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The pool out back wasn’t the draw, not when I rented the house. 

I didn’t have the kids, or the nieces and nephews, that the letting agent suggested it would be popular with. No husband or boyfriend to lounge next to it with, either. That we were in the depths of winter - and I was in the depths of depression - when I signed the contract meant the charms of a deep volume of very cold water were, perhaps understandably, lost on me. 

Instead it was the underfloor heating that appealed, and the comically large en-suite wet room, and the fact that the view out the back yard swept, uninterrupted and from almost no angle overlooked, down to the glinting lights of the city. At night it was as though a bazaar of multi-colored fireflies had set out their stalls in the valley below me. 

It was the perfect view for getting over a bad breakup. Okay, not the sort of breakup that leaves you near-bankrupt or questioning your former partner’s fidelity from day one; nor the sort that leaves as many physical bruises as it does emotional. Just the painful stumbling and then fading of a relationship you thought would mean you never had to chance the dating scene again. 

That wasn’t something I’d attempted yet, nor something I looked forward to. At 38 years old, and at the ugly tail-end of more than a decade and a half with my former partner, the bars and clubs of my youth seemed like a lifetime ago. Apps and hook-up sites were completely foreign: something my single friends explained to me eagerly, but which sounded terrifying to my ears. 

I was in no way, shape, or form ready to consider downloading, signing up to, and braving the digital dating arena. For now said-friends were making all the right “we’re so sorry” noises and giving me time to get over my ex, but I had the strong suspicion that it was only a matter of time - a short matter of time, at that - before they started strong-arming me into creating a profile or twelve, and forcing myself back into the meat market. 

Even just the thought of it made me shudder. 

Perhaps that was why I’d done more solo city-watching the past few weeks, and less socializing. Out of sight, out of mind. The longer I could fend off the peer-pressure, the better. 

Winter’s chill had thawed, of course, making way for spring’s charms of renewal. Not a scorcher by any means, but enough to send the thermometer on my phone spiraling upward, and my hand reaching for the A/C control on the wall. Now it was the sliding glass doors from the living room out to the patio that were appealing, my body eager for the slight breeze as dusk settled down through the hills and did lackluster battle with the heat haze blanketing the valley below. 

It took a week of that before I thought to thumb the control that would send the pool cover spooling back, exposing the water underneath and sending careless ripples across its surface. Suddenly I was reconsidering my apathy and, by the time I’d dipped one tentative foot, I was about ready to cast off any previous skepticism. 

I dug a pair of old running shorts out from the back of my sock drawer, set my glasses to one side, and slipped into the water. Still on the cool side, but deliciously so. Pushing off from the wall, I did a lazy breast stroke to the opposite wall, finding the technique I’d just about managed to learn back at school quickly returned to me. I wasn’t going to win at a swim meet, but I wasn’t going to sink, either. 

My singleton routine gained a new item on the agenda, then. Home from work, pour a drink, and then several laps in the pool. Just side to side, no great ambition in my strokes beyond embracing some cooling potential that also had the benefit of being cheaper than the A/C running at full tilt. 

When I was done, I would sit at the side on a wooden lounger, allowing the evening’s heat to gradually dry me. Watch the shimmer of what starlight was visible given the city’s glow, the heavens’ skew having shifted as winter became spring, became the shimmering haze of summer. Eyes turned upward, embracing an isolation I could brand self-sufficiency.

Finally, I’d push the button to shut the cover for the night. There were no kids in the immediate neighborhood, not as far as I was aware, but I had no desire to find something furry and sodden in there with me the following day. 

It wasn’t just children in short supply around me. I’d only seen a handful of people in the street in the months since I’d moved in. My early starts and late returns - extended work hours one questionable benefit of having post-breakup time on my hands - meant mostly I was away before other houses had woken up, and then back again in time to see light through closed shades but not the occupants. 

The sensation of being, if not alone on a mountain, then at least more isolated than the typical urban worker was a welcome one. It also meant that, when someone called out to me after I pulled into the driveway one evening, I yelped in response. 

“Whoa, sorry!” an apologetic voice followed after the cheery hello. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

I tried to assume the expression of a man who had not, regardless of clear appearances to the contrary, been startled at all. Maybe a man who just emitted strangled cries whenever he got out of his car in the evening, so thrilled he was to be home. 

“No, it’s... fine,” I replied, through gritted teeth. Peered into the looming darkness to see who had surprised me. 

He emerged after a moment, from my neighbor’s carport, stepping into the glow of the porch light as my eyes acclimated to the gloom. Tall, and young too. Probably somewhere in his twenties, with a broad smile and dark blonde hair. 

“I’m really sorry,” he said again, expressive mouth grimacing with the words. “You probably didn’t expect someone to come shouting out of the night at you.” 

I smiled. “I think I could count the number of people I’ve seen in this street on one hand, so I was probably getting complacent. I was overdue a reminder that I don’t have the neighborhood to myself.” 

By that point he’d closed the gap between us, standing across the car’s hood from me. His grimace having shifted into a grin again; out in the full glow of the lamplight, I could see him more clearly. Nudged my assessment of his age to around mid-twenties, and no way not to notice the broadness of the shoulders in his dark blue polo shirt.

“Well, I just wanted to say hi,” he said, as my eyes rapidly found their way to his face again. “I’m moving back in with my folks for the summer, and thought I’d say... well, hi.” 

I smiled at his slight frown at the repetition. “Well hi back at you,” I echoed, my gaze catching on the unexpectedly appealing way his lips curled at the shared amusement. That, my mom would’ve said, was a dangerous smile. The sort that could easily get someone into trouble. At the time she’d meant it to be advice for my older sister, but it was something I’d learned - and promptly forgotten when I really could’ve used it in my early twenties - myself. 

“I’m Kai,” he said, reaching his hand across the car. 

I leaned over to clasp it. “Short for... Malakai?” 

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Nope. Just Kai. I wish my parents had to pay me a dollar every time someone asks me that.” 

“You’d be a millionaire?”

“Well, not quite,” he conceded, “but I’d probably have enough that I didn’t have to spend my summers back at home with them.”

I laughed at that, inwardly wondering if I’d added too many years to my estimate of his age. “Home from college?”  

Kai nodded. “Pre-med. Gotta keep the old man happy, y’know?” 

Was his father a doctor? I’d never exchanged more than a “good morning” with the couple next door, so I wasn’t really in a position to say. 

“Anyway, I saw you pull in and I was working on my car” - he nodded back toward the garage, where I could make out a cool glow from underneath a small and fairly old looking hatchback - “and wanted to introduce myself. Sorry again for startling you.”

“Honestly, it’s fine. I was just lost in my routine.” Then, realizing what I’d omitted, “oh, and I’m Tate.” I saw him frown. “Not short for tater-tots, it’s just Tate. My mom was English, it’s an English name.” 

I shut my mouth, jaw tight. Knowing I’d been rambling.

Kai gave me a grin. “Well, it was good to meet you, Mister Tots.” He chuckled as I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.” 

I flipped him a lazy salute by way of goodbye, then spent the few steps walking to the front door wincing and asking myself why I’d done something so cringeworthy. Shuddered as the door closed behind me, mentally kicking myself for being such a social klutz. 

“You need to spend more time with people,” I muttered to myself, “you’re turning into a potato.” 

The first glass of wine helped settle any lingering feelings of self-consciousness, though, and by the time I was headed through the sliding doors onto the deck, my mind was mainly occupied by thinking how good the water would feel. I’d already changed into the gray nylon running shorts after showering, and pulled off my t-shirt as the pool cover retracted slowly. By the time I executed a very halfhearted dive - more a controlled splashdown than anything else - all thoughts of the conversation were forgotten. 

I’d braced myself for another unexpected greeting when I pulled into the driveway the following night, but my nerves were mercifully untested. It was almost a week before I saw Kai again, this time at the opposite end of the day, as I was leaving for work. 

In fact it was his feet I saw, sneakers protruding from under the bumper of the battered hatchback where it had been moved out of the garage. At one point in its history it had probably been bright red. Now, it had the faded hue of a well-washed shirt. 

“Morning, Kai,” I called out. I’m not saying I felt a little stab of redemption - and certainly not anything as base as vengeful victory - when I heard the bump and subsequent yelp as what I assumed was his head struck the underbody of the car. I did, though, make sure I wasn’t smirking by the time he wheeled himself out. 

“Ouch,” he observed, rubbing a spot on his forehead. It left a greasy smudge. “Hey, Tate. You surprised me.” 

I gave him an expression that I hoped would say “huh, you think?” 

“You should be more careful,” I joked, pointing at where he was rubbing. “You’re going to knock all of that learning out of your brain before you even get to a hospital.” 

Kai groaned. “Too late, it’s pretty much spilling out of my ears at this point. I’m gonna have to re-read every textbook when I go back.” 

I nodded sympathetically. “They’re so demanding, expecting you to know every little detail about the human body.” 

He shrugged. “Exactly. I mean, it’s basically just blood and a couple of bones and stuff in there, right? You could pick that up in an afternoon.” 

I pantomimed horror. “Remind me never to come to the hospital you end up working at, okay?” 

Unlocking my car, I pulled open the passenger door and dropped my bag in the footwell. Closed it, then turned to find Kai staring at me still. 

“So, I couldn’t help but notice you have a pool,” he ventured. 

I nodded. “That I do.” 

A sly little expression worked its way onto his face. “That must be nice on these hot evenings,” he continued; his tone light, as though the thought was only just occurring to him. “Must feel really good after a long, hot day.” 

I had to laugh. “You’re not wrong there,” I agreed, smiling. “Hey, just a thought, do you want to use the pool sometime?” 

If the career in medicine didn’t pan out, I hoped Kai’s back-up plan wasn’t switching to acting. 

“Why, Tate,” he told me, face lighting up in a broad smile that caused my own to spread wider, “that’s mighty hospitable of you. Terribly neighborly. Tremendously generous and admirably accommodating.” 

I quirked an eyebrow. “Sometimes I just have these ideas, completely off the top of my head, out of nowhere,” I said, my tone dripping sarcasm. 

Kai elected to ignore it. “Well, the world is the grand beneficiary of your noble sacrifice,” he exclaimed, arms raised out from his sides. 

Shaking my head, I pulled open the car door. “See you later, Kai,” I told him, mock-weary. He was still stood like that, inane grin contagious, as I pulled away down the street. 
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Chapter Two
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It was probably naive of me not to expect Kai to come calling that same evening. Somehow, though, the reality of my neighbors’ twenty-something son actually inviting himself over had been divorced in my head from the reality of, well, my neighbors’ twenty-something son inviting himself over. 

Naivety I had only a brief time to reflect on as I crossed the hallway to answer the front door. 

“Hey Tate!” 

The exuberance of youth. Kai was wearing a short-sleeve t-shirt, board shorts, and sandals. There was a folded towel slung over his shoulder; I glanced at it, pointedly. 

“I’m really sorry, I can’t help you with your car right now,” I told him, forcing a serious expression onto my face. Was rewarded by a momentary frown in response. 

“Oh,” he replied, after a moment’s pause, “no... I mean, I was hoping...” His voice trailed off as he registered my growing smirk. “Unkind, Tate, very unkind,” he scolded, though his grin told me the teasing wasn’t really unappreciated. 

I stepped to the side, holding out an arm in welcome. “The pool awaits.” 

Kai walked through the hall and across the open-plan living room, nodding approvingly at the tasteful decor that I’d had no involvement in. One of the advantages of a turnkey rental was that, when your ex-boyfriend was the one with all the aesthetic aptitude, your own shortfall in skills needn’t be immediately obvious. 

“Well, doesn’t that look good,” he said, stopping at the doorway to the deck and admiring the shimmering water. I’d already pushed the button to open the cover, but was still at the wine-pouring stage of my evening. Kai half turned, to catch my eye. “Seriously, though, I really appreciate you letting me use it. It’s so damn hot next door, but my dad views turning the A/C up as a shameful admission of defeat.” 

I shrugged. “No problem, it might as well get some use.” I made a bee-line for the open bottle. “Do you want a drink?” I called over my shoulder.

“No, thanks,” came the reply, and so I glug-glug-glugged the white wine into just one glass. Enjoyed a healthy sip, then turned and almost dropped the rest.

Kai still had his back to me, but while I’d been sating my thirst he’d already peeled off his t-shirt and, more surprising, dropped his board shorts. Wide shoulders, healthy with muscle, tapered down to a narrow waist, to which a black square-cut swimsuit clung. Broad thighs emerged underneath, themselves atop shapely calves. 

He was, even after just a few moments’ glance and the rear view alone, stunning. 

“Oh,” I said, quietly. 

Loud enough still, though, for Kai to hear me. He followed my gaze down, to where his shorts lay in a messy heap on the deck. 

“Oh right. Yeah, I can’t swim in those things. Not since I was on the team in high school, anyway. It just feels like you’re being dragged down by a pillow case tied around your waist, y’know?” 

I nodded, mute, but I didn’t know. Not really. Honestly, I’d always been self-conscious when I was in the water. Partly because, without my glasses, I was just short-sighted enough for the world to be disconcertingly blurry. But also because of the healthy - well, unhealthy - amount of body shame in there, too. 

Certainly, I never looked anything like the young swimmer in front of me. 

It was taking all my focus not to rake my eyes over his body. Not even in a sexual way - though I’d be lying if I claimed not to have recognized he was absolutely gorgeous - but more the same way that you find yourself marveling at a beautiful work of art, or a sublime classic car. Appreciative awe, more than everyday lechery. 

Hurriedly I took a gulp of wine, with the hope of distracting myself. A faint hope, sure, but the alcohol helped a little.

As I watched, Kai stepped up to the edge of the pool. Paused, in a way that seemed perfectly designed to let the soft, warm glow of the patio lights coax even more shapely grooves and bulges out from his muscled torso, then toppled forward in a casual but still well-executed dive. A demure splash the only evidence of his entry. 

He emerged from beneath the water on the opposite side, long moments later, sporting a gleeful expression.

“Holy crap, this feels so good!” 

I had to laugh at his exuberance. Watched as he shook his head, sending a shower of droplets flying before raking fingers through his unruly hair. Then he was pushing off, body knifing with barely-restrained urgency as he broke through the wavelets to the other side. 

A happy head, bobbing at the edge closest to me. Arms folded - biceps bulging with casual profligacy - on the wooden slats. 

“Aren’t you coming in?” 

The thought of taking off my shirt and having my body compared to Kai’s was... well, mortifying was the best word I could come up with at short notice. 

I wasn’t overweight. Had even lost some of the “comfort padding” that long-term relationships can introduce to your midriff. Mainly because, when left to my own devices, I just ate less, more than from any active attempt to be healthy. No, the reality was that I was just painfully average, and only going to look more pedestrian when next to someone like him.

“I might just finish up this, y’know,” I replied eventually, holding up the glass. 

Kai frowned. “I feel like I’ve screwed up your routine.”

I shook my head, trying to look casual and relaxed and probably appearing like neither. 

“Or is it the suit?” he continued. “I can totally put the shorts on, it’s fine.” 

I shook my head. “The suit is great.” Shit, no, that’s not what I meant to say. “I mean,” I stammered, “the suit is fine. I don’t have a problem with it, it’s fine.”

Kai stared at me, skeptically. 

When I’m uncomfortable I can’t handle a conversation vacuum. I just have to fill it. “You haven’t screwed up my schedule or anything, I promise. I’m going to get into the pool.” 

He waited. Neither of us moved.

“Tate,” Kai observed, “you’re not getting in the pool.”

I blinked. Then blinked again. 

“No, right, totally,” I said eventually, inwardly wincing at how ridiculous I knew I must sound. Set down the half-empty glass on the table, then picked it up again and took another gulp. Set it back down. 

He was still watching me, leaning over the edge of the decking with a lack of self-consciousness that was as equally alluring as it was impossible for me to imagine ever feeling myself. Staring with, if not outright curiosity, then a sense of what I could only read as bemusement. 

I already had the running shorts on, thankfully, but it took a deep breath - sucked in with careful discretion - before I could bring myself to tug up the hem of my t-shirt and pull it over my head. Steeled for the chuckle I knew, rationally, Kai would be too polite to give, but felt I heard in my paranoia anyway. 

Then it was a case of getting into the pool as rapidly as possible, but not so hastily as to make it look like I was rushing. Whether I struck that questionable balance, I was too preoccupied to assess. 

The cool water felt like a slap. Enough to derail my racing thoughts so that, for a moment at least, it was only my body in its clenched tightness and the embrace of the liquid that registered in the world. 

A short-lived distraction. Though, when I opened my eyes, I found Kai had gone back to his casual gliding from one side to the other. Each short lap completed with the minimum of effort, the water hardly churning as he pushed off with his legs, crawled the last of the distance, and then neatly flipped to position himself for the return. 

It was hypnotic to watch, and so I did. Bobbed in place as I admired the way his muscles flexed, torso and arms twisting, a blur of smooth flesh punctuated by that scrap of black stretched across his hips. 

“You’re good,” I said, honestly, when he paused again. Caught on one elbow raised onto the decking, his other hand wiping across his face. The width of the pool separating us. 

A scowl, though only brief. “Nowhere near what I used to be, though. I used to compete in swim meets. Now all the muscle memory is gone.” 

I had to laugh. “Your ‘underwhelming’ is still impressive to the rest of us mortals.” 

Kai grinned. It was charmingly boyish, and completely free of guile. 

“Sorry, I probably sound like an ass right now, don’t I.” 

I made a show of pretending to consider the possibility, then shook my head. “Nah,” I told him, “I’m only jealous, is all.” 

“You’re the one with the pool.”

I nodded, slowly. “True. I just never really got into swimming. But let me guess, you were a total water baby?”

A flex of his arm sent Kai coasting carelessly across. He steadied himself on the side as he reached me. 

“I basically had gills when I was growing up,” he said, laughing. 

“Medical marvel turned medic,” I observed. Laughed, as Kai put a finger behind each ear and wiggled them. “The embarrassing truth is that I just tend to sit in it,” I confessed, “not use it properly.”

Kai grinned. “Well, you sit, and I’ll try not to send too many waves your way.” 

Before I could say anything he was pushing off again, settling back into his rhythm of glide, stroke, and turn. With equal ease I settled into watching those movements. After a few minutes, it was as though the totality of Kai’s body broke down; as if the precise, controlled twisting of arms, legs, torso, and head were each mechanisms in their own right, caught up in the happenstance of perpetual motion.

Eventually, eyeing the wine glass where it was beading gently with condensation on the table, I took advantage of his focused distraction to pull myself out of the water. Ran a towel across my shoulders and around my chest with what I hoped wasn’t too much visible eagerness, then slipped my t-shirt on top of still-damp skin. By the time he’d finished, I was sitting on the lounger and another third of the way through the wine. 

“Did I hound you out?” The apology was clear in his voice. 

I shook my head. “Not at all, the wine just made a better liquid argument,” I reassured him, holding up the glass. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I should take you up on that drink, now.” 

“Offer stands.” I gestured at the kitchen. 

A hand gripping the deck each side of his shoulders, and then his body levering up and out of the water. A surge of wet skin, enough to make the breath catch in my throat. Then one foot, raised and planted flat on the wooden slats, and the final, graceful flow as he pushed himself fully upright. 

The water ran down him in thick rivulets, as Kai lowered his head and shook it like a dog. Hair wild and unruly, before he smoothed it down with his palms into some half-semblance of order. The narrow black strip of his suit, stark against his skin, somehow conspiring to almost make him look more naked than had he simply been undressed. Almost. 

It was the first time I’d seen him from the front, in his entirety at least. Pectorals like broad, curved slabs of muscle; a stomach bearing creases and grooves the number of sit-ups and crunches involved I could only imagine. Almost pruriently, I forced my attention to skip his crotch as best I could, terrified that he might look up and catch my gaze. Achieved that only as much as to leave myself with the half-formed memory of a prominent thickness there, a concept more fascinating than had I simply stared. 

Even just that glance, though, had been enough to leave me near-painfully hard. I pulled my knee up, and hoped the shape of my excitement wasn’t visible. 

“Um, I mean, help yourself,” I suggested. Standing up right now was absolutely not an option: the loose nylon shorts would hide nothing. 

“Thanks,” Kai replied, reaching for his own towel. Again, I couldn’t help but observe as he buried his head in its fluffy expanse, knowing it would do nothing to placate my erection but unable to stop myself nonetheless. 

I tried to look away as the towel made its way down his body, and just about managed it. Focused on the twinkling lights in the distant valley, and reminded myself that developing a crush on - or even just hopeless lust for - my neighbors’ cute son was probably even worse of an idea than spending the past few months effectively on my own, beyond the organized interactions of work. 

“That should be enough to avoid dripping all over your floor,” Kai said eventually, distracting me from my self-critical reverie. 

My eyes betrayed me, following him slyly as he walked past and into the kitchen. His ass was high and round, the tight black fabric clinging to the swollen muscles. I stifled the hungry groan I could feel forming in my chest. 

“Any particular glass?” he called out. 

“In the cupboard on the wall, on the left,” I told him, then heard from the clink that he’d found them. Silence, and then a voice from my side that made me jerk. 

“Top you up?” 

I turned, then wished I hadn’t. Found myself at just about eye-level with Kai’s crotch, unmistakable shapes jutting through the shiny, clinging black material. Dragged my gaze up, to see him holding out the wine bottle in invitation. 

“Sure,” I tried to say, but it came out a croak. I swallowed, my throat feeling thick and dry suddenly, and attempted it again. Raising my glass at the same time. 

The wine splashed in, and I attempted to ignore the heat I was sure I could feel radiating from his body against the side of my face. Feeling, frankly, like some grubby old pervert, getting off on this near-naked youth while he was so blissfully unaware. It was a close to physical relief when he set the bottle down and walked over to the other lounger across the deck. 

Kai took a sip, then smiled. “You’re right, I can see how this would be more appealing than the pool.” 

