Are your hands super calloused or something? Mine feel like they’re gonna fall off.”

      He nods and holds one out to me. I run my fingers across his palm and waggle my eyebrows.

      “Must drive the ladies wild.”

      “Yeah, something like that,” he murmurs and then begins working on a cabinet for a customer. 

      “Hey, I’ve never asked…why don’t you have your own shop?” I ask him after a moment.

      “Can’t afford it,” he replies, and I eye him.

      “But that’s what you want to do, right? To own your own shop?”

      “Yeah, maybe somewhere out of town. Dunno. Not sure where life is leading me quite yet.”

      “Out of town…you mean the backwoods?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, you’d fit in there, for sure.”

      Lucas smiles at me and then gets back to work, leaving me alone once again with my thoughts.

      Dreadful things.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Do you think a lobotomy is a good idea?” I ask Jude later that day, my brain a swirl of thoughts. He eyes me like I’ve lost my mind. Perhaps I have. I’ve lost it completely.

      “Why are you considering a lobotomy?”

      I run my hands down my face and then shake my head. “No reason.”

      But Jude is like a dog with a bone. He’s caught the scent and won’t stop until he’s discovered what’s wrong.

      “Just leave me alone,” I gripe as he follows me around the house. I stand outside for a full thirty minutes to try and get rid of him, but he lingers in the shade, watching me like a ghost.

      “Fine!” I shout, stomping up to where he looms. “Simon…he…he put his lips on mine.”

      Jude’s eyes widen. “What? You mean he gave you CPR? Did you need it, dude? Were you dying?”

      “No, you fuckhead. He kissed me.” Those last two words come out with a hiss.

      Jude’s eyes widen slightly and then he shrugs. “Yeah, so?”

      “So! So Lucas said I was maybe bi.”

      “Nah, man. Just because you kiss a dude doesn’t make you bi. I give dudes blow jobs all the time, and I’m straight as an arrow.”

      My mouth drops open, and I gape at my friend.

      “What the fuck, Jude!”

      He shrugs, rolling his shoulders. “Yeah, like it’s not a big deal. Just a…hobby. Maybe you could make a hobby of kissing Simon.”

      I begin to make fun of him but then it dies on my tongue.

      Yeah…yeah. A hobby. Just a little fun between friends.

      I shoot a finger gun at Jude, and he socks me in the arm.

      “Let me know if you suck his dick. It’s mega fun, man.”

      Yeah, well, let’s not go that far, weirdo, I think as I stalk back to my room.

      I need to sell this to Simon. A hobby isn’t so bad. A hobby is great. I could lose hours upon hours of time doing one of those.

      Yeah.

      Fuck yeah.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Simon returns to work the following week, making me worry that he really was sick. But then I fret and worry that perhaps it was just me he was avoiding. I’m not quite sure. He doesn’t look like he had a brush with death and was really sick. He seems healthier than ever. Maybe being away from me revived him. 

      Maybe I’m toxic.

      My eyes roam over him, taking in every inch of his body, and when he catches me looking, I glance away quickly, feeling so fucking dumb.

      But I’m glad he’s back, and with his reappearance, the obsession I have with him has grown. I can’t fucking peel my eyes away from him. Especially his mouth. That mouth was on mine. 

      “You gonna ask him?” Jude whispers loudly.

      I glower at my friend, not wanting Simon to know what I’ve been thinking about the past several days.

      The hobby of kissing him. 

      “Shut up,” I mutter and then get back to work, making the sandwich orders that were called in. The line of customers grows and we all work tirelessly until it dies down and I’m left with my thoughts once again.

      I need to nip this in the bud, just chop it right off, but with him standing so close, my eyes can’t help but be drawn to those lips once more.

      Those lips were on me. 

      Male lips.

      And I didn’t move away, like Simon is doing now. He’s brushing past me and moving to the breakroom. I want to follow, but I can’t. Work needs to be done.

      “You can’t keep your eyes off of him,” Jude says, and I sock him in the shoulder to shut him up. Because yeah, he’s stating the obvious. No need to do that, Jude. I already know. Everyone knows. I have a billboard sitting on top of my head advertising it.

      “Don’t be mad at me that he’s totally ignoring you.”

      “I know,” I hiss. “Why’s he doing that?”

      “Maybe you were a shit kisser.”

      “I am a fabulous kisser,” I reply and then feel my spirits sinking. Because I really didn’t give it my all. I mostly just stood there with my mouth open. Like a cavernous wet hole. 

      Fuck. Maybe Jude’s right.

      This sits with me, stewing and simmering until I’m an anxious fucking wreck. When I finally corner Simon in the breakroom, minutes before it’s time for him to leave, I just tumble into him, pushing him up against the wall and breathing against his cheek.

      “What the fuck?” Simon whispers, his chest heaving, his breathing growing labored as I hold him against the wall. “Let me go.”

      I can’t. My hands seem to tighten almost painfully on his shirt, my body pressing firmly into his.

      “Are you going to punch me?” he asks softly, fear lacing his tone, and that’s the only thing that seems to break through this swirl of irrational emotions I have. 

      I let out a shaky breath and shake my head, wetting my lips in the process.

      “No, fuck. I want to…I want….” I can’t get the words out, can’t quite admit it just yet, and before I can say anything, he’s shoving me away and jogging out of the shop as fast as he can. I watch him go, my entire body shaking with adrenaline.

      It’s then that it hits me. Oh fuck, what have I done? 

      Fumbling with my phone, I pull it out and shoot him a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t respond. Not that I expect him to. I just assaulted him at work. I’m going to get fired, and I deserve it. The boss-man is pretty strict about harassment. I mean, we’ve only met him a handful of times, but he’s made that very fucking clear. 

      I’m a dead man walking. 

      “Wes!” Jude calls, and I move into the main room of the shop. There are a few customers, so I get back to making these goddamn sandwiches. Honestly, I scowl, why can’t people make their own fucking lunch. A ten-dollar sandwich isn’t that much better than what you can get at home.

      I angrily slap one together, finding myself smashing a tomato in a rage, the guts splattering on the counter. The man whose sandwich I’m making arches an eyebrow at me, and I flush from head to toe. Oh fuck, I’ve lost my ever-loving mind. I’m rage-killing fruits now…or is it a vegetable?

      So fucking confusing.

      I don’t know.

      I meekly make it the way it should be and hand it to Jude who rings him up and then move on to the next one and the next until it’s closing time. Fuck, this job is mindless and boring. For a second, I wonder if I should pursue something related to my bachelor’s degree and then decide against it.

      I don’t really know if that’s something I even want to do. I just did it because it was easy and the prerequisites weren’t hard, and now here I am—working at a sandwich shop for minimum wage. Assaulting men in the back room because they kissed me.

      What the fuck am I doing with my life?

      I end my shift feeling low and slightly depressed. Jude catches my mood and tries to address it, but I shrug him off and meander to my Bronco, slipping inside before checking my phone. Simon hasn’t messaged me. Probably because I frightened him by pushing him aggressively against the wall. That only happens in movies. That’s not something guys really like in real life.

      Right?

      I end up face down on my bed, my phone lying right next to me. I don’t dare look at it for fear of the disappointment coursing through me when I see that Simon hasn’t responded.

      So I don’t look, I just fall into a dreamless state until I wake up again and then refuse to look at my messages.

      I don’t want to hear from boss-man telling me that I’m fired. Or Simon reaming me a new one for pushing him up against a wall and breathing on him.

      So I just don’t look. 

      I have nothing to do all day but mope and try to distract myself, so that’s what I do. I just wander about the house like a ghost.

      “Want to go out?” Jude asks me later that evening. Ollie is bouncing on his toes next to him, looking all kinds of excited.

      “Do none of you work?” I grumble as I fall face-first into my pillow, wallowing in my despair. I may never come out of it. I’m just a sinking pit of goo. Just let me become part of Yellowstone National Park. Perhaps I could entice people with my pretty, bubbling waters.

      But haven’t people died by falling into those depths?

      Perhaps I don’t want that after all. I’m not a murderer.

      I sigh and roll to face the ceiling, looking at the ugly popcorn bumps lining it.

      “I mean, I work just the same as you.” Jude’s tone is almost defensive. “And you know Ollie is busy as fuck, moving people’s shit here and there when he’s not working with us.”

      “Yeah, sorry guys. I’m just….”

      I lean toward Jude and whisper, “Are you really not gay? You really suck dick for fun?”

      Jude rolls his eyes, shaking his head. “No need to whisper. Ollie knows. And no. Not an ounce of gay in me. Just like penis, I guess. And it’s fun. Meditative.”

      I arch an eyebrow at him, not sure what the fuck he’s talking about. It sounds awful, to be honest. All the choking and drooling, not to mention the cum. I don’t know if I’d be a fan of drinking that.

      “Alright, whatever you say, man.”

      I flop back down on my bed and stare at the ceiling once more. Should put some glow-in-the-dark stars up there like I have back home so I have something to look at while I contemplate my life choices.

      “Come on. Get up. Let’s go drinking,” Ollie says loudly.

      “Don’t wanna,” I mutter, but Jude is pulling me to my feet and forcing me to move.

      “No more sad sulking. No more. You are gonna forget about this and move on.”

      I don’t know how he can tell me this when he’s been obsessing over Cassidy for decades. But then again, he left her at a party and never returned…where did he go?

      “Hey, what about Cassidy?” I ask as he helps me into my jacket.

      “What about her?”

      “I mean, you like dick. Cassidy doesn’t have one…”

      “Stop obsessing about this. Cassidy’s cool. We are gonna get married and have babies.”

      “Yeah, but she said you left her at the party. Where did you go?”

      Jude shrugs. “Found something I was interested in at the time.”

      He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I wonder if that something was a dick, but I don’t have a chance to ask because he’s pushing me out of the house, Ollie loping beside us like a gazelle.

      “Where we going, guys?” Ollie asks. “Did we make a decision?”

      “Out to drink,” Jude replies, but I shake my head, remembering how vehemently Simon was against this, how upset he seemed. I don’t want to disappoint him more than I already have.

      “No. No drinking.”

      Jude stops and shoots me a look. “Well, then what the fuck are we gonna do this late?”

      “Cosmic bowling?” Ollie suggests, and Jude’s eyes light up.

      “Oh, yes. Let’s go bowling.”
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        * * *

      

      “Man, you’re off your game!” Ollie says, juggling a bowling ball in his hand. He’s already dropped it twice like the goober he is, but it hasn’t deterred him in the slightest. If he loses a toe in the process, I won’t be surprised.

      “Yeah, I suck tonight,” I murmur and move up to the edge of the lane, rolling the ball sideways and watching in disappointment as it crawls into the gutter. 

      Jude and Ollie rib me endlessly, but I just shrug it off. I mean, how can I bowl a good game when my mind is ten different places? Well, one specific place, but who’s counting?

      My ass hits the hard plastic swivel chair, and I pull out my phone, turning the screen on out of sheer anxious habit. Not that I expect Simon to have messaged me, but I can’t help but check.

      My phone clatters onto the sticky table in front of me when I see that I have a message from him. 

      Simon.

      Oh fuck. 

      Quickly, I scramble to open it, my eyes skimming the message before reading it once more word for word.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon:

      

      
        Can I come to your place so we can talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stand up, replying back to him before I can even think.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Simon:

      

      
        Can you meet now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      My legs carry me out of the bowling alley, leaving Ollie and Jude calling out after me, but they go ignored. My heart is thumping loudly, a rush of white noise in my ears. By the time I arrive at my place, I’m panting. Fuck, I’m nervous. I want to talk to him, to apologize and explain in person.

      Explain what, I have no idea. But I’m sure the words will come to me when I see him. They have to.

      As soon as I stumble up the driveway, I see Simon standing on the porch, another man with him. And all those words I was hoping would miraculously appear just refuse to form.

      The man with him looks large and fierce. Why the fuck did he bring him? Did he feel unsafe? Oh god, I made him feel unsafe.

      My heart plummets as I make my way meekly toward them.

      “Hey,” I say softly and then gesture toward the door. “You guys want to come in?”

      I don’t even make introductions. Maybe this is his new boyfriend, come to protect Simon from big bad me.

      Damn, I feel like a tool.

      Simon nods and enters the house, the unknown man following closely behind him. My eyes land on the way their bodies move, neither of them touching the other, so maybe they’re not together. Maybe he’s just a friend.

      “Who’s this?” Lucas asks, standing up from the kitchen table, a beer and a slice of pizza in his hands.

      “Um, this is Simon and uh….”

      The man reaches around Simon and extends his hand toward Lucas who stuffs his pizza in his mouth to shake it. Kind of gross, but whatever works, I guess.

      “Seth,” he says.

      Ah, so Seth and Simon, how cute, my mind hisses before I toss that thought away. I have no right to think that…absolutely no right. I sound like a jealous boyfriend and that’s just…insane.

      I am not into men.

      Simon shuffles on his feet, peeking over at me, and I offer him a friendly soft smile. I won’t hurt you again, I try to tell him with my eyes, not sure that it works. He looks away too quickly to catch any hidden meaning.

      “Cool. So, Seth, you want to come see what I’ve been building in the garage?” Lucas asks, chewing around a bite of pizza. “You like wood?”

      Seth eyes Simon who gives him an imperceptible nod and then Lucas leads Seth into the garage, leaving us alone.

      Damn, I’m nervous.

      “Hi,” I say lamely, and Simon mutters his response, a soft hello that sends flutters through my chest.

      “Want something to drink?” I ask and then amend, “I mean, water or soda…we may have juice….” My words trail off and dissipate into the grasping silence between us.

      “Water would be nice.”

      Moving into the kitchen, I hand him an unopened water bottle. He twists the top off and takes a small sip. I watch it all, the way his lips attach to the rim, the way his Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. He looks fucking hot right now. 

      So. Fucking. Hot.

      “So, um, I need to apologize…I feel like I assaulted you at work and…”

      Simon shakes his head. “It was unexpected…but I didn’t feel assaulted.”

      Relief surges through me. “You didn’t?”

      “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

      I take a step closer to him, feeling a tingling in my skin. From this distance I can smell him, can feel him in the deepest parts of me, infusing into my senses like incense. 

      “Fuck,” I say, crowding him. His arms fall to his sides, the water bottle hanging limply in his hand.

      “What were you trying to do?” he murmurs, his eyes peering up at me. Those depths that remind me of the Mariana Trench, unknown secrets lurking behind those deep waters.

      I let out a long exhale and then step even closer to him, pushing him with my proximity into the counter behind him. 

      “I was trying…” I wet my dry lips. “I wanted to try…again.”

      “Try what again?” His words are breathless, his eyes intent on mine. And when they dip down to my lips, I lean forward and press my mouth to his.

      He lets out a gasp as I step closer, plastering my body to his, feeling the hard length of him against me. So different from a woman, so fucking unique. My hand slips up to his face, cupping his jaw in my hand, the smooth skin there slipping between my fingers as I tilt his head just a little to the right, angling him perfectly for the onslaught of my tongue. 

      He moans as I tongue him, my lips sliding across his, tasting the mint of his breath. The water bottle falls to the floor with a loud clatter, but neither of us acknowledges it. We nip and bite and suck on each other’s mouths. A whimper escapes his throat, and I shudder from the vibration. It moves down my chest and swirls around my stomach before settling somewhere between my legs.

      Oh fuck.

      Pushing into him further, he gasps as my tongue strokes his, my grip on his face almost punishing. 

      And yet he never shirks away, just meets me thrust for thrust, the hard shape of his cock growing against my thigh. It’s unusual and yet feels right.

      I don’t hate it. I don’t hate it at all. 

      I really fucking like it. 

      Suddenly, his head wrenches back, our lips parting with an audible mwah.

      My eyes are drawn to his swollen mouth, and I let out a shaky breath, my fingers still threaded through his hair, holding him in place.

      “Is that what you wanted to try?” he asks, and I nod dumbly, wanting to lean back in but not wanting to do anything to make him uncomfortable.

      “Okay. Why?” he says, and I jerk my eyes from those pink, puffy lips to meet his eyes.

      “I just…I wanted…a hobby.”

      The revelation I’d had a few days ago falls flat between us. It sounds…condescending and dumb.

      “A hobby?” he asks, his eyes widening. 

      I nod and let my hands move away from his hair, falling to my side lamely.

      “I’m not a hobby, Wesley,” he bites out. “I’m a person.”

      My chin meets my chest in disappointment. “Of course you are.”

      “And I’m not going to be some kind of experiment in your sexual awakening.”

      My mouth opens and closes as I meet his gaze and then I shake my head. “No. No, of course not.”

      Simon’s eyes bore into mine and he shuffles to the side, moving toward the opening of the kitchen.

      “Stay away from me…I can’t,” his voice cracks and he runs a hand over his mouth. “I can’t do any of that with you.”

      I watch him go, my heart thundering in my chest, wanting so badly to stop him, but I don’t know what to say. My body can’t help but follow him into the living room, my hand reaching out and grasping his shoulder softly.

      He stops, turning to face me, and I can’t let go. My hands become stuck on him. It’s impossible to move. And he doesn’t try and shake me either, just turns into the touch before I move into him once more, unable to keep away.

      Don’t make me stay away.

      “Oh fuck,” he murmurs as my mouth descends on his once more. I can’t stop. I’ve had a taste and I need more.

      Simon’s fists curl into my shirt, holding me against him and yet almost seeming to push me away. My hands are cupping his face, my tongue slashing into his mouth, bruising him, claiming him.

      He arches into me, his cock still hard, and I meet his hips, dragging my body across it and making him shudder.

      A noise in the background, Lucas and Seth entering the room, has us breaking apart. But I’m not done. I don’t want to be done. But it’s too late. 

      He moves away from me, his cheeks flushed and his chest heaving as Seth and Lucas stride into the room, their low rumbling voices breathing through the thick tension coiling around us.

      Oh, I fucked it up again. 

      “You guys okay?” Lucas asks as Seth moves toward Simon and places a hand on his shoulder. Simon stares at the floor and they shuffle to the door. They must know each other very well for Seth to be able to read Simon like this.

      Fuck. Who is this guy to him? He couldn’t have been someone romantic or else Simon wouldn’t have kissed me like that, right? Shit. I should have asked him earlier, but I was too distracted by his fucking mouth.

      “Wait!” I say and then shake my head, moving toward the door, blocking their way out. “Simon and I aren’t done talking.”

      “I think he is,” Seth retorts, and I beg Simon to stay with my eyes, to talk with me some more. I’ll sit across the room with my hands under my thighs if that’s what it takes. 

      “Please move, Wesley.”

      The way he says my name makes everything inside of me combust. 

      “Come on, big lug,” Lucas says, pulling me to the side. I stumble into him and let him wrap his bulky arm across my shoulders as he holds me in place. And then I watch Seth and Simon escape, my eyes tracking their every movement until I can’t see them anymore.

      And then it’s just me in Lucas’s arms, not really wanting to move but knowing I’ve overstayed my welcome.

      “You need to get your head out of your ass,” Lucas says, and I meet his stare.

      “You have wood in your beard.”

      “Makes it more interesting,” he retorts as he lets go of me and ambles off.

      My eyes settle on the darkness outside. I don’t even shut the door, I just sit on the porch steps with my head in my hands. I can still taste him on me, my lips still swollen from his kisses.

      And what a kiss it was. One of the best. So different and yet, so familiar.

      Fuck, why did I call him a hobby? What the hell is wrong with me? I mess up far too often when it comes to him, fumbling with my actions and my words. Maybe I should just stop talking altogether to even out the chances of me not acting a fool.

      But when I see Simon two days later, my mouth has done the opposite and developed a terrible case of verbal diarrhea. 

      “Hi there, Simon Wise,” I say dorkily when he strides into the shop. His footsteps stutter and my word vomit comes out even faster. “How did you get that last name? I mean, where is it from? Where are you from? I mean, America obviously, but your ancestors….”

      Jude slaps me in the face with a plastic glove and I sputter to a stop.

      “I’m saving you from yourself,” Jude mutters as Simon moves to put his stuff away. When he strides out and stands next to me at the counter, my mouth opens once more to spew nonsense. But Jude slaps me with the glove again and it puts a stop to it for a few more minutes. But I’m so goddamn nervous that I can’t quite contain myself. I speak to everyone that comes in, drawing out long conversations from even the grumpiest of customers.

      One man just glowered at me and told me to stop. I couldn’t. I just pontificated about the word and what it meant, not that I was even making sense, but it just tumbled out of me.

      I was slapped with gloves multiple times that day and sent to the back to cool off. I found myself talking to the loaves of bread and bags of chips.

      It was a low point for sure.

      “What are you doing? Play it cool, man,” Jude hisses. But I can’t. I’m already running down this hill. I can’t stop. It’s full speed ahead into madness now.

      “I can’t. I’m not. I am so uncool. Send help,” I squeak out.

      “Did Simon break your brain or something?”

      “He broke me,” I nod and then determine that yes, Simon did. He did something to my brain the minute I set eyes on him. I will never be the same.

      “You need to like…do something. You’re scaring off the customers.”

      “I’m delighting them with my friendliness!” I try and insist, but Jude’s probably right. I am a bit frightening at the moment, manic almost. “Well, just suck the guys’ dicks to entice them to come back.”

      Jude glowers at me, and I slap a hand over my mouth. God. It needs to learn some manners. 

      “That was really rude,” Jude says, and I bob my head, my eyes still wide.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m a total fuck up,” I say behind my palm.

      Jude eyeballs me and then nods. “You’re forgiven and don’t fucking judge me until you’ve done it, yeah?”

      I can’t imagine ever sticking a dick in my mouth, but then again, I never imagined kissing a man. And yet, here we are.

      “Yeah,” I say and then say goodbye to the bread and chips.

      “You’ve lost it,” Jude chuckles as we move back out to the main shop. Simon is at the other end of the store, sweeping, his eyes moving up to snag on mine every once and a while, and I live for those glances. 

      Every time he does it my breath catches in my throat and I feel my entire body thrum with warmth.

      “Uh, hey, incoming,” Jude says, and I watch with wide eyes as Dena moves up to the counter with two of her friends, each ridiculously beautiful. I don’t know who made these creatures, but they’re otherworldly. 

      “Hey, guys,” Dena says with a friendly smile, and I can’t help but grin back like a dope. I was expecting her to be a little rude and sarcastic given that our conversations ended up falling flat. Nothing came of them and it was totally my fault, my mind snagged and stuck on someone else entirely.

      “Hey, Dena,” I say and then offer up a small wave to her friends.

      “We were just at the store across the way and thought we’d stop by and see if you guys were here.”

      Jude finishes up an order and then steps up to my side. “And here we are,” he says with a flourish.

      Dena smiles warmly at me again and then glances up at the board where the food is listed. 

      “You want anything?” I ask and she pulls her lip between her teeth in thought. 

      “I can help her,” Simon says, suddenly appearing at my side. His arm brushes mine and my entire body tingles with anticipation.

      “We’ve got it, dude,” Jude says, but Simon shakes his head, nudging me to the side so that he can be the one to take her order. The girls look a little bemused that he’s suddenly appeared, but Dena—being the kind heart she seems to be—just goes with it and orders a sandwich before moving aside and letting her friends order. Simon diligently takes their orders like a drill sergeant on a mission. He doesn’t even smile.

      I watch it all, so fucking confused and yet so damn hopeful. Because this has to mean something, right?

      It means something. 

      Don’t know what, but I like it.

      I just stand there, fiddling with a tomato until the sandwiches are made, unable to even help the next customer because I’m floored. Riveted. Completely useless.

      Thankfully, Jude rings the girls up, and I honestly don’t even notice them filter out of the store, my eyes glued to Simon the entire time and the tomato now with a smooshed hole in the side.

      Poor tomato. I didn’t mean to ruin you, but now you are going into the trash. You didn’t even serve your purpose because of me. To be fair, it should have had a tougher skin. It was a bit squishy on the outside.

      Jude nudges me roughly and my head jerks toward him.

      “You’re useless man, you need to go home and sleep this off.”

      I don’t know if that’s possible. If it were, I’d have done it already. I can’t seem to squish this obsession like I just did with that tomato.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I reply, and then ask, “Do you think you’ll be able to manage without me here?”

      Jude takes in the empty store and quirks an eyebrow at me. 

      “Yeah, man. It’s gonna be rough.”

      I roll my eyes and then move past Simon, forcing my gaze away from him. I will not ogle or look. I will not.

      I manage to behave myself until I’m home and back in my room. Purposefully, I leave my phone where I can’t reach it and swivel in my computer chair, trying like fuck to center myself, to think of anything that isn’t Simon. My mind wanders to my mom and my little sister and then to my grandma and then it’s back to Simon.

      And just as if I’ve conjured him up, he’s there in the doorway of my room. I blink and blink, trying to work out if I’m hallucinating or not. 

      “You weren’t answering your texts,” he says meekly.

      I rub at my face. Apparently, I’m hearing voices. 

      “Are you really here?” I ask, and Simon nods, moving toward me and pressing a cool hand against my face. 

      “You’re not sick?” he asks, and I shake my head. Although I do feel a bit sick in the head, my mind in a full fever dream at the moment.

      But fuck, his touch feels good. I lean into it, catching his wrist and holding it to me. And then my face turns, my nose running across the inside of his wrist, and I bite down softly, making him exhale in shock.

      My tongue peeks out and swirls across the soft skin there, running up the length of his thumb and pulling the entire thing into my mouth. 

      His breath stutters out of him, choppy and drawn out as my tongue laves over the pad of his finger. I can taste him, the smack of soap on his skin.

      Biting down softly on the end, I move on to his forefinger, pulling it right into my mouth.

      Simon’s just standing near me, completely immobile, just letting me molest his fingers. His gaze is hooded, his lips parted as he breathes heavily, and I can’t stop, just move from finger to finger, sucking and licking and biting, consuming him piece by piece. And it’s never felt more right. 

      When I make it to his pinkie, he threads his other hand through my hair, his nails digging into my scalp. I let out a low moan and grab on to his waist, pulling him closer, his legs now between mine as my tongue and teeth drag across his skin. I just want him closer, want to feel him against me.

      I move him closer, his finger falling from my mouth, and I press my face against his stomach, my hands splayed across his lower back.

      “What are you doing?” he breathes.

      “Surviving,” I murmur. I inhale his scent, feeling it travel through my system and straight to my groin.

      My cock twitches, and my fingers slide up under his shirt, pulling it up just an inch, showing me the soft skin beneath. My lips press against his belly, dragging across the smooth surface, and he lets out a whimper.

      “Wesley,” he says, almost a plea. But I don’t know for what. Don’t ask me to stop, Simon. Don’t fucking make me.

      His shirt is dragged up further and my nose and mouth travel up his stomach and chest, until I’m right at his nipples. So different from what I’m used to, and yet so familiar. 

      My mouth latches on to one, and he groans, his hand tightening in my hair. The tug of it makes my entire body catch fire, flames licking up and down my spine. I’m set ablaze.

      I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. A few weeks ago, I’d never considered kissing a man, and here I am, biting at his bare skin. I move to the other side and pull it between my teeth. I listen to Simon hiss, and fuck, that travels down to my dick and it thickens between my legs. I don’t know what’s happening to me and yet, given my general state these past few weeks, I don’t even care. In this moment, it feels right. 