I raised my glass again, in a silent toast, and he echoed it. Then settled back, his bare shoulders against the angled backrest. 

“I forget how beautiful it is up here,” he said, after a moment. The loungers were angled nearly in parallel, both of us facing the valley. “Almost magical.” 

I tore my attention away from the stolen glances at his resting body, still taut and lithe even in repose. Looked instead down at the blanket of twinkling, shimmering lights - a sea of headlamps, and street lamps, and billboards, and more - that had caught his interest so completely. 

“It’s what made me want to rent this place,” I told him, and could see him nod out of the corner of my eye. “It’s not the sort of view you can say no to.” 

And winced inside, thinking just how much those same words applied when it came to making bad decisions about beautiful boys. 

We sat like that, in companionable silence, for another ten minutes or so. Kai preoccupied by the view, and me trying not to be preoccupied by Kai, until he sat up suddenly and turned to me. 

“I should get going, don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

Every demurring response sounded forced to my mind’s ear, and so I stood instead, taking the now well-diminished wine bottle into the kitchen. It had the added benefit of putting Kai out of sight as he raised himself off the lounger. By the time he padded in after me, he was back in board shorts and finishing pulling his t-shirt into place. Hair unruly and grin wide.

“Thanks again for letting me swim,” he said, “is there somewhere I should put the glass?” 

I gestured at the sink. “In there’s fine. And anytime you want, really. The side gate is unlocked, if I’m not around.” 

There was an expression close to pure gratitude on his face. 

“You’re a life-saver, Tate. Thanks again, have a good night.”

“’Night, Kai,” I told him, then watched his back as he left the house. 

With the click of the front door, I felt like I was finally able to exhale; to let out a breath I’d been holding all evening. A sensation of relief tinged faintly with disappointment: relief I’d got through the night without making an utter fool of myself, but disappointment that I was no longer in the company of such charming beauty. 

Woven through it all, though, was an unfamiliar thread of arousal. Something I wasn’t sure I’d felt for months, at least. I’d not had sex since the break up, and even then it had been a sporadic thing in the final throes of the relationship. In the intervening period I’d jerked off, of course, but it had been a perfunctory thing more than anything else. The churning of my fist in the shower as a chore, a task to be completed and checked off the to-do list, rather than the result of some sexual hunger. 

Now, though, with Kai only moments out of the door, the urge to drop to my knees, pull out my cock, and frantically stroke myself until I sprayed the tiled floor was like a fire in my belly. 

I didn’t, though. Palmed my hand along the length of my erection instead, feeling its hardness through the thin and clinging nylon. Forced myself to rinse the wine glasses and upend them to dry; to close the pool cover, and then the patio doors; to brush my teeth and - relatively early though it still was - get ready for bed. 

It was only when I was lying there, the sheets pushed to one side, that I found my fingers circling my erection. Unbidden, the mental image of Kai from behind swimming into clarity in my mind’s eye. The inverted triangle of his broad, muscled shoulders and the tight taper of his waist, and then the view of him from the side, as he walked past me to the water. Replaying that brief glimpse of tantalizing bulges on both sides - the swell of his cock as it pushed against the clinging fabric, and then the high curve of his sculpted ass. 

Those same bulges, then, only wet and dripping. Kai’s wide hands, flat like blades as they scraped across his body, squeegeeing the water from his contours. In my imagination I watched unabashedly, feasted on every detail, every motion, in the way I couldn’t have earlier that evening. 

When I came, it was with a clench in my stomach like a cramp. A tightness that made me gasp with the intensity, cum showering my chest and reaching my neck. Left me panting for breath, and trying to recall the last time an orgasm had felt so overwhelming. 

Even then, after that release, it was Kai I was thinking about as I drifted into sleep. 
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


There was a bottle of wine on the patio table when I got home from work the following day, pinning down a note that said “Thanks again for letting me swim” and signed with a large ‘K’. I assumed he’d taken advantage of having the pool to himself, though the cover was safely closed and the heat of the day had dried any wet patches he might have left behind. Smiling, I put the bottle into the fridge, and then poured myself a glass from what was left over from the night before. 

Out of sight didn’t mean out of mind, though. Sitting on the edge of a lounger, glass cradled in both hands, I pictured Kai’s movements through the water. The crisp, controlled way he’d cross from one side of the pool to the other, always with the most economical outlay of energy. Setting a pace that seemed to be something he might keep up for hours on end. 

The benefit of imagination was that I could watch him do that without qualms, or second-guessing what he might think of my attentions. Focus on how the water flowed around him and over him; of the different glimpses of his body afforded as he moved and turned. 

Only draining the glass brought me back inside, and back into the real world. 

Part of me wanted him to come around when I was home. Kai was easy conversation - well, at least he had been up until the point he’d stripped down for his swim, at which point my side of it had stumbled into tongue-tied awkwardness - as well as being easy on the eye. I’d not felt myself particularly starved for company, but having experienced the back and forth with him, the memory of it had dug in its claws. I wanted to see him, but I feared seeing him too, or more specifically I feared my reaction to his presence. 

With no way to contact him, bar knocking on my neighbors’ door, however, I was forced to wait. Passivity inflicted upon me. Whether I was to see him or not was down to Kai. 

It took a week or so before it happened. I’d taken my laptop out onto the deck to work on a project, reasoning my eventual dip into the pool would be a just reward for completing the presentation. 

A knock at the side gate distracted me, and then the sound of the gate itself opening a moment after. Kai’s head poked around the corner, a smile already in place. 

“Is now a good time?” he asked. 

“Sure,” I replied, half-closing the lid of the computer. “Like I said, any time is fine by me.”

He grinned again as he moved to sit on the other lounger. “Well yes, you did, but maybe you were being polite, or would rather I came when you were out. I didn’t want to presume.”

Hearing him speak, it sounded a lot like the second-guessing I was prone to myself. I couldn’t help but smile at that thought. 

“It’s honestly fine either way. If it’s a bad time, I’ll tell you, okay?”

“Promise?” he queried, eyes searching my face to make sure I was being sincere. 

“Promise,” I insisted. 

“Well, okay then.” He settled back on the chair, slipping his bare feet out of his sandals. “I’m so glad, because this place is like an oasis.”

I smiled, recognizing again that tension I could only presume was down to going a little stir-crazy in his parents’ place. I’d known it well myself, when I was closer to his age. 

“Drink?”

He shook his head. “I’m just going to swim, if that’s okay.”

Rolling my eyes, I gestured dismissively at the pool. “What did I just say? It’s all yours.”

Kai chuckled, then abruptly sat forward and pulled his shirt off. I forced myself to push open the laptop screen again and look at its contents.

The sound of him standing, just to my side. The sound of his board shorts unzipping, and the soft rustle of fabric as it slumped down his thighs. And then a pause. 

I couldn’t help myself, I had to look. Just a glance, I chided, one quick glance to get it out of your system, and then that would be it. 

The red fabric clung to him like a second skin. No more covering than the black suit had been; in fact, it was probably less so. Closer to a traditional swim brief in cut than the squared-off silhouette of the other day. 

Kai half turned to me, a playful expression across his face. “I love this moment, when you’re about to go in and the anticipation is everything.”

I nodded my appreciation, inwardly guilty that my own enjoyment of the moment was for a very different - far more base - reason. 

When he stepped forward, it was with a focus that seemingly blanked out the world around him. Attention only on his entry into the water. I watched the way the muscles in his thighs flexed, the way his arms swept up - fingers pointed like daggers - and how his whole form tilted at the last second. A crisp, perfectly controlled dive; I fought the urge to applaud. 

There was no pause as he surfaced, just a swift transition into the few quick, crawling strokes that would take him all the way to the opposite end, and then a neat pivot to set up its repeat. The rhythmic swishing of the water reminded me of the subtly beguiling thrum of the dishwasher, a sound to which I’d fallen asleep on the couch more than once. 

I didn’t get any work done. Zoned out, in fact, his perfectly timed strokes lulling my brain into a daze. Eventually I gave up on reading and re-reading the same sentence over and over, and allowed my eyes to defocus on the screen. A miasma of swimming pixels. 

“You should come in, it’s perfect,” he called out. 

I jolted at his voice, jarred from my daydreaming. Kai was clinging to the edge of the pool, arms crossed atop the side. His gleeful expression underscored his opinion. 

“Maybe later,” I demurred, gesturing to the computer perched - pointlessly, though he didn’t know that - on my lap. 

“Later it’ll be too late,” he countered, “or you’ll have had too much wine.”

I scowled, mock-serious. “Are you saying I have a drinking problem?”

He shook his head, smiling. “I’m saying it would be better in here than sitting out there, so you should come in with me. Bring your glass if it makes you feel better.”

I rolled my eyes, but still closed the laptop lid and pushed it onto the table next to me. “Fine, you persuaded me.”

“And all it took was the promise of drink,” Kai teased, chuckling. 

I threw him a dirty look. 

I’d expected him to go back to swimming, to pick up where he’d left off in his laps, but he didn’t. Just stayed perched on the pool’s edge, watching me as I set down the glass. Part of me wanted to say something, self-conscious of being observed as I undressed. Even as I knew how hypocritical that was, given how I’d watched him both times. 

Mentioning it would make it more awkward, would make that awkwardness something real and tangible, though. So instead I stood and, resisting the temptation to cross my arms across my chest protectively, pulled off my shirt. 

Kai’s eyes followed me as I stepped up to the edge, a casual attentiveness that still made my skin tingle. 

“You’re really self-conscious,” he observed, not unkindly. “You shouldn’t be.”

I snorted, as I sat down on the side and let my legs dangle in the rippling warmth. “It’s always the beautiful people who say that,” I pointed out, then instantly regretted it. 

Kai, generously, didn’t call me out on that. 

“If you committed to swimming a couple dozen laps every night, you’d notice the difference,” he pushed. “Though we’d have to get you out of those things.”

I frowned at him. “Which things?”

A laugh. “Those godawful shorts. They’re loose so they’re going to cause drag, and that will slow you down.”

“These are perfectly fine shorts,” I pointed out, a little defensively. Then resisted the natural reaction to jerk my leg away, when he reached out and tugged at the baggy fabric, pointedly.

“For running, maybe,” he countered, “but for swimming you’re only making things harder for yourself. Then you’ll get frustrated because you get tired quicker, and so you’ll give up. I’m trying to avoid that happening.”

I sighed at him. “So I’m meant to wear something small and tight, and that will make me less self-conscious, will it?” 

Kai laughed again. “Well yes, you are. You can always just borrow a pair of mine if it’s easier, if you’re so averse to the idea of buying some yourself.”

The sudden thought of slipping on a pair of his skin-tight swim trunks - of having my cock filling the space where his had been - rushed through my head. I knew I’d never be able to wear them without getting hard. 

“No,” I said, hurriedly. “You convinced me, I’ll buy some, okay.”

“Good man,” Kai replied, looking satisfied at having persuaded me. 

I shook my head, tiredly, before slipping down into the water. 

For all he’d just coerced me to take up swimming as my new exercise regimen, Kai didn’t seem in too much of a hurry to start me off training. Instead he trod water as I dunked my head, then bobbed, grinning at me as I wiped my eyes. 

“What?” I asked him, feeling a little unnerved by his expression. 

“Honestly, I didn’t think you’d cave so quickly. I was all ready for an argument.” 

I scowled at him. “Don’t make me change my mind.”
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Chapter Four
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He’d taken my advice and dropped the subject; swam a dozen more lengths or so, before thanking me again for the invitation and pulling himself out of the water. I tried - and failed - not to watch his strong, muscled legs as he lifted himself; tried - and failed - not to stare at the way the wet red fabric clung to the high curves of his ass. The material creasing into the cleft between his buttocks, only emphasizing just how pert and round each cheek was. 

I’d looked away just before he turned, hiding both my attention and my flushed face. 

Part of me knew I could decline his exercise plan, simply turn him down sufficient times that he would drop the idea altogether. Yet despite that, I still found myself at the mall on my lunch break, walking the aisles of the unfamiliar sports section. 

There were, it felt like, a whole lot more options for sportswear than when I was in high school. It took me five minutes just to find the swimming section, though only seconds after that to feel overwhelmed. Different brands, styles, fabrics, and cuts... I’d expected maybe a couple of options, but instead found myself spoiled for choice. 

It was hard not to imagine Kai wearing each of them in turn. His body, coursing with water, barely covered with scraps of cloth: some brightly colored, some more simple. 

Trying to picture myself wearing them was more difficult. Or, more accurately, it was only triggering feelings of disappointment, not lust. As someone loathe to take his shirt off when in company, the idea of strutting around the pool - even if it was my own pool, and with Kai at most for the company - was anathema to me. 

“Can I help you at all?”

The voice jerked me from my preoccupation, and sent my hand skittering along the rail. Turning, I found an attentive-looking salesman watching me, a professionally-courteous smile fixed across his face. 

“Oh... oh, no, I’m fine, thank you,” I stuttered out in reply. 

He gave me a nod and turned away. 

Hurriedly I flicked through the hangers, looking for little other than something in my size and a color combination that wasn’t reminiscent of a Brazilian carnival float. It felt like I was smuggling contraband across the border when I approached the counter, as though everybody in the mall could see my imagination stripping Kai down to his trunks as I nervously swiped my credit card and waited what seemed like an eternity for it to demand my signature. 

I only started breathing again, it felt like, when I was on the sidewalk, shopping bag clutched in my damp hand and cursing my choice of rentals. 

#
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The first evening, the bag sat on the dining table, contents ignored. Just thinking about it made my stomach twist into knots. It was ridiculous, I knew, but I couldn’t shake the feeling. 

Three nights passed before I saw Kai again. In fact, he had already arrived - and was already swimming - when I got home from work. Later than usual, and preoccupied by the tall glass of wine I was more than ready to treat myself to. As I walked through the kitchen I could see his body moving through the water, softly illuminated by the garden lights. 

Sliding open the patio doors, I stepped out onto the deck.

“Evening,” I called out. Kai had just reached the far end of the pool, but caught himself before pushing off again. 

“Good evening!” he replied, brushing water from his face before shaking his head. I grinned at the sight of the droplets flying, haphazardly, around him. “Are you only just home from work?” 

I nodded, wearily. “It’s been one of those days,” I told him. “Do you want a drink?”

Even from this distance I could see him roll his eyes. “No, thanks. And you shouldn’t either. Come do some laps with me.” 

I considered the bottle of wine in the fridge. How cool it would be, how crisp. Just the right balance of dryness and sweetness. The perfect end to a frustrating day with an asshole boss. 

Kai could clearly see me wavering. “Look, just do twelve laps and then you can have the drink if you still want to. I promise you’ll feel so much better.” 

I felt faintly absurd, being coaxed into exercising, but I also knew that Kai wouldn’t quit until I gave in. 

“Fine,” I conceded. “But only twelve.”

He held up his hands in acquiescence. “Deal!”

I turned to walk back into the house, figuring I’d get my shorts from upstairs, but his voice stopped me. 

“Did you buy something that would be actually decent to swim in?” 

I cringed, inwardly. The bag was still sitting on the table; I’d almost managed to forget about the whole idea. Kai, apparently, had not. 

“I’m just going to get my shorts,” I told him, trying to keep my tone airy. I could hear him swimming over to the closer side of the pool. 

“Tate, you promised,” he complained. 

I sighed. Turned around. His face wore an expression of disappointment that left him looking much younger. Like a teen, told he can’t have a drink or borrow his dad’s car. 

“Okay, I bought some,” I admitted, unable to resist that doleful expression. “But I haven’t had a chance to try them on to see if they fit yet, so I’m just going to stick with the shorts.”

Kai shook his head. “Try them on now. If they don’t fit, you can take them back. If they do, it’s going to be so much better for doing laps. I really don’t want you to get disillusioned on day one.”

I stared at him. He stared back, impatient. 

“Fine,” I conceded, picking up the bag off the table. “I’ll go try them on.” 

“Oh come on, Tate, stop wasting time,” Kai scolded. “Just put them on now so you can get in the water, do some laps, and then have that drink I know you’ve been daydreaming about since noon.” 

I chuckled, despite everything. “Noon? More like since 8 am.” 

He smiled at me. “See? So the sooner you get in, the sooner you can get out again. Show me what you bought.”

I reached into the bag and, wincing inwardly, pulled out the swimsuit. At the time it had seemed the most conservative and least likely to grab attention of all the options on the rack, a dark gray that caught the halogens in the kitchen with a slight shimmer. Awkwardly, I held it up for Kai to see. 

“Perfect,” he decided. “Put them on and get in here.” 

My stomach roiled. Insisting on going upstairs to get changed, or just into the downstairs bathroom, would look odd. Yet the idea of undressing in front of Kai - even if he was across the deck in the pool, and I was inside the house - felt charged in a way that was hopelessly unnerving. 

Frustrated and self-conscious, I yanked off the tags; realized, a moment too late, that now there was no way of returning it, if the suit didn’t fit properly. Set the scrap of glistening fabric down on the table as I pulled off my jacket and then unbuttoned my shirt. My body half-turned in the process; I knew I was subconsciously trying to present as small a profile to him as I could. As though that might make me invisible, or as good as. 

Then my belt, and then my pants, pushing off my socks as I went. Standing, feeling out of place in nothing but black boxer-briefs and knowing that, if I turned my head just a little, I’d be able to see Kai looking back at me. 

The thought of it was sending waves of uncertainty through my body. On the one hand, I felt so self-conscious that I could be sick. On the other, though, the heat of his gaze was sending shivers through my crotch. The idea of getting hard, in such an obvious way, was mortifying, but I knew that if I carried on over-thinking things it was a real - and really terrible - possibility. 

It was that which spurred me on. I pushed down the boxer-briefs, quickly stepping out of them, then reached for the swimsuit. Had a moment of near-horror when my foot got caught and I thought I’d stumble, but then dragged it up my legs. 

The sensation was strange, so different from the cotton that I’d just been wearing. Smooth, and slippery, and silky but in a light, almost chilled way. Yet at the same time clinging to my body in a manner that felt perilously close to erotic. 

“Finally!” Kai called out, breaking me from my reverie. “Now get in!” 

I steeled myself for the few steps over to the water, first turned away from him so that I could have a snatched half-second to reach into the front of the suit and rearrange my junk. My cock had already begun to thicken, so I pushed it to the side and tried to will it back down. 

I almost made it to the water before he stopped me short. “Wait up, let’s see what you got,” Kai requested. 

Awkwardly I paused, painfully aware that I was close to naked. It was strange: the running shorts I’d been wearing hadn’t exactly been oversized, but this felt like another level of exposure. 

“Looking good,” he teased, “now turn around.” 

Mortified, I pivoted on the spot. Tried to imagine how my ass might look - a long way from the pert, perfectly perky example that filled out the rear of Kai’s swimsuit, certainly - and just how much of me he could see right now. 

He made an approving noise, then clapped his hands together. “Okay, stop wasting time showing off... get in the water already!”

I scowled at him, but in the toss up between obstinacy for its own sake and the lure of getting most of my bare flesh out of sight, the latter clearly won out. I practically scampered the last couple of steps, then jumped in alongside him. 

The sensation of the suit when it was wet was even more unexpected. Cooler still, and more clinging with it. I felt like every inch of me must be outlined in obscene detail. 

“So show me your best stroke,” Kai challenged, and after a moment’s hesitation I obliged. Kicked off the wall, and broke into some semblance of breaststroke to take me, splashing and not especially fast, to the other side of the pool. When I reached it I turned, took a breath, and then made my way back across. 

His expression was thoughtful. “Not bad.”

“You’re being generous.” 

Kai shook his head. “I mean, you’re not going to win any races, but I don’t think you were aiming for that, right?” 

I laughed. “Not at all.” 

He nodded. “Right, so all we want is the most effective stroke for you to get the maximum benefit from every lap, so that you can get on with the important business of drinking too many glasses of wine.” 

Maybe I was being teased, but it actually sounded like a pretty good plan to me. I decided not to waste time arguing. 

“The thing about breaststroke is that most of the movement actually comes from your legs,” Kai explained. “So you need to keep your head, shoulders, hips, and legs pretty much straight, but your body goes at a slight angle so that you’re always kicking under the water. Keep your elbows up as you bring your arms back, okay?”

I grimaced, trying to put what he was telling me into the dimly-remembered context of swimming lessons at school. At the time, the ability to be in water without rapidly drowning had been my primary goal; everything else - including catching stolen glimpses of the other guys in the changing room afterwards - had just been a bonus. 

“Try again,” Kai instructed, “and this time try not to sweep your arms too wide. Remember, it’s your legs doing most of the work.”

I pushed off, attempting to keep everything he’d just explained in mind. Somehow, though, the good advice and my bad form simply weren’t compatible. I couldn’t tell for sure, but it felt like I was even worse than the first lap.

By the time I made it back to Kai, I knew the frustration had to be clear on my face. The self-consciousness of the swimsuit and the general awkwardness I’d felt had been sidelined by something far more petty. I couldn’t get the breaststroke right, and I was pissed about it. 

“You’re letting your hips drop in the water,” he pointed out, “which means you’re not getting the most from your core and abdominal muscles. Your legs should be behind you, not drooping underneath you.” 

“You make it sound so easy,” I muttered, sarcasm dripping. 

Kai flicked water at my face. “It’s easier to learn when you’re swimming... so start swimming!”

I made a face at him, but still pushed off again. Tried desperately to make a connection between his straightforward, matter-of-fact theory, and my flailing, splashing practice. I was about ready to admit defeat when I made it back, but Kai seemed more enthused. 

“That was better!” he insisted, though I wasn’t sure I agreed. He frowned for a second. “Look, can we try something?” 

“Um, sure?” I told him, uncertain what he actually meant. 

“Okay, try to lie out flat in the water. As though you’re a plank.” 

Gradually I extended my arms and legs, wobbling a little but generally floating. 

“Great, now let me just...”

I gasped - and almost choked down a mouthful of water - when his hands slipped up around me. One palm pressed against my breastbone, the other on my abdomen. Mere inches, at most, above the waistband of my suit. I could feel him tilting me, maneuvering me into the position he had in mind. 

“What are you...” I started, then flinched as his fingertips scuffed against my flesh. Turned my head, to see his look of thoughtful concentration. 

“Right, now try slowly kicking out your legs,” he suggested. 

Still trying to tamp down the shock at his touching me, I carefully pulled my knees up, then straightened them out again. 

“That’s it, that’s much better,” he praised. “Now - slowly - start with your arms, too. Remember, elbows out of the water as you pull the stroke back, and then under when you bring your arms in, and up.”

In a sort of daze I found myself complying. A slow-motion breaststroke, balanced atop Kai’s strong hands. 

“You’re trying too hard to get your knees up toward your chest,” he explained. 

I felt his hold on me shift, a deft repositioning as I continued the slow practice. Suddenly, I felt his hand on my ass.

“Try to focus on bringing your feet up to your butt, with the soles facing out,” he said. 

My head was too busy spinning, though, to really listen to the technique. His palm was a soft but persistent pressure atop my cheeks; I knew he’d be able to feel them flexing against his touch as I scissored my legs. The thin layer of fabric separating our skin was little more than a whisper. 

I couldn’t take it any more. For all that his hold on me was gentle, the sensations spilling through my body as a result were bordering on overwhelming. I found myself twisting and half-falling out of his grip, an untidy jumble of splashing limbs before I eventually kicked my way back, first to the surface, and then to safety at the edge of the pool. 

Deep breaths, my lungs feeling like they’d been punched. I knew I must look a state, not to mention seem like a crazy person for the practice’s unexpected abort, but it had all become too much, too suddenly. Painfully aware, too, that my cock was mortifyingly rigid, pushing insistently against the stretched pouch of my swimsuit. 

Kai paddled over to me, a look of concern on his face. I fought the urge to turn my body away from him, desperately hoping he wouldn’t see how hard I was. How hard I’d got from merely having his hands on me so innocently. 

“Are you okay?” 

I nodded, still feeling awkward. “Sorry,” I mumbled, “It was just...” My voice trailed off. 

“I rushed you,” he finished, sounding apologetic. 

“I just wasn’t expecting... well...” How could I explain it without then going into the real reason Kai’s hold on me had proved so triggering?

A beat. “Ah, okay.” 

I cringed inwardly. What must he be thinking about me right now?

We were silent for a minute, me still clinging to the edge of the pool, and Kai letting his body drift in the slight currents. Even as my heart rate was returning to normal, my erection was showing no inclination toward subsiding. 

“That glass of wine you were talking about before sounds pretty good right now,” he said, eventually. 

I smiled, weakly. “You go get a glass,” I told him, “I’ll be out in a minute.” 

His eyes examined my face intently, just for a moment. As though searching for a hidden message, or some truth that might be lying so close to the surface that its topography would be visible through my skin. Either he didn’t see anything, or he was satisfied with what he read, because after a few seconds he nodded and swam to the side. 

“Don’t take too long,” he joked over his shoulder, “else I might drink it all.” 

I chuckled back. “Don’t worry, I have more than one bottle.” 

“I would never doubt it,” he teased. 

There was the temptation, of course, to watch as he pulled himself from the water. To see the way the muscles in his body would flex and stretch; the way his buttocks would press so alluringly against the fabric of whatever swimsuit he was wearing today. All the same, I knew I couldn’t follow him out until I’d rid myself of my hardness: there’d be, frankly, no way of hiding it, given what I had on myself was so brief. 

Running a slideshow of unpleasant and mortifying memories through my brain, I willed my dick to go down. In the end, though, it was the thought of being seen - and laughed at - in this condition that seemed to do the trick. I figured I was in a condition just discreet enough to get out, strategizing how I’d then high-tail it to my bedroom and get changed into something less exposing. 

Plans scuppered, though, by Kai. He was there as I dragged myself from the water, body still damp and his hair a tussled mess, holding out a wine glass and carrying one himself. I took the drink from him, but he hovered still; no indication of sitting until I did first. Inwardly cursing, I gingerly perched myself on the edge of the lounger. 

“I tease you, but this is good,” he conceded, after taking a sip. 

I raised my glass in a silent toast to that. 

Kai sprawled back on the chair, one leg raised, the other trailing off the edge and across the deck. There was a casualness to him that was beguiling; a lack of self-awareness that made his already attractive body all the more captivating. 

I forced myself to sit back. Feeling little of the ease that Kai’s pose telegraphed so clearly, but trying my damnedest to at least emulate it. A gulp of wine - followed by a second, and then another - helped a little. Silence coiled between us, though not uncomfortably.

“So, no boyfriend,” he said, suddenly. 

My body jolted in surprise, fingers instinctively gripping tighter around the stem of the wineglass. When I looked over to him, there was nothing of tension in his form. Gaze still fixed at the rippling lights of the city below us. 

“Um, what?” I replied, eventually. I could hear the shake in my voice, betraying the stress as much as I tried to steady myself. 

Kai glanced across. Still, I could see no sign of anything but casual interest. 

“I mean, I’m assuming there’s no husband because you’re living on your own. Maybe I’m wrong. But I’ve never seen you here with anyone, or even any sign of someone else. So I guessed there was no boyfriend, either.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but the words weren’t there yet. Closed it again, as I thought about how to react. It wasn’t like I wasn’t out: it had been years since I told my family I was gay, and though it wasn’t a topic that was particularly discussed at work, neither was it a secret. Somehow, though, the feelings I was having now, to Kai’s question, took me right back to my early teenage years. Crushing memories of the horror at being asked “are you gay?” by schoolmates, when admitting that yes, yes you were could be tantamount to social suicide. 

“I...” I started, then paused again. “No, no boyfriend.” 

He nodded, thoughtfully. “Right, that’s what I guessed.”

I waited for the follow-up, the inevitable next question, but it didn’t come. 

“How did you...” I asked him, eventually, unable to hold my curiosity any longer. 

This time Kai’s look was more knowing. “Figure out that you’re gay?” He chuckled at my nod. “Wait, you thought you were being subtle when you checked me out?” 

A feeling like ice-water flooding my body; goosebumps as my stomach fell. 

“I wasn’t...” I started, then swallowed. My throat felt thick, as though it was closing up in horrified protest. “I mean, I didn’t... I didn’t mean to...” 

For the first time there was a hint of uncertainty in his expression when he stared at me. “Why are you freaking out?” he asked, after a moment. “I wasn’t saying it like there was a problem.” 

I must’ve looked a little like a goldfish, mouth opening and shutting as I tried to find the right response. My brain busy spiraling into a panic.

“I wasn’t going to... I mean...” I attempted, desperately, to explain. 

“To try anything?” Kai finished for me, then laughed. “Yeah, I kinda figured that when you almost threw up after I touched you before.” 

Squeezing my eyes shut, I attempted to corral my thoughts into some semblance of order. 

“I get it,” he continued. “It’s not like everybody is automatically going to be attracted to everyone else. That’s not how things work.” 

The absurdity of that was oddly steadying; I gave him a disbelieving look. “Don’t be ridiculous, you’re gorgeous. Of course I’m attracted to you.” 

I hadn’t expected his face to brighten as it did, or his smile to spread even wider. He looked... genuinely happy to hear that. 

I blinked, utterly confused.

“So what stopped you from looking, since I’m assuming that means you wanted to really?” His eyes twinkled as he took another sip from his glass. 

I shrugged, my shoulders feeling wooden and tense. “A reluctance to come across as a tired old gay stereotype, maybe?” 

Kai laughed, loudly. “I’m sitting here in a Speedo I haven’t worn since high school, and which is only the latest in a series of increasingly revealing suits over the past week or so... I’m pretty sure the only way I could’ve invited attention more aggressively is having scrawled ‘check me out’ across my chest.”

“You like the attention,” I said, finally. 

Another laugh. “I like the attention from you, sure.”

I stared at him. “From me,” I parroted. I could hear the confusion in my voice; hoped that he would too, because then he might take pity on me and explain what all this actually meant. 

Kai rolled his eyes. “From you, yes. Because you’re cute, Tate.” His tone was one you’d use explaining something to a child slow on the uptake. “I think you’re cute, and I wanted your attention. So yes, I wanted you to look at me.”

Silence, for a moment. 

“I didn’t think you were... y’know,” I ventured. 

“Really a med student?” he teased. “A real, honest-to-god former swim team member? Of sound body and mind?”

“Gay!” I exclaimed, suddenly exasperated by his avoidance. “I didn’t think you were gay.”

He made a face. “I don’t really like putting names on it like that.” 

“So you’re what, bi?” 

Kai shook his head, seeming amused. “There you go again, with the names. Some people don’t like labels, Tate.” 

I sat back on the lounger with a frustrated grunt. “Some people don’t like second- and third- and fourth-guessing everything because they don’t have a clue whether the person they’re talking to is into them or not.” 

A moment of silence at that. Then a sigh from across the deck. 

“I suppose that’s a fair criticism, yeah. How about I just say that yes, I’m into you, and you specifically. And we table the rest of the labels until some other time, assuming they’re ever required.” 

I thought about it. Not that it really required much thinking. 

“I can live with that,” I told him. It was an understatement. 

He tilted his head to look at me. While I had permission now, it still felt like I was doing something illicit when I flicked my eyes down his chest. Even relaxed, it was still a very pleasing landscape of muscles. 

“You asked me a serious question, and I answered it... kinda,” he said, with a smirk. “So, now I guess I get to ask a serious question too.” 

I squinted at him, skeptically. “Go on...”

“Before, when you freaked out in the water, it was because you got hard when I touched you, right?”

“That was your ‘serious question’?” I scoffed. 

Kai shrugged, grinning at me. “That’s me, always asking the hard ones,” he joked. “So, are you going to answer?”

I lifted my glass as I considered what to say, only to discover I’d already emptied it. Pushed myself up off the lounger and walked in to where Kai had left the bottle on the kitchen counter. 

“Yes, I got hard,” I told him, eventually, speaking louder so that he could hear me. “But I ‘freaked out’ because I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, and you touching me felt like something I’d interpreted differently to how it was intended.” I watched as the wine sloshed carelessly into the glass, the reflected light from the kitchen’s halogens sparkling. 

“And now?” 

I stiffened. His voice wasn’t drifting in from the deck, it was from right behind me. Close enough I almost thought I could feel his breath on my shoulders. Part of me wanted to turn around, but my body was frozen. One hand on the wine bottle, the other gripping the edge of the countertop.

“Now...” I started. Swallowed. Still couldn’t bring myself to look around at him. “Now, I’m wondering just what you were actually intending.” 

Bare feet on the smooth wood floor, there was no way to hear his movements. The first I knew of what little gap remained between us was the heat of his chest against my back - a gasp, then, startled from the depths of my lungs - and the slow, almost casual slide of his fingers down my arm, until they were tracing my knuckles where they were white with tension. 

Instinctively, I felt myself push back slightly; the faintest application of pressure in response to his own. 

“Do you always insist on having everything spelled out, mapped?” he murmured. Voice low, lips close to my ear. There was a thickness to his tone, the slightest of rasps that betrayed his attempts at lightness: the casualness that Kai accused me of struggling with. 

I swallowed, setting down the wine bottle gingerly. The warmth radiating from his body felt like a furnace, scorching me deliciously wherever we touched. 

“I like to at least get a clear sign of what’s intended,” I told him. 

He chuckled, something I felt as much as heard. “I’m not sure if I could be any more clear in my... signs,” Kai pointed out. 

I felt his hips lever against my ass, the unmistakable ridge of his hardness pressing into my buttocks. Flesh separated by two scant layers of fabric, that slipped and slid against the other with quiet whispers. 

I wanted to touch it. To reach between our bodies, and trace its thickness through his trunks. Yet there was still some part of me holding back; caught on the idea that, for all his words and the feel of him, this was some convoluted trap that I might fall prey to. 

Perhaps he could guess at my reticence. Maybe I was telegraphing it, loud and clear, through my body language. Whichever it was, I felt his mouth push against the hairs at the nape of my neck. 

“You’re overthinking things,” he whispered. Voice so low I still had to strain to hear him, despite his closeness. “I think you want this too. And if you don’t, that’s okay; just tell me and I’ll stop.” 

I didn’t want him to stop. Made no move to prevent him, when Kai’s hands swept gently up my arms until, taking me by my biceps, he carefully turned me. My body still sandwiched between his and the edge of the kitchen counter, but face to face now. 

I searched his expression for some final sign that this was all a joke. That I’d reach out, let my fingertips finally make contact with his flesh, only to have him bray with harsh laughter in reaction. Not sure, if I was honest, what exactly I was looking for, but desperately hunting for it nonetheless. 

Found only hunger there instead. 

“Hi,” he said, quietly, smiling at me. 

I looked down, into the narrowing gap between us. Kai’s crotch was still pushed against mine, the blue and white of his swimsuit bright compared to the shimmering grey of my own. More important, I could feel his hardness forced against my cock. 

“Don’t you want this?” he whispered. 

I clenched my jaw. “Of course I want it.” 

He shook his head, bemused. “Then take it.”

I wasn’t even entirely sure what “it” was that I wanted to take, but I could at least think of a place to start. 

Cautiously, I placed my hand on his chest. Felt the firmness of the muscle there, his nipple hard against my palm. Dragged my fingers down, across the heaped ridges of his abs. Kai leaned back, our bodies still joined at the waist but giving me more space for my hand to explore. Slowly I felt my way over his stomach, to where the creases of muscle arched down into his Speedo. 

There was part of me, I knew, which was comparing his physique with my own, and unsurprisingly finding myself lacking. It wasn’t that I was out of shape, as much as simply short on anything close to the definition Kai had. 

“I got so hard watching you get changed earlier,” he muttered, voice thick with lust. “It was all I could do not to grind my dick into the side of the pool.” 

I had to chuckle. “I was so self-conscious. I wanted to run away upstairs so you couldn’t see me. I was, like, fifty percent terrified and fifty percent about ready to bone up.” 

Kai smirked. “I wouldn’t have objected.”

Shaking my head, I added my other hand to the first, as it explored his torso. “At that point I still thought you were the innocent guy from next door.”

“And now?” he purred. 

I squeezed the hard nub of his nipple between my fingertips, applying more and more pressure until he hissed through clenched teeth. “Now, I know better.”

He laughed, then reached behind me to grab my ass. “So you’re saying I don’t have to play coy any more?”

I gave him a skeptical look. “Is this meant to be you playing coy?” 

Even as he shrugged, I felt his fingers tracing tiny circles against my cheeks. Progressively kneading into the flesh there. 

“If I’d stuck with entirely coy I’d still be giving you a swimming lesson, no?”

“So this was all some calculated seduction.” 

Kai tilted his hips, our cocks sliding against each other. “No, in the first place it was me really, really wanting to use your pool,” he admitted. 

I chuckled at his honesty. 

“But then we hung out a few times, and I saw how you were looking at me.”

I made a face. “Here was me thinking I was so discreet.”

Kai snorted. “I admire your capacity for self-deception.” 

Sighing, I ran my fingertip across the waistband of his Speedo. “So the suits were all for my benefit, even if I didn’t quite realize it at the time?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Not really. I honestly don’t like swimming in baggy shorts, it’s so uncomfortable. Plus tight things turn me on. Both wearing them, and seeing someone else wearing them.”

I took the opportunity to ease my hands around his narrow hips as he pulled me in closer. Ran my fingers up to his shoulders. When our chests touched, the heat from his body was incredible. 

“I guess this was a good buy for me, then,” I observed. “Even if I felt like a pervert at the mall.”

Kai nodded. “Do you want to feel like even more of a pervert now?”

I did want that. I really, really did. 

Clearly enough of my unspoken reply was visible in my face, because the next thing I knew Kai’s hands were slipping down, underneath my ass, and lifting me. Biceps swelling as he set me on the cool marble edge of the countertop, my legs automatically parting as he stepped in-between them. His hands dropped to my thighs. 

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he suggested. 

I couldn’t help the bark of laughter from escaping. “Trust me, I don’t think that’s going to happen.” 

Kai smirked. Suddenly his hand was on my crotch, fingers wrapping around my erection where the tight swimsuit trapped it against my hip. Alternating between gently squeezing it and then rubbing it, the friction like a delicious static charge against my hardness. 

“I really love sucking dick,” he told me, his voice low and seductive. “I love it when my lips are stretched wide around a thick, hard cock, and it’s filling my mouth to the point I can hardly breathe. When there’s drool just running down my chin, and the guy’s calling me a cocksucker and a slut and names like that.”

I was throbbing in his fist, somehow even harder than I had been just moments before. Hearing those words come out of his boy-next-door face - and, no surprise, imagining it being my dick that was fucking that face - was like a porn movie come to life. 

“So show me what you can do,” I murmured, trying to control my breathing. Then, after a moment’s pause and only a little self-conscious, added, “cocksucker.”

Kai licked his lips. 

I felt his fingers ease under the waistband of my suit, pulling down at the taut fabric. Fingertips grazing the top of my shaft, where my cock strained against its tight confines. Part of me wanted to scream at him to hurry, to yank myself free and force his head between my thighs, but another part - the ever-so-slightly greater part - demanded that I let him take the lead. 

My hand found the nape of his neck when he dipped his head, twisting in the unruly hair there. At first it was the faint hum of his breath against me, and then I felt the slow, wet drag of his tongue across my prick. Kai’s hand pulling on my suit just enough to expose my hardness, the shaft trapped against me; still, enough access to allow him a taste. 

“Oh fuck, yes,” I gasped. I felt more than heard his chuckle in response, a vibration through my groin that set me twitching. His deft fingers finally pulling me free, and then the wet slap of my dick against his cheek. 

He wasted no more time, lips smudging their way up from the base of my cock to the tip. I squeezed my fist in his hair. 

I knew what he wanted to hear, how he wanted me to take control. To order him around; he’d already told me as much. Only there was no way I could be that person, say those words.

Kai took pity on me. Or, perhaps, only one of us suffered from that excess of restraint. His mouth slid eagerly around me, the grip hot and slick.. 

It took everything in me, not to push myself as far into his throat as I could reach. My body silently howling at the sensations he was creating, at the spiral of pleasure radiating up my spine. Had just enough clarity of thought to wonder, through that restraint, whether he’d object to such treatment anyway. 

I didn’t know well enough yet to try it; couldn’t bring myself to risk prematurely ending this surge of giddying feelings by attempting to rush him. 

Gradually he leaned into me, feeding more and more of my shaft between his stretched lips. His tongue working on me, lashing against the underside of my cock and wrapping eagerly around the head. I’d been dripping precum for some time now, but by this point I knew his mouth would be coated in it. The thick, sweet musk of me sharp on his tastebuds. 

When he began sucking on me in earnest it was like a switch had been thrown. That slow, teasing consumption of my dick suddenly replaced by a maelstrom of sensations. Kai’s fingers digging into my upper thighs, pinning me in place as he worked me over with his mouth. 

I thrust a hand back, behind me, to brace myself on the cold marble countertop. Then made eye-contact, down the long, smooth slope of my stomach with the twenty-something youth whose lips were taut around the base of my erection. I could see the smile in his gaze. 

“Yeah,” I told him, hearing the unsteadiness in my voice, “show me how you suck that dick.” 

Part of me felt ridiculous - talking dirty during sex had never been a particular strength of mine; it felt more laughable than arousing when I’d tried it with my ex - but the way Kai redoubled his efforts seemed ample evidence that he had no such qualms. 

After a minute or so of that, my body doing its best to buck underneath him, he pulled off me with an audible pop. Worked my shaft with his fist, as he smirked up at me with swollen, spit-slicked lips. 

“You taste good,” he purred, voice thick. 

I ran a thumb across his mouth, Kai turning his head to try to catch the fingertip. “And you’ve done this before,” I observed, grinning back at him. 

His expression was sultry. “Maybe a couple of times,” he conceded, with a wink. 

I pulled at the back of his head. “Practice makes perfect.” 

He didn’t need any more instruction, replacing his milking fist with his mouth again. Swiftly taking me all the way to the base, so that I could feel the grip of his throat. 

This time, though, I didn’t let him set the pace. Used, instead, the fistful of his messy hair to hold his face in my lap; kept myself buried deep in his gullet. I could feel from the twitching in his neck when he was starting to gasp for breath. Eased up, then, allowing an inch or so to slip free, before yanking him back in. 

If I’d feared Kai would be turned off by it, the reality was nothing of the sort. No resistance, no fighting each rough stroke as I used his throat. Just the hot, rhythmic wetness of him around me, as he allowed me to pleasure myself with his body. 

It was that - that liberation to put my own enjoyment at the fore - more than anything else that lit the fuse to my climax. I could feel myself churning, the blood rushing in my ears like white noise. Jaw clenched almost painfully: knowing that I was about to lose control, and so eager for it too, but at the same time furious at myself for giving in so rapidly. 

The two sides fought, the lust for pleasure competing with the potential future benefits of delayed gratification. Their argument muddied by the hungry look in Kai’s eyes when I stared down at him, his cheeks flushed and pupils vast. I knew exactly what he wanted. 

With a grunt, I pulled him off my dick. Felt the tug on the hair in my fist as he tried, vainly, to recapture me between his lips amid a hiss of frustration. I could see where his drool had coursed down between my legs, soaking a dark path in the gray of my swimsuit where my swollen balls were still contained. 

“Stop,” I gasped, my chest heaving. For a moment I thought I’d waited too long, left it too late. Thought that my jerking cock would finish what I’d tried to delay, spraying my load across his face rather than straight down into his stomach. 

It didn’t, though, even if my body was furious at me for the interruption. Shivering with frustration, the urge to release my hold on him and allow him to finish what he’d started near-overwhelming. 

“Why?” he demanded, breathlessly. 