      My mouth unlatches from him, and I stand up, my hands framing his face. His eyes are hooded, his lips swollen and red from biting them. And I can do nothing but lay my mouth against his.

      He moans into me as I kiss him. Just a minute more, Simon. Just let me do this a minute more, I think as I walk him back toward the bed. The back of his legs hit the mattress and he falls backward, toppling me over with him. The absence of his lips in those seconds makes me want to weep, but as soon as my mouth lands back on his, I feel whole again. Complete.

      My body is fully on top of his, his legs wrapped around mine as I devour him, licking my tongue through his mouth, biting at his bottom lip, and fisting his hair. Messing him up. Marking him as mine.

      “I didn’t come here for this,” he gasps when my mouth moves across his jaw to his ear. 

      “Thank fuck you came,” I reply, grabbing on to his earlobe with my teeth and pulling it between my lips. Simon arches up, the length of his cock pressing against mine. And fuck, it feels good. I rock into him, our clothes still on, and yet I feel everything as if we were naked, as if we were stripped nude. 

      My mouth lands on his again as I grind against him, my kisses growing more and more desperate, heated, and overall obsessive. 

      Mine. He’s mine.

      My mind chants this over and over as Simon arches into me, and then I feel it, the subtle change in his body, in his movements. With a bowed back, his head thrown back in pleasure, I feel him come undone. 

      And fuck if that won’t be ingrained in my mind for years to come.

      Oh my god.

      I continue to rock into him, watching as his eyelids flutter, as his cheeks turn dark pink. He shudders and shakes, his entire body tensing from the strength of his orgasm. What would he look like taking my dick? The image of my cock sliding into his hole almost makes me fall over the edge.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, and he pulls me back to his lips, kissing me softly until he’s back down on Earth. And I can’t move, I just revel in the sight of him. 

      “Jesus,” I rasp, and he swallows roughly, his eyes tired, his body wrung out.

      “I didn’t…I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he says softly, and I shake my head, rolling off of him. I still want to kiss him, but I don’t want him to feel uncomfortable. I’ve already done that enough. I need to just give him some space. Let him come to me.

      “It’s okay,” I say and then throw an arm over my face, trying to regulate my breathing, but it’s hard after that. I was not expecting it, and yet it’s exactly what I needed. My cock is still stiff between my legs, throbbing, the pulse of desire and need still sitting heavy.

      “I should go,” he says and shifts to move, but I stop him by grabbing on to his arm roughly.

      “No. Please stay. Let me clean you up…and we can watch a movie?” I ask, my voice almost pleading.

      Simon thinks on it a minute before nodding, and I jolt upright, jogging to the bathroom with a command to not move.

      I return a minute later with a warm washrag and hold it out to him before shaking my head and retracting it.

      “No. Actually. I’d like to…to clean you up.”

      Simon’s cheeks pinken. “You don’t need to.”

      “I know, but I…just let me fucking do it, yeah?”

      He nods, and I begin to work his belt open before undoing the button on his slacks. The zipper drags down and once more I find myself short of breath. It’s becoming a problem where Simon is concerned. I’ve developed asthma.

      “Hips up,” I say softly and he does, letting me drag his pants down his legs, exposing his cock to me. 

      I can’t take my eyes off it. It’s half-hard, lying against his hip. His cum is smeared across it and for the first time, I wonder what that would taste like…

      Goddammit, I think as I help him out of his pants entirely and toss them onto the ground. His hands move to cover himself up, but I gently tug them away, not wanting him to hide from me. 

      “It’s perfect,” I say softly as I gently wipe him up. The entire time Simon’s eyes are on mine, watching me attentively. He’s never looked at me for so long before. I don’t know what to do.

      “What?” I ask as I slowly clean him up. I’m sure I’m taking far too long but I don’t want this to end.

      “You’re touching another man’s dick.”

      “I am.”

      “And you’re not freaking out.”

      “No. Maybe later,” I say as I drop the washrag to the ground and let my hand settle on his thigh.

      The touch alone electrifies me, and I want nothing more than to lean down and press my lips against his once more. But I’m not sure he wants that. What if he’s done? What if he got what he wanted and he’s over it?

      I let my hands flex against him and feel the muscles move under my palms.

      “You’re strong,” I say stupidly.

      “I run.”

      “I’ve seen you.”

      He swallows and nods. “I know.”

      Our eyes meet and I groan, leaning into him, unable to help myself.

      “I can’t keep away,” I say softly, sliding up his body and tucking myself into him. I can’t stop. “Don’t make me stay away.”

      His body is tense under mine but slowly he softens and his arm reaches around to pat me softly on the back. 

      “I…I can’t be a hobby.”

      “I was an idiot for saying that. You’re not…you’re more than that, Simon. I don’t know what you are, but I’m fucking obsessed.”

      He lets out a shaky breath and then turns toward me. He’s still wearing that button-down shirt and it’s so out of place when his bottom half is completely bare. My fingers attach to the first button, and I slip it from its confines, knowing that I want him utterly naked against me. Just this once.

      I want him exposed to me.

      “What are you doing to me?” His question is tinged in desperation, and I can’t answer because I don’t know. I don’t fucking know. I just slowly work his shirt open and push it off his shoulders, letting myself take in his lean abdomen. My fingers run down the planes of him and his muscles flutter under my touch. I love that I can pull this response from someone so stoic and quiet. What would he be like if we fucked?

      The thought is jarring and yet this time, I don’t discard it. I let it sit and simmer. 

      I’ve kissed him, watched him come…what’s a little fucking after all of that?

      “Your touch,” Simon rasps, and I nod, my nose nuzzling his cheek, wanting to kiss him again, wanting to kiss him forever.

      “Yeah, I can’t stop touching you,” I say as I drag him closer, his body now pressed against mine, my hand on his ass cheek, my lips descending onto his.

      And that’s how we spend the rest of the night. Kissing, tongues tangling, our breath intermingling.

      Just co-existing.

      Tomorrow I’ll work out what all this means. Tomorrow we can figure this out together.

    

  







            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    




      SIMON

      “What have I done?” I whisper to myself as I move around the room and grab my soiled clothes.

      I showed up here and let him get me off. Oh god.

      Don’t do this, Simon. Don’t be stupid again.

      I shake my head, feeling my eyes sting with unshed tears and those traitorous fuckers move back to the bed where Wesley is sleeping. He’s sprawled out, still clothed, his arms sprawled wide, his mouth open in a silent snore. 

      I don’t want to leave him, but I have to. This subtle infatuation I have with this man is unhinged. It’s not healthy, and yet I can’t stop myself from gravitating toward him. 

      And under him, it seems.

      I run a hand through my hair and tug on my pants, my belt buckle clanks loudly and Wesley shifts on the bed but doesn’t wake. 

      Thank god, I don’t know how I’d leave if he turned those eyes on me. 

      Those beautiful, soulful eyes.

      I pull on my shirt, fumbling with the buttons before deciding it’s going to take too long to do them all, so I just leave it gaping open as I sneak out of his room. It’s early, and I hope that his roommates aren’t awake.

      Thankfully, I still have some luck because I sneak out unnoticed and jog to my car, slipping inside and turning the engine on. My head presses against the steering wheel, and I breathe deeply, moments from last night flashing through my head. 

      The way his mouth felt around my fingers, eliciting an image of him on his knees sucking my cock.

      The way he kissed me almost desperately as we fell onto the bed.

      The way his hips rocked into mine, the feel of his cock thrusting against me as I came.

      The careful way he cleaned me up.

      The way he shifted ever so close while we watched the movie until he was almost on top of me.

      My throat works and works as I try to keep the tears at bay.

      “What the hell did you do?” I ask myself as I swipe at my eyes.

      What the fuck did I do?

    

  







            CHAPTER 6

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      He left.

      He snuck out like a criminal. I awoke to a cold bed, the scent of Simon lingering in the air of my room.

      He ghosted me while I slept, leaving me in a pissy mood that day and the next. I’ve never felt more ridiculous in my entire life.

      “You look gloomy,” Ollie says, and I glower at him. 

      I take in his bright smile and his mussed hair before my eyes drop to his shirt that sports a large yellow smiley face on it. “And you look far too happy.”

      He shrugs and grins even bigger. “I’m always happy.”

      Sighing, I grab a cereal box and stick my hand in, stuffing some of the sweet cereal into my mouth and chewing. I don’t even taste it. It’s like cardboard in my mouth. Nothing makes sense anymore. 

      “You wanna talk about it?” Ollie asks.

      “Not really.”

      “Come on. Talk. I’m a great listener.”

      “He snuck out,” I mutter and then glance down at my phone, feeling lame for even texting Simon yesterday morning. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Where did you go? Out to get me breakfast?

      

      

      

      

      

      What an idiot I was. He wasn’t coming back. He was gone. My hopes and dreams of kissing him awake dissipated just like him.

      “Ah, that sucks man. Want to go get donuts?”

      I don’t know why he thinks that will make me feel better, but I end up going with him anyway, putting down two cinnamon rolls, an old-fashioned, and a jelly donut. My stomach rumbles after I’ve consumed my weight in dough and frosting, and I have a bit of a sugar high, but Ollie’s company keeps me from ruminating on Simon. Perhaps donuts were the cure.

      “Maybe you should confront him for ghosting you, you know? Like show up at his place and tell him how that made you feel.”

      I shake my head and lean back in the small plastic chair in the small shop. It creaks under my weight, and I sigh. Perhaps I shouldn’t have consumed almost a half dozen donuts on my own. Seems I’ve gained two hundred pounds.

      But damn, they were good. Addicting. 

      Like Simon.

      “If he wanted to talk, we could have done it. He chose to leave.”

      Ollie takes a long slurp of coffee. “So you’d rather wallow in self-pity?”

      I eye him, annoyed, and yet that’s exactly what I do. I wallow and wade through the bitter disappointment of my empty bed and misplaced obsession.

      When I see Simon at work the following day, I ignore him…or ignore him the best I can. I wear sunglasses for most of the workday so my wandering eyes don’t give me away. Simon peeks over at me, but I turn my back on him, wanting to press up against his body, wanting to press my lips against the skin of his neck, but refusing to behave like an over-eager pup.

      If he wants me, he can talk to me. He can be the one to make a move.

      But he doesn’t. He never does. He just resists the pull that I feel so poignantly. How can he do that? Is his will made of steel? Or perhaps this is only one-sided.

      The week passes, long and slow, my resolve crumbling. Perhaps I was too harsh, expecting him to make a move. He never makes a move….

      Well, except that one time he pressed his lips against mine.

      The memory of kissing him sets me ablaze as it always does, but I tamp it down, like throwing sand on a burning fire. With great concentrated effort, I watch it peter out.

      That’s when I find myself out on a Saturday night with Dena and her friends. We’re downtown, standing outside a pizza place and chatting animatedly when I see the object of my obsession walking toward us. My heartbeat stutters, and I suddenly find it hard to breathe. This is the same place I saw him before when I followed him up the narrow stairwell to an unknown apartment.

      Is he meeting that man again? Who is he? And why does he come here so late at night?

      My mind comes up with unpleasant scenarios. I’d rather not wonder what he’s doing there. I can’t fucking imagine it. Is he kissing him? Making love to him?

      My stomach swirls and clenches as I conjure those images up.

      Abruptly, as if he can sense the direction of my thoughts, our eyes lock, and I wet my lips, unable to help myself. Seeing him reminds me of his lips, of the taste of him.

      His mind must be in the same place because his movements falter, his eyes flicking to Dena who has her arm slipped through mine. His eyes darken, but he has nothing to be jealous of. He’s the one who ran away from me, who severed whatever that was between us by slithering out of my room without a word.

      It’s been too long without a word from him.

      He quickly wrenches his eyes away from mine and moves into the building to his left. I watch him disappear, my legs locked in place. I want to chase him down and yet doing so would be futile. He doesn’t want me anyway.

      We eat our pizza, my mind momentarily distracted by Dena and her friends. Jude and Ollie meet up with us and we meander into a club, the music thumping through our bodies as we make our way to the bar to order drinks. But at the last minute, I pass on alcohol, ordering a soda instead, sipping on it as I take in the moving, gyrating bodies before me.

      I wonder if Simon’s still at that apartment. I wonder who he’s meeting. I wonder and wonder until Dena drags me onto the dancefloor, her arms wrapped around my neck, her long legs pressed against mine. We move fluidly, our bodies flowing in a natural rhythm.

      It’s easy with her. So fucking easy.

      Dena smiles up at me, and I can’t help but grin back. She’s really beautiful, kind, and caring. I wish that my thoughts would gravitate toward her, but it can’t be bothered. There’s only one person that my mind has latched on to. And he’s not even here with me.

      “You okay?” she asks, her lips near my ear.

      I shrug and then shake my head.

      “You seem a million miles away.”

      I do and I can’t quite seem to bring myself to the present. Simon has managed to scramble the logical parts of me.

      I turn my head so I can talk into her ear, knowing the music would drown me out otherwise. 

      “Just…there’s someone…but they’re not interested.”

      She cocks her head, leaning in once more. “Well, then they’re an idiot.”

      My lips quirk up as I pull her into a hug. She grasps on to me tightly. Our bodies are flush, my face tucked into the crook of her neck when I look up and see him through the haze of the lights and dancers.

      Simon.

      He’s just standing there by the entrance, his eyes wide, his lips parted as he watches me. And something hot and ugly inside me rears its head.

      He left me and ignored me, I think as I meet his stare. And yet, at the same time, hope flares.

      I see him swallow and a trembling hand presses against his chest. I half-expect him to leave, to turn around and bolt. It’s what he’s good at, but instead, he takes a step forward. And another and another, moving slowly through the crowd until he’s right in front of us.

      I’ve stopped breathing, my body unmoving. Dena pulls away and her eyes track my gaze. She must understand this is who I was talking about because she lets go and disappears into the crowd.

      Leaving me alone with him.

      Bodies jostle us from all sides, pushing us closer and closer together until he’s right up against me. And even though I know I should push him away, should punish him for leaving me, my hands slide around his hips and tug him into me. Already I can feel the hardness of him, the length of his cock pressed against my hip, and I lean into it, making him suck in a breath and his cheeks darken.

      My thigh presses between his legs as I grind into him, my face lowering to tuck into his neck as I graze my lips over his sweet skin. He tastes just like I remember, and I hate that I want him more than is reasonable. So my teeth sink into him, drawing a low moan from his chest. I can hear it, his mouth right against my ear.

      My lips suck on him, teasing his skin, bruising it. He’s going to be black and blue there tonight. My mark on him. He won’t forget me easily. 

      He will look at it and remember.

      He groans again, his fingers digging into my back as I thrust up against him, knowing that what we’re doing is filthy, but everyone else around us is doing the same. No one cares or notices that I’m dry humping him on the dancefloor, that I’m marking his skin with my lips and teeth.

      I work him until he’s clutching on to me tightly and panting. I bring him right to the edge but I don’t let him have the satisfaction of falling over. Instead, I pull away, both of our chests heaving, the purple bruise on his neck visible.

      His hard cock is pressing out from his pants.

      Mine is too, throbbing and unrelenting. Fuck, it aches.

      Our eyes clash and he wets his lips, causing me to lean down and growl into his ear, “You going to run?”

      He trembles against me and then shakes his head.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, biting at his earlobe. I don’t know what’s come over me, but he’s edible. I want to gobble him up.

      He shakes his head and then corrects himself, nodding emphatically. It’s enough for me. 

      I lean into him once more, pressing against his hard cock, and I swear I can feel it pulsing against me. I grab onto his hand and pull him through the crowd and out into the breezy late-spring air. The night assaults us, cooling my warm skin. 

      Simon, runs a hand across his throat and lets out a shuddering breath as I move toward my Bronco.

      “I can drive,” he says, and I shake my head.

      “Hell no. You’re coming with me. I won’t have you running again.”

      He doesn’t even resist as I wrench open the passenger door and usher him in. His butt makes an appearance in my line of sight, and I ogle it. Those ridiculous pressed khaki pants. He dresses like a forty-year-old accountant, and it gets me all hot and bothered. I swear to god. I have a new kink.

      “Is someone gonna miss you tonight?” I ask when I suddenly remember where he came from.

      “What?”

      “The man you were meeting…”

      His skin pales and he shakes his head. “No…it’s not…no.”

      My eyes take in the sincerity in his gaze, but as much as I want more information, he doesn’t offer any up. Who is that man? And why did Simon’s skin leech of all color when I mentioned him?

      “Please…I don’t want to…” He swallows. “I don’t want to speak about him. Not right now.”

      My hand runs up his neck, and I cup it lightly. “You’re not in trouble, are you?”

      His head shakes, some of his hair falling onto his forehead. Brushing it back, I look into those dark eyes and know that if I want him tonight, I need to let it go. And fuck do I want him.

      “Okay,” I say softly and then move away, hopping into the driver’s seat and switching the car on. It rumbles beneath us, and I see his eyes swivel to my hand as it grasps on to the stick shift. 

      His tongue peeks out and wets his lips as I grip it and thumb the tip, teasing him just a little.

      Without another word, I pull out of the parking spot and drive us back to my place. The place he left me. Where he snuck out and left me without a second thought.

      But those negative feelings ignite and turn to ash as soon as we’re through the front door, Simon pressing into me, his mouth eager, his hands grasping. 

      Fuck, I love him needy. I don’t know why it’s so enticing. Perhaps it’s because he’s usually so stoic, so composed. So to watch him fall apart slowly is some kind of aphrodisiac. 

      “Uh, guys, just let me get to the garage so I don’t need to scrub my brain with bleach,” Lucas grumbles from the couch, and Simon rips his mouth from mine and hides behind me. I can hear his raspy breaths as they puff into my ear, and I reach behind me and grab on to his hand.

      “God, why are you sitting in the dark?” I ask, annoyed that we were interrupted. Not that I’m surprised. Lucas does like to lurk. He’s like a creepy spirit. 

      “Just like to think sometimes in the quiet…anyways, I’ll go…leave you two love birds.” He stands up and lumbers out of the room in only his boxers and boots. Simon huffs a laugh at the sight as I pull him up the stairs to my room. We stumble over our legs, trying to stop and kiss one another as we move step by step, but it’s difficult to manage. Once we finally make it into my bedroom and the door closes behind us, I’m on him, pressing him up against the wall and shoving my leg between his thighs, loving the sounds he makes as I grind up against him.

      “Wesley,” he moans as I nip at his jaw, licking and kissing my way down his neck.

      “Love when you say my name,” I mutter. “Say it again.”

      “Wesley,” he gasps as I slide my hand under his shirt, dragging my hand up his stomach. He groans louder as my fingers make contact with his nipples. I wonder if mine are that sensitive. I’m not sure they are, but maybe if Simon drags his mouth across one, I’ll change my mind about it. Seems his mere existence has changed a lot of things about me.

      His head thunks against the wall as I pull his shirt over his head, tossing it onto the floor and letting my mouth drift down to his shoulder. He tastes so sweet, like cinnamon and sugar. Why the fuck does he taste like a Christmas cookie?

      “Why do you taste so good?”

      “What?” he asks, confused, his eyes hooded, his words barely discernible.

      “You taste like cookies.”

      “I don’t…I don’t mean to.”

      “Of course you don’t. You’re fucking irresistible despite not even trying.”

      My fingers drag down his stomach and fall to his pants, undoing his belt and button before glancing down at him. I’ve never touched another dick before and suddenly I’m nervous.

      “You don’t have to,” he says softly, and I look up to meet his eyes.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Simon. I want to,” I say softly, reaching down and grabbing on to him through his pants.

      His lips part as he gasps, making my own cock swell at the sound. Fuck, he makes the best noises, needy and yearning. I want to bottle them and jack off to them for years to come.

      “Just tell me if I do something wrong,” I say, and he shakes his head. 

      “You could never do anything wrong.”

      Well, he’s obviously not met me. I tug his pants and boxers down and watch his cock spring free. It bounces against his stomach, and I bite my bottom lip as I watch my fingers wrap around it. So warm and thick and soft. Holding it in my hand seems almost sacred.

      “You don’t—” he begins but I stroke him from the root to the tip, making his words cut off in a long groan.

      “Oh my god,” he whispers as I do it again, watching it all.

      I like this more than I should, more than is reasonable.

      Watching him come apart is like watching the sun break over the horizon in the early morning, those first rays so warm and bright.

      I can’t fucking stand it. It hurts my goddamn eyes.

      So I don’t look. Instead, my lips crash onto his, sucking on his tongue, biting at his lower lip all while my hand works him closer and closer to the edge.

      He’s groaning and gasping, his fingers in my hair, holding on roughly. His hips are arching up, rocking into my fist, and I tighten my hold on him, loving that he’s losing all semblance of control.

      I want more with him, want to draw this out, want to make it last.

      But he’s too close, his entire body convulsing as his cock erupts. I wrench my lips away and watch as his cum spills onto my hand and the floor beneath us.

      He moans through it, the sound permeating the nerves in my body and making me lose the ability to breathe. Fuck, they touch the deepest parts of me, and I reverberate from it.

      But it’s when he sinks to his knees and tugs my jeans down that I nearly lose my mind.

      “What—” I begin, but before I can even get the sentence out, he’s wrapping his lips around my cock and sucking it to the back of his throat. He doesn’t even gag, just hums around the length. “Oh my god.”

      Never in my life has someone sucked my cock like this, happily and seeming to enjoy every second. His head is bobbing slowly, his eyes closed, his hands on my bare ass as he pulls me into him each time. He’s savoring it, dragging it out and making me slowly lose the ability to remain standing.

      I can do nothing but hold on to his hair, showing him how fast I need him to move, and he takes my guidance, shuffling on his knees to get closer, pulling the length of me down his throat and swallowing.

      And that’s when I nearly pass out. The sounds coming from my throat are feral and wild. I can’t hang on any longer.

      “Fuck, Simon…fucking hell…I’m gonna come,” I groan and instead of backing off, he attacks me with fervor, and I know that there’s nothing I can do when he’s sucking me like that.

      So I let myself go, releasing into his hot, wet mouth as he drinks me down.

      And then he’s popping off of me, sitting back on his heels and gulping down air. My vision is blurry, my legs shaking with the strain of standing so I lean against the wall so I don’t topple over.

      “Need to lie down,” I manage to rasp as I reach down to help Simon to his feet. As he rises, I can make out that his lips are swollen and his chin is wet.

      I wipe it away gently with my thumb and he kisses the inside of my palm and nips at my fingers. It only lights up my cock, the way his mouth moves.

      I will forever look at those lips and envision them wrapped around my dick. I can’t ever unsee that, and I never want to.

      Kicking off our pants, we walk to the bed. It’s there that I rip off my shirt and fall face-first onto my pillow, my entire body tingling with the aftershocks of one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had. 

      It’s only a minute later, that I realize Simon isn’t joining me. Looking back, I see him standing at the end of the bed, his teeth worrying his bottom lip. He’s still completely naked and looking far too enticing. No man has a right to be this beautiful, I think.

      “Get your hot ass over here,” I say and then pat the space next to me.

      He seems to think it over before crawling up next to me, and my eyes can’t help but watch him move, the way his lean muscles bunch and flex, the way his balls swing between his legs.

      Never thought I’d like those, but now I kind of want to touch them.

      He lowers himself beside me, our faces just inches apart.

      “That’s better.”

      He blinks at me, those dark eyes warming.

      “You suck dick real good, man.”

      He blushes, and I smile at him. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      He doesn’t answer, and I’m glad he doesn’t. Don’t really wanna know the answer, if I’m being honest. 

      “You were really good too,” he says softly, and I beam at him like an idiot.

      “Not so bad for my first time.”

      “No. It was perfect.”

      His cheeks darken even more, and I can’t help but lean forward and press my lips to his. We kiss for a few minutes, the movements tender and gentle, before laying back down and just staring into each other’s eyes.

      “I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay until morning and then I want you to stay some more.”

      His eyelashes flutter at my admission.

      “Are you still not gay?” he asks, and I sigh, rolling over and staring at the ceiling.

      “Not sure what I am, Simon. Seems I’m a bit gay for you though, huh?” I turn my head and watch him, the subtle change in his eyes. “Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispers.

      “Will you stay?” I ask, and he licks his lips, his eyes dragging down my body. I flex slightly, letting the ridges and planes of me become more defined for a moment, loving the heated look he gives me in that moment.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “And why not?” I ask. “What’s so scary about me?”

      It’s silent a moment and then he softly says, “Everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Everything.

      I try not to let that word get the better of me and yet here I am, ruminating over it. Simon’s eyes are closed, his breaths moving in and out at an even rhythm while that word repeats over and over again in my head.

      Everything.

      Why am I scary to him? What’s he so afraid of? Is it because I’m not sure I’m totally gay? Fuck, I don’t know what I am, but I do know I need more time to figure it out. All I know is that somehow Simon has bewitched me. 

      Everything about him calls to me on some kind of primal level. He appeared in my life and turned it inside out.

      And fuck, I’m so happy he stayed here with me, that he hasn’t tried to sneak out. He chose to sleep next to me, so I could wake and find him right here.

      My finger traces a line across his back and down to his ass. Will he want to mess around again when he wakes? Will he let me split him wide open or will he expect me to be the one to take it up the ass?

      Oh shit.

      The thought of his cock pressing into me makes me nervous, my cock shrinking between my legs. But then again, when I’m with him, kissing him, sensing his unabashed need, he makes me feel so much that maybe I would let him.

      Maybe I’d let him enter me slowly. Carefully.

      I scoot closer, my finger dragging up his back and swirling around his shoulder blade. Each time, as my finger travels back down to his ass, it gets closer and closer to his crack.

      Part of me wants to explore his body, the hidden parts of him. But what I want to explore even deeper are the hidden parts of his mind. What’s going on in that head of his? What’s he hiding?

      I don’t know. I don’t know what this infatuation means.

      “Hmm,” Simon hums, his ass arching out toward me. That delicious, plump ass.

      I let out a huff of breath as the small whimpering noises he’s making settle right in my groin. My cock is half-hard, my balls full, and yet I can’t bring myself to wake him. I don’t know what I’d do if I did. 

      I don’t know what I want.

      I remove my hand and roll off the bed, walking quietly to the bathroom. I leave the light off and splash my face with cool water. It’s still dark out so I can’t see my reflection that well in the mirror, but I do know that if I could see it, my cheeks would be flushed and my eyes would look a little wild.

      He’s driven me crazy. Out of my mind.

      I move back into my bedroom and pick up my phone. Turning it on, I see a message from my mom.

      I haven’t talked to her in a while and probably should give her a call before she comes to visit spontaneously. As much as I love my mom, I don’t want her to embarrass me.

      Oh god, I think as I look at Simon still asleep in my bed. What if she shows up one day and Simon’s here? What a way to come out to a parent.

      Is that what I’d be doing? Coming out? I don’t fucking know.

      Jesus, I need to think. This whole thing has become kind of a whirlwind, and I need a minute to get my head on straight.

      Simon’s eyelids flutter open, and I watch as he comes to, his vision clearing and the realization of where he is settling in him.