I shook my head, trying to get it to stop spinning. “Too soon.”

Kai chuckled through wet lips. “You’re worried this is gonna be a one-time thing?” 

I shrugged, awkwardly. “I don’t know what this is... but I know I don’t want it to be over so quickly.”

He smiled at me, then reached out and ran a fingertip down my dick. It glistened with spit and precum. 

“This isn’t going to be the only time I have your cock in my throat, Tate,” he told me. There was a rasp in his voice, whether from lust or for more practical reasons after what we’d just been doing. “Unless you tell me to stop.”

A sudden mental slideshow of all the ways, all the places Kai could deep-throat me. I half-swallowed my groan. 

Standing, he moved in close to me, between my thighs. Close enough that the tip of my erection was pressed, wetly, against his stomach. I had to look up to meet his eyes. 

“Before you get all paranoid and over-think everything,” he said, voice just above a whisper, “let me reassure you. I want this just as much as you do. I’m not having second-thoughts.”

I watched his face for a moment, then nodded. My mind hadn’t quite slipped into that spiral of self-doubt, but I knew myself well enough to know it wasn’t too far off. Somehow, clearly, Kai had managed to predict that as well. 

When he leaned into me, the impulse to tip forward to meet him was instinctual. His lips felt thick and puffy against my own; swollen as though stung. Our first kiss was almost chaste, the taste of him subtle but beguiling when he pulled back with a knowing smile. 

“Again,” I murmured, needy. Kai obliged. 

If we’d started out cautious, that quickly fell away. Lips and tongues mashing together, the hunger surging through us like a mounting wind. Kai’s hands on my triceps, fingers digging into the flesh there as he mauled my face. 

It was a sense of liberation, of permission. The freedom to put aside my usual reticence and second-guessing, and for once just exist within the moment. My hands starting their journey on his chest, but so quickly shifting down, plotting a course that encompassed the ripples of his abs and then circled to his crotch. 

Kai’s excitement was unmistakable, the slick fabric stretched around his erection. Pulsing against my fingertips where they wrapped around him, each vein outlined and clear to my touch. 

It took a little maneuvering, but I managed to ease him free. The heat scorching in my fist, as I dragged my hand along his length. Smooth, precum-slicked skin wrapped around an iron core; Kai groaned into my mouth as I pumped him. 

Pulling back took all the strength of resolve I had - not to mention real strength, Kai’s body doing its best to follow me as I leaned away. “I need to see you,” I gasped, breathlessly. 

He mewled with frustration, but shifted in turn all the same. Torso angling back, so that it was only my grip on his cock that joined us. 

He was... beautiful. A weird way to describe a dick, I knew rationally, and yet the way he filled my hand, the shape of him, the near-perfect proportions... it made my mouth water. Mesmerized, I eased my fist along him. 

“That feels good,” he muttered, voice still heavy with arousal. 

I grinned at him, unable to look away from his dick for more than a few seconds at a time. “I bet it tastes good, too,” I teased. Ran my thumb brusquely across the swollen head, and felt Kai shudder in response. 

“Oh I see,” he mock-scolded me, “I had to stop sucking you, but you get to blow me?”

I shrugged, noncommittal. “My house, my rules.”

He rolled his eyes. “So you’re saying I should take you next door,” he suggested, “and fuck you in front of my parents?”

A raised eyebrow at that. “Who said you’re going to fuck me?”

Kai grinned. It was about the filthiest expression imaginable, and it made my stomach twist and my cock lurch in response. 

“Fine, you can fuck me, then,” he conceded, not unhappily. “Either way, it’s going to be a surprise for them.”

The mental image of him on all fours by the pool filled my head, his ass hiked up high as I guided my dick into him. Suddenly I felt light-headed again. 

“So you bottom,” I asked, curiosity overwhelming my daze. 

He reached out to run his thumb across my cheekbone, smiling. “There you go again with the labels. Have you always been so eager to classify everything?”

Another shrug. “I know you don’t like putting a name to things,” I explained, “but...”

Kai gave me a skeptical look. “But... what?”

I felt myself blushing. “But it would turn me on to hear about it,” I admitted. 

His knowing expression left me feeling like I’d been caught, somehow. Even though I’d just confessed everything he needed to know about me. Biting my lip, I looked away. 

“You want to hear about me getting fucked,” he said, eventually. It was a statement, not a question. 

Part of me wanted to deny it, despite all I’d just said, to try to make myself seem less like a voyeur. I just didn’t trust my voice to even attempt to say that out loud, not if I wanted it to sound halfway believable as well. 

Kai laughed. “Okay, how about this,” he suggested. “I tell you some of my stories, and you tell me some of yours.” 

It was my turn to chuckle. “I just got done with a sixteen year relationship,” I pointed out, inwardly wincing at the implicit reminder of just how much older I was. “I doubt my stories are anywhere near as entertaining as yours.” 

Kai closed his hand around mine, where it was still languidly plying his erection. Fingers guiding me in my rhythm. 

“Then make up some new stories,” he countered, “the things you’d like to do with me, maybe.” He licked his lips. “And perhaps we can try some of them out for real, too.”

I stared at him for a moment, contemplating the array of things we could potentially do together. My mind couldn’t pin any one idea down, though, skipping from possibility to possibility like a child faced with the spoils of an ice cream counter. 

“I may need some time to write that particular letter to Santa.” 

He giggled at that, apparently delighted. “I’m sure he’ll read it with fascination.”

The thought of Santa - in my mind a mall Santa, bright red suit with black trim and a voluminous white beard on an elastic string - reading, with increasing shock, my missive about all the things I’d like to do to Kai’s body, and have him do to mine, cracked me up. 

“He’d probably send the elves to do a citizen’s arrest.” 

Kai’s eyes widened, suggestively. “Or maybe they’d just want to watch.” 

Silence between us again, then. No less loaded than before, though, his hands cradling mine as I slowly jerked him. 

“Can you at least think of one or two things we could do, then,” he asked. “I mean, while we wait for the whole letter to be finished.” 

I nodded. 

“Oh good,” he said, his voice low and husky. 

I was reaching for the back of his neck, aiming to pull him in again for another kiss, when the loud buzz of his phone vibrating on the table by the pool interrupted us. Saw him frown at hearing it, even as his face continued to move toward mine. By the time he reached me, though, it was to rest his forehead against my own. 

“That fucking thing,” he complained, annoyed. “I should turn it off.” 

“Okay,” I told him. Reluctant to relinquish my grip on his shaft, but grudgingly releasing him. 

Kai backed away from me, eyes hungrily staring still. Meanwhile I had the perfect view of his cock jutting thickly from his trunks, the memory of it imprinted on my palms and leaving them itchy with anticipation. 

Part of me wanted to slip down off the counter and follow him. Snatch the phone from his hands, maybe, and drop it into the water so that his focus would remain on me. I forced myself to wait it out, though. Watched as he turned at the last moment, his body no less impressive in profile - ass a curved shelf of muscle beneath the tight material - and checked the screen. 

A frown that I could make out from across the room, and a sudden sinking feeling in my stomach. When he looked up at me, his expression was frustrated. 

“I have to go,” he told me, simply. 

I fought the urge to clench my teeth; tried to stop myself from interpreting what was happening as an inevitable rejection. 

“Girlfriend calling?” I asked. Wondered if he could hear the slight undercurrent of doubt, simmering beneath what I was trying to make sound jovial and light. 

A laugh at that. “You have some weird fantasies,” he teased. “No, it’s my mom. Apparently I’m meant to be picking them up from some dinner they’ve been at.”

It seemed like a reasonable excuse; I begged my subconscious to accept it at face value. 

“You’ve had a drink,” I pointed out, nodding at his wine glass on the counter. 

Kai shrugged. “I had half a glass. I’m fine to drive.”

Damn. “They could get a cab?” 

I wasn’t sure if his chuckle was more about my suggestion, or the hint of desperation we could probably both read in it. 

“I get to stay rent-free over the summer,” he explained, “and in return I am the very occasional taxi driver.” As he walked back over to me, he eased his still-hard cock back into his swimsuit. 

I groaned in disappointment, closing my eyes. 

“Tate,” he said. Then again, a little more insistent, when I refused to look at him. “Tate. This isn’t an excuse, I’m not getting cold feet.”

I forced myself to open my eyes. “Am I that easy to read?” 

Reaching out, Kai ran his fingers down my jawline. I resisted the urge to nuzzle my face into his hand, like a puppy eager for attention. 

“I think I just know what I’d be wondering, if the positions were switched,” he explained. “And so I need you to believe me when I tell you that, while we may have been interrupted now, it only means we’ll be picking up again soon, okay?” 

I nodded, not trusting my voice to avoid the wheedling tone I could hear loud and clear in my head. 

Kai stepped closer to me still, his body in-between my thighs.

“There are many, many things that I want us to do together,” he told me, low, and teasing, and leaving me grunting at the thought of it. “But I don’t want it to be some rushed, desperate thing that we try to squeeze in because we’re short on time.”

I rested my fingertips on the mound of his pectoral, feeling the stiff nub of his nipple against my thumb. “You seemed in a pretty big hurry earlier,” I pointed out, eyebrow raised. He needed no extra explanation of the reference. 

As he leaned in, I could feel the heat of his breath on my ear. His voice soft and husky. “Well then maybe you should’ve cum in my throat when you had the chance, eh?” 

My groan was a whole lot louder this time.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]










Chapter Five
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I’d watched him leave from my perch on the countertop, then stared out into the darkness beyond the pool as my brain attempted to file through the events of the evening. Even with the taste of him still bright, it felt unbelievable. As though I’d conjured the whole interaction in some feverish fantasy to distract me from unrequited lust. Well, lust and - if I was being honest - loneliness. 

It wasn’t a fantasy, though, and if I was to take Kai at his word, neither was it unrequited. Otherworldly as that idea still seemed. 

The chill as evening segued into night finally brought me down from my thoughts, and from my seat. The warmth of the underfloor heating welcome on the soles of my feet, as I pulled the doors closed and locked them. Kai hadn’t said anything, but I had the strong feeling that he wouldn’t be returning tonight, even once his chauffeur duties had been satisfied. 

I knew I could - maybe should - feel disappointed at that, but somehow I didn’t. Was deep, instead, in the memory of what had happened; replaying each step as best my recollection could manage. Allowing myself to wallow in self-pity at what hadn’t taken place seemed greedy.

And yet, lying in bed later, my hardness in hand, the fact that it was my own grip rather than Kai’s felt like an insult. I gave a few exploratory strokes but couldn’t go much further. Instead I lay there, stiff and frustrated, until I finally drifted off to sleep. 

#
[image: ]


It felt like a hangover the next day, slumped at my computer at work, even though I’d not had much more to drink after Kai had left. Frustration masquerading; manifesting in a headache and shortness that had already seen me snap at a colleague and prompted raised eyebrows from others. I’d sought isolation in my office, but little cut through the sense of prickly solitude. 

I’d cursed myself for not getting his number before he left. It felt ridiculous that he lived next door to me, a matter of feet separating the houses, and yet I had no way more convenient to communicate with him than pushing a note under the front door. 

There was, of course, one option, but it was one that I’d been reluctant to attempt. I had social media accounts, sure, but I hardly used them. Hearing about the dating and marriages and offspring of old school friends quickly lost its charm; I’d turned off the helpful notifications of when it was my birthday, after being faced the first time with a long list of identical “Happy Birthday!” messages. Responding to them had felt more like a cruel chore than an opportunity to be reunited. 

There was more than that dissuading me, though. It was also the thought that, if I found Kai’s profile, I might also come face to face with Kai’s past. More specifically, his dating past. Not something I figured myself ready to see, or indeed to compare myself to the sort of people he’d been intimate with before.

Rationally, I knew it could plunge me into depression. Emotionally, though, I wanted to make contact with him. To at least confirm - as if it would be so clear - that we’d had the connection I’d felt. The connection he’d insisted I wasn’t imagining. 

And so I searched for his name, and then scrolled down on my phone until I found his profile picture. 

My fingertip hovered over the “Friend” button, before drifting to the link that would take me to his profile page. Obviously I’d only see what he deemed suitable for public consumption, but even that could be soul-destroying. Which only really left the message button. 

“Hey, it’s Tate,” I tapped out into the chat box. Waited a moment and then, before I could second-guess myself for the twentieth time, sent it. Forced myself to lock my phone and put it, face down, on the desk next to me, rather than watch obsessively to see if the little icon flipped from ‘delivered’ to ‘read.’ 

That may have been the intention, but while I might not have been staring at my phone screen, it didn’t mean I was concentrating on work any more intently. My fingers drummed an anxious pattern against the desktop.

When the phone buzzed, I almost swiped it onto the floor in my haste to pick it up. 

“You found me!” he’d replied, with a grinning emoji. 

“I’m basically a detective,” I told him, smiling as I punched out the characters. “Did your parents get home okay?”

“Oh god,” he sent back, “they were so drunk, it was embarrassing.” 

I chuckled at the thought of it. I’d only met his mom and dad a few times, but they seemed like pleasant people. Clearly they weren’t afraid of letting their hair down once in a while. 

“It’s a parent’s job to embarrass their offspring,” I pointed out. 

“Then they’re clearly the best parents.” 

I was about to thumb out a response, but then saw the “a message is being typed” icon flutter. 

“I’m sorry I had to leave early,” Kai wrote. 

I blinked at the screen, not quite sure how to reply. The risk of coming across as either too desperate or, conversely, too cold was something I didn’t quite trust myself to navigate. 

“I get it, you did promise them,” I said, eventually. Vague and safe. 

“I know I did, but I also know that you probably started over-thinking as soon as I left.” 

I grit my teeth. Being so damn obvious was starting to make me suspect I might be two-dimensional, or something. 

“I had the memory of your ass to keep me going,” I teased. 

Kai sent a slyly-winking emoji. “Just my ass...?”

“Not just your ass, no,” I conceded. “Your mouth was good, too.” 

I could picture him licking his lips as he stared at the screen, his fingers swiping quickly across the keyboard. 

“You were mainly buried in my throat, if I remember rightly.” 

My cock lurched in my pants at the reminder. “I stand corrected.”

I paused for a moment, trying to fight the urge to tell him I wanted to see him again, while also not appear too desperate. Or, at least, no more desperate than anyone who has just gone hunting for someone on Facebook. 

“Are you coming over to swim tonight?” I asked him eventually. Found I was holding my breath as the app told me he was typing a reply. 

“Are you really inviting me to use the pool, or for something else?”

“Well if you don’t swim you might not wear the Speedo,” I pointed out, smirking to myself. 

“Just for you I’ll wear one with some history, then” Kai replied. 

“I look forward to hearing all about it,” I told him. I wasn’t sure exactly what sort of history he had in mind, but I suspected it might be a story I’d enjoy. 

“What time will you be home?” 

I glanced at the clock on my computer. There were, in theory, still several hours to go before I could realistically head out. In theory. 

Sighing, I resigned myself to good behavior. “Not for another few hours at least,” I sent, “some of us have to work, y’know.” 

Kai replied with a stream of outraged-looking emojis. “I’ll be working hard enough when I graduate, I think.”

“Then I guess I should make the most of your downtime now,” I suggested. I could definitely think of a few ways, just off the top of my head. 


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]










Chapter Six
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I’d stretched out my work day as long as I could, at least as long as I thought would look acceptable should management decide to take an interest for once. Finally, though - after leaving an apology-cupcake on the desk of the colleague I’d snapped at - I made a quick exit, intentionally breezing past the couple of people who looked like they might have conversation in mind. 

I half expected, half hoped anyway, that he’d be waiting there for me already when I got back. Languidly swimming laps in the pool, perhaps, or just chilling out by the water. I’d even considered telling him where I’d stashed the spare key, so that he could let himself into the house. In the end, though, that had felt a little too forward. 

Instead everything was silent, the deck empty, and the pool undisturbed. I weighed the idea of sending him a message, but decided that, too, might count as too needy. Forced myself to put my phone down to charge, and then started up the shower. 

Usually, a long, hot shower after a dull day at the office was my idea of heaven. Now, though, I was distracted. Every squeak that could be a gate swinging open; every knock that might be Kai at the door... I was like a meerkat, I realized, suddenly perking up and listening intently every minute or so. 

I knew I was being stupid. Teenage, practically, and more than a little desperate. Fixating on a cute guy and probably reading far more into it all than I had any right to. I’d gone through enough infatuations over the years to know that they were simply in my nature. I’d also experienced sufficient number to recognize that the best cure for such foolishness was to rip the bandage off and admit that I was being silly. 

There was a gulf between knowing something is ridiculous rationally, of course, and your gut accepting it. For all my head was telling me that Kai - although maybe attracted to me for whatever reason - was hardly going to be interested in more than a night or two of fun, my heart was getting far more carried away. I wasn’t entirely sure what it was envisioning, but I knew it counted as unlikely. 

The two thoughts continued dueling as I toweled off, then pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and padded barefoot downstairs. There was a bottle of wine already open in the fridge, I knew, and probably at least half of a preprepared salad from the grocery store. I was far less enthused about a solid dinner, though; my ex had been the chef in our relationship, and while this current kitchen had come pre-equipped with well stocked drawers and gleaming appliances, I’d hardly used more than the microwave.

I was topping up the glass, side-eying my phone again, when I realized Kai was standing at the patio doors. He smiled at me; a close, familiar smile, the sort you might give to an old friend. The sort you can’t help but return. 

He looked me up and down when I pulled the doors open. 

“You’re overdressed for the pool,” he pointed out. 

I nodded at his t-shirt and shorts. “I’m not the only one.” I took a sip from my glass. “Plus I think I was promised a Speedo with a story.” 

Kai chuckled. “Swimming lesson first, story afterwards.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t remember signing up for lessons.”

“Verbal contract,” he corrected, “you opted for the special summer package.” 

My turn to laugh. I set the wineglass down on the table, and started to tug my t-shirt off. I still felt self-conscious about getting undressed in front of Kai; avoiding making eye-contact while I did it was about as close to comfortable as I could get. 

“Excellent,” he commented, and began pulling off his own clothes. 

I’d already put my swimsuit on under my jeans, so after shoving them down my legs it was a simple matter of taking a few steps and plunging into the water. The temperature was near to perfect: cool enough to be bracing, but warm enough so as to make being in it something slightly less than masochistic. 

I turned as I bobbed in the water, facing where Kai was still nudging his shoes off. I’d rushed a little, it was true, in the hope of being able to watch him finish undressing. It seemed, though, like he was in no great hurry to do so. 

As I stared, he dropped his shirt onto the deck. Unbuttoned his shorts and, with a smile that was bordering on a smirk, nudged them down until they crumpled around his feet. 

His Speedo was blue and white. Narrow around the sides; bulging temptingly at the front. I knew he knew how intently I was watching him: the slow pirouette made that clear. 

“So what’s the story?” I asked. I could hear the husk in my voice. 

Kai took a step toward the pool, but showed no great hurry to get in. “Oh, well,” he started, grinning at me, “you have to go back a while. First year at college, Halloween. Some guy in dorms had got us all hooked on this anime stuff.” 

“That sounds... not what I expected at all,” I said. 

Kai shrugged. “Yeah, a whole group of us watching it in his room. Anyway, it’s Halloween and someone says ‘let’s go as the guys in the anime’ and so, because they’re in a swim team, we were a swim team.”

I couldn’t help but picture it. A whole room of eighteen and nineteen year old guys - in my imagination they were all as hot as Kai was now - in tiny trunks. 

“And you went out like that?” I asked him, a little incredulous. 

Kai nodded. “We sure did. Hit all the bars, and got plenty of attention too.” 

“I don’t doubt it. And so this is that Halloween suit?”

He grinned at me, crouching down on his haunches a foot or two away from the edge of the pool. I found myself instinctively drifting over, to cling to the side. A little closer and my head would be between his thighs.

“I dug it out especially for you,” he explained. 

I let my gaze travel up his inside thigh, to the thickness swelling against the tightly-clinging nylon. The urge to reach out and touch him was almost overwhelming. 

“And is that the whole story?” I prompted. 

Kai looked thoughtful. “Well, not quite,” he admitted. Grinned at my raised eyebrow. “Like I said, we got plenty of attention.” 

“Male or female?” I asked. 

Kai giggled. “Both. But I figured you’d be more interested in the male.” 

I smirked at him. “You know me so well.” 

That got a laugh. “Yeah, so, we end up in this club. All of us at varying degrees of wasted, just dancing because it’s either that or go back to the dorms and go to bed, and that seems like the worst possible idea, y’know?” 

“Oh, absolutely.” 

Kai winked at me. “And it’s not like it’s a gay club, specifically,” he continued, “but then it’s not a straight club either. More sort of... fluid, if you know what I mean.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Reminds me of someone I know,” I said, pointedly. 

He stuck out his tongue at me. “So there’s this guy. Watching me at first, but then he’s dancing with me. And his hands start out on my waist, but after a while - not long at all, really - they’re working their way up my back, or down to grab my ass.”

“And you were okay with that?”

He shrugged. “I was drunk and horny, and he was hot. I wasn’t saying no. Not when he had both hands full of my butt, and my dick pressing into his hip.”

I reached down, under the water, to adjust my cock. Just hearing about Kai getting mauled out in public, wearing only a pair of sneakers more than the scant outfit he was sporting right in front of me now, had been enough to get me hard.

“So he tells me he wants to eat my ass, and I think that sounds like a fucking great idea. Like, a totally top notch plan. And when he’s guiding me through all my friends - who totally know that I’ve hooked up with someone - I assume he’s taking me to the bathroom. But instead he’s just leading me to the side of the room.”

“Okay...” I was even more curious, now. 

“And I realize he isn’t going to find some bathroom cubicle for us to hook up in, he’s basically found a wall with a bit more shadow than the rest of the club, but that’s it. He wants to eat my ass where anybody could watch us, if they really wanted to.”