      “Hey,” I say, lying back down next to him. 

      “Hi.” He tucks his face into the pillow and my hand moves to his back once more, running down his spine and tracing lines around his ass cheeks.

      His body shudders at my touch, and I feel my cock harden even more between my legs. Everything about him in this moment is sex. 

      He’s so fucking sexy.

      He arches his back slightly, almost as if inviting me to touch him more, to touch him everywhere. So I do. I let my hand slip across his ass and down to his thighs, watching as his body rocks up, like he’s fucking lightly into the mattress.

      Damn, it’s so hot. Why is he so hot?

      “Do you bottom?” I ask, feeling stupid for asking but dying of curiosity.

      He turns his head to look at me and nods. That single movement makes my entire body thrum with pent-up need. 

      “Fuck.” 

      I imagine myself straddling him, my cock running up the seam of his ass and pressing into his hole. I’m bigger than him, the tight grip around my length would be so deliciously painful. I wouldn’t last more than a minute. 

      Fuck, but I want to try it.

      “But we shouldn’t do that,” he says softly even as he belies his statement by rocking into the bed again, his ass pushing against my hand.

      I squeeze it, my body pressed up against his now, my hard shaft sliding against his hip.

      “You don’t know what you want and I…I can’t commit,” he tells me, but my brain barely hears the words tumbling from his mouth.

      “Turn over.”

      “I shouldn’t,” he says. “I should go.”

      “You should stay,” I reply as I push at his side, helping him roll over onto his back.

      My eyes rove down his chest to his dick that’s straining up.

      My hand reaches out and gives it a small tug, making Simon’s eyes flutter shut.

      “Wesley,” he moans as I straddle him, my body settling on top of his. Our cocks brush, and the sensation of it makes my entire body tingle with need.

      “Damn, but how can you say no to this?” I whisper, looking down at where our bodies connect. The sight of it is so erotic, two cocks sliding against each other. Why have I never done this? Why the fuck is this my first time?

      “Touch them,” he says softly, his cheeks darkening. 

      My hand reaches down, pulling us together. I stroke us in tandem, making Simon’s eyes roll back in his head.

      “Jesus, Simon,” I rasp, the sensation so overwhelming, but what gets me, what really throws me over the edge is the way it looks. It’s erotic the way our bodies line up, the bead of precum sitting on the tip of his cock.

      That, more than anything, is what makes my balls draw up and my breath come out in short, needy pants.

      “Wesley.”

      My name is like prayer on his lips. I stroke faster, my muscles contracting in pleasure as Simon arches his hips up, guiding his dick through my fist.

      My eyes swivel from his face to where our bodies join and the sight of it is too overwhelming. I won’t last. 

      “I can’t,” I groan. “Fuck, you’re too hot.”

      His hands tremble as they glide up my chest, his fingertips leaving trails of fire in their wake. My entire body burns for him. 

      I’m fucking ash.

      My cock twitches and a low rumbling moan escapes me as my orgasm rushes through me. I erupt across his cock and chest, which sets Simon off, his own release joining the mess on his body.

      And then it’s over, leaving the two of us tangled, our chests heaving, our bodies trembling.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper, releasing the hold I have on us and swiping a fingertip through the puddle on his chest.

      He watches me through hooded lashes as I bring it up to my face and poke out my tongue, tasting us. It’s not…it’s not bad, I think as I stick my entire finger into my mouth. Simon’s breath stops as he watches me, our eyes slamming into each other’s.

      “You’re going to be the death of me,” he mutters, and I smirk at him.

      “Yeah, ditto.” 

      I lean over and grab a box of tissues, wiping Simon up as best I can and as soon as I do, he sits up.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, and he turns his head to look at me.

      “I can’t stay.”

      If it was any other time, I’d let him go, but not now. I walk over to where he’s sitting and grab his hand, pulling him up.

      “No. We’re going to shower and then I’m going to make you breakfast.”

      His eyes dart away from mine and he chews on his bottom lip. In his hesitation, I drag him toward the bathroom and reach into the medicine cabinet, pulling out my toothbrush. I slide some paste onto it and hand it over to Simon who is watching me intently.

      “Go on. You sucked my dick. This is child’s play.”

      He takes it and slowly places it in his mouth, and something about this makes my heart flutter in my chest. My body moves behind his, my hands splaying on his hips. I glance in the mirror and see our bodies connected, and I press my lips against his neck.

      His body shudders as he scrubs at his teeth and when he bends over to rinse his mouth, his ass presses against my groin so deliciously that I let out a groan.

      Is this what it would be like to fuck him? To have him bent over and taking all of me?

      Simon stands up and hands me the rinsed toothbrush before moving to the shower and turning it on. I quickly scrub at my teeth as he tests the water and steps inside, and I quickly follow, moving into the steaming enclosure without a word. He hands me the soap and starts washing, and my eyes are glued to his hands brushing across his skin. I can’t look away.

      “Can I wash you?” he asks softly, and I nod, my throat working furiously as he steps closer, the bar of soap in his hands. He lathers it and then his palms are on my chest, rubbing small, gentle circles across me, up to my neck and then down to my abdomen. His lips are parted, his gaze following each stroke of his hands, and when he makes it to my cock, he strokes my half-hard length and rolls my balls in his palm.

      I spread my legs a little wider as he slides his hand farther behind, past my taint to my ass.

      I grab on to him tightly, not stopping him but grounding myself. His finger skims past my hole, and I let out a choked grunt when he does it again.

      And then his hand is gone and he’s on his knees washing my legs. The sight of him down there, the water rushing over his body makes my cock fill. It juts out, trying to get into his mouth once more. But he doesn’t give me the satisfaction, just stands back up and pulls me under the spray, rinsing me off.

      His hands glide up my back as he hugs me. It’s a long-drawn-out squeeze that feels like a goodbye before he moves away. Turning the water off, he steps around me and grabs us a couple towels. 

      Simon quickly dries off, and I follow him, my body still damp as we move into the bedroom.

      “I really need to go, Wesley,” he says, dropping the towel and pulling on his pants.

      “Do you have a shift or something?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest as I watch him get more and more un-naked.

      “I just have…I have obligations.”

      I don’t know what that means so I lean against the door, blocking his way out. I won’t make him stay, but I’m growing tired of this back and forth.

      “Meet me after?” I ask and his movements falter.

      He finds his shirt discarded on the floor and pulls it over his head. 

      “I…”

      “Please,” I say, dropping my arms and moving toward him. My hands cup his face, and I stare into those dark eyes. He swallows roughly as I lean down, pressing my lips to his.

      He hesitates for only a moment, but then all resolve seems to crumble. His body presses into mine, his tongue sliding into my mouth as he grasps on to me tightly.

      My towel unwinds from around my waist and falls to the ground, leaving me completely naked against him. 

      He’s groaning softly, arching his hips into me, and I reach down and slide my hands into the back of his pants, grabbing on to his ass and squeezing.

      He gasps, sucking on my tongue, his hands pulling on my hair.

      We spend what seems like hours against each other, rutting and kissing and moaning. It’s only when there’s a loud knock on the door that Simon pulls away, his lips puffy and red, his hair a mess, and his clothes rumpled.

      “Wes!” Ollie says from the other side of the door. “Why’s your door locked?”

      I run a hand down my face, debating pretending like I’m not here, but realizing that won’t work. So I lean down and pull my towel around my waist and open the door an inch.

      “Have company, that’s why.”

      Ollie’s eyebrows rise. “Oh. Who is it?” 

      He tries to look past me to see my guest, but I just reach a hand out and shove at his chest.

      “Go away.”

      “But we were going to go berry picking!”

      I stare at him, my mind trying to conjure up what the fuck he’s talking about.

      “We are not,” I say, and Ollie rolls his eyes.

      “We made plans to do this two weeks ago.”

      I vaguely remember that—I was definitely drunk at the time. Ollie had mentioned it and I’d just bobbed my head. Apparently, that was my agreement.

      Fuck me.

      “Shit,” I mutter and turn my head to see Simon’s lips twitching. I glower at him and his smile blooms.

      It makes my chest pinch uncomfortably, and I turn back to Ollie.

      “Fine. Give me like ten minutes.”

      “You have five,” Ollie says and then shouts, “Hi, Simon!”

      Simon chokes and sputters as I close the door and lean against it.

      “Damn, well it seems he knows. How does he know?” I mutter.

      “You weren’t quiet when you said my name last night,” Simon replies, and I feel my cheeks heat.

      “Yeah, well…you’re…you’ve made me lose all common sense.”

      Simon shuffles on his feet, stuffing his hands into his pockets and then pulling them out again. 

      “Wanna come to the berry farm with me,” I suddenly ask.

      He clears his throat and looks away from me, staring at the wall.

      “I have obligations, like I said.”

      “Yeah, but do you really? Or do you wanna come pick some berries with me and the guys?”

      He eyes me, decisions warring on his face. What is going on in that brain of his? What obligations does he have? And why is this such a big deal? 

      Finally, he sighs.

      “Yeah, okay. I can go with you, but I can’t wear this…” He gestures to his clothes and a smile breaks out on my face.

      “Fuck yeah. You wanna wear my clothes?”

      He blushes as I move to the dresser, pulling out a pair of athletic pants and a grey undershirt.

      I hand them to him and then toss in a pair of my boxers because that just turns me on.

      He stares at them for a long moment as if he’s going to change his mind, but then he starts to undress, and I watch it all, not really believing that he’s coming with me. 

      As soon as he’s dressed, I throw on some clothes and then grab on to his hand, worrying that if I don’t, he’ll bolt. But he doesn’t. He just follows me downstairs and into the kitchen where Ollie and Jude are waiting. Lucas is nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey, man,” Jude says, and Ollie waves, looking smug.

      “Knew I got it right,” he says with a smirk.

      Simon glances away, pulling his hand from mine and stuffing them in his pockets. I don’t like that he’s pulled away, but I also want him to be comfortable so I don’t press it.

      “You guys ready to go?” I ask and they nod, Jude dangling keys in his hand.

      “Ready as ever.” He tugs his hat down over his head and grumbles about how hot it’s going to be as we make our way to his car.

      And when we all pile in, I slide my hand between our seats and turn my palm up. Simon eyes it and then moves his hand from his lap into mine. My fingers curl around his and he lets out a soft sigh.

      Yeah, Simon. 

      I see you.

    

  







            CHAPTER 7

          

        

      

    

    




      SIMON

      I should have said no, should have left when I had a chance, but the way he kisses me….

      I let out a shaky breath as we move through the rows of berries. They’re endless in this late spring sun. Wesley is bent over, his jeans tight across his ass, and I can’t fucking focus.

      He lured me here with his soft smile and his sexy body.

      I’m a sucker for him, and I don’t know why.

      No, I do know why. It’s because he’s fucking gorgeous. He caught my eye the first time I saw him in the shop, making my breath come out harsher and my skin break out in tingles. I’ve never seen anyone so attractive in my life.

      And the way he’d look at me…the way he looks at me.

      I press my hand against my chest and try and center myself. This is getting out of hand.

      I can’t let this get out of hand.

      And yet you did when you kissed him, let him touch you, when you sank to your knees and swallowed his cock.

      Just in remembrance, my dick hardens between my legs. It’s so damn hot out here and the scene playing through my mind makes it even warmer. I’m sweating, the sun ruthlessly beating down on us. Jude is grumbling as he slathers on more sunscreen, and Ollie lopes around like a princess, gathering berries and humming with the bees. And here I am, standing with a pail in my hand, watching as Wesley bends over—again and again, a slow torture. 

      “You okay?” he asks, standing up and mercifully allowing me to breathe.

      “Fine,” I say, trying to play it cool but reminding myself that he’s so far out of my league it’s ridiculous. I should have never gotten the job at the shop just to be near him. I have lost my fucking mind. 

      “You sure?” His voice hides a hint of concern, and I shake my head, not wanting to put a damper on things. 

      God, you always fucking nag, Simon. You suck the life out of people.

      I wince at the memory of his voice, and then turn away, shaking it off. My gaze snags on a horde of beautiful women making their way toward us. Oh fuck, it’s the girls from the club…the one girl with long legs and gorgeous auburn hair. She looks like she walked off a runway even in her rain boots and overalls. And she’s smiling widely at Wesley, looping her arms around his neck as if they were made to be there.

      “Hey,” she says and then smiles sweetly at me. “Got started without us, huh?”

      Wesley nods, and I peer over at him, just taking him in. He chats amiably with the girls, giving them all far too much attention, and I find myself shirking back, not wanting to intrude.

      I always fucking intrude.

      But I can’t help myself when it comes to him. I’m possessive when I have no right to be, when we are nothing more than acquaintances.

      Then why are you here, dumbass?

      I shake the thought away and move to another row of berries, not wanting to seem like I’m lurking. Bending down, I blindly collect some of the fruit and drop them in my bucket. I don’t even know what kind these are, haven’t been paying attention. I glance down at them and sigh. Blueberries.

      Ugh, I hate those. Hate most berries, if I’m being honest.

      But I pick them anyways, moving farther and farther away from the group. Wesley doesn’t even notice I’m gone, hasn’t even glanced my way. 

      Which is fine. It’s totally fine.

      It doesn’t matter. Wesley isn’t an option anyways. He never was. 

      I went into this knowing that I could never have him—because he’s straight and because…

      Because.

      I shake my head, wishing I’d driven myself to this damn field in the middle of nowhere, but I was lured into the back of that car by his smile and the promise of holding his hand.

      And he delivered. I basked in it.

      But it’s wrong. There’s no hope of anything continuing long-term. Not that he wants long-term. Not that he wants anything real with me. He’s just experimenting.

      I glance back over my shoulder and see him looking around, almost frantic. My heart stutters in my chest, my hand gripping the bucket tightly, the metal handle biting into my skin.

      And when he finds me, his mouth breaks out in a smile and he beams hotter than the sun and my chest explodes.

      I can barely breathe, can barely swallow. I just stand there like a scarecrow in the middle of this field as he jogs over to me, grabbing on to my arm softly. At his touch alone, I feel myself melt, like chocolate near a fire. 

      “Where’d you run off to?” His hand slides up my arm, and I feel the scar of him etched into my skin.

      “I was just…” I hold up my pail and he grins.

      “You must love blueberries.”

      I don’t. I hate them, but I just shrug and let him guide me back to his group of friends, his arm thrown around my shoulder. It’s casual and not any more than that, but I can’t help but think that it is. That this means something, that he’s staking his claim.

      “God, I love this,” Dena says, popping a berry between her lips and sucking some juice from her fingers. She looks good doing it, and I wonder for a second if Wesley is looking at her, but when I check, he’s not. He’s looking down at me.

      And that calms something deep inside my churning gut.

      But even still, I know I’m out of place. I don’t belong here with these beautiful people. I can’t leave though, because he’s holding on to me, touching me constantly, keeping me grounded. So I don’t run like I want to. I stay. I stay for hours while they collect those damn berries that I’ll never eat. They will rot in my fridge like the garbage they are, but I stay because he’s here, touching me. 

      When we finally pile back in Jude’s car, I feel like I’ve lived a thousand lives. I’m tired and worn out and yet so happy.

      You have a right to be happy.

      Wesley’s hand sneaks over to mine and he links our fingers together. He wasn’t overtly affectionate with me around his friends, but his hands were always on me. I’m sure they’ve gotten the hint. Or at least they have a suspicion. I don’t know what this is, what this means. And neither does he. 

      I hate that my heart wants him when I know I can’t have him.

      You can.

      No. I can’t. 

      When we all make it back to his place, I pull up the Uber app on my phone, planning on going home. Needing to go home. I have obligations like I told Wesley. I can’t live in this make-believe land I’ve created.

      I can’t.

      “You running off?” he asks softly, standing so close. His eyes take in the app on my screen and my arm falls to my side.

      “I have to go. I’ve spent too much time here already.”

      His face falls, and he nods. “I’m sorry I took up so much of your day.”

      Reaching out, I grab on to him, needing him to understand. “Wait. I didn’t…it isn’t like that. I had fun. It was so much fun.”

      He nods again, not quite believing me, but my confession is enough. 

      “Want to do it again?”

      I can’t.

      “Yes,” the word slips out of my mouth before I can stop it. “Yes. I do.”

      He beams at my admission, the truth pulled from me, and then leans in, pressing his forehead against mine. His lips press against my mouth, and I inhale his goodness.

      “See you tomorrow at work?” he asks, and I nod.

      And when I catch my ride home, I replay every last minute in agonizing detail.

      I can’t have him. I know this, and yet I can’t stay away.

      He’s my biggest weakness.

      My only regret.
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      WESLEY

      Simon’s been extra quiet at work today, eyeing me constantly but never opening his mouth to say anything. And I just stare back, smiling softly at him, wishing he’d give me a hint about how he feels.

      He’s turned my life inside out and he better fucking stick around to make sure that I don’t fall apart at the seams.

      “Are we hanging out later?” I ask him when I catch him alone.

      He eyes me and then turns his gaze forward. I think I see him nod, just a tilt of his chin, but, then again, I could be seeing things.

      Damn him for not using his mouth to communicate.

      I want him to use his words. All the words, over and over. I want to sit and listen to him speak for hours.

      But I don’t push him into anything more than what he’s comfortable with, which makes the day endless. Just order after order, customer after customer. The only time I heard him talk is on the phone and the one time he cracked a nervous smile was at a girl who flirted a little too much with him. 

      I didn’t like that. Not at all.

      “Did you know her?” I ask and Simon shakes his head.

      “You’re still gay?” I ask stupidly and Simon just stares at me in confusion.

      “You don’t just change one day, Wesley.”

      Well, I sure feel like I did…one day I was into women and the next it was only Simon. 

      I can’t get him out of my head. He’s all I see.

      When my shift at the sandwich shop is done, I linger in the backroom, playing games on my phone and calling my mom to bide my time. 

      I should probably tell her about Simon, should let her know that I might be into a guy, but it makes me nervous. Fuck, I don’t think she’d care, but it’s nerve-wracking.

      Perhaps I’ll wait, I think as I call her, knowing I need to check in because it’s been far too long. And if I don’t do this, she will come calling. 

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, pacing the small back room. 

      “New phone. Who’s this?” she asks, and I roll my eyes.

      “It’s your only son.”

      “Don’t have one of those, it seems. He’s gone off and disappeared.”

      A laugh escapes me, and I can hear her smile through the phone.

      “I was about to send out a search party.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry…been busy with stuff.”

      “Still working at the Greatest Wich?”

      “Yep, same old, same old,” I say. “How’s Poppy?”

      “Oh, she’s here, bouncing on her toes, wanting to chat.”

      “Alright then, give her to me.”

      I hear my mom tell her to remember to put the phone up to her ear and then Poppy’s sweet voice comes over the speaker.

      “Hi, Wesley!”

      I smile widely at the way she says my name, with so much excitement and hope. God, I miss her. She’s so much younger than me—fifteen years younger to be exact. She wasn’t planned. My mom got pregnant with her after a one night stand. I didn’t understand at the time how she could have been so reckless, but ever since my dad left, my mom’s been lonely and searching for something she just can’t quite seem to find again. And we have always been her life, her singular focus. The one night she was utterly selfish and took something for herself, Poppy was conceived.

      She never could find the guy she was with, despite trying.

      And now Poppy’s seven, and I can’t imagine my life without her. Fuck, I need to head out to see her soon. It’s been too long and they’re not even that far away.

      “You haven’t been home to see me,” she says.

      “I know, baby. It’s been too long. How about I come up and see you next weekend.”

      “Can we go to the fair?”

      “Yeah, we can.”

      She squeals and blathers on about silly things until my mom takes the phone from her again. We make plans for next weekend just as Simon appears next to his locker, grabbing his things and trying to escape.

      “Gotta go, Mom. I’ll chat later.”

      It’s abrupt and my mom is left reeling a bit, but she says she loves me and hangs up. 

      “Hey, Simon. Wait up,” I shout, jogging up next to him and grabbing on to his arm softly. “Trying to run off without me?”

      My tone is joking, but my eyes are not. He can see it too, the upset he’s caused by trying to sneak out.

      “You looked busy,” he says lamely, and I roll my eyes a bit.

      “Yeah, man. I was waiting for you. Was just killing time talking to my mom and sister.”

      He nods and then runs a nervous hand down his chest. 

      “We’re still hanging out, yeah?”

      I feel disappointment start to work its way through me at his silence. 

      “You said we would yesterday. And I think you gave me a nod earlier….”

      I know I’m being pushy, but fuck, if I don’t push I won’t get anywhere. He seems determined to keep me at arm’s length, and I don’t know why.

      “If we…” he wets his lips and my eyes are drawn to them. “If we hang out today, it can’t…we can’t do anything like we did before. It would have to be as just friends.”

      I don’t know if that’s possible, but at the same time, I want to spend more time with him. Want to get to know him. If that’s us being friends, then so be it.

      “Is there a reason…did I do something?”

      He shakes his head and then meets my stare. “No. It’s not you. It’s me…I just…it’s too soon. I can’t.”

      Too soon for what? What’s happened in his life that he needs time?

      “I have so many questions,” I say softly as I step toward him. “As friends, will you share the answers to some with me?”

      He swallows and then glances away. He doesn’t respond so I let it go, wanting to link my hand with his and yet also wanting to respect his boundaries.

      I can totally be just friends with this guy. It’s kind of what we were before things escalated. Mostly. 

      Aw, fuck. I don’t know what we were initially. Just me being an obsessed fucker right off the bat. He’s intrigued me from day one with those eyes and those clothes and how quiet he is. I wanted to peel those layers the minute he glanced away from me, wanted to see what he was keeping secret.

      “Alright, I’ll let it go. What do you want to do?”

      I planned to bring him back to my place to watch a movie and make out, but now that he’s pulling away, I’m curious what he has in mind. 

      “We can go back to my place,” he says and then shakes his head, dismissing it. “Or maybe not.”

      I smile at that, realizing that I’m a temptation for him, that being in close proximity would be too hard. So he opts for something public, a local hamburger joint across town. 

      We drive separately, much to my dismay, but I’m happy when we’re finally back together, standing in line to order our food.

      I nudge his shoulder and he leans into me for a second before stepping to the side, putting distance between us. 

      “What are you going to order?” I ask and he shrugs, looking at the menu.

      “Probably a shake and fries.”

      “You don’t do hamburgers?”

      “No, I don’t eat red meat.”

      Well, that’s something new. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Simon eat around me. Maybe some granola and yogurt occasionally but other than that, he doesn’t really pack a lunch.

      “Oh, well, can I order one? There isn’t much I don’t stick in my mouth.”

      He lets out a small whimper and then turns his gaze back to the counter as a smile twitches on my lips.

      I hadn’t meant it like that, but it came out nonetheless. Seems I have sex on the brain even when I don’t mean to.

      We order, him with his fries and shake and me with a double stacked burger, fries, and a shake.

      We sit in a booth, facing each other, his legs folded on the bench so our knees don’t touch, his fingers playing absently with the salt and pepper shakers. The silence looms between us.

      “I’m not a very good friend,” he says suddenly, and I clench my fists so I don’t reach out to place his hand in mine. “I don’t know how to be your friend.”

      “I’m simple enough,” I say and then cock my head, watching him. “Doesn’t take much to please me.”

      He smiles at that and then his eyes flutter away, back to the table. A piece of his hair slides across his forehead and I want to push it back, want to run my fingers along the skin of his cheeks.

      But I don’t. 

      He needs time because of some secret reason. One I’m dying to know. God, I want to fucking know.

      “Can you tell me something about you, something I don’t know?”

      That list is endless, the secrets he buries away so deep inside of him.

      He shrugs. “I’m nothing special.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ. Tell me something, Simon. Tell me something about you…what makes you you.”

      He contemplates it a bit and then sighs. “My parents died when I was young. A drunk driving accident. My dad…he was the one drunk.”

      “Oh shit.”

      He peeks up at me. “After that, I lived with my grandma until she passed.”

      I hadn’t been expecting anything so deep, so traumatic. I’d expected something light. Like maybe his favorite vegetable or something. But no, he just went and laid it all out there. 

      “Fuck, Simon.”

      He shrugs. “It doesn’t sting as much anymore. Just a dull throb when I think about it too hard.”

      I nod, not really understanding. My dad left when I was very young, an apparition that I saw only in my dreams. But I know he’s still out there somewhere. He’s not dead. I’m not sure what’s worse. Dead and gone or alive and purposefully abandoned.

      “It’s how I have my apartment. I could never afford it on my own. I have a small trust left over from my parents and my grandma.”

      I nod and then run a hand down my face. Shit, what I really want to know is more about that picture of him online—the one with the trophy—but don’t want to push it, so I just stay silent. Maybe he’ll tell me more, maybe he’ll open up and show me these hidden parts of himself.

      He licks his lips and then peers up at me again, almost timid.

      “You can ask me questions if you want. I don’t know what else to say. I’m terrible at this.”

      I lose the will to stop myself. Reaching out, I thread my fingers with his and squeeze. He gasps, the sensation of our bodies joining almost electric. He doesn’t pull away, so neither do I. Just hold his hand tightly as he trembles.

      “Fuck, you do things to me,” he whispers, his voice raspy and almost broken. “Why do you do this?”

      I don’t know, I can’t explain it, but still, we hold on to one another until our food is delivered and that’s when he pulls away, quickly throwing a french fry in his mouth and chewing. 

      I take an extra-large bite of my hamburger, trying not to appear like an ogre as I eat, but failing miserably. He’s seen my poor table manners once and he still kisses me like I’m the air he breathes. This current display of barbarism won’t deter him much.

      “So, um, what about you? You have parents?”

      The way he asks this, awkward and yet so innocent makes me laugh slightly. Bits of food fly out of my mouth, and I wipe them away, feeling embarrassed for being such a dude when he eats so politely.

      Swallowing, I swipe at my mouth. “Yeah, mom and sister, remember? You saw the picture of them. Dad left when I was four. Never saw him again.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. But I don’t really miss what I never had. My mom is awesome. And so is Poppy…”

      Suddenly, an idea springs into my head. “You know what? I’m going out to see them this weekend. You should come.”

      Simon shakes his head and then takes a quick sip of his milkshake. “I don’t know. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “You’d have fun. We’re going to go to a fair. And they’re not too far. An hour away at most.”

      Not sure if that’s enticing to him, but he just nods. “Can I think about it?”

      “Yeah, man. You can.”

      He smiles softly and continues to eat while I ask questions about him that I’ve been dying to know. 

      “Where did you go to high school?”

      “In Davenport.”

      My eyebrows rise. “And you moved here? This is way smaller.”

      He nods. “Yeah. But not by much, and I always wanted to get away from it all.”

      I nod and then lean back in the booth, my mind churning. “Yeah, I went to a small high school too. And then went to college at Iowa State. Where did you go?”

      He freezes and then shakes his head. “I um, got a scholarship but never went.”

      Shit, the picture online. I wanna know it all. “Ah, man. That sucks. Why?”

      “I just…for reasons I can’t explain.”

      I don’t know if that means he can’t explain because he doesn’t know what happened or if he just can’t tell me. So, once again, I let it go. Picking up my milkshake, I drag the straw out and put it between my lips so I can lick off the whipped cream. That’s the best part, in my opinion. 