My cock was twitching in my trunks, pulsing with excitement as I pictured Kai pushed against the wall. His Speedo pulled down to mid-thigh, back arched, ass pushed back, as some stranger went to town on his hole. 

“You didn’t...”

He smirked at me. “I did,” he confessed, though he didn’t sound too bashful about it. 

Glancing down, I could see the thick ridge of his erection, straining against the stretched fabric of the suit. It seemed the memory of that night was getting him excited, too. 

“Like I said: drunk and horny,” Kai explained. “He tugged my suit down, just enough so that he could bury his face between my cheeks. Fuck, I was so turned on, I was basically dripping.”

In my mind’s eye I was imagining the long, glistening threads of precum spilling out his his dick and spooling to the floor. The push of his ass against a stranger’s face, as his hole was worked over. 

“Did he fuck you?” I could hear how breathless my voice sounded. 

Kai grinned again. “He wanted to. But my friends came and pulled me away before it got that far. I ended up passed out on someone else’s couch, and with the hangover to beat all hangovers the next morning.”

“Ouch.” 

He shrugged. “Good thing about being around med students: someone always has a ‘never fails’ cure for the morning after. Even if most of the time they’re all bullshit.”

I had to ask. “Are all your club nights so liberated?”

“Not really, no,” he told me, shaking his head. “That was pretty much an outlier. But I thought you’d like the story... and the Speedo.” 

Nodding, I allowed my gaze to travel back down his chest to where the swimsuit was bulging. My mouth was starting to water. 

“Why aren’t you in the pool yet?” I asked, pointedly. 

Kai stood up, standing briefly on his tip-toes to stretch his calves. “Good question,” he concurred, then jumped into the water. 

I turned my head from the splash, then felt the sudden touch of hands traveling up my body. Starting at my thighs, but then quickly progressing, past my waist and my stomach, until Kai’s face was level with my own and his arms were around my neck. 

“You’re right,” he purred, “this is much better.” 

Close enough that I could see the pores in his skin, the tiny creases in his lips. Close enough that the heat of his body radiated against my own, cool water be damned. I had the briefest glimpse of his face, smiling and knowing, before he was kissing me. 

It was a soft kiss, a kiss that promised something more. Kai’s teeth gently tugging at my lips, the shared quirk of our smiles so close to derailing the moment as we grinned our way through the intimacy. 

“I like kissing you,” he told me, when we pulled apart again. There was something so plain, so straightforwardly earnest in his tone, that even my natural cynicism was momentarily defused. 

“I like it, too.”

I let my hands go wandering across his torso as he leaned in again. Firm muscle and smooth skin beneath my fingertips. The waistband of the low-cut suit a crisp ridge around his hips. 

“You know what I think we should do,” Kai whispered. 

I shook my head. “What?”

His lips brushed, teasingly, up along the curve of my ear. “We should swim lengths.”

I groaned, then felt him chuckle in my arms. 

Kai pulled back, treading water as I pouted at him. 

“Stop sulking,” he told me, laughing. “You agreed, story and then swimming.”

“Actually,” I pointed out, “we said swimming and then story. But I already got the story, so why should I bother with the swimming?”

Kai tutted, shaking his head in disapproval. “What sort of businessman reneges on a deal?”

I smirked at him. “A successful one, who pays attention to the fine-print?”

He looked thoughtful for a moment. “So,” he said, eventually, “how about we make a new deal, then?”

It felt like I was about to get tricked, somehow. “What sort of thing did you have in mind?” 

Kai spread his arms in the water. “Well, first you let me give you a swimming lesson,” he explained, then paused.

“Okay, and...?” I prompted. 

“And afterwards you get to bend me over, oh, I don’t know...” He glanced to the side. “Over that lounger maybe, and pound me like I know you’ve been imagining for weeks.” 

A beat. I swallowed. 

“Breast stroke or front crawl?” I asked him. 
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Ten minutes later, I’d started to reconsider how quickly I’d acquiesced. Ten minutes after that - the muscles in my arms and legs screaming, yet Kai showing little sign of slowing down the pace - I was about ready to call it quits and sacrifice any further physical intimacy between us. What good, I asked myself while gasping for breath, was open-season on his body when I suspected I wouldn’t be able to stand under my own power for at least a week?

He was a relentless teacher but, I had to grudgingly admit, a good one. Motivational when it was most effective; coaxing when I was flagging; demanding at the times in-between. Any further admiration, though, was put on the back-burner, since I had extreme physical discomfort to focus on instead. 

By the time he’d decided we were done, I was about ready to sink to the bottom of the pool like an exhausted stone. 

“That’s it,” I gasped, “that’s all the exercise I ever have to do for the rest of my life, right?”

Kai chuckled. “More like I was letting you have an easy first time, so as not to put you off.” 

I may have been tired, but evidently my face was still capable of expressing the sense of outraged horror I was feeling inside. 

“What?” he asked, grinning. 

“I hate you,” I told him, deadpan. 

He shrugged. “A hate-fuck can be just as fun, I always say.” 

And just like that, at least one part of my body was feeling re-energized. 

Paddling, weakly, to the edge of the pool, I watched as he pulled himself out of the water. Thigh flexing like a sculptor’s model as he levered his body up onto the wooden deck. 

I opted for the ladder instead, and didn’t really care if I looked pathetic for it. Not like pride would’ve contributed sufficient strength to do anything different. 

Taking the towel that he held out to me, I awkwardly rubbed myself down. I could feel the heat of his gaze, as it raked my flesh. Tried to suppress the shudder of discomfort as my self-consciousness spiraled. 

“I still don’t...” I started to tell him, then stopped. Not sure what the words were that I was looking for, only knowing that they would encapsulate this sense of confusion I couldn’t drag myself out from. Questioning why a hot guy like Kai would be interested in someone eminently-average at best, like me. 

“Are you going to be self-deprecating again?” he asked me, not pausing from his own brusque toweling. 

Somehow I managed to create a whole new, even more awkward gesture, as I both winced and shrugged at the same time. 

He rolled his eyes. “Look, did you cum last night? After I had to leave, did you jerk off?” A grin, as I shook my head. “Neither did I. And oh fuck, did I want to. I was in bed, my dick like a flagpole in my fist, just desperate to cum. But y’know all that I could think about?”

“What?” I couldn’t help but ask, the curiosity cutting through my anxiety. 

Kai took a step closer to me, the volume of his voice dipping in tandem. “I couldn’t stop thinking that it would be a fraction of the orgasm I would have with you. Couldn’t stop thinking about the way you knotted your fingers in my hair and reamed my throat out, and the taste of you. I wanted to cum so badly, Tate, but I knew it wouldn’t be anywhere close to satisfying compared to doing it with you.”

I think my mouth had fallen open at some point. Even so, no words came out of it. 

Kai filled the silence himself. 

“So I really, really need you to quit it with the self-doubt stuff, okay? Because if there’s one thing I’m looking forward to right now, it’s us getting off together, and anything that takes you away from being in that moment with me is gonna risk it being a wasted opportunity.”

I chewed my lip. What he was asking of me felt like overturning decades of routine: years where my go-to was reticence and paranoia, and taking the safe route lest I put myself out there and get rejected. It had started from a place of self-preservation, I knew, of the sense that if I began by rejecting myself, it would hurt less when someone else inevitably did it. Along the way, though, it had stopped being caution and simply become the status quo. 

I had a choice, then. Accept Kai’s words at face value, or second-guess them and miss out on something that - although maybe ill-advised - I’d kick myself later for turning away.

Even I could see that that was no sort of choice at all. 

“I...” I paused, searching his expression and finding nothing but hunger there. “I want you to suck me again.”

Only a moment in which I could take in the way the smile spread across his face like quicksilver, before Kai was dropping to his knees in front of me. One hand tugging the towel out of my grip and to the floor, the other reaching eagerly past the waistband of my swimsuit. I gasped when I felt him touch me, fingers squirming against the pull of the elastic and into where my cock was pressed, rigid, against my hip. 

Two sharp tugs down, the suit a tangle around my upper thighs but granting access enough for what Kai had in mind. A hand hooking around the base of my shaft to pull it almost horizontal, the glistening tip pointed at his lips. 

When he glanced up at me, his eyes were glazed with anticipation. The breath caught in my chest when he dove, hungrily, to spear his mouth on me. 

It was better than I remembered, better than even the fantasy of that memory could’ve been. That mixture of the sensation of his mouth and tongue and lips, all churning around my cock, blended with the heady buzz of knowing he wanted this just as much as I did. That he was no reluctant, time-weary partner going through the motions, but as urgent in his arousal as I was feeling too. 

His throat hummed around my swollen head, my legs threatening for a moment to buckle. Hands desperately grabbing the wet mess of his hair to steady myself, only to be rewarded by a rumbling, needy groan from deep in his chest. 

I tightened my grip, felt Kai shudder in response. Remembered the way he’d reacted the previous day, the way he’d goaded me into using him like a hot, slick sleeve for my own pleasure, and seemed as equally turned on by it. 

Making a fist in his hair, I pulled my hips back until only the first inch or so of me was lodged between his lips. Stared down at the need in his expression. 

“Even if your phone rings this time, I’m not stopping,” I told him, feeling my way through the unfamiliar sensation of such aggressive words. The way his eyes flared in response made me think I’d got it right. 

When I pulled him back onto me, when I used my grip to move his mouth along my shaft, I wasn’t sure how much of it was me and how much was Kai. The need in both of us manifesting in a blow job that felt by turn my using him, and then again him using me. The only consistency being the waves of pleasure radiating through my body. 

As I staggered back the few short steps to sit on the edge of the lounger, Kai followed with me. My hands never leaving his head, and my cock never slipping from his mouth. Steadying myself with one arm braced behind me, I left the other at his crown to guide him as he sucked and lapped. A warm, wet stream of his drool across my balls as they nudged his chin, his hands clawing my bunched swimsuit down and finally off my legs before his fingertips dug insistently into my waist. 

Last time I’d wanted to wait, wanted to prolong it as much as I could. Even forced myself to pull away, only to have the delayed gratification I’d had in mind made all the more interminable. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. 

“Fuck,” I muttered, through nearly clenched teeth, “you fucking slut, you’re gonna make me cum.” The unfamiliar words only possible with the knowledge that Kai liked to hear them, wanted to be debased as he massaged my length with his throat and tongue. I knew I probably sounded like some cut-rate porn flick, but I was too far gone to listen to myself. 

Focused, instead, on the fact that I was so close to erupting in him. So close to flooding his throat, to something so very intimate and uncontrolled, that I couldn’t recall the last time it had happened. Certainly not in more recent memory with my ex, and not in the long months since our separation. 

Kai wanted it too. That need, the hunger for it, was clear in the way he bobbed and swallowed around me, his tongue seemingly desperate to cover as much of me as it could. One of his hands cradling my balls now, slippery and firm in his grip as he kneaded them. 

When the orgasm finally overtook me, it was like my body was electrified. Muscles painfully taut; heart hammering in my chest. My fist a death-grip in his hair, clutching his face against my groin as though I could somehow force an extra fraction of an inch into him. 

Eventually I released him, released us both as my body eased from its rictus. Kai toppled back onto his ass, and for a moment I was struck by the awareness that, even as I’d plugged his throat and stifled his breathing, he’d still waited for me to free him rather than push at me. 

His face was a mess, lips swollen and red, and a sheen of greasy drool from his nose down. Pupils so wide, his irises were close to black. Watching as his chest heaved, it was as though the sounds of my own rough gasps were coming from him. 

“Fuck.” My voice was little more than a whisper. “That was... fuck.”

His puffy lips spread into a grin. “That was worth waiting for.”

I smiled back at him, still trying to catch my breath. “You didn’t have to wait that long.” 

Kai rubbed his forearm across his mouth. “Plenty of chasing, though.”

I chuckled. “Even if I didn’t realize I was being chased.” 

He settled back, arms outstretched behind him. The silence more comfortable than anything I could remember in my life recently. 

“Y’know,” Kai said, after a couple of minutes, “this is the first time I’ve seen you not self-conscious. Just... being there.”

Any other time, something like that would probably have made me flinch. But he was right; I could feel it too. Despite the fact that I was slumped on a deck lounger, naked, and my still-almost-fully-hard cock lolling out from my crotch, I had found myself settling into an unfamiliar reverie. Even the knowledge that Kai was looking at me, at me in my entirety, wasn’t enough to derail it. 

I shrugged, not really understanding it any more myself. “I guess we blew through my reserves of awkwardness.” 

Kai licked his lips, pointedly. “I certainly blew something.”

My turn to roll my eyes. I kicked up my foot, sending the crumpled grey tangle of my discarded swimsuit at his face. 

He grabbed at it before it could fall again, used it to wipe the mess off his mouth and chin. As I watched, he pushed his nose into the glistening fabric and inhaled deeply. Suddenly, I was very aware of the thick ridge of his erection, still trapped in his own Speedo. 

“You didn’t cum,” I pointed out. 

Kai reached down and, with the hand still holding my suit, squeezed his cock through the layers of material. “It’s nice to get caught up in what you’re doing.”

I was thinking the same thing about watching him carelessly play with himself, and the way my dick was twitching suggested my body was in agreement with my brain. 

“Show me how you jerk off.” 

He smirked at me. “Voyeurism is on the list, is it?” 

I shrugged again. “You told me I wasn’t very good at hiding when I was looking, so I may as well make requests.” 

He chuckled at that, but it didn’t stop him from lifting his hips and easing his suit down. Just enough to pull taut between his thighs, the heft of his erection eagerly springing free. My eyes were fixed on it: even though I’d seen him yesterday, my brain had been so overwrought that all I had was the sense of it, the way it more than filled his fist. 

“Tell me how you like to do it,” I murmured, mesmerized. 

Slowly, his hand made long, unhurried strokes from bottom to top and back down again. “I like to see how long I can make it last,” Kai explained, voice husky and low. “And I’m really sensitive at the tip, around the edge... so I like to sort of swivel my palm around it.” 

Actions following words, he began to corkscrew his palm in a half-circle around the head of his cock, whenever he reached the end of his stroke. 

“If I do that enough,” Kai continued, “the precum usually starts flowing. Soon there’s enough of it to get things really wet and sloppy.”

It was like watching a jerk-off video online, only right in front of me. Kai’s fist mere feet away, his body raw and open to my gaze. Somehow the swimsuit trapped across his legs made him seem even more exposed than if he’d been completely naked. 

“Do you ever taste it? The precum, I mean,” I asked him. 

He smirked, then brought his palm to his lips. I could see his tongue, red and wet, lash across the skin. 

“It’s kinda sweet and musky,” he explained, watching me watching him. “I mean, I love the taste of cum, don’t get me wrong, but I think I might love precum even more.” 

I could feel my jaw clenching. I knew I’d asked him to do this, to show me a most intimate of acts, but the urge to be there - involved rather than just watching - was growing uncontrollable. 

“Do you ever play with your ass when you jerk off?” There was no mistaking the fact that I was fully hard again now. 

Kai poked out his tongue. “Sometimes,” he shared. “Why don’t you come show me how I should do it.”

In a moment I was there with him, kneeling in the broad V between his legs. The heat of his body a tangible thing against my skin now. Tentatively I reached out to him, only to have Kai grab my wrist. 

For a second it felt like I’d done something wrong, but then he was pulling my hand up, my fingers outstretched, to his mouth. Lips closing around my fingertips, his tongue circling them slyly. 

When he released me, those same lips spread wide in a knowing grin. “There,” he explained, “all ready.” 

Eyes still locked on his, I dropped my hand to the join of his legs. Underneath the scant cover of the suit and into the cleft of his ass, his cheeks spread wide and his hole exposed. Gently, I ran a slick fingertip across it, feeling it clench rhythmically. 

“Please...” The hunger and need were clear in just one word. 

Gradually I increased the pressure, feeling him dimple and then yield to me. His body almost pulling me in, until my finger was buried as deep as it could go. He hissed through clenched teeth. 

Slowly, forcing patience upon myself, I pulled my hand back until it was almost free of him. Then ground it back into his body, feeling him buck and jolt at the sensations. Settled into a teasing rhythm as I watched him almost gingerly fist his cock, as though he was worried that too firm, too determined a stroke might push him past the point of no return too soon. 

He hissed when I pushed a second finger in alongside the first, a vice around me. For a moment I almost thought to relent, to pull my hand back; even paused for a second as he wriggled. Then felt Kai’s grip around my wrist again, refusing to release me and instead setting up a new, more aggressive pace. Only freeing me when he seemed certain enough that I knew what his ass wanted. 

“You promised,” he murmured between groans, “to fuck me.” 

I gnawed at my bottom lip, the combination of his splayed body and blunt invitation an aphrodisiac like no other. Imagined the tightness that had currently ensnared my fingers wrapped around my shaft instead. Suddenly, the fact that I’d just cum only minutes before didn’t seem like the hurdle I would ordinarily assume it to be. 

“Are you sure...” I started, some part of my lizard brain still convinced this was all a trap, even if it couldn’t figure out what, exactly, the noose might be. I didn’t have a chance to finish, though.

“No second-guessing, Tate,” Kai told me, lifting his head to fix me with hooded eyes. There was a rich flush across each cheekbone. 

I blinked at him. It had been so long - and even then, so perfunctory at the end - that my body lacked that old autopilot it once had. “I don’t have...” I began to point out, but he shook his head; nodded, to where his shorts lay forgotten on the deck. 

“In the pocket,” he explained. 

I reached for them, stretching so that I could snag the fabric with my fingertips without my other hand letting up on its pistoning rhythm. He’d come prepared, it seemed; I fumbled one-handed with the foil, tearing it with my teeth. 

“I need to stop, to... y’know...” 

His grunt suggested he did know, but wasn’t happy about it. Then, reluctantly releasing his erection, he reached down past his thighs. 

I passed him the condom; stared down as his hands deftly skinned it onto me. Then, as I tore open the second packet and squeezed lube down onto my dick, watched as he slicked it along. 

“Come on,” he instructed, part command and part beg. A huff of air from deep in his lungs as I eased my fingers out from him, and then - a little more lube applied - pushed them back in. What scant patience Kai had was quickly running out, though. 

I could tell by the way he reached for me, his slippery hands pulling at my hips and thighs as he positioned me between his legs. Carefully I aimed myself at his hole, steeling myself for the flood of sensations I knew were only moments away. 

He grunted again when I sunk into him, then frowned as I paused. A quick shake of the head, another muttered “come on,” and I took the hint. Levered my hips forward and brought our bodies together. 

Hot, and tight, and somehow unbelievable. Kai’s legs were sandwiched up between us, his thighs against my chest. I could feel the heat of his body like a furnace, the insistence of his cock pressed against my stomach. 

Our lips were just inches away, and so I closed the gap and kissed him. No coy, tentative exploration this time, just the hunger of two guys lost in the moment. Our bodies catching a natural motion, my hips scribing tiny circles as I bottomed out in him over and over again. 

“You feel so good,” I whispered, voice breathless and hoarse, the words slipped in-between our kisses. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” 

Kai’s hands found the sides of my head in response, pulling my face into the damp skin at the crook of his neck. His collarbone between my teeth; the taste of salt on my tongue. It felt like I was wrapping him up in my body, the full, masculine whole of him condensed into the space between my arms and my thighs. As though, with one big push, I could be around and within him in my entirety. 

“Roll over,” he told me, lips so close to my ear that they were touching. Awkwardly I fumbled my body around, turning us both so that I was lying on my back with Kai atop me. Slipping a little as we did it, sweat-slicked flesh sliding against the other, but never losing that point of our connection. 

He looked down at me now, palms flat against my chest, his knees still caught together by the scant tangle of his swimsuit where it pulled between his thighs. My own hands dimpling the meat of his quads as I gripped him, feeling the muscles flex and tighten as he levered himself up and down my prick. 

“Fuck, I love your cock in me,” he grunted, eyes half-closed and a look of almost serene pleasure on his face. Sat up then, torso long and lean, as he bounced astride me. “Can’t believe we waited so long.”

I thought back to my first glimpse of him, handsome and - so I’d thought - unobtainable. To the first time I’d seen him strip down, his body somehow more exposed, more naked, by virtue of the tiny swimsuit he wore. My apparently unconvincing attempts to watch him surreptitiously. 

And then broken from my moment of reverie by his hand between my legs, reaching back to where our bodies joined and then down further, digging into the heat there. Fingertips strumming the sensitive skin he found, the sensations strange and addictive as the lube dripped across my balls. 

I’d thought I’d last forever, that after he’d sucked me so completely I could go for hours. Even with the avalanche of feelings he was generating in me, even as I grit my teeth and tried to pace myself, as my hips rose in turn to meet his downstroke. 

Maybe I would’ve, but the sly touch of his fingertips against my ass were never going to allow it. Hissing through clenched teeth as he pushed inside of me, a frenzy of fizzing, boiling nerve-endings even with just the tip of one digit grazing past my muscle. All of the wishful thinking and delaying tactics in the world bypassed, and nothing to do but hold him tight enough to leave bruises as my body twisted under him. 

Kai chewed his lip, eyes squeezed shut as he flailed at his cock desperately. Then froze, mouth falling open in a silent gasp, and his wetness hot, and thick, and messy across my face and chest. His ass spasming around me, the final straw that dragged another orgasm from me and left me seeing stars. 

He slumped forward, chest against mine. Sandwiching his cum between us, panting like he’d run a marathon. Muscles aching, I stroked up his biceps to his shoulders, tracing tiny circles with my fingertips on the sweat-slicked skin there. 

Eventually he opened his eyes, smiled at me. “That was fun,” he observed.

I couldn’t hold in my yelp of laughter at the understatement. 

His smile spread at my reaction. 

“I’m sorry I... well, I’m sorry it was... quicker than I intended,” I said, feeling a little tongue-tied suddenly. It wasn’t like it had been embarrassingly short, but still...

Kai smirked. “I was so close, I could’ve cum even when you just put your dick in,” he pointed out. “So I’m not complaining. At all.”

I squinted at him, still a little skeptical. “Okay, if you say so.”

He rolled his eyes, then sat up again. Reached down to rub a thumb across my cheek, where a trickle of cum was starting to ease its way along the side of my face. I was still inside him, something which seemed oddly more intimate than when we’d actually been fucking. 

“I don’t know if someone told you that all this self-deprecation was cute one time, and you decided to run with it, but you may have been given bad advice,” Kai told me. He said it with a smile creasing his lips, but there was no doubting that he was being serious, too. 

I looked away, unable to meet his gaze. Our closeness, which had felt so tender just moments before, suddenly felt constrictive. The echo of my ex’s comments - which fell along the same lines of Kai’s observation, but said with all the spite and intentional malice that only the stuttering of a dying relationship can instill - rang potent in my ears. 

He sighed, and then I felt him swing his leg up and over me, carefully parting our bodies. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him finally push his Speedo all the way down and off; as he straightened, he rubbed his thighs briskly. 

“Did I ruin the moment?” he asked. 

I took a breath, and then turned to look at him again. Forced myself to smile, to recall the happy, contented feelings I’d been immersed in only minutes earlier. “No,” I replied, only really believing it when I heard the word out loud. “I’m just a little too self-aware of shit like that, y’know?” 

He examined my face, as though if he looked hard enough he might be able to discern the truth from my spin. Whatever he deemed to be there, he seemed satisfied enough by it. 

“I didn’t mean to be an asshole,” Kai explained, “I just find it, god, I don’t know... a little frustrating when someone I like is so down on themselves all the time.” He picked up a towel from the table, and rubbed half-heartedly at his sticky chest. It didn’t seem the most productive attempt, smearing more than it was cleaning. 

Gingerly, I pushed myself up. Seeing my efforts, Kai reached out and helped pull me to my feet. 

“Are you going to be a good host and invite me in for a shower?” he asked. 

I frowned. “Oh, so it’s not enough that you use my pool, now you want to use my bathroom, too?” 

He chuckled at my feigned seriousness. “I was under the impression that I paid you back when you choked me on your dick just now,” he countered. 

I made a show of considering it. “I suppose,” I conceded, my tone playfully grudging, “that you could consider it payment of a sort, sure.”

Kai grinned more broadly. “And the price of a shower?” 

I ran the back of my hand across my face, still wet from his climax. “I’ll just make a note of it in the ledger.” 
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Chapter Seven
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I’d watched him looking around, curious, as I led him upstairs to the bathroom. Figured he’d have something to ask by the time the water was running; sure enough, he did. 

“I didn’t see any personal photos up,” he observed. 

I shrugged. “You don’t think I picked that charming abstract in the hallway myself?”

Kai laughed. “Oh, it’s definitely you, absolutely.” 

I chuckled in return. “You could probably fit everything I actually own in this house into a suitcase,” I explained. “Maybe two, max. I signed the lease and they basically gave me the keys to a whole new life.” 

He stepped under the spray, running his fingers through his hair. I paused, leaning against the doorframe as I watched him. What we’d just done outside seemed like some strange, foreign dream; something that had happened to another person, not me, and which I’d only watched from afar. 

“What happened to the old life, did that go into storage?” Kai teased. 

I grimaced, even though his eyes were closed and he wouldn’t see it. “There wasn’t much of an old life left to store, after the breakup. Just about everything we had in terms of furniture was his. I should probably have left the hangers in the wardrobe, even, seeing as he bought the damn things.” I sighed; rubbed a hand across my eyes. “Perhaps I should write him a letter and tell him how grateful I am for his generosity.” 

Something of the bitterness I guess still ran through me must’ve been clear in my tone, because when I glanced across Kai was looking back at me through the glass partition. I was finding it hard to tell what his expression meant. 

“What?” I asked him, eventually. 

He shook his head, slowly. “You haven’t really told me much about what happened. And I mean, obviously you don’t have to, either. But you seem pretty caught up in it still.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Considering all it felt like I’d done, on and off for the past months, was recycle thoughts about my failed relationship, it remained oddly difficult to put it all into words. 

“It was, god, more than fifteen years. After that sort of time, you end up with certain... expectations.” 

Kai was still looking at me, his soapy hands rubbing under his arms. “Like what?”

How do you explain just how jarring it was to go from viewing yourself as part of a duo, to be used to considering another person in just about everything you did in life, to suddenly only needing to think about yourself again? That, even though you might assume it would be liberating, in reality it felt like having a phantom limb. A persistent itch there was no way to effectively scratch. 

I sighed. “You start working on the principle that you’re always going to be thinking about two people in life. That there’ll be someone to support you when shit happens.”

“That must be hard to go back from,” he observed. 

I chuckled, coldly. “This whole thing has been an eye-opening lesson in how much I had invested in someone else, and how little of me was left over when that all disappeared.”

Silence, bar the sound of running water. I began to wonder if I’d been too bitter, too pessimistic. Shown Kai a side he hadn’t expected and, frankly, would find deeply unattractive. 

“It’s not like you’re old, or over the hill, or anything,” he said, eventually. “You could quite easily go out and find someone else.”

I gave him a small, tight smile. “It hasn’t been high on my list of priorities, really. And honestly, you’re the first person who has shown a hint of interest in me.”

An arched eyebrow at that. “Considering I practically had to bludgeon you with my dick to get you to realize that interest, don’t you think other people might have been, but you just didn’t see it?”

I opened my mouth to reply, sarcastically, then paused. While it was easy to be self-deprecating - it was my go-to reaction, frankly - there was the possibility that Kai was correct. 

From the look he gave me, he took my being speechless as a win. 

“Look,” I told him, finally. “Maybe you’re right, but it really hasn’t felt like the proper time for it. It was such a long time, I just... I needed more to get over it. To get over... losing him.”

Kai stared at me. “I understand, it’s tough,” he said. 

“I hadn’t realized you’d been in a bad breakup after a decade-plus of being in love with someone.” The sarcastic tone was in my mouth before I knew it. I winced, but the words were out already. No way to take it back. 

Kai, though, just looked at me with something approaching kindness in his eyes. “No, I haven’t,” he said, quietly. “And even if I had, that’s not to say it would be anything like the experience you had. I’m not trying to take away from how... serious this has all felt, Tate.”

I rubbed my face again, frustrated with myself. “I’m sorry,” I told him, meaning it. Took a deep breath. “After a while, all the people telling you ‘oh that must’ve been so bad’ start to roll together into one big frustration. Like they’re telling you they can empathize so that you’ll just shut up about it and stop bringing them down. I shouldn’t take that out on you, though.”

He pushed the shower door open, and looked at me expectantly. “Come here.”

I let my legs take me, ignoring the niggling urge to overthink things still. As I stepped in, Kai took me by the shoulders and turned us, so that the water was thundering against my back. 

“You get to be angry, and you get to take things as fast or as slow as you like,” he said, voice pitched just over the thrum of the shower. “If today, what happened between us, is a one-time-only thing, then that’s something you get to decide, okay?”

I stared at him. Tangles of hair plastered wetly to his scalp; face a little flushed from the heat of the water. An expression I couldn’t quite pin down, but which I was rapidly realizing I really didn’t want to let escape my gaze. 

A realization that was as terrifying as it was exciting. 

#
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He’d given me space after that, and silence, as we’d scrubbed and soaped ourselves. Probably assuming that I was busy working through my anger and emotional torment about how my relationship had fallen apart. Whereas in reality I was too preoccupied trying to figure out what these burgeoning feelings I was having for him might mean. 

I’d spent so long trying to avoid the nudging my friends had given to “get back on the market,” that I’d allowed my guard to slip when I was at home. Presumed it would be safe ground. An opening that Kai had then slipped in through. 

Was that such a bad thing? There was a part of me crying foul, certainly, but an equal part wondering whether that was more about having bought too far into the “single and broken-hearted” identity I’d created for myself after the breakup. An identity designed to protect my emotions, certainly, but which was now perhaps just stunting them. 

At some point you have to let the shields down again, else they start to act like a tomb instead. Preventing you from getting out, instead of stopping other people getting in. If only it wasn’t so tough knowing which point that was. 

“You could... stay over,” I said to him, as we each toweled ourselves. The fog of the shower still heavy in the air, making everything seem that little bit fuzzier. 

Kai stared at me, gaze steady as he dried his chest. 

“I can’t decide if you’re saying that because you want me to stay,” he said, eventually, “or because you think that’s what I want, and you’re too damn polite.”

I chuckled. “I don’t really know what you want,” I confessed, “or what I want, for that matter.”

“Well, I can only help with half of that,” he observed. 

I flashed him a smile. “You can read my mind for me?” 

Kai’s turn to laugh. “If only. No, I mean I can only tell you what I want. You just have to promise not to let that sway what you want, too.”

“Tall order,” I pointed out. 

He gave me a half-shrug, as he scrubbed the towel under one arm. “Eventually you have to decide what it is you want to do, because you want to do it. Otherwise all this” - he glanced around, but I knew he meant more than just the house - “is just going through someone else’s motions.”

Turning away, I hung my towel up on the peg behind the door. “You make it all sound so easy,” I said, unable to stop the hint of frustration from working its way into my voice. I just had to hope that Kai would understand it really wasn’t him I was frustrated at. 

“Baby steps, then,” he countered. 

My ears hunted for it, but I could hear no trace of annoyance in his tone. I took a deep breath, then turned back around to face him. 

“How about some dinner, then?”
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Chapter Eight
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Not for the first time, I found myself wondering what, exactly, had motivated my ex to stay with me as long as he had. Certainly it couldn’t have been my culinary talents. 

Kai pulled back from the fridge to glance over at me. “How have you not starved to death?” he asked, his expression bemused. 

I grimaced. “There’s this thing called takeout. They basically give you a meal and you get to eat it at home. Some places, they’ll even bring it right to your door.”

He rolled his eyes, just like I’d known he would. “When you asked me if I wanted dinner, I gotta say, I was imagining something more than...” He examined the fridge again. “Well, something more than a salad that has absolutely seen better days, a jar of what looks like some very sad pickles, and... is that pesto?”

I frowned. “I think that’s mayonnaise. I should probably throw that away.”

Kai closed the door almost gingerly, as though he’d opened a cabinet of medical waste, not a refrigerator. “I don’t need to be a doctor to tell you that eating anything in there is a bad idea and likely highly detrimental to your health.” 

Some battles you know are not worth fighting. Rallying, I tried to shift the topic. 

“Well, we could get something delivered?” I suggested. 

Kai wrinkled his nose. “You’re going to suggest pizza, aren’t you.” 

Trying to make it look like he hadn’t just guessed correctly, I shrugged. “I mean, pizza is delicious.”

He shook his head again. “Let’s go out. I know a place I think you’ll like. My parents used to take me there.”

I could feel the bubbles of discomfort fluttering in my stomach. It wasn’t like I never went out. I mean, I went into work five days out of seven, and some nights I even spent an awkward hour with friends if I couldn’t think of a quick enough excuse. Going out to eat with Kai, though, felt different, somehow. 

It felt a little bit like a date.

“I’m not really dressed for it,” I told him. I’d pulled shorts and a t-shirt on after we’d moved out of the bathroom; Kai had retrieved his dropped clothes from the deck.

He looked at me, bemused. “Tate, this is your house. It’s not like getting changed would be out of the question.”

Part of me wanted to shout at him, to tell him that yes, yes it would be out of the question. That it would feel like another step in a direction I was nowhere near convinced I was ready for. I didn’t, of course. 

“I mean, how smart do I need to be?” 

Kai grinned, clearly sensing victory. “Well I’m wearing shorts, so it’s really not a big deal. But you could put some jeans on, if you were feeling really, really fancy.”

What would I be doing, in that moment, if he wasn’t there? Hitting “repeat order” in the pizza company’s app, probably. Having the same old pie I’d eaten at least once or twice a week for the past, well, more weeks than I really wanted to add up at this point. I grit my teeth, suddenly deeply frustrated at myself. 

“Okay, give me two minutes to get changed,” I told him. 

Kai’s face lit up with an emotion that, were I not a hugely cynical man, I’d be tempted to think was legitimate delight. 

“Excellent,” he fired back, “I’ll get us a ride.”
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Chapter Nine
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My palms felt itchy in the back of the car, a symptom of an anxiety I hadn’t felt for some time now. Perhaps it was the taciturn mood of the driver rubbing off on both of us, but Kai was quiet next to me, too. I stared out the window at the evening streets, wondering against my better judgment about what my ex might be doing now. 

I didn’t know what I’d expected from the restaurant Kai had suggested. It hadn’t even crossed my mind to ask what sort of food they served, which seemed a little odd now that I thought about it. Mid-week, I decided, it couldn’t be too busy. That made me feel a little less nervous.

From the outside, it had that weathered-wood look that was popular. The sort of design which you suspect was intended to express “we threw this together because we were too busy concentrating on our good, honest recipes.” As Kai pushed open the door, it triggered a series of beaming, welcoming smiles from about three servers and a girl behind the register. I fought the urge to grimace, then wondered if I was always going to be an antisocial pessimist now. 

There was, at least, minimal fuss in getting us to a table. The place was a little over half full, a mixture of families and couples. I let my eyes drift across chalkboards on the wall filled with today’s specials. It seemed like New American had discovered farm-to-table, and set up shop somewhere between the two. 

When I looked back, it was to find Kai staring at me, frowning slightly. 

“You hate it,” he accused, mildly. 

I found myself shaking my head, automatically. “Not at all,” I protested, “just, y’know... taking it all in.”

His expression suggested deep skepticism. “Look, I get the decor is a bit hokey and played-out, but the food is good.”

I held up my hands, placatory. “Seriously, I’m not judging,” I lied. “I was literally just checking out the specials.”

I suspected he didn’t believe me still, but he settled on sighing with exaggerated melodrama and looking down the single-page menu we’d been left with. “If you really didn’t want to go out,” he observed, head still lowered, “you could’ve said.”

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment. My first reaction was to point out that I had said, but I knew that I hadn’t, actually. Not really; not in so many words. I’d done my usual vague demurral, to see if that would be enough to get me out of something without having to be so blunt as to say “no” outright. And now I was sitting here being so passive-aggressive that someone who, frankly, hardly knew me at all could read it clearly. 

Man, I pissed myself off sometimes.

“I’m sorry,” I said, then, instead of protesting. “I think I’m just out of the habit of, well, going out. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Kai glanced up at me, a small smile twisting the corner of his mouth. “It’s okay. If you’re embarrassed, we don’t have to tell anybody that it’s a date.”

I gaped at him. “I... I mean, I didn’t... You never...” My stuttering was only ended by his laugh.

“Tate, calm down,” he said, through chuckles, “I’m teasing you.”

The gape became a glare. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you.”

It had been a comment, not a question, and Kai responded as such - by basically ignoring it. “I’m trying not to be offended that the thought of going on a date with me would be so terrible.”

Any response I could’ve given - and, frankly, I wasn’t sure what I could say to that - was interrupted by the server. Kai clearly knew what he wanted, and I made a spur-of-the-moment decision that the woman suggested was her favorite thing on the menu. I resisted the urge to ask whether she said that about every selection, deciding it would probably not help my argument that I wasn’t entirely antisocial. 

By the time she’d taken our drink orders, had left, and then someone else had poured us water, Kai was looking at me with a knowing expression on his face. 

“If every moment of this is killing you, we really can just leave,” he offered. 

“We’ve just ordered,” I pointed out, frowning. 

Kai shrugged. “So, we can leave anyway.”

Shaking my head, I took a sip of water. “Don’t be ridiculous, we couldn’t do that.”

He sat back, arms folded, looking satisfied. “Ah, so you do have limits; you’re not a total social monster after all.”

It felt like I’d spent at least fifty percent of our time here glaring at him. I was beginning to worry I’d have a permanent wrinkle in the middle of my forehead before we got the check. 

“You have such a low opinion of me,” I observed.

Kai shook his head. “No, I have an urge to go out with you. I just need to know the limits so that you don’t kill someone while we do it.”

I blinked at him, momentarily lost for words. As usual, a little self-deprecation eventually filled the gap. “All this because you want to use my pool,” I said, inwardly wincing even as the words left my lips. 

He refused to rise to the bait. “I thought that was why we had sex,” he said, matter-of-factly. 

I looked around us, hurriedly, to see if anybody had overheard. The people at the tables nearest didn’t seem to be paying any attention. 

“Do you have to be so loud?” I asked him, feeling awkward again. 

Kai stuck his tongue out at me; I had a glimpse of him as an unruly child, making life hell for his parents. 

“Do you have to be so uptight?” he countered, answering my question with one of his own. “Are you really so ashamed of sleeping with me?” 

I couldn’t help it, I had to laugh at that. 

Kai stared, seemingly confused by my reaction. 

“Seriously?” I asked him, still chuckling. “I’m pretty sure if you asked anybody in this room, they’d express clear and significant surprise that you’d wanted to have sex with me, not the other way around.”

He snorted. “I mean, I can ask...”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t you dare.” 

Eventually he held up his hands in submission. “Fine, fine, no impromptu surveys tonight. But I’m just going to point out that this is another of those times when you’re being super-critical of yourself, and it’s getting kinda annoying. Can we have one evening where you’re not completely down on yourself?” 

Turning the water glass in its ring of condensation on the table, I mulled the possibility. “If I say yes, what exactly does that entail?”

He stared at me in what I could only read as amazement. “I think you’re the only person in the world who needs a contract for something as straightforward as “don’t be a dick about yourself,” and it’s blowing my goddamn mind.” Kai shook his head, slowly. “Okay, I’ll make it easy for you. You don’t get to say anything negative about yourself. If I pay you a compliment, you accept it. Hell, you even think it over and try to see why someone - anyone - might say something nice about you. Maybe none of it will sink in, maybe we’ll get lucky and you’ll decide, oh god, I don’t know... decide that you have nice fingernails or something. Anything!”

I made a show of examining my fingers, glancing from left hand to right. “Well, I suppose I do have rather shapely cuticles,” I conceded. 

He gulped down some water, then let his head fall back in exasperation. “Fine,” he said, eventually, “I’ll take whatever I can get.”

I resisted the urge to suggest that must’ve been his attitude when we’d had sex earlier. It only seemed like it would aggravate him again. 

“So,” I asked, as salads arrived in front of us. I had to admit, they looked good. “What made you want to go into medicine?”

Kai pushed a forkful of leaves into his mouth, then gave a tight grin as he chewed. “I didn’t have much of a choice, really,” he explained, swallowing. “It was basically the parental expectation.”

“Both your parents are doctors?” I prompted, stabbing a piece of cucumber and then using it to round up a chunk of goat’s cheese. 

“My dad is, yes. And his dad, too. It was always just assumed that I’d follow in those family footsteps.”

I nodded, wondering how it might have felt had my parents decided there was a hereditary legacy I was required to continue. We didn’t have that sort of relationship. 

“Do you at least enjoy it, though?” 

Kai paused, clearly thinking through his answer. “I resented it at first,” he said, finally. “When it seemed like it was being forced on me. But over time I think you start to find something good in anything.” He skillfully captured a few slivered almonds on the tines of his fork. “I enjoy getting to work with people, and trying to help them figure out answers to stuff that has been frustrating them, or making their lives difficult. And it turns out I’m not bad at remembering long reams of facts, which doesn’t hurt when it comes to exams.”

I tore off a piece of bread, gesturing with it. “So you want to be a doctor when you qualify? Like, in a hospital?”

He wrinkled his nose. “Good question. I don’t really need to decide quite yet, and to be honest I’m still not entirely sure. How did you decide that you wanted to be... oh.” He set down his fork. “I just realized that I don’t know what it is that you do.”

It was a pointed reminder that, for all we’d done together, we were still effectively strangers. 

“Well, I’m basically the person who makes sure shit goes to plan for a big company nobody has ever heard of,” I explained. “Think of, like, a party planner, but instead of cake and balloons and a DJ, it’s keeping lawyers and contractors and managers in line. Turns out, I’m actually unexpectedly good at it, which is weird what with the rest of my life being so fucked up right now.”

Kai wagged a finger at me. “Positivity, remember?” he scolded.

I gave him a lopsided grin. “Look, some things are just the honest truth, y’know? Failed relationship, moving out, turning into a 21st century hermit, that sort of stuff. Forgive me if I don’t attempt to sugar-coat it.”

He stared at me for a moment, then wordlessly picked up his fork again. For a couple of minutes we skewered our salads in silence, though not an entirely uncomfortable one. 

“I’ve had maybe two proper relationships,” Kai said, after our plates had been taken. “One lasted for, oh, about a year. The other for maybe double that.”

“What happened?” I asked, figuring he’d tell me to butt out if he didn’t want to talk about it. Guessing, though, that he’d be a whole lot less reticent than I typically was. 

“First one, me and the guy just weren’t a match, mentally,” he explained. “Good sex, but not much else in common.”

“Must’ve been very good, for it to sustain you for a year,” I observed, smiling. 

He gave me a smirk. “Maybe I’ll save those stories for when we’re not surrounded by strangers.”

I sipped my wine, eyebrow arched. “Ah, so you do have limits; you’re not a total social monster after all.”

Kai nodded, conceding with a grin. 

“What about the second guy?” I pushed.

“Girl,” he corrected. 

I bit my lip. “That’s right, I forgot the... label-free fluidity.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t start that again.” 

I mimed zipping my mouth shut. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “we went to school together. Ended up living together, too. Met the parents, the whole deal. She was nice.”

“Nice...” I echoed. 

Kai snorted. “That’s a bad word. She was great: clever, funny, sexy. Clearly on course to do amazing things. Some people just ‘get’ medicine, they don’t need a family tree to herd them into it. She was one of those people.” 

It took me a moment to understand the feeling I was having in the pit of my stomach, what the weird churning there meant. A jolt as I recognized it to be a strange sort of jealousy. 