      Simon’s eyes catch the movement, his ears pinkening, his cheeks stained red as I lick and suck my way up the straw. Initially, I don’t mean it to be sexual, but as soon as I catch him looking, I exaggerate it a bit more. I am sex personified.

      When I finally put the straw down, Simon looks ready to bolt. Out the door or onto my lap. But before he can make a move, snickers drag our eyes to the side and we see some teen kids eyeing us with mirth.

      Yeah, I know the type. Been there, done that. One day they’ll meet a guy like Simon and wonder why the fuck they were ever such assholes. Trust me on this, kids. You better stop hating those you may one day come to love.

      “Ready to go?” I ask, and Simon nods, the two of us sliding out of the booth and grabbing our trash, dumping it into the trashcan, and walking outside.

      Just being out in the open space makes Simon loosen up a bit.

      He rocks on his feet and peers up at me. “I should go home…”

      “It’s still early,” I say, not wanting this to end. There are so many more friendly things we could do. I am the best of friends. “Want to hang out a bit more?”

      I’m pushing my luck, but I’m rewarded when he nods and tells me to follow him home. And so I do, my body vibrating with excitement. I know more about him now, know a little about why he’s so reserved and cautious. It only makes me like him more.

      I don’t want to be just friends.

      And my thought is only solidified when we are in his small apartment. Alone.

      He flips on the lights and walks into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water and taking a long swig.

      Damn, he must be thirsty. Just like me.

      “Want one?” he asks and I nod, moving into his space and taking the bottle from his hand, wrapping my lips around the top and swallowing.

      He watches it all, his dark eyes becoming a storm cloud, lightning flashing in those depths. And before I can even set it down, he’s on me, pushing me against the fridge, his mouth consuming mine. It’s almost violent in the way he kisses me, but I love it, opening to him and meeting his tongue thrust for thrust. His hips grind up into mine, our cocks thickening in tandem. Shirts are suddenly being torn off, hands sliding up torsos, and then I’m lifting him. His legs wrap around my waist, groan after groan sliding between us as I walk him to the bedroom and lower him on the bed, our bodies arching and writhing as we seek what we need.

      “Wesley,” he groans, and I strip him of his pants, tossing them to the other side of the room before ripping his underwear off too. His cock bobs against his abdomen, and I stare at it.

      Wrapping my fingers around his length one by one, I squeeze gently before leaning down and sucking the tip right into my mouth.

      Simon screams at the sensation, his throaty cry piercing my ears and driving me further down his shaft. I can smell him, the musky scent of his groin, the sweat, and the taste of his precum as he leaks in my mouth.

      It’s too overwhelming, and I groan around his cock as I take him as far back into my throat as I can. His dick is heavy on my tongue, and I hold him in me for a minute, just getting used to the feel of him. Simon’s fingers are in my hair, grasping and pulling, his moans growing louder and louder.

      I know we’re supposed to be just friends, but this is friendly, right?

      I am truly the best of friends, I think as I suck on his cockhead like a lollipop, dragging the flat of my tongue over his slit and down the underside of him. This isn’t half bad, I think. This isn’t bad at all. No wonder Jude likes this shit.

      Simon’s wild beneath me, straining up and trying to enter me once more. But I take my time, savoring everything about this, trying to figure out what he likes, what will make him explode. 

      It seems everything I do makes him pant and whine. I take him back into my mouth and suck, bobbing my head, my eyes straining up to watch Simon watching me. His eyes are hooded, his cheeks red, his lips puffy. He looks like a dream.

      I pop off of him and drag my lips up his chest and neck until I’m at his mouth and we kiss wildly, my still-clothed cock pressed against his naked body.

      Fuck, I want to be skin to skin.

      Reaching down, I unbutton and kick my jeans off, all while trying to stay attached to his lips. And when I’m finally naked, I press against him with a sigh. He mimics the sound and then kisses me again and again until I drag my lips back down to his dick once more and suck him down as far as I can go. The sounds he’s making are erotic and shrouded in need and I love, love that such a quiet guy can tell me what he needs with his voice.

      “I can’t last. I need to come,” he begs, and I pop off of him again, dragging my lips up to his mouth and kissing him once more. 

      “Not done with you yet.”

      He groans in complaint, but then grabs on to me tightly, keeping me with him for minutes more until I travel back down to his cock, sliding my tongue down his shaft to his balls. I pull one into my mouth and then the other. It’s so fucking different, but I don’t hate it. 

      I fucking like it. Want more. Want more of him. 

      Spreading his legs farther apart, I explore him further, licking at his taint and then swirling around his hole.

      If you would have asked me a month ago if I’d be licking an asshole, I would have laughed, but this makes so much sense now. Everything about Simon just makes sense. So I do it again, scared to enter him but wanting to tease him all the same.

      And tease him I do. He’s frantic now, chanting my name as he pulls his legs up to his chest, giving me better access and asserting that this is what he wants. 

      Me. He wants me.

      I drag my tongue back up to his cock and work him closer and closer to the edge until he’s slamming his dick into my mouth, holding my head in place as he takes what he wants, and my own cock loves it. It’s hard and dripping, my balls drawn close to my body. I never knew sucking dick could get me off, but here I am, reaching down to jerk myself. I only need to stroke a few times and then I explode across the sheets, my moans reverberating around his length as he pulls out of my mouth and explodes across my face.

      His cum hits my cheeks, my mouth, and my neck. And I let him come and come until he’s wrung out.

      And then we just breathe, our bodies trembling as I rest my head on his stomach.

      “Fuck, Wesley,” he gasps. His voice is hoarse from screaming and groaning. I love that I did this to him, love that he’s fucked because of me. “We’re supposed to be just friends.”

      I swipe at my messy cheeks and bring a finger to my mouth, tasting him on my tongue. I fucking like it.

      “Next time come in my mouth,” I say, and he lets out a shaky breath.

      “Oh my god…but there shouldn’t be a next time.”

      I grab on to the edge of the sheet and wipe myself clean and then flop down next to him, cradling his cheek in my hand.

      “I know, but there will. You can’t keep your hands off of me. And I don’t want this to stop. I think I like sucking dick.”

      He groans and his eyes flutter closed. “Fuck, I know. I tried to stay away. But you’re irresistible.”

      A smile pulls my lips up and I preen a bit.

      “It’s how God made me, Simon.”

      He turns his head and his eyes open slowly. “Fuck, you’re perfect.”

      And I can’t help but lean forward and kiss him softly on those lips. And this, right here, is what we do until we both fall asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I wake the bed is empty, Simon gone from the room. I can hear his soft voice in the other room speaking to someone.

      Quietly, I sit up and tiptoe toward the doorway leading into the main room and listen intently, eavesdropping on his conversation, knowing I shouldn’t but doing it all the same. He’s too private and closed off for me to not want to spy. 

      Fuck, I want to know more. 

      “I know. I know, Seth. God.”

      I hold my breath. Why the hell is he speaking to Seth in the middle of the night? Why did he leave me to do this?

      “I know, but he’s irresistible. I didn’t mean to.”

      He sighs and then I hear the floor creak as he begins to pace.

      “I know. I know. He’s gone, but fuck, why do I feel so guilty? How do I move forward?”

      I strain a bit closer, knocking my head into the wall and biting back a curse. Thank fuck he doesn’t hear me and continues on.

      “I should end it…it’s too soon.”

      He pauses and then sighs. “I know. I know.”

      What the fuck does he know? What is Seth telling him? Jesus. I wish I could be on the other end of the line so I could know.

      I hear the phone drop onto the table and then an audible flop. I peer around the edge of the doorframe and see Simon lying down on the sofa, his hands over his face. He’s breathing deeply, almost as if he’s in distress, and I can’t stand it. 

      I move quietly toward him, crouching down beside him and resting my hand on his thigh.

      The touch startles him and he jolts up, smacking me in the process.

      “Oh Jesus, Wesley,” he mutters and then groans. “I’m sorry. You scared me.”

      I nod and then rest my hand once more on his leg. He’s put sweats on, hiding himself from me, while I’m still completely naked. Not that I care. 

      I’m worried about him.

      “You okay? I heard you on the phone.”

      He blanches at that. “I didn’t…I just needed to process it all.”

      “Process what?”

      He pauses. “You.”

      I cock my head, unsure of what he means, but I let him have the time he needs to explain. I have to know what’s going on in his mind. I can’t take this push and pull. Well, I can take it, but I don’t want to. I want to understand him more than anything. He’s still such a mystery.

      “Seth is a friend from high school…” he tells me, not answering my initial question, but answering one that’s been lingering just the same. “He’s been with me through…a lot of things. And I just called him to talk. I don’t know…I don’t know what this is between us. I don’t know if you know either.”

      “I don’t, but I do know that I like it.”

      He nods and then sighs, running a hand down his tired face.

      “I do too, but it’s overwhelming, and I…I have obligations.”

      “Yeah, so you’ve said. But you won’t tell me what they are. Will I ever know?”

      He shakes his head, looking guilty.

      “I need some space. Because when you’re here with me, I lose all sense of what I should be doing…”

      “And what should you be doing?”

      He closes his eyes, his bottom lip trembling. 

      “Being faithful.”

      My head rears back and my hand falls from his leg. “Are you in a relationship?”

      The thought stuns me because he can’t be, right? He’d never do those things with me if he was. That’s not who he is.

      “It’s too soon.”

      Those three words tell me nothing and everything all at once. I can read him loud and clear. He wants me and yet he wants me to go.

      I don’t know what to do, so I pause. And just as I open my mouth again, a loud knocking reverberates from the front door. It nearly shakes the foundation of the apartment with its violent bangs.

      “Simon! Si!” the deep voice shouts.

      Simon’s eyes widen and he jolts up. “Oh my god. Oh fuck. Go to my room and don’t come out. Please.”

      I stumble up and ask, “Wait, what the fuck is this? It’s two in the morning. Are you in trouble?”

      “No. Nothing like that, but he can’t see you. He can’t.”

      He sounds desperate and distressed, so I do as he asks, moving into the bedroom and shutting the door, pressing my ear against the thin wooden door and listening closely.

      “John. John, you can’t come here in the middle of the night.”

      “Si. Si. He’s not here…”

      “Jesus, you’ve been drinking. Did you drive?”

      “No. No.” And then a violent sob. 

      “Oh, shit. Okay. I’m gonna take you home. Come on. Come.”

      I hear some soft murmuring and then the jangle of keys. And then the soft click as the door shuts. I’m left just standing there, naked and breathing heavily in his empty apartment, adrenaline pumping through my body.

      Moving away from the door, I run a trembling hand over my face, the rush of hormones from the encounter making my heart rate heighten before crashing. I sink to the edge of the bed and flop backward, staring at the dark ceiling.

      Well, I was planning on leaving, but I’m sure as fuck not now. I need to make sure he arrives home safely. So I scoot up the bed and lie down on his pillow, absorbing his scent and closing my eyes. 

      I’m sure I’ll wake when he gets home and then I’ll calmly ask him to explain.

      Yeah, that’s exactly what I’ll do.
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        * * *

      

      But Simon doesn’t come home. I wake up early the next morning and his apartment is empty. Did he stay the night with that drunk guy? John. God, I hate that name. It’s ugly and old. An old person’s name. I wander around his apartment, trying to kill time. Simon has a fancy espresso machine that I fiddle with. I nearly jump when it sputters and whines, dark brown liquid pooling into a glass cup under the spout. 

      I stare at it and then take a sip, not wincing as much as I thought I would. That’s good stuff. Expensive probably. Did he buy this with the money in his trust? Or did he use the money from the sandwich shop to purchase it? Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t fucking matter one iota.

      I drink the rest so he doesn’t get angry at me for wasting it. Not that he’s here to get angry with me. He’s gone. With John.

      Knowing I should leave doesn’t make me do it. I linger, poking around his space. If he wanted me to leave, he could have messaged me to tell me to go, but he’s gone radio silent. 

      So I look in cupboards and spend far too long smelling his cologne. I take note of what kind of dishes and detergent he uses and also how well he vacuums under his bed. I stare too long at a picture sitting behind his computer at his desk, one of him with another man, both of them smiling. Their arms are wrapped around each other, their cheeks pink. They look cozy…far too cozy.

      Is this who he needs to be faithful to?

      I don’t fucking know. Maybe I’ll never know. 

      Just as I stand up from his desk chair, the front door opens and Simon walks in, looking wrecked. His eyes are blotchy and red, his hair a tangled mess.

      And without even thinking it through, I move toward him and pull him into my arms, holding him tightly against me as the first sobs escape his mouth.

      I don’t know why he’s crying so I say nothing, just let him cling to me, his chest heaving, his breath stuttering and uneven.

      “Simon,” I say, stroking my hand up his back, trying to be soothing, trying to be what he needs.

      “Oh fuck,” he murmurs, his face still turned into my shoulder, my shirt growing wet from his tears. “Oh fuck. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I say and then hold him some more, letting him get it all out. He must be exhausted, must be so fucking tired from it all…whatever he’s dealing with. When he finally settles down, he pulls his head away from me and my thumbs move to his wet cheeks, gingerly swiping those tears away.

      His nose is red, his cheeks are splotchy in places, and my heart aches as I watch him. He won’t look at me, but he also won’t look away.

      “Will you hold me?” he asks softly and I nod, tugging him over to the couch and lying down, pulling him down with me. He lies there in my arms, his face tucked into my neck, his leg thrown over mine. 

      We just lie there like that until his even breathing signals that he’s asleep. And I let him.

      I let him take shelter with me.
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      WESLEY

      Simon comes to groggily and confused, his eyes still swollen, his cheeks imprinted with the lines from my shirt. I like him put-together, but I like him rumpled just as much.

      “Hey,” I say with a smile and run my hand up his back. He snuggles into me deeper, inhaling and sighing as he rests his head on my chest. My heart gives an uneven thump beneath my ribcage at how vulnerable he is in this moment. How vulnerable he was.

      I’ve never seen a man weep like that. It must have been something incredibly painful to pull those sobs out of him.

      “Hi.”

      “You slept for a long time.”

      “I did. Thank you.”

      I shift against him and then add, “I want to hold you more, but fuck, I have to pee. I’m gonna explode if I hold it in a minute longer.”

      He jolts upward, and I laugh, watching as he shifts to the side of the couch, looking bashful.

      “I’m sorry…you should have woken me earlier.”

      “Nah, this was nice. I’d have peed my pants if it meant I could hold you longer.”

      “Please don’t ever do that,” he says, his lips turning up in a soft grin. 

      “I like it when you smile.”

      His cheeks flame and he rubs at them, as if trying to rid himself of the color. But I like it on him.

      Getting up, I move to the bathroom, pissing for a long time and then washing my hands. When I make my way back to the main room of his apartment, I see Simon in the kitchen, his ass out, his head in the fridge.

      I stare at that round rump a little too long as I move in behind him. My finger traces a line across one cheek and he snaps up, smacking his head on the edge of the fridge, cursing for a second as he rubs the sore spot on his skull.

      “Damn, you move fast. Like a Ninja Turtle,” I say with a smirk, and Simon blushes while setting some bread and turkey on the counter.

      “I um, thought you’d be hungry. It’s been a while since you’ve eaten.”

      “You know me well. I can always eat.”

      We both shift toward the counter at the same time as we construct our sandwiches, him with just turkey and bread and mine the same but with layers of mayo and cheese. I don’t know how he can eat it dry like that. Or why he has condiments in his fridge if he doesn’t use them. Many more mysteries, it seems.

      When we’re done, I lean against the counter, ripping into the bread as I assess the man who’s consumed my thoughts for months. He daintily picks at his sandwich, his eyes flicking to mine before falling to the counter.

      Guess he plans on avoiding the elephant in the room. Good thing I can’t help but bring it up.

      “Want to share what happened last night?” I ask, and Simon swallows roughly. 

      “Do I have to?”

      I arch an eyebrow at him, and he lets out a long breath, realizing there’s no escaping it. “That was John.”

      My eyebrow moves higher at the lack of information, but he just stuffs his mouth with food, trying to avoid the unavoidable. No way am I leaving Simon here without a simple explanation. I can’t leave him without knowing he’s okay.

      “Okay, you’re gonna make me pull it out of you. Cool. I can do that.” Simon’s eyes slam into mine as I ask, “Who’s John?”

      Simon shuffles on his feet, reaching into the fridge and slowly rearranging things. I let him do this for a bit before pulling him back against me and shutting the fridge door. 

      “Come on, Simon. Tell me.”

      “He’s…he’s just a sad man. He lost his son. And sometimes I need to…I need to calm him down.”

      My eyebrows meet, and I set my sandwich down right on the counter, making Simon pick it up and set it on his plate.

      “And why is that your job?”

      Simon lets out a shaky breath and then turns his head. “I don’t want to talk about this…I don’t…I can’t.”

      His shoulders slump and he suddenly looks defeated. “I’m a bad person, Wesley. Don’t shake your head at me. I am…I’m a freak, okay? I…I saw you working in that sandwich shop and only got a job there because you were so fucking hot. And I did it all knowing I could never have you.”

      That knowledge makes something shift in my stomach. Butterflies taking flight. Just right off the goddamn runway. He got that job for me? Holy fuck. Why is that so romantic?

      “Yeah?” I ask, smiling widely, John immediately forgotten.

      Simon peeks up at me. “I’m a creep, Wesley. I…I got a job that I don’t need just so I could see you! So I could be next to you!”

      A laugh bubbles out of me as I reach out and pull him into me, pressing my face into his hair.

      “No way. Not creepy or weird. I think that’s sweet as fuck.”

      Simon gasps, his face showing how surprised he is at my response. 

      “You’re kidding me?”

      “No. I like it. It’s flattering and I’m glad you did it…because I got to know you. Imagine if you hadn’t been a stalker. What then? I’d never know I like dick.”

      He lets out a small laugh and then it erupts into a full-bellied guffaw. He’s pushed away from me, bent over and grabbing on to his stomach as he laughs loudly. And I just stand there, watching it. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      When he finally stops, wiping the tears from his eyes, he looks so much younger, so much lighter. 

      I want to make him laugh like this every day. I want him bright and illuminated. I want him free. Gently, I reach out and touch his face, my thumb brushing over his bottom lip.

      He leans into my palm and sighs. “Goddamn you, Wesley.”

      I smirk and then lean in, pressing my lips to his temple.

      “You fucking love me.”

      His lips twitch and his eyes slide away, back to his sandwich. I probably shouldn’t have said that, but it’s too late to take it back now. 

      “I like you. A lot. More than I should,” he admits, and my heart grows double the size at his admission. “But I need to work on some things…need to come to terms with my…with things.”

      “Can I be a part of your life while you do that? While you come to terms with things?”

      “I don’t know. I was playing with fire getting that job with you and now look at me….”

      I do. I look at him. “You look perfect to me.”

      His ears turn pink, and I bite my bottom lip at how adorable he is. 

      “Let me think on it, okay? Can I think on it?”

      I nod my head and then pull him in for another hug. He grabs on to me tightly and turns his face into my neck. We stand there for a long time, just holding one another until it’s time for me to leave. 

      I do it reluctantly, but also wanting to let him have the time he needs to figure his shit out.

      What shit? I don’t know. It’s something I don’t understand but hope to one day figure out. 

      I hope one day he lets me in.
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        * * *

      

      “How long has it been?” Jude asks me, and I lean against the park bench, struggling to breathe. We took up running the past three days and it’s been fucking miserable. Did I do this to myself because I hoped to run into Simon on this damnable park trail again? Perhaps. He’s called out of work the past two shifts, leaving me confused and miserable.

      So are my heart and my dick. Both don’t know what to do with themselves.

      “Five days,” I mutter.

      “Shit. And he hasn’t called or messaged?”

      “No,” I say glumly. 

      Not that I haven’t called. And texted. Even sent up a prayer once. But no response. Simon’s avoided me like the plague. I don’t know what I did to make him put distance between us, but when I left his apartment last week, I expected to see him at work at the very least. But when he didn’t show up for his shift, I knew he was doing this to evade me.

      Me. When I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve done nothing but want him.

      I don’t know where I went wrong, but his lack of response is starting to make me angry. And it takes a lot for me to get to this point. Usually I’m easy-going and go with the flow, but Simon leaving me on “read” and not responding to my messages is making me grumpy.

      I’m the grumpiest.

      “I say fuck him,” Jude says, swiping at his brow. His shorts have ridden far up his thighs and I can almost see his balls.

      “Dude. I swear to god. Wear longer shorts next time. You’re not a marathon runner.”

      Jude glances down and then pats his cock. “Pfft. I have nice junk.”

      “Never want to see that, just so you know.”

      Jude smirks and then arches his hips forward, jostling his dick and balls at me. I pull my hat down over my eyes so I’m not further traumatized. To be honest, the only junk I want to see is Simon’s but he won’t let me.

      Part of me understands why he’s disappeared. 

      But I’m still pissed.

      Fuck, I miss him.

      “You know what we should do to distract you? Go to a gay bar.”

      The suggestion shocks me. “What? What the fuck? I thought you weren’t gay?”

      “I’m not and neither are you. But you like dick, yeah?”

      “Um. I guess. Well, I like Simon’s.”

      Jude bobs his head like he totally understands, which makes no sense. Jude is a mystery to me. 

      “I mean, I’m probably bi, dude. I mean if I like dick, that makes the most sense. Right? Or maybe I’m Simon-sexual.”

      He chuckles at that. “Nah, you don’t have to be anything you don’t wanna be. Dick is just dick.”

      I don’t understand his logic at all, but whatever works for him, I guess. 

      “I don’t know if I should.”

      “Look, he’s been fucking you around for the past five days, yeah? You should get out there and see what you like. Maybe Simon’s not the be-all end-all for you.”

      Jude’s words ping around my head for a few hours as I ponder them, going over my options, but then I decide Simon not messaging me back has to be a hint. I need to get out there and figure out what’s going on with me. I need to figure out if this is just Simon or if my dick would be okay with other men. It doesn’t help that Jude pesters me about our plans until I relent. When we finally end up outside the bar in the next town over, we snap pictures for Instagram, Jude puckering his lips and pretending to kiss me. Part of me hopes Simon sees these, sees what I’m doing without him. 

      But a bigger part of me doesn’t want to hurt his fragile soul.

      “You look hot, dude,” Jude says as we make our way inside, and my eyebrows rise. I glance down at my torn jeans and tight t-shirt. I borrowed it from Ollie who insisted that it made my muscles pop. Not sure why I went along with it because now I feel like my armpits are gonna leave sweat stains.

      “Uh. Yeah, thanks. So do you.”

      Jude bobs his head and then moves toward the bar, brushing against several men and drawing stares. I debate joining him for a drink for just a second and then think, fuck it. Just one. One is fucking fine. If Simon had an issue with it, if he had an issue with me being here, he’d tell me. 

      But he hasn’t fucking messaged me, so I can do what I want. And we aren’t boyfriends…or friends with benefits. We aren’t anything. 

      He shouldn’t dictate my life or what I choose to do.

      I order a beer and then sip at it as I glance around, Jude at my side, his head bobbing with the rhythm of the music pumping loudly around us.

      “This is cool, yeah?” Jude asks, his voice unreasonably loud in my ear. 

      “Yep!” I shout back and Jude looks around the packed bar, his eyes catching and releasing constantly. I’m not sure what he’s looking for, but he seems picky. 

      Apparently, Jude has a type.

      “What are you looking for?” I ask, and Jude leans toward my ear.

      “A hot guy. Any hot guy with a big dick.”

      My eyes widen at that, and I chuckle as I take another sip of my beer. If that doesn’t seem gay, I don’t know what does. But then again, who am I to judge? I’m currently wrapped around another dude’s finger.

      “Oh, that guy is checking you out,” Jude drawls and then lifts his drink in a salute. Suddenly, my skin feels clammy and my nerves tick up. The guy who is eyeing us is thin and leggy, with a sheer top and what looks like eyeliner lining his eyes.

      He’s nothing like Simon. The complete opposite actually. And my dick is more nervous than anything. I’m not sure I want to be here.

      I swallow down my beer and then set it aside, only finishing half of it.

      “I dunno, man. I don’t think…I’m not sure this is my thing.”

      Jude bobs his head even more, his red hair flopping over his forehead. Then he wets his lips, not listening to me. His eyes are focused on a big man in the corner of the club, his muscles protruding from his button-down shirt, his tie hanging loosely around his neck.

      “You know him?” I ask when the man’s eyes travel down Jude’s body.

      Jude ignores me and just walks forward, leaving me alone. It’s like he’s pulled by some invisible tether that no one can see or feel but him. I watch him disappear between the throngs of people and the chasm of loneliness threatens to overwhelm me.

      Suddenly, the thin guy who was eyeing me earlier approaches and he smells sweet, like honey. Nothing like Simon. No one is like him. No, everything about this guy is all wrong.

      He smiles at me, so open and friendly, and I miss the way Simon peeks up at me, the way his eyes slide over to mine when he thinks I’m not looking. He’s closed off and guarded, and I like it more than I probably should. Probably more than is healthy.

      “Hey,” the guy says and tucks his hair behind his ear. He’s not shy. Not guarded. He’s not who I want.

      Leaning forward, I say, “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      And without looking back, I escape, running to my car and pulling out of the parking lot with a screech, the Bronco nearly dying when I forget to push the clutch in all the way. My arms are shaking and my chest hurts. Thirty minutes later, I find myself at Simon’s apartment door, my fist gently knocking before I can even second-guess myself. And fuck, I won’t question this. 

      No. He and I…this is what’s meant to be.

      Simon opens his door, standing before me like a dream in baggy sweats and nothing else. My eyes rake over his bare chest, and I swallow, my cock plumping up between my legs. This. This is what I was missing. Him.

      “You’ve been ignoring me,” I blurt, and Simon’s eyelashes flutter, his hand grabbing on to the door handle so tightly I can see the white of his knuckles.

      “Wesley,” he rasps, and I reach up and grab on to the door frame, my shirt riding up. If I don’t ground myself, I’ll barrel in and kiss him, and the look on his face tells me he’s not ready.

      Simon’s eyes move away from mine and ogle the sliver of skin showing, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “Why haven’t you called? Nothing. You’ve given me nothing. You haven’t even shown up at work. Why?” I ask.

      “I…I’m going to quit.”

      My eyebrows rise at that. “You’re going to quit? Why?”

      That means I’ll see him even less. Fuck, my chest pinches at the thought of not finding him at the counter in those stuffy clothes of his, his hair perfectly combed, the scent of him overtaking me.

      “This…these feelings I have for you are unhealthy.”

      “But everything unhealthy is fun,” I counter, and Simon’s lips twitch slightly.

      “Yeah. They’re so fucking fun,” he whispers, his eyes dropping to my mouth. 

      I grip the wood above me so hard that I swear it starts to crack.

      “Let me in,” I say. “Let me in. We could have so much fun.”

      Simon’s eyes darken as he lets out a shaky exhale. “You were at a club tonight. I saw your Instagram pics. You could have had anyone you wanted.”

      I lean forward and his entire body trembles. “I could have, but I don’t want anyone but you.”

      The fracture in Simon is visible, like concrete during an earthquake. The walls he built just splinter and rip apart. His hands fly out and grab on to my shirt, pulling me into his apartment, the door slamming shut behind us. His lips crush mine in a desperate and needy kiss, his tongue sliding into my mouth and plundering. I do everything to hold on, my hands grabbing his hips as I guide him backward, crashing into walls and moaning as our bodies rock into each other. I can feel the heat of him, the scent of his sweat. God, he smells so fucking good. So fucking right.

      We stumble around until we’re in his bedroom, falling down on the bed in a heap. 

      The desperation I feel for him gives way to anger. Anger that he’s kept me out for five days and then is taking what he wants when he needs it. But what about me? What about what I need?

      I kiss him harder, bruising him with my mouth, biting at his lips, sucking on his tongue until he’s crying out from pain.

      “Wesley,” he gasps when I give him a moment of reprieve. “Fuck.”

      “Why didn’t you call? Why did you ignore me?” I ask and then without giving him a chance to answer, I bite at him again, sucking bruises into his skin, tormenting him until he’s writhing beneath me.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Wesley,” he groans, his cock hard and throbbing against me. Fuck, he drives me crazy.

      “Tell me.” My demanding tone is drowned out by his needy groans as I rock into him. His cheeks are flushed, his hair is a mess, and never has a man looked more perfect.

      He is fucking perfection.

      My hand slides up to his throat, and I squeeze lightly, making his eyes droop in pleasure. 

      “Tell me all your fucking secrets, Simon. I want to know what’s in that head of yours.”

      I have never been this authoritative in the bedroom, but Simon seems to love it, and I need it. I need him to tell me what’s going on in that locked mind of his and if using his body against him works, then I’ll use it without a second thought.

      “Am I so easily forgettable?” I ask, and Simon shakes his head.

      “No. No. Fuck me, please, Wesley.”

      The thought of it makes my cock leak, but I don’t do anything but rock against him once more.

      “Not until you tell me a truth.”

      He nearly sobs at that and my tongue snakes along his cheek. 

      “Can you forget me so easily?”

      He shakes his head and then groans, “I’ve thought about you every minute of every day. I need you. And it scares me. You make me afraid. I’m so fucking scared.”

      The intensity of his truth makes me freeze, my eyes staring intently into his. 

      “Don’t be afraid,” I whisper. “I’d never hurt you.”

      “Oh god,” he groans, arching his hips up. “But, Wesley, I want it to hurt. Hurt me. I want to feel you for days. I want to remember.”

      I nearly come from that alone as my lips crash into his. We arch against each other, both chasing our release, but neither of us lets the other fall over the edge. Instead, we strip down until we’re both naked, our bodies slick with sweat and need, and then Simon is spreading his legs, exposing himself to me.

      “Don’t go easy on me,” he groans when my hands slide up his thighs. “Fuck me like you hate me.”

      “I could never hate you.”

      His eyes flutter shut and he inhales deeply. One of my hands runs up his chest, bumping over his exposed ribs before traveling back down to his dick.

      “Lube?” 

      He shakes his head. “Already prepped. I’m ready.” My eyes widen, and he adds, “I was about to get off when you showed up.”

      My chin hits my chest as I eye his hole once more, my finger sliding across the slippery rim. Simon lets out a throaty groan as I press my finger inside, slipping past the rings of muscles until I’m knuckle deep.

      He writhes underneath me as I explore, never having been in an ass before. This is a first for me. 

      Simon is my first for so many things, an awakening of my senses.

      “Don’t need this,” he moans. “Just fuck me.”

      But I don’t listen to him, adding a second finger and twisting my wrist until he’s arching up, his cock spurting precum.

      “No. I want to take my time.”

      “Oh god.” 

      I lean forward and kiss him, my fingers slowly fucking into him, rubbing over the small bump inside of his ass. His mouth opens as he cries out, and I fuck my tongue into it, driving him crazy. I know he’s envisioning that my tongue is my cock, that what my fingers are doing to him is what my dick would do to his sensitive hole.

      But I won’t give it to him yet. I don’t want this to be fast and then over. I want to drag it out. To show him how good it can be. With me.

      And this is a bit of a punishment too, for leaving me hanging, for trying to forget me.

      I won’t let him forget this.

      A third finger presses into him and Simon’s nails dig into my skin, nearly bruising it. His eyes snap open and he stares into me.

      “You are so fucking hot,” I murmur and then thrust my fingers in, making Simon’s back arch off the bed, gasps leaving his worn throat.

      “No. No. You. You’re beautiful,” Simon says as he fucks back on my hand, trying to get off with just my fingers. But fuck that. No way in hell is that happening.

      I quickly pull my hand away and lean down, sucking his cock into my mouth, making Simon cry out, his fingers threading through my hair as I bob my head up and down his length. Fuck, I missed this. I missed his dick.

      “It’s never…it’s never been this good,” he admits and my heart grows ten sizes too big as I take him into the back of my throat. 

      Damn right it hasn’t, I think as I pop off of him and then insert my fingers back into him, undoing him thrust by thrust. He’s mindless with it and I fucking preen. Who knew I was a gay sex god?

      Seems I am.

      My mouth finds his again as I drive him as close to the edge as I can with my fingers before pulling out of him and sucking his cock once more. I do this again and again until Simon is nearly sobbing with need.

      “Wesley. Please.”

      The way he begs nearly has me crumbling. My eyes take in his wet gaze, his flushed cheeks, and I decide that it’s enough.

      I’m enough.

      Slotting my cock at his hole, I push in. 

      I don’t even have to go slow, his ass just sucks me in, taking every inch of me until I’m balls deep.

      Simon’s eyes are wide, his lips parted as we just stare at each other, our bodies joined almost impossibly.

      Finally. Fucking finally.

      This feels so right. I feel like I’ve finally come home.

      “Fuck me, please,” he whispers, and I lean down and lick away a tear that’s fallen from his eye before arching my hips back and crashing into him. He grunts at the force of it, his body sliding up the bed. He reaches back and presses against the wall, grounding himself as I pummel his ass. The slick of the lube squelching between us, the sound of my hips hitting his ass, the moans we’re both making. Feral. Uncontrolled.

      I’m not going to last. His ass is too fucking tight.

      And I’m bare.

      Oh fuck, I think as I ram into him over and over, his hole taking me gladly until he cries out and clenches around the length of me, coming untouched across his chest. The sight of it, the sensation of his hole strangling my dick makes me explode, filling him up with so much cum, I swear his belly almost becomes distended from it.

      When the tremors from my orgasm die down, I lean on my elbows and kiss him softly, his hands moving from the wall to my hair. His tongue moves lazily against mine, almost as if he’s savoring it, and I’ve yet to leave his body.

      “You okay?” I finally manage to ask.

      “So damn good,” he murmurs and then kisses me again. 

      When we finally come up for air, I pull out of him, watching as my mess spills out.

      Simon flushes, closing his legs tightly, but I pull them apart. I smile as I look down at him.

      “You look good in my mess. You look good wrecked. Want to take a bath?” I ask and Simon turns his head, closing his legs once more and shutting me out.

      “No,” I say. “None of that. I’m fucking over it.”

      I reach out and grab on to his chin gently and force him to look at me. 

      “A bath. With me. I’m not leaving. Not yet.”

      He swallows roughly and then nods, letting me help him up and into the bathroom. The tub is small, meaning we’ll have to sit on top of each other, which is fine by me. I’ll be as close to Simon as he’ll let me. As the water fills and the bubbles start to expand, I watch Simon as he wipes himself up. 

      I can’t believe I was inside of him. I can’t believe I did that.

      And I fucking liked it.

      “I’m clear,” Simon mutters suddenly, “I hope you are as well.”

      I’m startled slightly because I honestly didn’t even think about it and then nod. “Yeah, of course I am. I’d never do that to you.”

      He bites his bottom lip and then shakes his head. “I just…it’s happened before…someone I trusted. So thank you.”

      I don’t know what that means, and before I can ask, he’s turning his back and washing his hands. When he’s done, I pull him into me and nuzzle my face into his neck, right next to the bruises I’ve left on his skin.

      Mine, I think. All mine. This proves it.

      “Did I hurt you enough?” I ask, my lips brushing his skin.

      “Yeah, that was…” He groans and cups his dick. “That was perfect.”

      I grin at that admission and pull him to the full tub, sitting down first and then spreading my legs. Simon hesitates a second before sliding down in front of me with an audible groan.

      “It hurts to sit,” he admits and then leans his head back against my chest. “I love it.”

      My hands splay across his chest, running lines up and down his body, exploring him, memorizing the shape of him. Who knows when I’ll be able to do this again? Who knows how far he’ll run this time? 

      “Can I ask you something?” I say, my voice almost too loud for this tiny space.

      “Maybe,” he says and then huffs a laugh.

      “I saw a picture of you online…”

      He stiffens against me. 

      “…you were holding up an award. If you’re that smart and you got a scholarship, why didn’t you go to college? ”

      He’s silent for a long moment. “Life. It happened.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      He’s silent again, for longer this time. The water is getting a little lukewarm, but neither of us moves. I’ll sit here all night if it gets me some answers.

      “I’ve been taking classes online. And I just got my AA. Things are so different now….”

      “What’s different?” It’s like pulling teeth, but I can be patient. I’m the most patient man in the world. 

      “It’s too much to tell you right now. It’ll change how you look at me.”

      “No. Don’t think so.” I’m adamant about it despite not knowing if that’s the truth. But I’m so desperate for answers that I lie. I don’t know how I’ll react when I finally know it all, but I want all of him, those secret parts.

      “Why didn’t you stay at that club tonight? I’m sure that men were all over you,” he murmurs, trying to divert the conversation.

      “I know what you’re doing, Simon, but I’ll answer your questions. The truth is none of them were you. To be honest, I thought about it…trying all of this with someone else. But it seems I only want you.”

      He lets out a shaky exhale, almost in relief.

      “I told Jude I’m Simon-sexual, but honestly maybe a little more bi than I thought.”

      Simon peeks back at me, his cheeks that delicious shade of red. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. A bit gay. I can come to terms with that, as long as you stick around and help me explore it.”

      He turns back around and rests his head once more on my chest. His hand comes out of the water and slides up my neck and into my hair, pulling my face into the crook of his neck. Seems he likes my mouth there, right under his ear. 

      I bite and lick at him gently as he just breathes deeply and when my hand moves down to his groin, I can feel his stiff cock resting against his stomach.

      “You’re trying to distract me with your hot dick,” I whisper against his skin. “But I won’t be deterred. Tell me.”

      He lets out a groan as I grab on to his overly sensitive dick and stroke it slowly.

      “It’ll ruin this.”

      “It won’t.”

      I pull my hand away and Simon lets out a frustrated grunt, his hand flopping back into the water with a splash, his chest heaving.

      “Why are you working at that sandwich shop? I know you have a degree,” Simon asks instead.

      “Here you go again. Deflecting,” I say with a laugh.

      “Humor me. Since you won’t humor my dick.”

      It’s such an odd thing to say that it makes me laugh loudly, the sound echoing off the tile walls.

      “Yeah, I’ll humor it once you tell me some shit, but I’ll give you something first, if that’s how you want to play this.”

      Simon chuckles and then leans back and kisses me softly. It’s so unexpected and exciting that I lose my ability to speak for a second before saying, “I got my major in sociology. And I don’t know what to do with it. I’m not really good at much.”

      Simon sits up and turns to face me.

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “I’m not super smart like you. You’re some kind of genius. I mean…you just look smart. But I’m not. Not really. If I wanted to do something with my major, I’d have to go back to school. And I’m not sure I want to. I didn’t like it all that much.”

      “I’m sure there’s plenty you could do with what you have now. You’re good with people. I see it every time we work together.”

      I sigh. “Yeah. I don’t know. I’m not sure what I want to be. I’m only twenty-two. Like, do I need to figure it out right now?”

      “Yeah, I’m twenty-four and still don’t know what I’m doing. So I get it.”

      I hold my breath, waiting for him to give me something else, but he doesn’t.

      “So…”

      “The water’s getting cold,” he interrupts, standing up and giving me a view of his hard cock and wet skin. I immediately perk up, but then remember that I want something more from him first. Something deeper.

      Wrapping himself in a towel, he hands me one, and I unplug the tub as I pull my own towel around my waist.

      Simon peeks over and eyes my wet skin, his breath coming out in short pants.

      “You can go if you want. You don’t need to stay.”

      “I don’t want to leave. I’m gonna stay the night. I do have to leave tomorrow because I’m going home to see my mom and sister. You could come, you know?”

      Simon worries his bottom lip as I grab on to his hand and kiss his fingers gently. “Think about it. We have hours left together. Come on. You’re shivering. Let’s make something hot to drink.”

      In the kitchen, I find the tea bags and two mugs. 

      “Are you a snob and make this shit in a kettle? Or can I microwave the water?”

      Simon laughs and then shoves at me playfully. “I’m not a snob. It’s just how it’s done. My grandma was British. She’d roll over in her grave if I let you microwave this water.”

      He pulls out an electric kettle and plugs it in, and I watch him fill it with water and set it to boil.

      “You gonna teach me how to make a proper cup of tea then?” I ask and Simon nods, grabbing the tea bags and placing them in the mugs.

      “We’re going to let it steep for like thirty seconds, agitating the bag and then we’re going to take it out.”

      “Got it, steep for three minutes. Agitate it.”

      Simon smiles at me, that grin breaking the shadows of his face into a million pieces. 

      “You’re fucking with me.”

      “I know I am, baby.”

      The term of endearment slips off my tongue and Simon blushes from head to toe.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      I chuckle and lean into him mischievously. “Alright, Si.” He huffs and I tap my fingers on my lips. “Sweetheart.”

      “Enough,” he grumbles and for a second I think he’s upset, but I see the twinkle in his eyes. He likes it more than he thought he would.

      “Alright,” he clears his throat and glances away from me. “Water’s done. So sugar, water, agitate, and then milk.”

      He shows me how it’s done and hands me my mug, our fingers sliding together. I feel the tingle all the way to my toes.

      “Come on,” I say, pulling his towel off and letting it drop to the ground. Don’t mind if I do. I like looking at him. Simon stands there shocked, and I lean forward and press a kiss to his nose.

      “You’re hot naked. And body heat is good when you’re cold. We’ll have to cuddle.”

      Simon’s lips twitch as I pull off my own towel and tug him gently toward the couch.

      “Come, love. Come sit.”

      Simon grumbles something under his breath as I smirk, but that hot ass still comes down right next to me. I pull a throw over us and then lean back, taking a sip of the tea. It doesn’t taste like dirt. But then again, Simon is magical. He got me into dicks. Seems he got me into tea too.

      “Not bad,” I say, and Simon glances over at me from the top of his mug. 

      “It’s the kettle water. It’s superior.”

      A laugh bursts out of me and some of the hot tea splashes onto my fingers and wrist.

      I hiss as I lick it up, setting my mug down and wiping my hand on the blanket.

      “You okay?” he asks, and I nod.

      “I’m fine, but you know what would make me feel better? You telling me why you didn’t go to college.”

      Simon sighs and it’s only when I rub a hand across his cheek and mutter, “I just want to know you,” that he opens up.

      Just a crack. But it’s enough to let the light through.

      “I did have a full scholarship to Harvard. For computer science. I had plans…”

      I don’t breathe as he speaks, not wanting him to stop unveiling himself to me.

      “And then I met someone. Someone who changed the course of my life, and I gave it all up.”

      The look on his face is somewhat broken, somewhat sad, and I wonder for a moment if he lost the love of his life. The notion bothers me more than it should. 

      Me. I’m it for you, Simon. Not him. Me.

      But it’s a silly thought. We barely know one another. We’ve just been acting on this intense pull we have toward each other. 

      That’s all this is. It’s all it ever will be unless he opens up. 

      “Do you regret it?” I ask, and Simon blinks and sighs.

      “Sometimes. I wonder…I wonder what would have happened if I’d never met him. If I’d met you first.”

      My heart thunders in my chest, and I feel my lungs struggle to bring in air. I don’t know why he has this effect on me—why I feel so drawn to him.

      “Can I show you something?” Simon asks and “yes” slips from my mouth so easily.

      “You need to get dressed for this,” he says, and I’m on my feet before he finishes speaking, quickly pulling my pants and shirt on. A laugh escapes Simon’s mouth at how excited I am, and the sound is so beautiful that I freeze, my shirt half on my body.

      “What?” he asks, looking suddenly shy, his smile slipping.

      “You just look real fucking pretty when you laugh…when you smile.”

      Simon’s cheeks flame, and I move toward him, caressing his cheek. 

      “I want to see you like this always.”

      A stuttering breath escapes him and he glances away. “Come on,” he says as he pulls on a long-sleeved shirt and his sweats. He toes on some shoes, and I follow him to the door.

      We walk side by side down the street, the evening air enveloping us. It’s warm and balmy, but the breeze makes it less stifling.

      Simon’s hand brushes mine, and I take it, intertwining our fingers. A small squeeze from him has my heart in a flutter. There aren’t a lot of people out at this time of night, but I barely notice. Just feel Simon’s hand in mine, feel him next to me. I exist in the vacuum of Simon Wise.

      I am consumed by him.

      I don’t even know where we’re going, just that he’s guiding me.

      “So, I never got to go to school for this, but…I’ve been working on building something.”

      He pulls a set of keys from his pants and steps up to an unmarked door, unlocking it and pulling me inside. It’s dark and slightly musty but a second later the light flickers on. I blink, taking in the small industrial room. It’s stark and cluttered with shelves lined with parts and books, but then my eyes land on Simon who is grabbing something from a desk and holding it in his hand.

      “What’s this?” I ask, and Simon stares at the floor before peeking up at me.

      “Seth’s dad lets me use this room for my projects…”

      “What? What projects?”

      “I built a thing…god, this sounds dumb…but I built a robot.”

      “What?” I ask, so damn confused. A robot? What the hell?

      He clears his throat and then steps up to me, holding out a controller. “I built this, Wesley. Want to see how it works?”

      There’s a bashful look in his eye, almost as if he’s prepared for me to mock him. But I would never. I’d never do that. 

      “Yeah. Fuck yeah. That’s badass, Simon. A motherfucking robot.”

      His cheeks burst into color and he nods, flipping some switches and turning some knobs and I watch as a machine moves out from the corner of the room.

      I was expecting a cyborg so I was a little surprised when a small robotic car rolls toward me.

      “You built this all by yourself?” I ask and Simon nods.

      “Yeah. I’ve always liked this kind of stuff…tinkering with things. My dad was an engineer, my mom an English professor. I probably got my love of how things work from him.”

      He shows me what the robot can do and fuck, I’m more and more impressed with each thing. I don’t even know how he came up with half of this stuff. Did he watch YouTube and put it together or did he come up with this all on his own? 

      “I plan on building something even better next time. This is rudimentary…”

      “No, it’s not. It’s genius. Damn but you’re smart, why the fuck are you at that sandwich shop when you could be working at NASA?”

      He clears his throat and turns away from me. And that’s when I remember that he got that job because of me. Because he liked what he saw.

      My hands move around his waist, and I press my lips onto the skin of his neck.

      “But now you have me, you can have me any way you want. So why don’t you leave the shop and pursue your dreams?”

      “I have one dream but that’s what it is, Wesley. A dream. Something I’ve conjured up and is out of reach.”

      I’m not sure he didn’t get a poetic way of speaking from his mom after all. Damn, but his words come out so nice.

      “And what is this dream?” I ask, wondering why he doesn’t just apply to a college and get shit moving.

      He doesn’t answer me and then flicks some more controls. I watch as the robot extends up and swivels and my eyes are riveted.

      “Shit. You’re turning me on,” I joke and Simon laughs softly.

      “That wasn’t why I brought you here.”

      “Yeah, so why did you?”

      “So you could know a little more about me.”

      I love it, the little glimpses he gives me into who he is. It’s like a slow unwrapping of a present, the suspense, the excitement. What will I do when I know all the parts of him? 

      Fuck, I’d be in love.

      “So why don’t you go to Harvard? Seriously, Simon. The world needs your genius.”

      “I am going…well, not to Harvard. I can’t afford it, but a state school.”

      “Iowa state?”

      He nods and I feel immense relief. I don’t want him moving across the country. With him going to Iowa State, he’d be at least somewhat close. We could keep doing what we’re doing. It would be long-distance, but we could make it work.

      I love how I’m preparing for the future when I don’t know what he wants from me, what he wants from this.

      “I already got accepted.”

      My eyes widen at that. Well, that was unexpected.

      “I leave in August.”

      I take a step back and shove my hands in my pockets, feeling my heart sink at that. That’s really fucking soon. “That’s fucking cool, Simon. I’m so happy for you. Are you going to live in the dorms?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I’m going to get a house there. A small one, with a front porch.”

      I’d love a house with a front porch one day. A small part of me wonders if he heard me talking about that with Jude or Izzy. I wonder if he’s hinting at something bigger.

      Or maybe that’s all my imagination.

      Probably my imagination. 

      “You plan on sitting outside on that porch and spying on the neighbors?”

      His lips tilt up at that and then he shakes his head, moving his robot to the other side of the room and setting the controller down. 

      “No. Hopefully I have someone to sit out there with.”

      The way he utters those words makes my heart stampede in my chest.

      “Plan on finding someone out there?” I ask softly and Simon glances up at me, not saying a word. “Yeah…I get it,” I say as I nod and then glance around the room, not sure what to do now. Maybe my hope that he’d want something with me after he leaves was just another dream.

      “We should probably go. I have to head out early tomorrow,” I mutter.

      I don’t even extend an invite again. Not when he’s made it subtly clear that I’m not someone he wants long term. Maybe for now. But not in the future.

      I’m not sure I want to continue with things if I don’t get that with him. If I don’t get his forever.

      But then again, the way he touches me, the sounds he makes when he comes. Maybe I’ll savor it all until he goes and deal with the fallout then.

      “Why are you so quiet?” he asks as I move toward the exit. He’s following behind me, almost stepping on my heels in the process.

      “Just thinking.”

      I don’t want to frighten him with the enormity of my feelings. We barely know one another. And that’s all that’s between us. Feelings. Fragile, fickle things that ebb and flow as easily as the tides.

      “About what?” he asks, his hand landing on my arm and making me turn to glance at him. He looks nervous and unsure, and for a second I wonder what’s going on in his head.

      What are you thinking, Simon? Will I ever get to know?

      “I’m sorry I never told you I was leaving in August. I…I didn’t know how to tell you or if you even cared.”

      “I get it.”

      His throat works. “Are you mad?”

      “No, just surprised.”

      He steps toward me and then asks, “What are you thinking about?”

      “You. I’m always thinking about you.”

      His throat works and his eyelids flutter and then he’s on me, pushing me back against the door and pressing his lips to mine. I groan into the kiss, the way his tongue pushes into my mouth. Eager. Desperate. Needy. My hands reach around and grab on to his ass, pulling his groin into mine and grinding it against my hardening dick.

      He only kisses me harder, his hands in my hair, tugging, pulling. Pain and pleasure shoot through my scalp and down my spine, settling right between my legs and making my balls literally ache. 

      How is it that he pulls this kind of reaction from me? Sex has never been this good. It’s never been like this. And if I’m lucky, I’ll have barely two more months of this and then nothing.

      I rip my mouth away from his and he presses his lips against my neck, kissing and sucking, his hands scrambling with the bottom of my shirt and tugging it up, the soft palms of his hands running up my chest and pulling a low groan from my throat.

      “Fuck, Simon,” I moan as he rips the fabric from my head and tosses it on the ground. His lips drag across my pecs and suck on my nipples, making me arch forward at how sensitive they are as his hands move to my jeans, unbuttoning them and pulling them down. 

      Down, down. 

      Until he’s on his knees, my cock resting against his cheek. His hands cradle my balls, tugging on them softly.

      “Oh fuck,” he murmurs, and I hear the need laced with each syllable. “You have to know, Wesley. You. You’re my dream.”

      And with those words he engulfs my cock, settling the head of me in the back of his throat and swallowing. It makes my brain shut down, a loud white noise filtering through my ears. All I can feel is him. The warmth of his tongue, the way his hand wraps around my base, the way he sucks and pulls.

      I’m his dream.

      I thrust my hips forward, choking him and he gags. But he doesn’t pull away. No. He just pulls me deeper, my cock tunneling down his throat.

      It’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever felt—the way it tightens and clenches each time he swallows. I can feel his breath against the skin of my groin as he breathes. My eyes swivel down and I see that there’s not an inch of me left. He’s taken me all and he looks blissed out, his lips stretched wide open and his free hand moving frantically as he jacks himself off.

      Damn, he’s so fucking hot.

      He suddenly pulls back and does it all over again, making my knees almost buckle as my legs shake. I grab on to the door handle to keep myself upright, but fuck, it’s hard. I want nothing more than to crumple onto the floor and let him have his way with me.

      I’d let him do anything to me.

      “Fuck, Simon,” I moan as I reach out and thread my fingers through his hair. He hums happily, swallowing around me.

      I won’t last, not with how good this feels.

      I can’t last.

      He pulls off of me and drags me back into his throat again and again until I’m chanting his name, mindless from the best head I’ve ever gotten. Who would have thought it would be from him? From the quiet guy at the sandwich shop who wears button-down shirts and belts with his nicely pressed pants.

      That’s my type of guy, it seems. 

      The kind that suck dick like they were made for it.

      Simon was made for it. 

      For me.

      His hand slides across my balls and past my taint, his finger dangerously close to my asshole. It clenches as he brushes past it, and I groan at the thought of him pressing inside, of his cock pushing past those rings of muscles into the deepest part of me.

      Just the thought of it coupled with the feel of the heat of his mouth makes me unload into him. Wave after wave of orgasm crashes into me as I come, and Simon gurgles and coughs as he swallows, my mess dripping down his chin and neck. 

      But he doesn’t let go, just holds me in his mouth as his arm works frantically, and I watch it all. The way his ass arches out, the way his eyes flutter shut, and then the way he explodes across the floor, the moan from his throat sending shockwaves through my dick.

      And then it’s over. My hand cards through his hair gently as he sucks on my oversensitive dick, but I don’t ask him to move. I let him hold me in him a little longer. It’s intimate and sexy as fuck.

      I don’t know how I’ll move on to someone else when he’s gone. He’s probably ruined me for everyone else. 

      After what feels like long-drawn-out minutes, Simon releases me and presses his face to my hip, breathing deeply.

      “You drive me crazy,” he says softly, peeking up at me.

      “Yeah. Same.”

      It’s lame but my brain is still not functioning completely. Every time with him just gets hotter and hotter. Pretty soon I’m not going to have a brain left. He’s going to have incinerated it.

      A deep-fried brain.

      “Come home with me,” I say. “I don’t want to spend the weekend without you.”

      He sighs and stands up on shaking legs. I can feel the tremble in his hand as he presses it to my bare chest, right above my thumping heart.

      “I’m your dream, remember?” I tease, and Simon’s already red cheeks darken. “Come home with me and meet my mom and sister.”

      “Are you out to them? Or am I going to have to pretend?”