“So what went wrong?” I asked, then kicked myself for my bluntness. 

Kai didn’t seem to notice, though. “Oh, she saw marriage in that ‘course of amazing things’ and I... didn’t.” He picked up his wineglass, twisting the stem between his fingers. “Like, I wasn’t saying never, but at the same time I didn’t want to rush into that; to do it simply because it felt like a box you were meant to check off, alongside having a career and owning a car.”

“Your car is broken,” I pointed out, trying to keep things light. 

Kai smiled. “A fitting metaphor, then,” he said. “What about you, had you and your ex talked about marriage?” 

I thought about that for a moment. Such a straightforward question, with nothing at all like a straightforward answer to it. 

“There were lots of things we didn’t talk about, that being one of them,” I said, eventually. It was an explanation that covered a multitude of sins, plenty of them my own. 

Maybe Kai recognized my reticence, perhaps he didn’t want to push things too far while we were out in public. Maybe it was just the arrival of the next course. Whatever the reason, he changed the subject. 

“So were you and him monogamous?” 

I stared at him over a forkful of mashed potato. “Uh, yes,” I confirmed. “That question was a little out of left field.” 

He smirked, shrugging. “Just curious,” he explained. “Did you want to be?” 

“To be honest, it wasn’t something we really had a conversation about,” I admitted. “It just sort of ended up that way, by unspoken assent.” 

Kai nodded his understanding. “Would you have preferred things to have been different?”

I chuckled. “You assume there would be someone else who’d want to be...” 

“Hey,” he interrupted, “positivity, remember.”

I bowed my head in apology. “Okay, sure,” I picked up the thread again. “Something other than monogamy didn’t really occur to me. And like I said, it was one of the things on the long list of stuff that didn’t get talked about. I suspect...” I paused, swallowed some wine as I thought through the way I wanted to word the next part. “I suspect that, even had we been sleeping with other people, it would only have delayed us breaking up. Not prevented it. And while that was a shitty situation all round, I guess I would rather have had it happen sooner, instead of later.”

Kai chewed, looking thoughtful. “Yeah, I can understand that. I’ve never been in anything other than a monogamous relationship, myself. It seems like the potential for something to go wrong could increase with each personality added.”

I smiled at him. “Well, I have friends who are in perfectly happy, successful thruples, and friends who are coupled but have negotiated playtime with other people. So I don’t think it’s impossible. It just requires an open mind and a little extra discussion, maybe.”

He giggled. “I guess it would be fun to get spit-roasted,” he suggested. 

I spluttered on my wine; glanced around us to see if anybody had heard him. It seemed like we’d escaped again. 

“I don’t think you need to be in a relationship for that,” I pointed out. “I imagine there would be plenty of people who would be happy to make such an ambition come true.”

“Would you help?” 

A sudden, stark mental image of Kai on all fours, the narrow taper of his waist between my hands as I slammed my hips into his ass. Looking up, seeing his face being pounded with equal enthusiasm, as his body twisted and shuddered in the middle. I could feel myself starting to blush.

“I mean...” I paused. “Look, it’s difficult to answer that truthfully but in a way that doesn’t sound like I’m being negative about myself.” 

Kai sighed. “Okay, one exception for the evening - but just the one, mind.”

“Well,” I explained, “I mean the idea is hot, obviously.”

“Obviously,” he echoed, smirking at me knowingly. 

I rolled my eyes. “But I’m self-conscious, and so I think that in practice I’d get freaked out by the idea of being naked and intimate with two people. I mean, you saw how I was with just you.”

He nodded. “I can understand that. I mean, I don’t agree with it, because I think you’re hot, but I get that you don’t necessarily feel the same way about yourself.” 

Now I was definitely blushing. “Can we stop talking about me for a while, please?” 

“But you’re so cute when you’re all flushed and nervous,” he teased. 

I glared at him. “I’m going to get them to poison your meal.” 

Kai’s smile was positively filthy. “I can think of better ways for you to take it out on my mouth.”

Sighing, I decided there was really little way to sustain any sort of anger at him. At least, not if you also wanted to have sex with him, which I absolutely did. That urge, it seemed, made maintaining exasperation almost impossible. 

Still, I made sure to hold his eye pointedly when I stabbed into my steak.

“Kai?”

“Charlie? What the hell...”

The guy - Charlie, I figured - gave Kai an unimpressed look. “Don’t get all possessive. It was your parents who recommended this place, remember?” 

Kai laughed, pointedly brushing Charlie’s hand off his shoulder. “And I bet you’ve told a dozen people about it since.”

Charlie mimed zipping his mouth across.

The sweep of his stare across me felt like a tangible thing, a physical one. Enough to make my skin prickle.

“And what am I interrupting?” The question was for Kai, clearly, though Charlie’s eyes remained on me.

“Oh, shit. This is Tate. Tate, this is my friend Charlie; I know him from, damn, way back.”

“Way, way back,” Charlie corrected. He cocked his head at me. “Are you also training to heal the world and delight insurance companies?”

I set down my knife and fork, and tried to smile. “Definitely not.”

His nod was approving. “That’s a relief, I didn't think I recognized you. So you and Kai are...”

The question hung there, jagged and impossible. It was ridiculous, but it almost felt like the volume in the whole room dimmed, slightly. As if everyone present was suddenly fascinated to hear the answer.

“Neighbors,” I supplied, before Kai could say anything.

Charlie laughed. “Got it. Man, for a minute I almost thought you guys were on a date.” He nudged Kai in the shoulder. “Thought you’d found yourself a daddy.”

Kai’s eyes were fixed on me, his expression unreadable. He opened his mouth.

“I live next door to his parents,” I said, quickly. Trying to ignore the way Kai’s stare narrowed.

“Do they still live up in that neighborhood with the killer view and the retirement village vibes?” Charlie seemed blind to the fact that his friend was glaring daggers across the table.

As the recipient of said-daggers, I found myself wishing I could be so blithe. 

“Yeah,” Kai confirmed, coldly. 

“Well, remember me to them, won’t you?” 

A nod, delivered with a tightness that I couldn’t quite believe Charlie was blind to.

“And call me, asshole. We need to get you out, away from the fossils up the hill.” He glanced at me, an afterthought. “No offense, Todd.”

“None taken,” I told him. It didn’t seem worth correcting his mistake.

Charlie winked, as though I’d confirmed myself a willing collaborator. “We need to get my friend some action for the summer. Dick or pussy, it doesn’t matter which.”

“Admirably flexible,” I agreed, dryly. 

It was easier, I decided, simply not to look at Kai at all. That way I didn’t have to think about his expression, to decode it. 

“All work and no play,” Charlie said, squeezing Kai’s shoulder. “Don’t make me come up there and drag you down, before you wither away.”

“A narrow escape,” I suggested, earning another grin.

“Anyway, our table’s ready, I think.” Charlie beamed at me. “Good to meet you, don’t let him bore you with the Junior Doctor 101 stuff.”

I risked a look at Kai, then regretted it. “I’ll steer the conversation onto safer ground,” I promised.

“Wise,” Charlie agreed, and then - just as rapidly as he’d appeared - he was gone.

It was too much to hope for, that Kai’s sour mood would’ve left with his friend. Retrieving my knife and fork, I concentrated on carving out a chunk of steak. 

“Neighbors,” Kai said, finally. 

Meat secured, I guided a slice of green bean onto the fork’s tines. “Trust a wise old fossil,” I told him, my attention still focused on the maneuvers on the plate in front of me. “Some things are easier left unexplained.”

“Is that so, ‘Todd’?”

I glanced up at him. “I’ve been called worse.”

“I’m tempted to call you worse right now.”

Popping the steak into my mouth, I tilted my head in acknowledgment. Chewed, then swallowed. “So which are you leaning toward, the dick or the pussy?” 

“Tate.” Kai sounded unimpressed.

I chuckled. “He’s your friend.”

“He’s a fucking idiot.”

“And again, I remind you, he’s your friend.” Frowning, I tried to spear a sliver of carrot. The butter glaze had left it slippery.

“You could’ve told him.”

It was tempting to let the fork drop, but I knew the clatter of that would only attract attention. “Told him what, that his friend had already got some summer action under his belt?” 

“Tate.”

Suddenly, I was too tired to decode the many, varied meanings my own name could apparently carry, intonation-depending. 

“It’s fine. It’s none of his business.” I gestured with my fork, at where Charlie had just been standing. “What was I meant to do, list off all the positions we’d had sex in? Ask the waitress for a crayon, so I could draw some helpful diagrams on the tablecloth?” 

He made a noise, one which spoke of disgust as much as frustration.

I set the cutlery down, my appetite fleeing me. There was something about Kai’s indignance, his clear and unmistakable reaction: a charming and naive sort of outrage, that the world might dare be so uncooperative. 

“It doesn’t have to be a big deal,” I told him, my voice softer. Coaxing. “Don’t let it get to you.”

“Rise above it, like you are, you mean?” 

I dabbed at my mouth with the napkin. “You learn to fight your battles.”

“We’re back to ‘some things are better left unexplained,’” he said, frustrated. 

“Easier, I said,” I corrected. “Easier left unexplained.”

“And anything for an easier life, right?” 

I flashed him what I hoped was a devilish sort of grin. “I’m appreciative of easy things.”

Kai snorted. It was, at least, better than glaring and simmering frustration. “I don’t know what that says about me, then.”

I mimed zipping my lips, just like Charlie had.

“Eat your damn steak, asshole,” Kai said, shaking his head. 

Still, he was grinning while he said it.
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We’d made small-talk until dessert, tension defused and the flirtation a low simmer throughout. As the evening progressed, it started to become unexpectedly clear to me that, while obviously I was attracted to Kai, I also just plain enjoyed spending time with him. 

He was enthusiastic, and irreverent, and generous with his laughter - and his compliments. And, though the latter still made me feel awkward, he had a way of couching his praise so that, even if I didn’t quite believe him when he said it, I didn’t quite not believe him, either. Suspend skepticism, and you could almost think that I enjoyed the attention. 

I’d never admit it, though. 

I tried to pick up the check, only to be told in no uncertain terms that we’d split it. Then, it was back into a car - Kai joking that he would see me home safe - and back through the winding streets. Quieter now, the evening air somehow oily and heavy, as the heat of the past few weeks settled onto the city like a blanket. Kai asked the driver to turn off the A/C, opening the window and pushing his head out into the rush of air. Hair unruly and eyes squeezed shut as he grinned into the tungsten-blushed night. 

I watched him, feeling as though there was an unexpected whirlwind in my life. A storm that had picked me up, scattered the pieces of my routine, and flung me in unforeseen directions. It wasn’t so much a bad feeling, as it was a foreign one. 

On the sidewalk, scant lights of suburbia barely touching us, I watched the cab’s taillights receding. Slivers of red soon lost around the corner. When I looked at him, I found Kai was already staring at me. Lips stretched into a smile; hands pushed into the pockets of his shorts. 

“I should say goodnight,” I told him, a little hesitantly. Part of me wanted to invite him in again, to feel the way the gravity of the house shifted - somehow both imperceivable and yet unmistakable - when he was there with me. A feeling both attractive and terrifying. 

“It is a school night, after all,” Kai observed, wryly. 

I imagined being in the office, going through the routine that once had seemed so reassuring in its repetitions. Somehow that comfort had soured, now. 

“Some of us do have to get our beauty sleep,” I joked, smiling awkwardly. I could see him shake his head in the shadows. 

“Shut up and kiss me,” he said, “before the self-deprecation starts up again.” He took a half-step forward, closing the gap between our bodies. 

A beat, and then I leaned into him. 

It was a kiss that felt new, different somehow. Not quite the tentative, exploratory touch of lips upon lips that had been our first, and yet not the hungry, sexual clinch of earlier in the evening. Something that spoke of familiarity, even amid the newness. 

“Thank you for the date,” I whispered, my mouth so close to his cheek I could feel the fine hairs there brushing against me. “I had fun.”

Kai smiled; I could feel it more than I could see it, the telltale way his muscles shifted. “Let me take you out again, sometime,” he suggested. 

I pictured him, across from me in the restaurant, face lit up as he told me the punchline to a story. His strong hand on the stem of the wineglass, fingers a sudden reminder of how he’d touched me just hours before. It was an intimacy I’d told myself I wouldn’t succumb to again, and yet here I was, gladly stumbling back into it now.

You can either fight these things, or embrace them. 

“Okay,” I told him. “Sure.”
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Chapter Ten
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I forced myself to get up early the next morning. Cursed the alarm I’d set 45 minutes before it would usually sound, but dragged myself out of bed anyway. Pulled on the swimsuit, still a little damp from the previous night, and grumpily eyed the coffee machine while I waited for the pool cover to scroll back. 

The water still had dawn’s chill to it, sharp and bracing. I felt my muscles tense, my whole body seeming to clench, until I forced myself to accept the temperature; to embrace it, even. 

As I pushed off from one end, I tried to remind myself of the coaching advice Kai had given me. Attempting, at the same time, to convince myself that this sudden new leaf of pre-breakfast exercising was entirely self-motivated. Not, indeed, because of the hot swimmer next door.

With each lap, I started to remember what I’d actually enjoyed about swimming back in school. The feel of the water sluicing around my body; the way your brain focused in on nothing but the repetition of each stroke. Forcing every other thought, every doubt and fear, out of your consciousness.

It was liberating, in a way. Sure, those same anxieties had always come flooding back in, by the time you were in the locker room again. That was a given. Yet for however long you were swimming, it was just you and the water, nothing else. 

I’d told myself I would aim for thirty minutes, but was secretly convinced that I would make it to the 45 minute mark. I probably should’ve realized I was overestimating my stamina levels, hardly making it to twenty of solid back and forth, back and forth, before my muscles were complaining loudly. There was just enough strength in my arms to drag myself up the ladder.

Panting, still dripping on the tiles, I waited for the coffee machine to brew and wondered just how much pain I’d be in the rest of the day. Looking down, to where the grey suit clung to my waist like a second-skin, I couldn’t help but imagine Kai’s hands gripping there equally tightly. The feeling of his lips, sliding across me.

Part of me still wanted the distance. Was clinging, desperately, to the idea of an independence that - though forced upon me by circumstances I might never have expected or chosen - was still somehow comforting. The alternative, to allow myself to become attached to someone else, seemed rash and perhaps even a little desperate. 

If I was being completely honest with myself, too, the way my feelings were developing was proving to be unsettling as well. Lust, I could handle, could understand. Kai was hot - it was only natural that my body would react to that. 

Catching feelings for him, though, that was more dangerous territory. The sort of territory that had got me into more than a decade of commitment, and then which had left me bereft and floundering when that same commitment had faded away. The only version of “self care” I knew right now was abstinence, from emotions if not from sex. 

The big question was whether I could convince my body to follow my brain. Make sure whatever was happening between Kai and I remained physical, and nothing more. 
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There’s an old mind game, where you tell someone not to think of an elephant and then they find that there’s no way to avoid doing that. Turns out, the same pretty much holds true when it comes to avoiding thinking about cute guys. 

I tried to throw myself into work: turned my phone onto silent, opened up the most challenging, time- and attention-consuming project on my computer, and attempted to bury my misbehaving imagination in the reality of the 9-5 grind. Did my very best to isolate myself from every possible distraction. 

It didn’t work. 

Thoughts of Kai simply bubbled up in-between. I’d find myself zoning out, my eyes losing focus on the words on the screen, and then my imagination would take over. Kai doing lengths in the pool, or Kai’s hands gently supporting my body as I floated in the water, or Kai on his knees, my cock buried in his throat as he stared up at me with lust-filled eyes. I even considered sneaking off to the restroom and jerking off, simply to dull the edge of it, but the thought of getting caught doing so in the office was just sufficient to dissuade me. 

And so I sat there, body simmering, trying and failing to be a conscientious employee and not a fool in lust. It was a relief, when his name lit up on my phone, that I could stop kidding myself there was any hope I might succeed at that. 

“What time do you think you’ll be back tonight?” his message asked. “Wanna hang out?”

I couldn’t help but smile. It seemed a pretty childish way to look at things, but the fact that Kai had been the one to reach out to me first - not the other way around - felt like a small victory of some sort. 

“Maybe 7?” I tapped out my reply. “Want to come over?”

I only had to wait seconds for him. “I’m not saying my parents are driving me crazy, but I might be waiting on your step at 7.”

I chuckled, then glanced around to see if any of my colleagues had heard me. Explaining why I was grinning seemed like the perfect way to ruin a suddenly good mood. 

Paradoxically, with the knowledge that I was indeed going to see Kai later, I actually found it was a whole lot easier to focus that afternoon. Not that I got excellent work done, but it certainly wasn’t like pulling teeth, as it had been before his texts. 

All the same, by the time I was walking out the door and over to the parking garage, my palms were itching with anticipation. 
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Just gone 7:30pm and - traffic thoroughly cursed at - I pulled up outside the house. Eyes searching the front step to see if Kai had been serious or just joking around; I figured the latter, since there was no sign of him. I considered sending him a message that I was home, but that felt a little too desperate. 

It was a moot point anyway, I realized, as I walked into the lounge and looked out of the patio doors. Kai was sprawled on one of the chairs on the deck; arms behind his head, ankles casually crossed. His attention seemingly taken by the way the dusk light had begun to flood the city below us, blanketing its contours like something thick and tangible. 

For a moment - just a minute or so - I allowed myself to watch him. Reveling in the rare pleasure of being able to observe without being observed in turn. The way his chest slowly rose and fell with each slow breath. 

He turned to look in through the glass when I switched the kitchen lights on, the warm glow spilling out across the pool. Gave me an almost shy smile, suddenly looking younger than his years. 

I pulled open the door. “This is a nice discovery,” I said, and meant it. Enjoyed the way Kai’s grin spread a little broader at hearing it. “Though I’m surprised you’re not in the water already.”

He shrugged. “I wanted to wait for you.”

I found myself reaching a hand out to touch his face; turned it, at the last moment, into a faltering brush through the unruly hair falling down across his forehead. For a split-second I felt flushed with an almost exquisite embarrassment. 

“Do I get to have a drink first?”

He shook his head, mock-dismayed. “What happened to all the good intentions to do more swimming?” 

I felt like my smug smile was warranted. “Oh, I got up early to do that.” 

His eyebrow shot up. “You did?” 

Biting my lip, I nodded. It felt dumb to be so affected by his obvious approval, and yet the knowledge that I’d earned it was enough to swell me with contentment. 

“Then I guess you get your drink,” Kai agreed. There was a pleased expression on his face as he said it, like I’d just given him some sort of gift without realizing or intending to. 

“How about I get the drink and then join you in there,” I called back, over my shoulder, as I walked back to the kitchen.

Kai laughed as he followed me. “Are you sure you don’t just want to watch me getting undressed?” 

I chuckled as I pulled open the fridge door and extracted a half-full bottle of wine. The sound of it glugging into a glass made my mouth water. 

“You caught me,” I confessed, very aware that there was no contrition in my tone whatsoever. A fact that I knew wouldn’t be lost on Kai, either. 

He didn’t seem to mind. Simply stood there in the middle of the room, sporting that same smile, and slowly began to unbutton his shirt. 

I leaned back against the countertop, wineglass in one hand, the other arm folded across my chest. Watched as his shirt began to gape open, his fingers making their slow but steadfast way down to his waist. 

I’d seen it before, of course; spent no shortage of time over the past day or two touching it. Still, the sight of his smooth, tanned skin was mesmerizing all the same. Kai pushed the sleeves down, bare torso golden in the halogens. 

“Don’t stop on my account,” I prompted, aware of the burr that had crept into my voice. Took another sip of wine, as his fingers deftly tugged at the button on his shorts. 

I realized I was holding my breath as he pulled down the zipper and then eased them over his hips. The shorts puddling around his ankles, soon to be kicked away. The expression on his face told me he knew the affect he was having on me. 

Not that I could really be blamed. A turquoise blue suit hung low on his hips, fabric teasingly loose at the front where he pushed against it. Not as brief as the trunks I’d seen him in, sure, but the artful folds left it feeling equally revealing. 

“You like?” Kai asked, after the silence had ticked by for a few moments. 

I nodded. 

“Lost for words?” he teased, with a chuckle. 

I smirked at him, my eyes conspicuously running across his body. It felt liberating to be able to so obviously examine each inch of him. 

“Just taking it all in,” I explained. 

He nodded, knowingly. “Should I keep standing here, or am I allowed to swim?”

Snorting, I gestured at the pool with my glass. “Sure, go. I wanted to see you wet, anyway.”

The look he gave me could’ve supplied me with an instant erection, had I not already been rock hard. Then again, the same could be said for the rear view, as he turned and - his ass just barely covered by the taut blue nylon - walked out through the patio doors. A clean, compact dive, and he was out of sight. 

I took the deep breath it seemed like I’d been putting off for an hour, then drained my glass. Considered, very seriously, refilling it again; the competing thought of Kai waiting for me was sufficient distraction. Just. 

Setting down the glass, I hit the dimmer switch on the wall to lower the kitchen into shadows. Walked out to the deck, to find he was already swimming lengths. 

I wondered if he’d stop; was quietly happy when he didn’t. As I watched him, his legs and arms a graceful flow of motions, I unbuttoned my pants and pushed them off. Lowering myself to the pool’s edge, I let my lower legs dangle into the water. 

Twenty, maybe twenty-five laps later, Kai surfaced in front of me. Grinned, brushing wet hair from his face; I smiled back at him.

“Are you coming in?” he asked. 

I shook my head. “Happy watching, for the moment.” 

Kai paddled closer. Automatically I spread my legs, to allow him to drift in-between them. 

“Liking what you see?” 

I stuck out my tongue at him. “Sounds like somebody is fishing for complements.”

He gave my crotch, the thickness of my erection trapped inside my briefs, a pointed look. 

“Is that because of me?”

Shaking my head, I sighed melodramatically. “Damn kids these days, thinking everything is about them.” Then caught the gasp in my throat, when his wet hand traced its way along my hardness. 