      “I’m not, but I’ll tell them about us. I’m not worried.”

      He doesn’t believe me and he still hasn’t given me an answer yet. 

      “Can I think on it?” he asks, and I nod because what else can I say? I don’t want to pressure him, don’t want him to enter into something he doesn’t want. And I might be his dream, but that doesn’t mean things still won’t end when he leaves in August. He might not want to continue.

      We just began.

      And maybe this is where we end.
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      SIMON

      Wesley left this morning, sneaking out while I was still asleep. But not before kissing me softly on the cheek. I stirred, but pretended not to wake because I wasn’t sure what to say to him.

      I want to go with him this weekend, but at what cost?

      It’s too soon.

      That’s what everyone tells me. That’s what my brain tells me.

      And yet my heart doesn’t care.

      I didn’t lie when I said Wesley is my dream. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted. 

      But I’m leaving in August.

      And it’s too soon. 

      I putter around the apartment, making myself a strong espresso and drinking it far too fast. My stomach churns so I gulp down some water too. Now it’s just a sloshing mess in there. So I piss and shower and brush my teeth for far too long. I have the cleanest teeth in Iowa at this point.

      I stare at my tired eyes in the mirror and remember how alive I felt just hours ago—with him in my arms, with my mouth around his cock.

      He’s surprised me in more ways than one. I never thought I stood a chance with him. Never. And then I started to hope. Started to dream.

      That’s the mistake I made. I let myself think of the future.

      Let myself think about what I want.

      When have I ever done that? Not recently. Not for a very long time.

      “Fuck,” I mutter as I move to the bedroom and grab a duffel bag and stuff it full of clothes. I don’t look at what I’m bringing, but I pack anyway. My brain tells me not to, that it’s all moving too fast, but my heart propels me forward.

      As I’m walking to the car, my phone rings and I stare down at it. 

      John.

      I don’t answer. Don’t let myself look. Because guilt spreads through me at the thought, and I can’t breathe.

      And yet still, I go. I drive so fucking fast that I break all the laws before coming to a stop in front of his house. He’s in his Bronco, his hat pulled low over his head, his body stretching to reach something in the back seat. I just sit there and stare, wondering if I made the right choice, if coming here today was the right thing.

      Why does it always have to be a moral decision? Maybe this isn’t right or wrong, or good or bad. Maybe it just is.

      I catch the moment when Wesley sees me, his eyes widening in shock and the tilt of his mouth—his wide, beautiful smile. All those straight white teeth. Those lips.

      I can’t believe a man like that would ever want a man like me. 

      He jumps down from his car and jogs over to me, tapping on the window. Like a fucking weirdo, I only roll it down an inch, just like that one time when he’d helped me with my car battery. 

      God, I was afraid of what he might do to me if I let myself get close to him, and I was proven right.

      Look at what he’s done.

      I’m ruined.

      “Get your ass out of the car, Simon,” he says with a laugh and then sticks his hand through the window as far as he can before his arm gets stuck. I’m left to roll it down further before he shatters the window with his girth, and he leans in and grips the back of my neck gently.

      “Didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Me either,” I admit and then feel my cheeks heat. They’re always so fucking hot around him. All I do is blush. But he’s so damn perfect, and I can’t help it. He mixes me up, turns me upside down. I’m left with nothing but vertigo for days.

      “Get out. Come on. Let’s go.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to breathe as he opens the door and pulls me out, pushing me up against the side of the car and kissing me deeply.

      I just sag into him, loving how he tastes. Like honey. Sweet and sticky and so fucking addicting.

      His forehead presses against mine and he breathes deeply. “Fuck.”

      It’s a simple word but it sets me on fire, and once more, I’m melting as he kisses me again. We stand there for long minutes, tongues thrusting in each other’s mouths, our cocks lengthening between us. My ass is still sore from the other night, from when he entered me, but I’d let him fuck me again right now. I never want the feeling to go away. I want him to stay a part of me for as long as he’ll have me. For as long as I’m here.

      “Okay, now we really have to leave,” Wesley says as he pulls away. Our cocks are hard and pressed together, and my pulse is throbbing in my neck. If he looks, I’m sure he can see how frantically it beats.

      “Damn, but you drive me crazy,” he says with a small laugh. “My dick is going to be hard the whole way home.”

      I glance down and see it and wet my lips, remembering the taste of him, the smell of him. I would gag on him for a lifetime if he’d let me.

      “Maybe we should go upstairs,” I suggest and watch as Wesley’s eyes darken, those pupils dilating.

      “You’re a temptation.”

      “We could be fast,” I say, my fingers tightening around his hips.

      I release a shaky exhale and then Wesley is pulling me to the front door, a determined look on his face. I can’t believe he’s doing this, that my meager words convinced him. But suddenly, I’m in his room and the door’s closed behind us. I hear the switch of the lock, and I watch as he pulls his shirt over his head and drops it on the floor.

      “We have ten minutes. Max.”

      I nod and then he’s grabbing on to me, kissing me frantically and undressing me with fervor. I hear something rip but barely notice it as the warm air in his room hits my overheated skin.

      He pushes me onto the bed, and I fall down, my cock hitting my stomach as I go. His eyes darken when he sees me, and I swallow, suddenly nervous. It was life-changing my first time with him. I can’t imagine what the second time will be like.

      He’s going to shatter me.

      “I only have this kind of lube,” he says, his throat rasping as he hands me a small container. I look at it and nod, scooting back on the bed. “Does that work?”

      “Yeah,” I say. At this point, he could use his spit and I’d let him. I’d let him tear me apart, just to feel him inside of me again. I uncap it, feeling suddenly shy. The first time he fucked me, I was already prepped, and now he’s going to have to watch me do it. I don’t know how he’ll feel about that.

      But my worry dies almost as soon as it’s brought to life because he wets his lips and grabs his cock as I smear my fingers with the lube.

      “Fuck me,” he murmurs as I spread my legs and slide a finger inside me. “You’re so hot.”

      It spurs me on, adding more lube and stuffing more fingers inside of me. One. Two. Three. Until I’m fucking back on my hand, my head thrown back, my entire body thrumming with need. I’m sure it’s been longer than ten minutes, but neither of us cares. 

      I definitely don’t care when Wesley joins me on the bed and slides a finger inside of me, right alongside my own. Knowing that he’s inside of me, even a small part of him, drives me wild, my cock bucking and my balls tightening.

      “Damn, you’re so tight.”

      I groan as he crooks his finger, and then I arch up when he adds a second one, stretching me so damn wide.

      We fuck into me together for a few minutes until finally I beg him to fuck me and he obliges. His cock enters me in one swift thrust, causing me to cry out at the pain that shoots through me. But pain is what I like, it’s tinged with pleasure, and I know that soon it will grow, will burst through me until I’m mindless with it. 

      My legs wrap around his waist as he pistons his hips into me over and over, his cock hitting my prostate with each thrust. I’m mewling, whining, panting like a dog. I grab on to his hair and pull, dragging my tongue along his neck as he takes me.

      I hear his grunts, his deep throaty breathing. I can taste his sweat on my lips as I bite and kiss my way up his neck, feeling the stretch of his dick in my hole as if I’m a virgin taking it for the first time.

      “I want to fuck you every way,” he groans. “On your hands and knees.” He sits up, angling his hips and pushing into me. I cry out at the new position, the drag of his cock on my insides.

      “Want you on top. Want you to bounce on my cock.” Thrust. Thrust. The slap of skin is almost deafening.

      “Want you to fuck me too. Want to try it. Want you to top me, Simon.”

      The visual, of his hole stretching around me makes me nearly come, but he’s not done with me. Not yet. My legs are thrown over his shoulders and he wraps an arm around them, his thrusts changing position once again. I can barely keep my eyes open, can barely even breathe at how good it is. My entire body zings with pleasure, all of my nerves sending signals straight to my dick.

      His lips descend on my calf, and he bites down right as he slams into me, and I nearly scream.

      “Love the sounds you make,” he grunts. “You’re gonna make me come. Want you to say my name while you do. My name, Simon. Mine.”

      His thrusts grow more frantic, and I grab on to my dick, pumping it until my pent-up load explodes across my chest. His name leaves my lips as my ass squeezes his hard cock. He groans, and I feel his cum shoot into me, painting the walls of my ass. 

      Wesley falls down onto me, his lips tender on mine. We kiss for a minute, just savoring it, and then he sighs.

      “We’re going to be late.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, not really sorry at all. And it doesn’t look like Wesley is either.

      “Don’t be. That was hot as fuck.”

      He pulls out of me, and I wince at the loss of him, but he doesn’t go far. He just leans up on his elbow and looks down at me.

      “You’re so pretty.”

      I’ve never been called that in my life. But I like it. His hand slides across my jaw and he smiles at me.

      “Gotta get cleaned up so we can go.”

      I nod and then swallow nervously, the twinge in my ass reminding me that I’ve been fucking him bare. I never did that with James.

      I didn’t trust him enough after he gave me a STI. He’d been cheating on me for months. After my positive results—thank god, it was nothing major and was resolved with medication—I refused to do it again. He begged me, pleaded, said sex with a condom was boring but I didn’t give in. It was a stipulation of me staying with him.

      He pressured me about it every time we fucked.

      I found out later he was cheating again. Thank god I didn’t trust him. Thank god, I protected myself.

      Upon reflection, everything was so different with James.

      Even sex.

      For some reason, I know Wesley would never do that to me. I trust him, in my own weird way.

      I fucking trust him.

      “Come on,” Wesley says, grabbing on to my hand and helping me up. I can feel my ass empty his release as I move, and I feel embarrassed that it’s gotten on the sheets, but Wesley doesn’t seem to care. He just pulls me into the bathroom and wipes me up, his touch tender and careful. 

      When we’re finally put back together again, not smelling or looking like we just had sex, Wesley grabs my duffel bag and sets it in his car, then opens the door for me like a gentleman.

      “Don’t want you making a run for it. You can’t change your mind now, man. You’re coming home with me and meeting the fam.”

      I nod and buckle in. 

      It’s too soon.

      And yet here I am…

      Breaking all the rules.
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      WESLEY

      I should have known better than to expect my mom and sister to be alone at their place when we arrived. Should have known that she’d invite the whole fucking family. She tends to overdo things and this would be no different. I should have come home sooner, but it’s been months and apparently she thought to throw a party. 

      “Oh my god,” Simon says softly. There are cars galore, and I groan as I pull into a spot on the street, narrowly missing a swipe at my cousin’s car. Not that he’d notice. His car is a wreck. It has more dings and scrapes on it than is reasonable.

      “My mom is such a nut,” I say with a shake of my head and then turn to look at Simon whose skin is far too pale.

      “I thought it was just your mom and sister here this weekend.”

      “Yeah, and the rest of the family. Apparently, she got a little over-excited. I’m sorry, man…I should have expected this, but I was sex-crazed and…well, I just didn’t.”

      “Wesley,” he says softly. “What—how are you going to explain me to all of them? It’s too much.”

      Damn. I don’t fucking know. I’d planned on coming out to my mom as soon as we walked in the door, but it seems I’m coming out to my entire family now too. No way will I hide who Simon is or ask him to pretend to be something he’s not. 

      Even I know that’s an asshole move.

      “I’ll figure it out,” I say and then hop down, jogging to his side and wrenching the door open. He stares down at me with those big eyes, and I smile warmly at him. My mom didn’t know he was coming, not that it would have deterred her from inviting everyone over, but she might have waited until day two at least.

      Even she knows better than that. My family can be a bit much.

      “I’m afraid,” he says, and I lean into him, putting my hands on his thighs and squeezing.

      “Don’t be. They’ll love you.”

      He eyes me and then hops down as I grab our bags and walk down the sidewalk, Simon in tow. Even from here, I can see my cousins lingering on the grass in the front yard, beers in their hands as they talk loudly. 

      “Listen, just know they’re all good people. Just a little…loud. And unconventional.”

      Simon swallows and nods. 

      “Look who it is!” my older cousin Jimmy bellows. He has a long beard that reaches down to his chest and a backwards cap on. He looks like he just walked out of a mechanic shop.

      “Hey there, loser,” I say as I pull him into a hug. Hmm, smells like he just did too.

      “Fucker,” Jimmy says, and then I turn my head and hug Paulie who is the complete opposite of his brother, with a collared shirt and neatly combed hair. 

      “Hey there, Paulie.”

      He grins and then flicks my ear. “Shut the fuck up. Who’s this?”

      Both of their eyes swivel to Simon, and before I can get a word out in explanation, my mom and sister fly out the door, followed by my aunts and uncles and the rest of my cousins. It’s a zoo. I swear to god, this is overwhelming, even for me. I can’t imagine what Simon feels like, being swarmed by these people he doesn’t know. He grew up without parents, with only his grandmother to look out for him. I doubt that he’s ever been in a situation like this in his life. 

      Before I can reassure him, I’m passed around, squeezed to death, and then finally when I can breathe, I see Simon’s in the same situation. Hugged and shaken and kissed.

      He looks shocked and confused, but doesn’t run. Thank fuck, he hasn’t bolted.

      “So who is this? A friend?” my mom asks and everyone stops and looks. I swear they’ve never been so quiet in my life. Even the music in the background is muted.

      “Um,” I wet my lips, my heart thundering. Fuck, I was so confident earlier, and now I don’t know what to say. Simon glances over at me, panic in his eyes. Panic for me? I’m not sure. Or perhaps he’s upset that I’m blundering this so badly.

      “He’s a guy.”

      “We see that,” Jimmy says and strokes his beard. 

      “We’re friends,” Simon says, his voice soft and yet assured. “Just friends.”

      I swallow, feeling guilt sneak up on me, and I shake my head, feeling like shit. This is not how I wanted it to go. This is not what he deserves.

      “No, we aren’t,” I blurt. “We aren’t just friends.”

      Everyone’s eyes swivel to mine, and I feel my cheeks heat. “Fuck.”

      Simon looks like he wants to melt into the ground, so I reach out to him and grab on to his hand, pulling him into me and kissing him gently on the lips. We haven’t discussed what we are…haven’t labeled this, so I don’t know what else to say. So I show them instead.

      My mom gasps, and then I hear a slow clap from someone in the background.

      “Didn’t know Wes was gay. Did you?” one of my uncles asks, and my aunt smacks him across the back of the head.

      When my eyes swivel around to find my mom and sister, both are beaming.

      “You must be special,” my sister chirps as my mom rushes up, pulling Simon and me into a hug.

      “I’m so glad you brought your boyfriend home. God, I am just so damn happy. I had no idea he was into guys, but it makes total sense now. Oh my god…come on, let’s celebrate! This is just amazing.”

      Simon glances at me as we all shuffle inside, the smell of barbecue from the backyard wafting toward us.

      “I’m sorry…I didn’t know what to call you,” I whisper and Simon nods, not answering me. I was hoping he’d tell me something I’d like to hear. Like the word boyfriend would have been okay, but then again, he’s leaving for college soon. Maybe that’s not what he wants. Maybe I’m not what he wants.

      But then a memory of him beneath me, chanting my name filters through my head, and I push those negative thoughts aside.

      No way. He wants me. He can’t hide how I make him feel.

      We need to talk and soon, but we can’t do that here. Not until tonight when we’re alone and tucked into bed.

      “Want something to eat? We have ribs, hamburgers, hot dogs…” my mom says.

      “Oh, umm,” Simon stutters, and I squeeze his hand. 

      “Simon doesn’t eat that stuff.”

      “I can. It’s fine. I don’t need—”

      My mom claps her hands, interrupting him. “Do you eat chicken? Or are you a vegetarian?”

      “Chicken is fine,” Simon says, and my mom shouts at her brother, telling him to grab a chicken breast from the freezer.

      Simon looks horrified, but I don’t let him ruminate on that for too long. My mom is happy to accommodate him. The way she’s eyeing me, I know that she wants to talk to me about this, but that will have to wait. All of it will have to wait until Simon and I figure out what this is.

      “I have two cousins who are strict vegans. Don’t worry about this, okay?” I tell him.

      Simon bobs his head and then glances around.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but…”

      “I’ll have one,” he blurts and my eyebrows lift in surprise.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes,” he says. “Just one. I need to…this is too much. I need to calm down a bit.”

      “Shit. Do you want to leave?”

      “No. No, I want to stay, I just need something to help me relax.”

      Grabbing him a beer from the cooler and one for myself, I pop off the tops.

      Simon takes it and guzzles some down, his throat working furiously against the fizz.

      “Slow down, baby,” I say with a smile, and my mom hears the term of endearment because she croons over it.

      Simon’s cheeks darken as he presses the cold glass to his neck, attempting to cool himself down.

      “Why don’t you guys go outside and relax? We have a pool and even some cornhole,” my mom suggests.

      “I don’t know if I can relax,” Simon replies, and my mom laughs, thinking he’s being funny, but I know he’s so out of his element here. I don’t know how to help him other than just staying by his side.

      So stay by his side. Throughout the entire afternoon and evening I stay with him, even pulling him onto my lap at one point when Uncle Harlan stared a little too long.

      I flipped him off and Uncle Harlan chuckled, saluting me with his beer can.

      They might not fully understand, but none of them are assholes. And all of them know to keep their opinions to themselves. I’m sure some of them have those too, but they respect my mom and me enough to talk about it elsewhere.

      “How much longer?” Simon asks, his ass on my lap, my hands around his waist. We both stopped drinking after that first beer, our cups now filled with soda instead. It’s late, the sun departing hours ago. My aunts and uncles with little kids have left, but Jimmy and Paulie are still here, both with glassy eyes from drinking too much. My sister’s in bed, my mom put her there an hour ago, though she fought it. 

      “I’m not tired,” she griped, despite being grumpy and breaking down in tears.

      Yeah, that little bug can’t lie well enough yet.

      So now it’s just the four of us and Uncle Gary who is passed out on the lawn.

      “Should we move him?” Paulie asks us, throwing a thumb over to where Uncle Gary lies.

      Jimmy just snorts and rubs his beard. “No. Asshole needs to learn when to cut it off.”

      Simon leans back against me, his head tilted up to the dark night sky. Out here, the stars are easy to see, so unlike in the city where they’re hidden behind the smog and light pollution. Will he like it in the big city? Will he find someone else there?

      “I think we can make an escape now, if you wanna?” I tell Simon who immediately stands up.

      “We’re going to go to sleep,” I tell my mom and she lets us know that she’s made up the bed. Simon’s cheeks are flushed as we make our way inside the house, and when I finally make it to my room, Simon announces that there is no way we’re fucking, not with my sister and mom just across the hall.

      “We’ll see about that,” I reply but don’t push it, knowing that Simon needs to feel comfortable, especially after dealing with my family all day.

      It was a lot, but the fact that he stayed makes my heart swell. I swear it’s not normal, but fuck, I really like this guy.

      I don’t want him to go off to college this summer and for us to end up long-distance. Or worse, end up nothing at all.

      Nothing is not a good word. Nothing is…nothing.

      I’m not sure I could bear that.

      Wordlessly, Simon pulls off his clothes and settles in bed under the covers, wearing just his underwear. I ogle him the entire time, not sure why that man hides all those lean muscles under those stuffy old man clothes. 

      “You’re staring.”

      “Duh.”

      I don’t waste any time and strip down, sliding in next to him. He smells like smoke and the night air, and still, he’s just as potent as he always is. His head turns toward me, and I reach out and stroke his cheek.

      I watch as those dark eyes flutter shut and his nostrils flare. How had I ever found anyone else attractive when Simon existed? How did I ever want anyone else? I don’t know. All I know is Simon is the one I want.

      “Your family is lovely,” he says after a moment, my hand now in his hair, massaging his scalp.

      “They’re a little much, but thanks for the compliment.”

      “No, you’re so lucky,” he adds, and then his eyes open and he meets my stare. “You have so many people who love you.”

      I swallow, feeling his loss, knowing that he doesn’t have what I do. I’m so fucking lucky. I know this. I’ve always taken them for granted, but now, in this moment, I realize how fucking selfish I’ve been.

      “I am. I know. You can have them too…they’re yours now too. They all loved you.”

      “But I’m leaving.” His voice is tinged with sadness. “I won’t be here in a few months.”

      I hate that, hate that pretty soon he’ll be so damn far away, in a big city, leaving me behind. 

      What about me, Simon? What about me?

      But I don’t ask it. I swallow it down and keep it hidden within me. I don’t want to hold him back. Simon’s some kind of robotics genius, and I’m just a…I don’t know what I am. Right now I’m nothing more than a dude who works at a sandwich shop in a small town in Iowa. That’s all I am. 

      I know Simon could find someone better. 

      Someone worthy.

      “What’s that look for?” he asks, and I shrug, turning my face so I’m staring at the ceiling of my childhood room. Small glow-in-the-dark stars shine down on us and a memory of me and my sister putting them up filters through my brain. She was just a toddler then and my hands had gripped her chubby thighs as I held her in my arms, her little hands reaching up to stick them on.

      “You’re upset.”

      I don’t answer, running a hand down my face. “Yeah, it sucks that you’re going away so soon…that I’ll be here and you’ll be hours away.”

      “You could—” he pauses and then says softly, “You could move there with me. You could take your time and figure out what you want to do…you could…we could be roommates.”

      Neither of us says anything for a minute, my brain trying to process it all. I’ve only known Simon for a couple months and we’ve only been whatever we are for a few weeks. I don’t know what the fuck he’s thinking. I can’t move several counties over for him.

      Can I?

      “We barely know each other,” I say, and Simon sighs.

      “I’m getting a house anyway. It wouldn’t be any trouble.”

      This is insanity, and yet part of me considers it. I don’t have anything here. Not really. My job is mediocre, and I don’t have any major commitments. The only thing I really have is my friends and even then, I could visit. Or they could come to me. But there’s still so much I don’t know about Simon. So much he won’t tell me.

      “It’s crazy. I know. You can forget I said anything,” Simon mutters, and I turn to look at him, my fingers linking with his. 

      “It is crazy. It’s so fucking nuts. We just met…just started. I can’t move across the state for you.”

      He pulls his lips between his teeth and blinks before turning over on his side, his back to me. I can feel this distance between us, can feel how rejected he feels, and I want to do nothing but comfort him.

      My hand wraps around his waist, and I pull him toward me, pressing my chest to his back, my face into his neck.

      “Is it weird that I feel so much for someone I barely know?” I whisper.

      “No…I don’t know.”

      “I have never in my life been this consumed by someone else.”

      “I know. I can’t…sometimes…Wesley…you steal my breath from my lungs. I don’t know how to breathe without you.”

      It’s too fucking much, the confession, so I hold him to me tighter.

      “We have two months still. We can see how it goes….”

      “I know better,” he says. “We should end it before it gets to be too much. We should end this now.”

      But neither of us moves away from the other. We just hold on, my body plastered to his, his hand on my forearm, holding me in place. And that’s how we fall asleep.

      The two of us clinging to each other.
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        * * *

      

      “These games are rigged,” Simon says as we make our way through the fairgrounds. Poppy is holding onto my hand and my mom is in line at a concession stand, grabbing us food.

      “Yeah, but they’re fun,” I tell him. “And we have to at least try. I want to win you something. Something you can take to college…something to remember me by.”

      He peers up at me, and I desperately want to kiss him, want to slide my tongue into his mouth, but this morning things have been stilted and quiet. I have a feeling that had Simon driven himself to my mom’s house, he’d have snuck out before I had a chance to wake.

      But he was still there when I pried my eyes open. Small mercies and such.

      “I’d like that,” he says softly, and I reach out to squeeze his hand.

      “Okay, I bought ten hot dogs…” my mom says and holds out a basket to us. 

      “Why’d you get so many?” I ask with a laugh, and she shrugs. 

      “I didn’t mean to, but I think the guy misheard me, and I didn’t want to correct him. I felt bad. So eat up, kids. This was like a hundred bucks.”

      Poppy grabs one and bites into it while I do the same. Simon eyes them warily, but my mom notices and plops a big plate of french fries in his hands with a wink. He smiles softly at her, and my heart just explodes.

      “I want to go on that rollercoaster now!” Poppy shouts.

      “Yeah, you can, but after you eat and maybe a little after that. I didn’t bring you a change of clothes for when you puke on yourself.”

      “I’m not going to barf. I’m seven, Mommy.”

      My mom smiles at her and then leads her to a small park bench which is blessedly open. We all sit down, digging into the food and planning out the rest of the day. Simon’s sitting next to me and yet he’s still a little too far away.

      I don’t like that. Not one fucking bit. I scoot a little closer and he spreads his legs slightly, his knee touching mine. Even that little touch grounds me and gives me hope.

      “Oh my god! Wes?” a familiar voice says, and I turn my gaze to see an ex-girlfriend of mine beaming down at me. In my periphery, Simon stiffens, his eyes swiveling over to…shit. What was her name?

      God, I’m an asshole. I fucked her for months and can’t recall her goddamn name.

      “Hey,” I say and then stand up and pull her into a hug. “Good to see you.”

      “Yeah, me too. Oh my god, this is such a surprise. Hey, Mrs. S.”

      My mom waggles her fingers at her. “Hi, Ava.”

      Thank fuck for my mom. I can’t imagine going through this entire conversation without knowing who I was speaking to. And it’s not like I could ask. 

      “How have you been?” she asks as I take in her pink lips and curly blonde hair. I remember being so enamored with her in high school. Not enamored enough to remember her name, but fuck, she’s cute, even more so now that she’s filled out a bit. Her curves are killer.

      Not that it does anything for me at the moment.

      No. I like the long, muscular planes of Simon. 

      I like everything about him.

      “I’ve been good. Been busy with work and other stuff,” I reply.

      “Same. I’d love to catch up sometime, if you want to.”

      I glance back at Simon who is fiddling with his phone, texting on it rapidly. He doesn’t even seem to care that Ava’s talking to me. Not that he should be, but part of me wishes he cared. Just a little bit.

      “Yeah, that would be nice, but um, I’m not around much. Just in town to see my sister and mom.”

      “Yeah? So cool,” she peers over at Simon who meets her stare. “Well, um, do you still have the same number?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll call you sometime then. Or text. Who am I kidding, I hate talking on the phone.” She beams at me and Simon moves up to my side, his arm sliding around my waist. It’s so subtle and he makes no sound, but Ava’s eyes catch on it and she blinks several times in surprise.

      “Oh.”

      Her pretty lips stay that way for far too long, and Simon just stands there next to me, waiting for me to do…god knows what.

      What the fuck do I do?

      “I didn’t…I didn’t realize,” Ava says, and I smile softly at her.

      “Neither did I, but…well, this is Simon.”

      His fingers tighten around me and he inclines his head toward Ava who just stares at him. 

      “So nice to meet you, Simon.”

      “You too, Ava.” His voice is soft but assured, like he’s staking a claim on me, and I really fucking like it. I want to be staked. Claim me, Simon. I’m yours. 

      And then she’s saying bye and walking away, still looking a bit dumbfounded, and I know that she’s probably going to tell others about this. Not that I care. I don’t really hang out with the people I did in high school. And whatever they think of me…well, I couldn’t care less. I only care what Simon thinks of me.

      What the fuck does he think of me?

      Suddenly his hand is gone and Simon is moving away from me to go back to eating, but he seems off, his eyes never landing on mine, his body tilting away from me. Even my mom flashes me a concerned look and when she pulls Poppy away to try her hand at a game, I take the opportunity to speak to him.

      “Why are you so quiet?” I ask.

      “I’m always quiet.”

      “Yeah, you are, but not like this,” I reply and then stand up and tug him toward a quieter part of the park, wanting to have this discussion where we aren’t interrupted. We end up between two tents, a bit of garbage sticking to my shoe, but I don’t even notice it. I just notice him and his diverted eyes.

      “What happened back there? What changed?”

      “I…” he turns his gaze to the ground and then sighs. “I was jealous.”

      “I know, this isn’t the first time you’ve done this.” His cheeks darken and he looks ashamed. “And I fucking like it, Simon, but this is the first time you’ve been distant with me afterward. So what’s up?”

      He shuffles his feet on the ground. “It’s stupid.”

      “I guarantee you that it’s not.”

      He pulls his lips between his teeth and then peers up at me with those soulful dark eyes. “You didn’t call me your…you didn’t tell her that I’m your boyfriend.”

      My mouth opens and closes. “What?”

      “You said I was Simon. Just Simon.”

      “But…last night you said we should end this sooner rather than later…I didn’t…fuck, I’m so damn confused. I thought you wanted this to be over.”

      Simon bites at his lip and then moves toward me, his hands on my chest. Fuck, I can smell him and it makes my body react. My dick is mostly hard with him just touching me.

      “I did too…I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I get so possessive of you when I know I shouldn’t.”

      “I love when you’re possessive. Makes my dick hard.”

      He swallows and then reaches down between us, grasping on to my hard cock and squeezing roughly.

      A moan slips out of me, and I run my fingers through his hair.

      “We should totally end this,” he mutters, and I shake my head as he steps closer to me, his breath skirting across my lips.

      And just like that, we’re kissing, open-mouthed filthy kisses where his tongue and my tongue fuck in and out, not caring that we’re in the middle of a busy fairground. If he wanted to fuck, I’d do it. I’m so goddamn enamored with him—the way he feels, the way he tastes.

      Suddenly, he pulls away and steps back, his fingers pressed against his lips.

      “Not here,” he whispers, and I groan my protest. I want it here, want it now, but I know he’s right. My sister and mom are somewhere nearby. Whatever was about to happen needs to wait until later.

      Much later.

      “We’re gonna finish this tonight,” I say, and Simon’s eyelids flutter. He adjusts himself and I do the same, knowing that just a subtle brush of his arm against mine will make my cock harden and pulse.

      “What am I going to do with you?” he asks, and I move toward him, pulling him into my body and kissing him senseless. When we pull apart, his lips and cheeks are matching in color.

      I press my forehead against his. “You’re going to keep me.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 12

          

        

      

    

    




      SIMON

      I am utterly and completely infatuated with Wesley. The way he moves, the way he speaks, and seeing him with his sister…well, I’d say I’m in love with him too. Fuck, but it’s too soon.

      I’m reminded of this because John keeps calling and it’s making my stomach churn. 

      It’s too soon. It’s only been five months.

      Five fucking months and then him. My light in the darkness. A hope I didn’t know I’d find.

      “Did you have a good time?” Wesley asks me, dropping me off at my car. My duffel bag is in the back seat, and I’m standing next to the car, my hands in my pockets. I so desperately want to kiss him, but I don’t know if I should.

      This back and forth is putting my heart through the wringer. I’m not sure I can survive much more. 

      I need to make a choice and be okay with it. I need to decide what to do.

      “I did. I had a great time. Your family is wonderful.”

      “My sister loved you. She already wants you to come back and visit.”

      I peer up at him. “I’d like that.”

      Wesley cocks his head, watching me intently, and then he murmurs, “Well, you better go.”

      “Yeah. I should go.”

      I move to get into my car, but he stops me with a sigh, pulling me into him and lowering his mouth to mine. 

      “Let me come home with you tonight. I want you.”

      It’s enough for me to cave. Those warring indecisions have suddenly been forgotten as I nod and he slides into my car. We don’t speak as I drive us home, and as soon as we stumble into my apartment, I’m on him, pulling on his shirt and wrenching it off his head. My hands are on him, my palms scraping up his abdomen and his chest until they’re wrapped around his neck and holding him to me.

      “Oh fuck,” he moans as I bite at his lips, frantically peeling away our clothes until there’s nothing left, but skin.

      I push him onto the couch and he falls with an oof. His hard cock hits his abdomen with a smack, and I fall to my knees, pulling it into my throat as I swallow around it. I love sucking cock. For years I was met with disinterest, and now I have this. 

      Wesley arches back, his chest flushed with color, his eyes hooded as he watches me suck him down.

      How can I ever give him up? 

      My hands travel up his thighs, massaging the strong muscle there as I continue to lap and suck on him, and when I finally pop off and drag my lips up his stomach, Wesley grabs on to me and pulls me up, his mouth smashing into mine. We moan and grind against each other, too consumed with the other to pay attention to things like time. 

      I lose all sense of that when he’s around.

      “I want to fuck you,” he moans, his hands massaging my ass. “Let me fuck you, Simon.”

      I reluctantly move off of him and grab some lube. I slick it across his cock before slowly stuffing myself full. He watches me with a needy stare as I lower myself onto him, inch by glorious inch until he’s balls deep.

      “Why do you always feel so damn good?” he moans as I sit with him inside of me, relishing the feel of the way it stings, the way he stretches me with no prep.

      “I don’t know, but fuck, Wesley.”

      “Love when you say my name.”

      “Love when you fuck me,” I groan and then gasp when he arches his hips and tunnels further inside of me. “Oh god, I love…oh fuck…you.”

      My words trail off incoherent and muttered. I don’t even know what I’m saying as he bounces me on his cock, our skin slapping together, my fingers holding on to his shoulders, my lips parted in constant moans and grunts as he takes me apart piece by piece.

      “You’re so hot. So damn hot,” Wesley says and then bites down on my neck, assuredly leaving a mark there. I don’t care. I love looking at my skin and seeing what he’s done to me. I love remembering. It’s why I want it hard. Why I want it to hurt. Sometimes I wake and don’t believe any of this is real. 

      Sometimes I think I’m going to roll over and wake up from it all.

      This is too good to be true.

      I ride him rougher, making his fingertips dig into my sides harder and harder until we’re both groaning loudly, the sound disgustingly feral as we take what we need. And when he finally comes, filling up my ass, and I burst across his chest, we lay there limp and sweating, our chests heaving as we try to catch our breath.

      “God. God damn,” Wesley murmurs as he kisses lazily across my shoulder. He hasn’t moved from me, and I don’t plan on getting off his lap any time soon.

      “I don’t want to move away from you,” I admit, feeling like my heart is fracturing at the thought. It’s crazy because we barely know each other, but this connection we have…the one we’ve had for weeks isn’t something I think I’ll find again.

      “I don’t want you to move either, but you have to. You’re too smart to stick around here. You have an awesome opportunity.”

      “Come with me,” I say, not looking at him, but asking again anyway. I can hear his intake of breath and he doesn’t answer, causing my heart to shrivel in my chest. 

      He’s letting me down easy. He doesn’t want to tell me no.

      That’s fine. I’ll be fine.

      I let him hold me for a minute more and then shift off of him, already feeling his release start to exit my body. I wish I could keep it inside of me, keep a piece of him with me at all times. Because pretty soon it will all be over. Pretty soon he will just be a memory.

      In the bathroom, I wash up and Wesley appears behind me, looking like some kind of god as he folds his arms across his chest.

      “If I moved across the state to be with you, everyone would think I’m insane.”

      I peek up at him and then look away, not wanting to do this now. I asked and he refused. It’s fine.

      I don’t need to discuss it.

      “It’s okay. I get it.”

      His arms fall to his sides and he steps up behind me, resting his chin on my shoulder.

      “I… Fuck it. I’ll do it.”

      My lips part, and I find myself slightly lightheaded. “What?”

      “I’ll do it. I don’t have anything here…and why the fuck not, you know? Life is short. We need to do what we want when we want.”

      So simple for him. Everything is so damn simple. His smile widens as I just blink at him in the mirror and he presses his lips to my neck, right against my thundering pulse.

      “I feel you. Feel how nervous you are, but what do we have to lose?”

      Everything, I think, but I let him turn me around and kiss his way to my mouth, let him set me up on the counter and make out with me until I forget my own name.

      It’s only when I hear the pounding on my front door that I’m wrenched back to reality and stumble to my feet.

      John. 

      I shouldn’t have ignored him.

      “Simon! Let me in!” John bellows, and I wrench on some boxers and rush to the door, pulling it open and seeing a disheveled man standing before me. He reminds me so much of James, of what James would have looked like had he lived. 

      But he’s gone. 

      John’s bloodshot eyes swivel down to my unkempt, barely clothed state and then travel behind me to where Wesley stands.

      “What the fuck? Who is this? You with him?” he asks, his voice broken and raspy.

      I swallow and nod, not sure what to say.

      “He’s barely cold in the grave and you’re with this guy now?!” he’s shouting, losing his shit, and Wesley is at my side, looking so fucking confused. 

      “Why’s he here?” Wesley asks, looking concerned.

      “You’ve been fucking him!” John roars, pulling on his hair, looking like he’s going to crumble. “James hasn’t been gone for six months! You whore!”

      I flinch, feeling tears begin to sting my eyes. Fuck, I didn’t want Wesley to find out like this. I wanted to tell him in my own time.

      And John’s not wrong. It is too soon, and yet here I am…captivated by another man. Captivated by him. 

      I shouldn’t want him, didn’t plan on it, but I did it anyway. 

      I took something I wanted for the first time in my life.

      “Don’t fucking talk to him like that,” Wesley says, puffing up a bit and standing in front of me, but he has nothing to worry about. John wouldn’t hurt me. He’s never laid a hand on me. I was good to his son, even when he didn’t deserve it. 

      He knows this.

      “John. Go home. Or I’ll call the police,” I say, and John swivels his eyes to me. I can smell the alcohol on his breath, can sense how wasted he is just by looking in his eyes.

      “He’s barely dead and you’ve forgotten about him,” he whispers, his voice breaking.

      “I haven’t forgotten about him,” I say and pull John into a hug, patting his back and feeling the sting of his tears against my skin. “Of course I haven’t. James was the love of my life.”

      I say that, despite the fact I’ve recently realized it’s not true. Since meeting Wesley, I question if I even knew what love was all those years. I’m not sure I did. 

      I think what James and I had was codependency, something unhealthy, something we both couldn’t quite let go of. 

      “But you’re replacing him.”

      “I’m not,” I say, trying to appease him. I just want him to leave so I can explain this all to Wesley, but before I can get him out the door, Wesley is moving away from me and disappearing into the bedroom. Oh fuck, he’s going to leave me. He’s going to walk out. 

      I’ve ruined it.

      “You need to go, John. You need to go home. Let me order you a ride.”

      He shakes his head, sobbing into my arms and so I hold him like that for far too long. The only relief is that Wesley hasn’t left—he’s still in the room. Oh fuck, please let him wait for me. Let him let me explain. 

      “He’s gone and you’re forgetting him. Who’s going to remember him if you don’t?” John asks, and my heart flips in my chest. I’d never forget James. I loved him once, but things turned sour, and at the end, he was someone I didn’t recognize. He was mean and unfaithful, and while I mourned what we could have had, I didn’t mourn what I lost. No, I’d lost that ages ago.

      “I’ll always remember him,” I say, feeling my throat sting. “Of course I will. But I have to move on. I have to—”

      “Not yet. Not yet.”

      I hold him tighter, my shirt getting wet, and I feel it, the guilt once more. But it’s overshadowed by the worry I have that things with Wesley will end once he finds out. I don’t want things to end with him. I want more. 

      I want forever.

      Finally, John pulls it together and I walk him to the door, telling him the car is outside waiting for him. I don’t want him driving home. It would be so fucking sad if he did…if he killed someone else…or himself in an accident. 

      Just like his son did.

      As soon as the door shuts, I sag down against it, falling to the floor and pressing my face into my hands.

      I need to speak to Wesley, to explain. I need to get up. But my legs aren’t working. I can’t fucking breathe. A full-on panic attack hits me. My hands go numb and then my face, a tingling spreading through my body until I’m panting.

      “Simon, breathe.” Wesley appears before me, holding on to my hands and squeezing gently. I do as he says, but this one lasts a long time. The consequence of both my worlds converging. 

      When I finally come out of it, I feel nauseous, like I’ve just been on a bender and I don’t even drink. Haven’t had a sip of alcohol except that one beer at Wesley’s place. 

      “Hey, you’re okay, Simon. Come on. Come here.” He helps me to my feet and guides me to the couch where he pulls me down against him. I don’t know why he’s still here, but I don’t want him to leave. I want him to stay. His hands rub up and down my back, and I cling to him.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asks, and I nearly sob at how kind he’s being. He should be demanding answers. Not calmly asking me if I want to chat. I don’t deserve him. That much is true.

      “I met James when I was eighteen. Fell head over heels for him.” Wesley stops breathing. “I gave it all up for him—my college scholarship, my future. All because I loved him and wanted to stay with him.”

      Wesley hugs me to him tighter, and I find my strength in him. “But things weren’t good…they started to deteriorate after the second year. He started to drink more, started to change. I don’t know what happened, but he wasn’t the same man I fell in love with.”

      “But you stayed?”

      “I stayed. I stayed because I’m loyal. Because I hoped he’d change. But he didn’t. He only got worse. I think in the end we both resented each other. I resented him for holding me back from my dreams, and he resented me because I stifled him. He hated how serious I was, how I didn’t like to go out drinking with his friends. But I hated them…I hated all of them.”

      We’re silent for a long time, and I glance up, Wesley’s face swimming through my unshed tears. “He wasn’t the love of my life. I told John that because he needs to hear it, but I stopped loving James years ago.”

      “What happened to him?” he asks, and I lay my head down and pull my lips through my teeth. It takes me a while to get it out, but I manage. It’s like a freight train of emotions, they well up within me and come barreling out. 

      “He died. A little over five months ago. He ran into another car, killing the passenger and himself. He was drunk.”

      Wesley stiffens beneath me. “Jesus.”

      “I know. I fucking know. It was…devastating—the loss for the other family. But honestly, by that point, I’d expected something terrible would happen sooner or later. He was careless, reckless. I just wish he hadn’t killed someone else in the process. It’s torn John apart.”

      God, the grief on that mother’s face, I’ll never forget it. At the time, I was tearless, stoic. Part of me couldn’t believe he was gone while the other part had already moved past it. But I was fooling myself then. I’d wept later. For days. 

      And then suddenly nothing. As if I’d already come to terms with it long ago. I’d lost James already—in almost every sense—but now he was physically gone. Grief is a funny thing though. You never can predict how it’s going to go.

      Wesley shifts beneath me. “And that’s why he keeps coming here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And that’s who you were visiting the one night I found you in that building…that was John?”

      “Yeah. I feel like I need to keep in touch, to keep James’s memory alive. John needs me, and I’m leaving in two months…I don’t know how he’ll cope. I haven’t told him yet….”

      Wesley’s hand rubs up and down my back, bumping over the knobs of my spine, my ear resting over his thumping heart.

      “And it was really only five months ago?” he asks softly. “That you lost him?”

      “Yeah.”

      He sighs, and I can almost hear the turning of his mind, the way his brain is trying to piece it together. I know how he feels. I fucking know. 

      “So you saw me working in the sandwich shop a couple months after your partner died, and got a job there…to be near me.”

      “Oh god,” I murmur.

      “And now it’s been five months since he’s passed and we’ve been fucking for few weeks and you’re asking me to move in with you.”

      Now that he says it out loud I can hear how insane it sounds. I sound insane. I’ve lost my mind.

      “I think you need time, baby,” Wesley says, his hands falling away from me. I feel the absence of him vividly, will remember this for months to come.

      “I don’t need time,” I say and sit up, swiping at my eyes.

      “You just lost a partner of what…five years? And it’s been five months? Jesus. Now I get why you wanted to stay away from me. Fuck, I messed this all up, didn’t I? I pushed you when you clearly didn’t want to be pushed. I’m so sorry, Simon. This is all my fault.”

      He sits up and puts his elbows on his knees and runs his fingers through his hair. 

      “No, it’s not your fault. I kissed you first, and I know it’s soon, but what James and I had…it was over years ago. We didn’t even have sex—”

      “I don’t want to know,” Wesley interrupts, shaking his head. “I just…fuck, Simon. I don’t know. I’m scared to upend my life to move in with you, to give this a chance when you just lost someone significant to you. I don’t want to be a placeholder.”

      I fall to my knees, grabbing on to his wrists, his eyes meeting mine.

      “You’re not a placeholder. You’re not. You’re…you’re mine. You’re mine.”

      He wets his lips, his eyes dropping to my mouth. “I wish I could believe you. I want to believe you, but I can’t. You just went through something traumatic. You need time, Simon.”

      Those words hang heavily between us, and Wesley leans forward and brushes his lips across my forehead. I feel like I’m losing a piece of my heart. First with James and now with him. Although this seems much worse. So much fucking worse.

      “Please don’t go,” I say.

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Then stay. We can make this work.”

      He looks conflicted, especially when the tears start to fall. They slide down my cheeks and land on my lips.

      “Fuck, how am I gonna make it with you gone?” he whispers.

      “You don’t have to. You can come with me.”

      He shakes his head and then leans forward, cupping my chin and pressing his lips against my mouth.

      “You need time…maybe a year. I don’t know. Just until things have settled for you.”

      “I’m sick and tired of everyone telling me what the fuck to do!” I nearly shout, standing up and pacing. He’s going to leave. He’s not coming with me. He’s going to fucking let me go. 

      This is it.

      It’s over.

      “I’m not telling you what to do, but I think this is too fast. You have to know that.”

      “I know what I want. And what I want is you. Even if it is fast, who fucking cares?”

      “I do, Simon. This is my heart. You’ve walked into my life and turned it upside down. I…I don’t want to wake up in a year with you regretting me. I want this to work between us.”

      “I’d never regret you,” I whisper, feeling the tears fall in earnest. “Please don’t leave. Please stay.”

      “Oh, I want to. I so fucking want to. But I can’t.”

      “If you leave…I won’t survive it.”

      “You will, Simon. You’ll survive because we have a future. We do. You just need time.”

      He stands, pulling me into a hug, and I turn my face into his neck and inhale. I cling to him for as long as I can until he moves away from me and grabs his clothes, pulling them on. All I can do is watch as he packs up and leaves. He doesn’t even have a car to get home.

      “Let me drive you.”

      “No, I’m gonna order a ride. You…” his voice cracks. “We’ll make this work, but I think you need time. This is too fast. It’s too fucking fast. But don’t disappear. Call me sometime when you get settled in college. I want to hear how it is, how you are…but for now, I think we should put things on hold.”

      A sob escapes me, and I clench my fist against my heart.

      “Please don’t leave,” I whisper.

      But he’s already gone. 
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        * * *

      

      “You need to get up. You’ve been moping for too long,” Seth says, but I don’t have the motivation to move. It’s been a month since Wesley walked out of my life, and I feel the absence of him more than I ever felt the absence of James.

      I knew it would be like this when I set my sights on him, and yet I went for it anyway. I should have never applied for that job. Should have just stayed away. But he drew me in with those eyes and that smile.

      And he wrecked me. I’ll never be whole again.

      “It’s only been four weeks. Go away,” I murmur.

      He just looms over me, his arms folded across his chest. Seth is really my only friend. He knew James and was friends with him through high school, so he’s seen me at my worst. He knows everything I’ve been through. Although I have a feeling he’s never seen me like this.

      “You didn’t even do this with James,” Seth says, and I close my eyes.

      “Because Wesley isn’t him. He’s different.”

      Seth is silent for a minute, running a hand across his stubbled jaw. 

      “You need to start packing for school.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “Fuck that. You gave it all up for a guy before. I’m not letting you do it again.”

      I stare up at my best friend and then let out a long sigh. It hurts to breathe, but my lungs keep doing it anyway. Fucking traitors.

      “You have a house that you bought. It’s just sitting there….”

      “I don’t want to move into that house when I bought it for him!”

      Seth’s mouth opens and he shakes his head. “Fuck, you’re hopeless, Simon. Jesus. You bought him a house?”

      “I know. I know,” I murmur. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. But I saw it and I wanted it. I pictured us in it. I’m so fucking lame….”

      Seth sits down next to me and pats my leg. “No, you’re not. You need to go to therapy or something.”

      “I have been. I have.”

      Seth’s surprised at this because I haven’t told him what I’ve been doing. But I have been going to therapy for a year. I started even before James passed. I needed it because I felt like I was falling apart. It hasn’t done much for me besides helping me to process my feelings and the reasons behind my actions. My therapist has given me zero opinions on Wesley, and I appreciate that. For too long I was told what to do.

      I want to make my own decisions. 

      And I finally did. I made it. 

      And now he’s gone.

      “You’re getting up and we’re moving you out of this place this week. I’ve already listed it for rent—”

      “Don’t care,” I say, turning over and staring at the back of the sofa. The sofa that Wesley and I fucked on. If I close my eyes I can still feel him inside of me.

      “You do care. Now get up. Get through this and be better. For Wes.”

      I blink my eyes open. 

      “Show him the man you can be, Simon. Go make him fucking proud. Show him you can move on. And maybe, just maybe he’ll see it and move on with you.”

      I turn my head and stare at my friend. “Do you think he’ll see…do you think he will know that I’m doing this all for him?”

      “No,” Seth says, his gaze stern. “No, you’re doing this for you. Now get your ass up and get moving.”

      I debate it and then slowly stand. My legs are wobbly, my stomach rumbling, but still I move toward the bathroom.

      “Shower and then we’re going to get boxes. Then we start packing.”

      “Okay,” I mutter as I close the door and stare at my sullen expression in the mirror. I’m doing this for me, I chant to myself. For me.

      And for him.
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      SIMON

      SIX MONTHS LATER

      “You’re back early!” Joe, the campus security guard says, offering me a wide smile. Since arriving on campus, I eat lunch with him once a week. He’s an older man, lonely, just like me. We’ve bonded over our mutual sense of loss, and I find that Joe is a far better listener than most people I know.

      He knows all about Wesley.

      One day, I opened up over an egg salad sandwich and blathered on and on until my throat hurt from talking so long. I was embarrassed once the verbal diarrhea stopped, but Joe just told me that he understood. 

      He lost his wife four years ago. 

      I wave and then duck my head. “Yeah, had some things to finish up before classes start.”

      “Still working on that robot you showed me?”

      I nod and then pull my backpack up on my shoulders. “Yeah. I am.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you, but I look forward to our lunches again.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I say as I start walking again, putting one foot in front of the other through campus. It’s cold out, the cool air nipping at my exposed skin, but still I push through.

      I’m doing this for me. And for him.

      It’s been my motto these past six months.

      I never called him like he asked me to, knowing that just hearing his voice would send me on a spiral for days. So I’ve just placed it aside and worked on myself…focused on myself.

      And I have. I attend therapy and have been speaking with Joe. I’ve made a few friends in my classes and have even tried looking at another man.

      That last one didn’t work.

      I see him everywhere—in people just passing by, in the way someone smiles, walks, laughs.

      He’s the ghost that haunts my waking moments, and he’s not even here.

      I get to the engineering building and let myself inside, tinkering around for a few hours before locking up and making my way back across campus. My house is just a few blocks from the school, on a quiet street with large white and red oaks that turn beautiful shades of orange and red in the fall. I met both of my neighbors, a grumpy old man to my right and a nice family on the left.

      It feels like home and yet something is missing.

      He’s missing.

      I don’t want to go into that empty house and spend my night puttering around.

      So instead of parking in the driveway, I continue on down the road, heading toward a small coffee shop in town.

      The minute I’m outside of the car, I swear I see Wesley entering a building on the other side of the street. I stand there, blocking the entrance to the shop for two whole minutes before shaking it off.

      That can’t be him. He’s two hours away in that sleepy little town where we met. He’s probably still working in that sandwich shop and charming the pants off of customers.

      Well, hopefully not their pants.

      He better leave those goddamn things on. The only one who should be getting in those is me.

      Me.

      God, I hope he’s waited for me. 

      Shaking off that thought, I push my way inside, ordering a drink and shrugging off my jacket. After I get my coffee, I take a seat at the far end of the store. I pull out a book that I’ve been reading and set it on the table, turning to look back outside, wondering if the ghost of Wesley will make another appearance.

      He doesn’t. Of course he doesn’t. He’s going about his life, just the same as I am. 

      Six more months and then I’m showing up at his door. I’m going to show him that I still want him, that I want this.

      Us.

      I force my eyes down to the book and sip at my coffee, losing myself in the words. And it’s only when I hear a familiar voice that my head shoots up, and I lose the ability to breathe.

      Oh fuck.

      I’ve lost it now. Because standing in front of me is Wesley, chatting with the barista and laughing with her.

      My fists rub at my eyes and I blink, letting out a shaky exhale before standing up, my half-empty cup spilling on the table. And yet I don’t bother with it, my eyes glued to the side of his face. 

      And just like it was half a year ago, those eyes are pulled to mine and his mouth drops open.

      We just stare at each other, time seeming to stand still as we take each other in. He looks even more handsome than I remember, with slightly longer hair and scruff on his jaw. He’s wearing a flannel coat and ripped jeans, and I swear I can feel my entire body tingle with desire. 

      Suddenly his lips twitch, and they pull up into a smile.

      “Hey,” he says softly, and I let out a small whimper, not sure what to do. Do I move forward or stay where I am? I don’t know what the fuck to do. Thankfully, he makes the choice for me, stepping into my space and laying a hand on my shoulder. I can feel his touch through my shirt. It sears me, burns and etches its way into my skin.

      “Hi.”

      We stare at each other a little longer, and I open my mouth to ask him why he’s here when a woman appears at his side, looking far too friendly.

      Oh my god.

      He’s here with someone else.

      I stare at her with her long blonde hair and her perfect makeup. She’s dressed professionally but the way she looks at him…why is she looking at him like that?

      “Oh, um…Simon, this is Sylvie,” he says as he drops his hand from me.

      I don’t even answer, just stand there wordlessly for far too long.

      “Why are you here?” I croak out, and Wesley’s lips droop slightly.

      “I…um…” He rubs at the back of his neck, looking bashful, and I can’t fucking take it. It’s bad news. It’s really fucking bad. He can’t even break it to me. So, I don’t even hesitate, just turn to my table and grab my things, rushing out into the cool air so I can breathe.

      If he opens his mouth and tells me that he’s moved here to be with someone else, I won’t survive it. 

      “Wait!” Wesley says, and I pick up my pace. This isn’t the first time he’s chased me, but it is the first time I wish he wouldn’t catch me. “Simon! Stop!”

      His hand reaches out and grabs on to my arm, forcing me to slow down.

      “I don’t want…” I hear my voice break. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Shit, hear what?” Wesley asks, looking confused and angry at the same time. “I haven’t seen or heard from you in six months and now when I do, you run!”

      “I can’t…”

      “Why the fuck did you run?” he asks, his hand tightening on me.

      “I don’t want to meet her. I don’t want to know you’ve moved on!”

      Wesley’s grip loosens and he shakes his head. “Jesus, Simon. I didn’t move on. She’s my boss.”

      I feel my shoulders crumble, and I sag under the weight of relief. God, I overreacted. Acted like an asshole. But at the time it was self-preservation. 

      “Your boss?”

      He looks bashful again and rubs at his neck. “Yeah…I…I work across the street.”

      “You work…” my words trail off. I can’t comprehend it. “You live here?”

      “I do. I moved here.”

      My mouth opens and then closes, not sure what to say. “Why?”

      He shrugs and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Gotta have some secrets. Learned from the best.”

      But the way he’s eyeing me, I have a feeling I know. 

      “Come home with me,” I blurt, and I clench my hands tightly so I don’t reach out and pull him into me. I’m not sure that’s what he wants.

      “I don’t know…”

      “I want to show you…I want to show you things.”

      He shifts on his feet. “I have work, but send me your address. I’ll come after I’m done.”

      I nod, and he hesitates, his hand coming out and brushing against my cheek.

      “Fuck, Simon. I missed you.”

      I swallow and feel the sting in my eyes. 

      “I missed you more.”
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        * * *

      

      I run home. Literally. I jog. My house is a mess so I spend a frantic few hours cleaning, showering and brushing my teeth.

      I want to be perfect when he arrives.

      I need him to see me put-together. Not the hot mess he ran into earlier today.

      When the doorbell rings, I’m nearly hyperventilating. I have so many questions and yet all I want to do is kiss him, to lay in his arms. To let him hold me.

      “Hey,” I breathe, but it comes out as more of a wheeze. I’m not going to survive tonight. I’m going to pass out.

      “Hey,” he says and then sweeps his hand to the side. “I love the porch.”

      I bought it for you, I think, but I bite it back. That’s insane. I realize that now. My grand gesture was just…creepy.

      “We can sit out there, if you don’t want to come in.”

      “No, I want to see inside. Can I?” he asks, looking shy and unsure so I pull the door open wider so he can walk in. It’s a small Craftsman house with three bedrooms and two baths and a large backyard. The kitchen needs to be remodeled, but that’s something I’d want to do with him. I want to do all of this with him. I want this place to feel like his home too.

      “I love it,” he says as I show him around, his hands trailing over every surface he passes. He only pauses when we enter my bedroom, and I hear his breath hitch. 

      Neither of us moves, the air thick between us. 

      “Oh fuck,” he says and then turns his gaze to me, his eyes drifting to my lips. I wet them and he groans. 

      It’s game over. He’s on me, pushing me up against the wall and fucking his tongue into my mouth. It’s not gentle, it’s not timid. It’s wrought with need and angst. It’s been too long. Too fucking long.

      I moan as I grasp on to him, not wanting to let him go. I can’t believe he’s here. This feels like a dream.

      Is it a dream?

      He bites down on my bottom lip, and I gasp, grinding my hips up against his. His hard cock is straining against his pants, and I want them off. I want him naked. Inside of me.

      “Please,” I moan as I reach down between us and palm at his length. He rests his forehead on mine and he lets out a shaky breath.

      “Oh fuck. I haven’t…I’m gonna come if you keep doing that.”

      I squeeze him again, loving that he’s so out of control, that I can do this to him even after all this time.

      “Oh god, Simon,” he ruts against me and then a shudder leaves him, a wet spot forming on the front of his pants. I stare down at it, surprised at how quick that was. 

      “I told you,” he pants and then his forehead thumps against the wall beside me. 

      “I thought you were being facetious.”

      “You don’t realize how hot you look,” he says with a small smile.

      “I have…” I clear my raspy throat, “some clothes you can change into.” Wesley swallows roughly and our eyes slam into each other’s.

      “I didn’t come here for that, but fuck, you’re so damn sexy.”

      My cheeks heat, and I grab on to his hand and lead him farther into the room, pulling open a dresser drawer and grabbing a pair of sweats. They’ll be a little tight on him, but they’ll do the trick. When I turn around, he’s already naked from the waist down and the pants slip from my hands and puddle on the floor. He’s a vision, a hungry sight for my sore eyes.

      I want to sink to my knees and devour him. I want to offer up my ass so he can plunder it.

      I want it all. 

      “I’m hard again,” he says looking at his dick that’s poking out from the bottom of his shirt. It looks needy and angry, and I wet my lips once more, hungry for it.

      “We can fix that,” I murmur and then move toward him, peering up at him. “We can totally fix that.”

      He lets out a shaky breath and then kisses me softly, drawing my breath into his lungs and making it hard for me to breathe.

      “I want to fuck you. It’s been so long.”

      I groan my acceptance, needing to have a part of him inside of me. I want it all. Everything.

      “I haven’t been with anyone else,” he says and my heart sprouts wings and takes flight.

      “Me either.”

      And that’s enough for me. We’re stripping down, naked skin on naked skin as we fall to the bed. Wesley is rutting against me, panting and licking and kissing every inch of skin he can reach, and I’m helpless to do anything but take it.

      “More,” I moan as he thrusts his cock against mine. “More.”

      He hovers above me. “Lube?”

      I can’t even think. Haven’t jacked off in ages. “Drawer. I think.”

      He fumbles around in it and pulls some out, and relief filters through me. What would we do if I didn’t have it? I’d let him use his spit. That’s how desperate I am. I hear the pop of the top and watch as Wesley squirts some on his fingers, sitting up on his haunches as I pull my knees to my chest.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs as he swirls his finger around my hole. 

      I gasp at the feeling of being touched there again and nearly cry out when he slides his finger inside. 

      Him. In me. Complete.

      He spreads me open with his fingers, adding two and then three until I’m panting with desire. And when he slots his cock at my hole and shifts inside, I grab on to him and pull him into me for a bruising kiss.

      His cock stretches me and pain shoots through my ass, but in seconds it transforms into pleasure. Pleasure at knowing it’s him inside of me when he’s been gone for so long.

      “I missed you,” I nearly cry, and Wesley leans down and kisses my jaw.

      “I missed you too,” he says as he thrusts inside of me. “I missed this.”

      His hips are relentless, pushing his cock inside of me over and over until my own feels like it’s going to explode. It’s just him, the way he moves, the way he looks. It does it for me. 

      I can’t last.

      My cock jerks and spurts across my abdomen and Wesley gasps, filling me up in response. We just stare at each other between kisses, almost as if we can’t believe this happened. And yet it did. He’s still splitting me wide open.

      “It’s just as good as the first time,” he says, and I feel my lips curl up at the corners.

      “It is.”

      “Fuck,” he murmurs and then pulls out of me and flops to his side. I don’t even care that I’m making a mess, I just turn toward him and rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Wanna get up and sit outside?” I ask, and his eyes turn down toward mine.

      “Yeah. If we stay here, I’m gonna fuck you again.”

      I feel my cheeks heat and then lean up and kiss him. “I could go for that.”

      He smiles and then rolls me onto my stomach, his hands kneading my ass.

      “Fine, one more fuck and then we talk.”

      I arch my hips up and invite him in.

    

  







            CHAPTER 14

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      Well, my dick has gotten a workout and is now hanging limply between my legs as I sit on the front porch of the house Simon bought. He looks happy—content—and I wonder if I made the right choice by fucking him. 

      But then again, how could I resist? He’s sex. He looked at me and my dick was on board for whatever he had planned.

      “You okay? Your ass okay?” I ask.

      He shifts in his seat next to me. The second time, he was on his hands and knees and it was just as good as the first time—the way my skin slapped against his, the way his ass devoured my dick.

      When I lifted him up and kissed his lips, he came with just a stroke of his dick and then fell onto the mattress, letting me fuck him hard until I came inside of him.

      It was only then that we were able to focus. Sex wasn’t at the forefront of our minds any longer.

      “It’s fine. Happy.”

      I smirk at him and then lean in for a kiss. Simon sinks into it, and I nearly groan at how good he feels against me, those lips, his taste.

      I want to eat him.

      “I’m glad,” I say when we finally part. We just stare at each other dopily until Simon asks, “How long have you been out here?” 

      I feel a little bit nervous admitting it.

      “September.”

      Simon turns his head and stares at me, mouth slightly parted.

      “What?”

      “Yeah…I…I wanted to be near just in case….”

      It’s a lame excuse. The truth is, I just wanted to be near him. And trust me, it was an exercise in restraint. There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t think of him, didn’t debate showing up at his place and asking him for another chance. That I’d made a mistake in letting him go.

      But I didn’t. He needed time. And I planned on giving him a full year, but damn. 

      I saw him. 

      I fucked him.

      Now I don’t want to wait any longer. Not when he looks this good, not when I just remembered how much I like being near him. 

      “I’m fine. I’ve been doing well.”

      “School’s going good?” I ask and he nods, peeking over at me. 

      “Yeah, it’s going really well. And I’m still in therapy. Still working on things.”

      “That’s really good,” I say and then reach out and grab on to his hand, squeezing it. I just love being connected to him. 

      Simon. My Simon.

      “What are you doing out here? Where are you working? Another sandwich shop?”

      “Hell no,” I say with a snort and then feel myself growing serious. “I work at a trauma center. It’s a nonprofit.”

      Simon’s breath catches.

      “I work with kids who’ve lost their parents to drugs or alcohol.”

      Simon’s mouth parts and he stares at me. Fuck, I don’t know how he’ll feel about it. But he has to know. He has to.

      “I should have told you—”

      “No, no. I’m…do you like it?”

      “I love it,” I say and then pull his hand to my mouth, kissing his knuckles. “I did it because of you. Because you told me I was good at something and it gave me ideas. And with my degree…well, it just worked. When I saw the ad, I knew it was a sign.”

      Simon lets out a breath and scoots a little closer to me.

      “I’m so glad. I am. Are you…are you going to stay?”

      “Well, I have a lease on my apartment that’s up in September, and I was hoping to have another place to stay by then.”

      I’m hinting, and Simon’s blinking up at me, obviously not getting it.

      “I was hoping to find you. And move in. With you.”

      Simon nods and then scoots even closer, his ass nearly on my lap. 

      “I’d like that.”

      “Yeah? You’re not over me?” I ask and he shakes his head furiously. 

      “No. Never. I’m…I’m not. I’m very into you.”

      I smile at him and then pull him in for a kiss.

      “Okay, then we take it slow for now and see how it goes.”

      Simon bobs his head and then kisses me softly. “Stay the night,” he whispers.

      “Fuck yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      “I want to take you on a date,” Simon says the next morning, his cheeks flushing prettily. He looks bashful, and I love that look on him. 

      “Do you?”

      He squares his shoulders and nods his head. “Yeah. Tonight.”

      I pull my lips between my teeth fighting back a giddy smile. 

      “Hmm.”

      Simon’s lips move into a frown and he shifts on his feet. “Do you not want to?”

      I shake my head, my smile coming out full force. “I fucking do. I was just teasing you.”

      He blinks up at me, and I pull him in for a kiss. I have work in an hour and I smell like sex. I really need to get back to my apartment to clean up.

      “Okay, can I pick you up?”

      “Hell yes, you can,” I say, feeling my heart flutter in my chest. Best fucking week ever.

      “Okay. Send me your address.”

      “Do I need to dress up?” I kiss him again because I can and Simon blushes. “You gonna take me on a fancy date? Wine and dine me?”

      “Yeah.”

      I grin goofily and then throw my thumb over my shoulder. “Gotta go. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “Yeah,” he says and then walks me to the door, kissing me softly before I leave, and I can’t fucking wait for tonight. I barely make it through my work day, my mind swirling with the possibilities of him.

      Of what we could be now that he’s back in my life. 

      How I managed to survive these past six months is beyond me. 

      When I’m finally home, I shower and change, pulling on the best outfit I have—a button-down shirt rolled up my forearms and a pair of jeans.

      When Simon makes an appearance at my door, his mouth drops open.

      “You look…” he wets his lips. “You look really fucking good.”

      I smirk at him and shove my hands in my pockets. “So do you.”

      I take in his nicely pressed pants and his collared shirt. He looks like he always does. All nicely put-together. I can’t wait to take him apart.

      “So where are we going?” I ask, slipping my hand into his and walking down to his car. He opens the door for me like a gentleman, and I feel myself swoon. Goddammit, but he’s so fucking cute.

      He clears his throat. “Let it be a surprise, Wesley.”

      I shift in my seat and buckle in as he slides into the driver’s side. The car roars to life and I turn my head, taking him in once more.

      “So, you must still be pretty serious about me if you’re taking me out.”

      He meets my stare. “I’ve never stopped being serious about you.”
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        * * *

      

      We eat dinner at a small upscale restaurant on the other side of town. The prices on the menu are absurd, but Simon assures me it’s fine, that he wants to treat me, so I order what I want. And boy do I watch him eat, watch that mouth move, that tongue slide out and lick his lips. My dick takes notice. I make my way through a five-course meal with a hard-on. 

      Simon doesn’t seem to notice my predicament as we chat about our time spent apart from each other. I tell him about my move and my new job and also about my family while he talks about his classes and his friends and how John is doing. 

      That’s the part of the conversation that makes my stomach roil, but he moves past it, assuring me that it’s fine. John is finally getting the help and support he needs from a local church group. While Simon still calls to check in on him, John is drinking less and seems to be doing better overall.

      When dinner is finally paid for, Simon drives me over to the ice rink, and I let out a surprised laugh.

      “You trying to break my ass, Simon?” I ask, and he flushes deeply.

      “I thought we could try it.”

      Damn, he’s so cute. “Have you ever been ice skating?”

      “No, but it seems romantic.”

      I snort and pull on his hand. “Yeah, it can be if you know how to do it. Bet we fall and end up in the hospital instead.”

      Simon’s face blanches and he shakes his head. “Oh, well, maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “Nah. Now I want to see you in skates. It’s a done deal, mister.”

      I pull him inside, laughing and teasing him as we grab our skates. He eyes them with suspicion, turning them upside down to look at the blade.

      “These do look dangerous. Maybe we should reconsider.”

      “Hmm, yeah. Could slice a finger right off,” I say, sitting down on a bench and toeing my shoes off. 

      Simon sits down next to me, peering over at me, looking serious. “I don’t want your fingers to be sliced off. I like your hands just as they are.”

      He says it so adamantly that I lean over and kiss him. “I’ll make sure to watch out for those lethal blades whizzing past me.”

      “Oh god,” he murmurs.

      We put on the skates and awkwardly prance over to the entrance, both of us eyeing the ice with wariness.

      “This is a very bad idea,” Simon mutters, but I don’t let him overthink it. I grab on to his hand and pull him onto the slippery ice. We wobble and crash into each other until we grab on to the side, holding on for dear life. Simon’s legs are parting like the Red Sea and mine are slowly venturing into splits territory.

      “I’m going to end up spraining my groin,” I say with a laugh, and Simon lets out a mortified laugh.

      “God, me too,” he replies as he struggles to right himself. I grab on to him and pull him into me, being so much stronger than him I do it easily, effortlessly.

      As I hold him in my arms, we just stare at each other, his cheeks flushed from the cold, mine from the heat enveloping me from just being near him.

      “Maybe we should go home and fuck instead,” I say, and Simon shakes his head. 

      “No. I mean…yes, we should, but our date’s not over.”

      I turn my head and see people skating fluidly across the ice. “Fine, since this is a date, let’s do twice around the rink and then we’ll go?”

      He bites his bottom lip. “Yeah, then we’ll go.”

      We manage to make it around once, only falling a few times, each time Simon eating it harder than me.

      “Your ass is gonna be broken after this,” I say with a laugh as he fumbles on his feet and pulls me down with him. I tumble with a crash and a loud laugh as Simon shakes his head. 

      “I’ll have to persevere then.”

      “You will because it’s been six months, and I want more, lots more.”

      Simon’s eyes darken and his breathing comes out harsher.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs, and I wink at him, standing up on wobbly legs and reaching out my hand for him. 

      “Come on. One more time.”

      He groans and stands up. We wobble around the ice once more until finally we escape.

      Simon rubs his hands across his ass and groans. “I hurt all over.”

      “Me too. Care for a hot bath once we get home?”

      Home. Home is with him. 

      He grabs on to my hand and tugs me forward. “Hell yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s master bathroom has a tub with jets. Fiddling with the knobs, I turn them on as I sit in the warm water, and I swear one tries to shoot right up my asshole. 

      “Damn, this tub is kinky,” I say and Simon grins, pulling off the rest of his clothes and sliding in between my legs. Between the jets and a naked Simon, my dick is throbbing between my legs.

      “Remember the last time we did this?” I ask, and Simon nods, his fingers threading through mine, settling them on his stomach.

      “Yes. I do. And I’ve been so lonely since I moved,” he utters softly, and I feel my heart pinch.

      I let those words sink in, loving how easily he’s opening up to me, love how transparent he’s being. “Me too.”

      He turns his head slightly and our eyes catch. 

      “Seems we have things to rectify,” I add.

      He wets his lips. “We do.”

      “This isn’t just about sex. This is about us. Do you feel ready, Simon?”

      My question hangs in the air and he nods. “I was ready six months ago. I was ready from the first day I met you.”

      I let out a groan as I pull him onto my lap. He gasps when he feels my hard cock against the crease of his ass. And without a word, he turns and straddles me, his dick now against mine, his arms wrapping around my neck. His lips skirt a line across my jaw, and I feel my entire body pulse with need. 

      “Maybe we should take it slow,” I reiterate despite my body demanding otherwise.

      “Slow is no fun. We’ve never been slow.”

      He makes so much sense. A literal genius. “Yeah, fuck slow.”

      He reaches between us and grabs our cocks, pulling them together. I watch as his eyes darken and pull him in for a bruising kiss as he jacks us off. It doesn’t take much, doesn’t take long, and pretty soon our release is upon us, each of us gasping into the other’s mouth as we pant and groan.

      “You are beautiful when you come,” he says. 

      “No,” I reply. “You are.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 15

          

        

      

    

    




      WESLEY

      “Oh god, yes,” Simon groans as I thrust into him. I’m so glad we said we wouldn’t take it slow because I’m here every day fucking him. He’s insatiable, and I’m not any better.

      This is what I look forward to—coming here after a long day of work and spending the evening with him. In him. 

      Most nights, I stay over. 

      Slow…

      Who said we should try slow again? 

      Oh yeah, me. 

      Fucking dick.

      I plow into him, and Simon gasps, pressing against the wall and arching up. I love that he’s desperate for it, that as soon as I stepped inside his house, he closed his computer and led me to the bed where he stripped us down and bent over.

      He’d been waiting. Waiting for this all day.

      How can a guy say no to that?

      I couldn’t turn him down. It’s like I never left, like those six months never happened. We are just as insatiable as before, and I feel like our need for each other is even deeper. I don’t know how it’s possible, but I dread going home in the mornings. I dread the fact that I have to wait almost another half a year to move in with him.

      “Oh fuck yes,” he moans when I pull him up and spear him on my cock, turning his head and kissing him sloppily. 

      I hold him like that, rutting into him and making him moan. And when I reach down and pump his cock, he explodes quickly, his ass clamping down around my dick. It’s like a vise as he falls to his elbows and arches his ass back, inviting me to pummel it.

      And I do, fucking him rough and hard until I’m filling him up.

      Kissing down his spine, I pull out of him, a hiss escaping his lips as I do. I don’t know how he’s managed to take me every day, but he does. His ass is majestic. A true miracle.

      When we fall to the sheets, sweaty and satiated, I turn to him and say, “I think your ass needs a break.”

      “No.”

      I smile at him and then add, “What I mean, Simon, is that I want you to fuck me.”

      His eyes widen and his cheeks flush. “Oh. Yeah?”

      “Yeah, I want to try it. It’s not fair you’re doing all the work.”

      “But I like this kind of work.”

      I laugh at that and then kiss him once more, my lips never having enough of him. The way he tastes, the feel of his mouth against mine. I’m addicted.

      “Well, I want to try it. With you.”

      Simon kisses me again with fervor, obviously liking the idea.

      “Okay, yeah, we can totally do whatever you’re comfortable with. Whenever you’re comfortable with it.” 

      I grin at him and then sit up. “Sounds good, baby, but I should probably get going.”

      Simon shakes his head, holding on to my hand tightly. “Stay the night. Don’t leave.”

      I should fight it, but honestly, how can I say no to that? So I flop down and snuggle into him. It’s only been a few weeks since we accidentally met up, but I cannot get enough of this guy.

      He sighs happily and burrows into me further. 

      “How much longer till you move in?” he asks, and I chuckle.

      “Too long.”

      Simon peers up at me and then props himself up on his elbows. He looks delicious, his hair all rumpled, his eyes still a little droopy from coming his brains out, his lips a pretty pink.

      “How about I buy out your lease and then you move in now?”

      I just blink at him. “Simon. No way. You can’t do that.”

      “But I hate that you leave every night. I want us to make this our home.”

      It already feels like a home to me. I’m already planning how I want to remodel the kitchen and this isn’t even my place. And fuck, I love sitting on the front porch with Simon in the evenings, my hand on his thigh, his legs on mine.

      Sometimes I even discreetly jack him off under the blanket. 

      I love being here with him. I’m farther away from my mom and sister, but I have no intention of ever moving back. I’ll stay here with Simon for as long as he’ll have me.

      He better have me for forever. That’s the plan anyway.

      “I want that too,” I say but don’t commit. I’m not sure if he needs more time. But then again, who am I to judge? Technically it has been a year since his partner passed. Is that enough time?

      I’ve spoken with my mom about it, and she gave me some sage advice. People deal with grief differently. If I trust Simon, I should trust that he can make the best decision for himself.

      “Can I think about it?” I ask and Simon nods, resting his head on my chest, right above my beating heart. 

      “Of course. I’ll wait forever for you.”

      We lay like that, the two of us falling asleep, and when we wake, Simon makes me breakfast. As we eat, he slides something across the table. 

      “What’s this?” I ask, staring down at the key between us.

      “A key. For you. So you can come and go as you please.”

      I shouldn’t take it, but I do, slipping it into my pocket. Simon looks relieved, smiling softly into his bowl of oatmeal, slowly sliding the spoon into his mouth. I stare for far too long at those lips before devouring my own breakfast and then standing up.

      “Alright, gotta go.”

      I lean down and kiss him softly, and Simon mutters, “It could be like this every day.”

      Yeah. I fucking know it. And it’s getting harder and harder to deny it. What our life could be like. Why am I so hung up on this timeframe I’ve placed in my head?

      Because you don’t want to end up hurt.

      I ponder that all day and the following week, waffling back and forth about it. I can tell that my indecision is taking a toll on Simon.

      “I worry you just won’t come back one day,” he admits softly one night, and I pull him to me, reassuring him that of course I will. I’ll always come back. Now that I have him, there’s no way I’m giving him up.

      But I never thought that maybe one day he wouldn’t come back to me.
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s still not home and I’m pacing the front porch, trying like hell to get in touch with him. He went to class and was supposed to be back two hours ago but hasn’t returned. Part of me worries that he’s grown tired of me and finally decided to run away, but the rational part of me worries that something happened.

      What if something happened and I didn’t move forward with us? What if I blew our chance at happiness?

      I’m an idiot, I think as I sink down in the chair overlooking the front lawn. I shouldn’t have wavered and messed with his feelings. Should have just moved in when I wanted to. Shouldn’t have made us wait.

      Fuck. Me.

      Suddenly, I see an unfamiliar car pull up to the driveway, and I nearly topple out of the chair to get to it. An unfamiliar man appears and rounds the front of the car, and I literally hold my breath as he opens the passenger side door. 

      And there he is. Simon, grabbing on to some crutches and hobbling out of his seat.

      “What the fuck happened?” I ask, rushing to his side, not so gently pushing the other man out of my way to get to him.

      “The robot attacked me,” he says with a pained smile, and I just gape at him.

      “Are you serious?” I ask as he leans on me, hobbling slightly. I help him get his crutches situated, and he gazes up at me. God, I was so worried. So fucking scared. 

      “I am kind of. But it’s fine. Brad took me to the medical center and they fixed me up. It’s just a sprain.”

      I forgot Brad was there. 

      “Thanks, man,” I say and then usher Simon inside, helping him get seated on the sofa and propping his foot up.

      “I’m fine, really. Just a bit of a mishap with some wiring and an out-of-control machine.”

      I huff a laugh and then run a hand down my face. “Well, that’s it then. I’m moving in.”

      Simon’s mouth falls open. “What?”

      “I’m moving in. You’re incapacitated. I almost lost you.”

      Simon smiles softly. “You didn’t almost lose me. I’m fine.”

      “Yes, but I could have. And that makes it even worse. I could have lost you. So I’m done waffling. I’m getting my shit this weekend and moving in.”

      “Wesley,” Simon says, but I can see how happy this has made him, his hands trembling slightly as he tugs on his ear. 

      “No arguing. We’ve waited long enough. You’re it for me. That’s all there is to it.”

      I kneel beside him and kiss him fiercely, and he kisses me back, his hands threading through my hair. 

      “You’re it for me too.”

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    




      SIMON

      Wesley has moved in, and I couldn’t be happier. He’s a bit of a mother hen even though my ankle is much better now, but I’m glad that I fell, glad that I twisted my ankle. Only because now I have him with me all the time. 

      Like I said. He is it for me. 

      I don’t want another.

      I’m so fucking relieved that he’s here with me. It’s like all the puzzle pieces have fallen into place. Everything worked out like it should have.

      “You need to sit down,” Wesley says, his mouth pulled into a frown. “I told you I’m cooking dinner.”

      “I’m fine,” I say and he huffs in annoyance. 

      “But the doctor said to take it easy.”

      “And I have been. You’ve made sure I’ve done nothing else.”

      He folds his arms across his chest and then his face softens and he pulls me into him, kissing me gently. 

      “Please sit, baby. Let me take care of you.”

      I melt and hobble over to the stool that is tucked under the counter. Wesley tuts around me like a meddling old grandmother before moving back to the stove and working on finishing what I started.

      “So I was thinking about this kitchen and what I’d like to do with it.”

      I roll my lips between my teeth and my heart flutters in my chest. God, I love him. I’ve loved him for months and now he’s mine. All mine. I get to fall asleep with him and wake up with him. I get to live my life with him for as long as I want.

      I want forever. 

      As I listen to him ramble on about all the upgrades he’d like to do, what he wants to do himself, and what he’d like to contract out, I find myself overcome. Interrupting him, my cheeks on fire, my entire body warm, I blurt, “I love you.”

      Wesley stops mid-sentence and blinks at me, looking confused. “What?”

      “I…well, I love you. I just love you, Wesley. I’m in love with you.”

      His lips turn up in a wide smile, and he sets the spoon down that he was using to stir the pasta.

      “That’s good,” he says as he walks toward me and steps between my legs. “Because I love you too.”

      He leans down and kisses me softly, and I melt into him, pulling him as close as he can get and just holding him there.

      “Forever?” he asks when we finally pull apart, our breath mingling, our hearts beating as one.

      “Forever.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        If you want to read about Wesley’s first time bottoming, you can grab it here.
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