“Lift your hips,” he instructed, and I obliged. Leaned back on my outstretched arms, raising my ass off the deck and then watched as Kai used the opportunity to tug my underwear down. 

He licked his lips. “Am I gonna sound desperate if I tell you I’ve been thinking about this all day?”

I stared down at him, his eager face between my thighs. My cock was almost pressed against my shirt, it was so hard. “Less talk,” I told him, hearing the lust in my voice, “more action.”

Wet fingers hooking around my dick and tugging it upright; Kai’s body rising out of the water just enough that he could slip his lips around me. I hissed at the sensations of his tongue around my tip, thighs clenching where his fingers dug into my flesh. 

It should’ve felt powerful, dominant, having this muscled twenty-something with his face full of my cock, but it didn’t feel that way. Kai’s hold on me almost proprietorial, the suction of his throat switching from soft to hard and back again, my shuddering body forever playing catch-up with each twist. All I could do was lace one hand loosely in his hair and ride the wave of pleasure he was generating in me. 

I knew he was good, talented, but it seemed like he was on a mission to prove it to me this evening. The slow, almost tickling strokes of his lips around the base of my shaft, while his tongue played lazy circles. Then unexpectedly speeding up, my nerve-endings tingling as he sucked on me, until it felt like I was moments away from yelping in some heady mixture of pleasure that bordered on torture. 

My body moved in his grip like it was an artist’s form, Kai easing my legs up until my feet were perched on the edge of the pool. My cock still enveloped in his mouth, forcing my hips to tilt and my torso to flatten back. Long, strumming strokes of his thumbs down the sensitive skin of my inner thighs, easing into the groove of my ass and pulling at me. 

When he dragged his lips off my dick I groaned in frustration, even as he resumed the thrum of sensations with one slick fist gliding up and down my spit-slippery erection. He pushed his face against my balls, tongue slathering them wetly, the tip of it nudging underneath to the firm expanse between my legs. 

I knew where he was going, couldn’t have stopped him even if I’d wanted to. Instead, held my breath as the first, languid stroke grazed my hole. Slyly tentative to start, long brushes across my flinching muscles until my twitching had eased. My body beginning to build up a tolerance, however slight, to the rush of pleasure he was generating. 

Gradually, unmistakably, I felt him press harder. Each lick firmer and more insistent, as in turn my body relaxed and opened to him. I could feel him nudging inside of me now, jolts of pleasure periodically rushing through my legs as I fought the urge to clamp my thighs down around his head. 

I knew I should probably be more afraid of someone seeing us. A neighbor looking out of their second floor window and catching sight of us, bodies enmeshed. Hell, even his parents, were they to walk past and glance over the fence. Their handsome, good-natured doctor-in-training with his tongue deep in some stranger’s ass. 

I wasn’t, though. Wasn’t bothered, wasn’t in any way inclined to distract him from what he was doing to me, from the feelings he was generating inside of me. It had been so long since someone touched me like this; even with my ex, it had been the exception not the rule. Our sex life dwindling to the most basic mechanics, and my brain making some Stockholm syndrome allowance for that. 

The reaction from my body was telling me it had never bought into that diagnosis.

I grunted, hard, when he slid the first finger into me. Felt my muscles easing, as he set up a slow rhythm; dragging his finger almost free, and then pushing it back inside me until his hand was tight against my cheeks. That glorious sensation of fullness as he added a second digit. I knew it should by all rights hurt, it’d been so long, but it didn’t. Kai had bypassed years of neglect and found a shortcut directly to my libido. 

His tongue lapped eagerly around where his fingers were stretching me, a whirlpool of sensations radiating out from the depths of my hole. I knew, more than anything in that moment, that I needed him to fuck me. 

“Come on,” I hissed at him, “I’m ready.”

Kai chuckled; I felt the vibrations of it through my pelvis. “I think you’ll find I decide when you’re ready,” he countered. 

I groaned my frustration, then bit my lip as he returned his mouth to my twitching, over-stimulated flesh. 

He kept me there for five more minutes, maybe, though it felt like an eternity. I lost track of when his fingers were in me, and when it was his tongue, and when it could have been both. All the time his languid, almost taunting strokes on my cock; never firm enough to propel me toward a climax, nor soft enough to ever ignore. 

When he pushed himself up, out of the pool between my thighs, I could’ve whimpered with relief. Instead let him pull me up on shaking legs, and push me backwards into the house, unbuttoning my shirt as we went. 

“Should we...” I started, thinking of the stairs and my bedroom, only to be silenced by his mouth on mine. A kiss that set my brain whirling. 

“Get down on the floor,” he told me, voice low but the command impossible to disobey. 

I lowered myself down, eyes tracking along his body and the wet skin only barely covered with turquoise nylon. His erection pushing eagerly at the fabric. 

The rustle of his shorts pocket, Kai bending to dig through his discarded clothes, and then he was kneeling between my thighs. One hand, palm flat on my chest, pushing me back until I was prone on the thick rug, with his lube-slicked fingers easing into my hole. The expression on his face was knowing, assured to the point of almost being cocky. A little entertained at how willfully I’d given up any pretense of restraint at the promise of more pleasure. 

I reached up, fingers like eager claws as I pulled at his trunks. Tugged them down, his cock jutting free, thick and urgent. Got only one, maybe two strokes in, before he knocked my hands away and deftly rolled on a condom. 

“Tate,” I heard him say, the sudden, unexpected undercurrent of seriousness in his voice dragging my attention up to his face. “Tell me if you don’t... y’know...” He frowned. “If you’re not... wanting it any more.”

“I will,” I told him, blushing fiercely. Then gasped as I felt the blunt head of his cock press against me. Kai’s hands on my hips; a surgeon’s hold, considering the most effective angle. 

I held my breath, but couldn’t quite keep back the groan as he pushed into me. It had been so long, longer than I could really remember, since I’d been fucked. It took my body a few moments to remember how that felt. 

How it felt, and how it could feel. The instinctual tightness easing, allowing Kai to press further against me. His hands on my chest now, pushing the shirt off my shoulders, fingertips raking across my pecs and running down my stomach. The lightest of grips around my dick, but even that almost too much to bear. Not when it was coupled with the sensations of him buried in my hole. 

“So... tight...” he grunted, eyes closed. His bottom lip caught between his teeth as he steadied himself on me with outstretched arms. 

I reached up, ran the pad of my thumb across his cheekbone. Fascinated by how Kai turned his face, my grazing digit nudging between his lips as my fingers cradled his jaw. 

When he dragged his hips back, pushed them forward again, I felt my whole body tense beneath him. The feeling so foreign and yet so familiar, already the jolts of pleasure beginning to spiral out from my eager flesh. 

I tried to slow my breathing, to stay in the moment rather than allow myself to get whipped up to a premature ending. Kai’s movements shifting, from cautious to more confident. That confidence morphing into aggression, his hips a constant rhythm against my pelvis. 

I was remembering why I loved getting reamed, reminded of how it had once been between my ex and I. Long before passion gave way to familiarity and then, if not contempt, then apathy at best. Pulled Kai’s chest down to me, my legs hooking up around his waist on some eager autopilot, my calves urging him on. 

It was rutting. Hard, unrelenting sex. My hands locked at the nape of his neck, fingers laced through wet hair as he pounded into me. He was big, the ridges of his cock grinding into that bud of shuddering sensations that left me twitching and squirming. His arms under mine, fingers dimpling the meat of my shoulders. It felt as though I was folded up inside him, his strong body wrapping around me and through me. Kai’s musk and sweat strong as I pushed my face into the side of his neck. 

I whined when he pulled back, a fierce and animal sound. Fought against the strength in his arms as he pushed my shoulders down, pinning me to the rug. 

“Turn over,” he ordered, voice thick with lust. Reluctantly I unlocked my legs from around his waist, then felt the hollowness of him pulling out of me. Hurried to turn myself, onto my hands and knees. My ass jutting out, desperate for his return.

Kai ran two fingers down the exposed flesh, fingertips circling my hole and then roughly pushing inside. I grunted as he worked on me, pushing my face deeper into the rug as I hiked my butt up hungrily. 

“Such a tight fucking hole,” he grunted. 

I craned my head back as best I could; could see him slowly fisting his cock as he stared down at me. 

“Yeah, lift your ass up for me, show me you want it.”

My body obedient, hips raising as I reached back and pulled at my cheeks. Heard Kai chuckle, and then the sudden emptiness again as his fingers left me. 

“Please,” I heard myself, hoarse and greedy. 

The kiss, first, of his flesh against mine. And then the long, slow, unflinching shove as he sank into me. One hand on the small of my back, a steady pressure as he skewered me in place. 

“Oh fuck, yes,” Kai hissed. “You look so fucking hot on my dick.”

I reached underneath myself, between my legs where my cock was drooling precum onto the floor, to feel around where our bodies had joined. The thickness of his cock where it stretched me open. He shifted his hips, just enough to pull back and then settle in against me, as I gripped his balls in my slick hand. 

When we moved again it was my rocking that started it, my body lurching forward onto my shoulders and then pushing back into him. Feeling the throb as he dragged against my tender, over-stimulated flesh. 

“You feel...” I gasped, “so good...” Heard his chuckle in reply, then flinched as he slapped my cheek playfully. 

It was slower then, less frantic and desperate than it had been only moments before, but no less urgent. Kai bottoming out in me each time, deep and relentless. 

The prickle of sweat was like pins & needles all over my body. Hands gripping fistfuls of the rug now, as we ground back and forth like a machine. It felt like I’d been simmering all day, the primitive part of me knowing this was coming and counting down to it. This beautiful youth sawing at my hole until I lost capacity for words, for any higher function beyond the raw mechanics of our fuck. 

Even without a hand on my dick, even without any touch whatsoever, just the pressure of him inside me was pushing me closer and closer to the edge. I could hear Kai’s breathing now, growing ragged as he plowed me. His fingers digging into my cheeks, thumbs pulling at my hole until I saw stars dancing in my vision. 

He didn’t need to tell me, there was no mistaking it. Each thrust a little harder, a little more desperate. For a split second I wished there was a mirror, a pane of glass... something, anything in which I could catch our reflection and see him as he unloaded into me. A fleeting thought, though, overwhelmed by an orgasm so strong my ears rang. 

“Oh fuck,” I heard Kai gasp; felt him throb in me as he held me close. The two of us frozen there, locked together as our bodies gave in to the glorious inevitable. 

A minute, maybe more. Kai the first to move again, fingertips tracing tiny circles across skin that had begun to goosebump. 

Gradually, I loosened my fists; felt the blood rush back into my white knuckles as my breathing began to steady. 

“That was...” he started, paused. 

I bit down on a laugh, catching the inside of my cheek between my teeth, before the giggling started uncontrollably. A sensation like five years of stress soaking out of me like an overloaded sponge. 

Gingerly Kai pulled back, that strange sensation as I felt each inch of him drag out. Our skin sticking together wetly. 

My hips sagged, and I let myself roll gently to the side, onto my back. 

Kai looked down at me, on his knees. His grin was unselfconscious; goofy even, enough to make me giggle again. 

“You okay?” he asked, but that only made me laugh more. Covering my eyes with my forearm as my aching stomach muscles protested at each chuckle. “I was gonna ask if you came, but...” 

I glanced to the rug next to me, long streaks of cum splashed across it. There was more on my legs, and on my stomach. 

“I didn’t really have a chance to aim,” I deadpanned. 

Kai shook his head, smirking. “Clearly,” he agreed. “We should shower.” He pushed himself to his feet, then reached down to offer me his hand. 

I grunted. “No, I’m just gonna stay here.” Imagined trying to take myself on legs that felt like jelly to the bathroom, and decided it was a bad idea. “I think I live here now, on the floor.”

He tsk’ed at me, as if I was some stubborn hound. “You’re gonna dry, and it’s going to get all crusty and stick to you, and then we’ll have to take you to the cleaners and have you professionally separated from the rug. Is that what you want?” 

I grunted again. Shook my head. 

“Tate, don’t be a baby,” he said, laughing. Crouched down on his haunches by my shoulder. “I’ll wash your back in the shower...”

I pulled my arm away and glared at him. “After what you just did to me, you need to do more than just wash my back.” 

Kai rolled his eyes. “Fine. I am at your mercy. Happy, now?”

I considered it for a moment. The feeling had started to return to my legs while we were talking, and I had a little more confidence that I might be able to support my own weight.

“Ugh, okay, whatever.” I pushed myself up, half-turned to find Kai standing close to me. When he leaned in, I automatically mirrored it, until our lips met. 

It was a soft kiss, a gentle one. Not short, though. Enough that I had to take a deep breath when we finally separated.

“That was amazing,” he said, quietly. “I’m really glad we finally did it.”

There was no way I couldn’t smile back at him. “Me too.”
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Chapter Eleven
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The shower had been, despite all of my bitching about getting there, the perfect come-down. Hot water soothing my complaining limbs. I’d stopped being too vocal about just how much they were complaining, lest Kai decide he was messing about with a very old man. 

The more time I spent with him, the less I wanted anything to potentially put him off. Watching as he’d soaped himself, the suds cascading down the contours of his body, it was all I could do not to reach out and pinch him. Just to make sure he was actually real. 

“I’m really glad we did that,” he told me, voice warm and low, later on. After he’d pulled his shorts back on, and half-buttoned his shirt. For some reason I had zero doubt that he meant it, too, even if it sounded corny and unbelievable. Probably a useful skill for a doctor to possess. 

I’d fixed him with a sober, serious look. “I’m really glad my first time was with you,” I admitted. 

Kai stared at me, blinking, for a moment. Then rolled his eyes as I started to chuckle. “You bastard. For a minute there I thought... I mean, I wondered...”

“Whether you’d just stolen my innocence on the living room floor?”

He rubbed his hands across his face in exasperation. “My god,” he exhaled, “you’re honestly a monster.”

I’d had to laugh at that. “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”

With some unspoken agreement we’d both known he wasn’t going to stay over. Even if the bed he was going back to was only a matter of feet away, on the other side of the fence. I’d watched him pick his way through the darkness, path lights a firefly glow around his ankles, then give me a quick wave before he turned the corner. 

The house seemed disappointingly empty with him gone. 

Wine glass in hand, I leaned against the patio doorframe. The city unrolled like a glistening patchwork in front of me, lights a sparkling mesh cast haphazard across the contours of the valley. I imagined the sound of traffic, even though the only noise to make it up here was the thrum of crickets and the occasional car. It felt like looking down through the curve of a snow-globe.

For all that, the make-believe seemed much greater. Kai’s unexpected presence in my life was welcome but still inexplicable, and though I knew I was starting to sound like a broken record - even if only I was privy to its tune - it was a struggle all the same to get a grip on what was happening. 

Nothing about the situation said “future” in any way, shape, or form. He was a pre-med student on summer break. I was... well, I was trying to figure out what the hell I was going to do next, after the implosion of the life I’d thought I had. It wasn’t just the years between us that seemed insurmountable, it was the fact that we were simply in very different places. 

“We need to get my friend some action for the summer,” Charlie had said, at the restaurant. He just hadn’t known that Kai’s summer fling was close enough that he could walk to each assignation.

Every time I settled on the concept of it just being sex, though, something came along to unseat that. Feelings, usually. That traitorous little voice somewhere in your brain that says “maybe this could be more...?” but then leaves before actually filling in the blanks. 

I sighed, draining the rest of the glass. A sensible person would just ask Kai what he wanted to happen. A sensible person wouldn’t torture themselves in some weird tug-of-war between libido and emotional needs. A sensible person would have a fucking clue what he was doing, and why, and where he was going next. 

I was not, it was already clear to me, a sensible person in this scenario. 

I slid the door shut and went to bed.
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Chapter Twelve
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It wasn’t a routine. Routine made it sound predictable, ordinary. Routine, you counted on and took for granted. Had confidence in. Faith.

I never took finding Kai on my doorstep, or on the patio deck, or in the pool for granted. 

He was young, and bright, and confident. Outgoing. Clearly had friends - even if I had mixed feelings about the one example I’d met - and interests outside of his studies. In short, there were plenty of reasons why the company of the guy living next door to his parents might pale in appeal, compared to all of the other things he might choose to spend his summer doing.

I wouldn’t be able to blame him for deciding that, and I also couldn’t stop myself from responding to his apparent satisfaction with our arrangement. Like fresh, green shoots from some long-neglected plant, questing upwards. Torn between bravery, in delighting at something new and exciting, and the companion dread that comes from understanding how harsh the real world can be.

“You can go out with your friends, you know. You don’t have to keep me company every night.”

He’d laughed as I made dinner - at how I fumbled through boiling pasta, clumsily browned the meat, sprayed my shirt with sauce as the jar’s lid proved obstinate - but Kai had still sat down, smiling and eager, to eat with me. Waved off my apologies for culinary skills barely on par with what his college peers possessed, if even that.

“Trying to get rid of me?” A grin, as he tore bread to dunk in the bowl’s arrabbiata dregs.

“Trying not to monopolize you.”

“Thoughtful of you.”

Was it? Attempting to explain a strategy of showing yourself to someone piecemeal in order to sustain their interest felt like it could be self-defeating.

“I remember what it was like, being bored on summer breaks.”

Kai laughed. “You have a way of referring to your past as though it happened centuries ago. Is this you dropping hints that you’re some ancient vampire?”

“Brooding up in the hills, only coming out under cover of darkness, and hungering for the blood of the innocent,” I suggested.

“Well, innocent is questionable.” He smirked at me. “But I’m down for a little biting.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “I’ll bear that in mind. But, seriously, if you want...”

“Tate, stop,” he interrupted. “You’re not camp counsellor; you don’t need to supply me with ways to stay occupied and entertained.”

“You work hard, I just don’t want you to feel like you wasted your time off.”

He bent again, to sweep carbs around tomato sauce. “You’re a terrible judge of what’s wasteful.”

Said with such weighted casualness, there was no way I dared protest further.

“What sort of medicine does your dad practice?” I asked instead.

Kai swallowed. “Thoracic surgery, mainly.”

“Throat stuff, right?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, throat stuff. I guess you could say I willingly followed in his footsteps, there; I’m a fan of throat stuff myself.”

I ignored the very obvious detour I was being presented with. 

“Does he want you to be a thoracic surgeon, too?”

Kai pushed the empty bowl away, sitting back in his chair. “Not really. He doesn’t so much care, just as long as there’s an ‘MD’ involved somewhere in the title.”

“And his father? Your granddad?” 

A smile, or the shade of one. As if surprised I’d even remembered that medicine ran in his family. 

“Oncology. Back in the days when there was a lot more done with a scalpel.” Kai shook his head, seemingly remembering old conversations. “I think he saw radiation therapy as an affront to his knife skills.”

I tried not to imagine what Kai’s grandfather would’ve said, had he watched my own haphazard attempts to cut onions earlier.

“If you’d said you really didn’t want to go into medicine yourself, would that have been okay?” 

For a moment it felt like I might’ve gone too far, pushed too eagerly into a topic that was not yet - might never be - open to me. Then Kai made a face.

“There are spoken expectations, and unspoken ones, right?” He waited for my nod. “And I think the latter are the most potent. They’re the ones which really shape us.”

“Go on,” I prompted.

He frowned, reaching for his wineglass. “Like, someone telling you, ‘you must do this!’ you can argue with. Or debate it, if you’re feeling measured and reasonable, or something in-between. Whatever. You can talk it through, yeah?”

I nodded again.

“But unspoken expectations are sneaky. You project all your own stuff on top of them, give them twice the weight. My parents want me to be a doctor, and I don’t want to disappoint my parents, or let down ‘the family legacy’ - whatever the hell that is, really - and if I don’t go to medical school, well, what the hell else am I planning to do?”

“We’re our own worst enemies, sometimes,” I suggested.

Kai grunted agreement. “Growing up, it felt like everything was touched, somehow, by my dad’s job. Mealtimes organized around his shifts at the hospital, vacations squeezed into the gaps in treatment schedules. My mom was ‘the doctor’s wife’ and I was ‘the doctor’s son,’ and that was something honorable, something to be admired.”

“He did something important.” I wasn’t sure if I was agreeing, or playing Devil’s advocate.

Kai’s expression twisted, unhappily. Something closer to disgust. “Oh, sure. Always important; always life-and-death, even if I bet half his days were just full of paperwork and insurance bullshit. You can’t argue with that sort of important, y’know?”

I nodded.

“And everything else feels so...” He gestured, with the hand holding the wine, searching for the words. “So very bland, in comparison.”

“Milquetoast.”

A beaming grin, like I’d passed him an unexpected gift. “Milquetoast. Yes. So, the doctor’s son isn’t sure he wants to go to med school, boo-hoo. There are people out there dying of throat cancer, stop being so damn precious.”

“But he didn’t say that.”

Kai shook his head. “Like I said, the unspoken expectations and criticisms are the most powerful ones.”

Reaching over, I topped up his glass. Sneaking glances at the morose, preoccupied look on his face as he watched the wine flow.

“But you don’t hate the idea, now,” I prompted. Unclear, still, if I was trying to rescue the mood of the evening, or cheer him up, or save myself from the sudden sense of awkwardness. “Med school, I mean.”

“I enjoy it. Or, bits of it, really. That’s the galling thing.”

“How dare your dad be correct.”

“Exactly.” Kai laughed. “There was a part of me that wanted to hate it, to resent every minute of classes, lectures, all of it. Even though I knew that was ridiculously self-defeating, because it wasn’t like I’d be upsetting anybody bar myself.”

I grinned at him. “I’m picturing your utter dismay, at realizing it wasn’t actually as terrible as you wanted it to be.”

“Something like that,” he agreed, still sounding amused. “I came to what must sound to you like a hopelessly naive realization, that just because someone wants you to do something so intensely that they pressure you into it, doesn’t mean that thing is automatically bad.”

“The version of Tate you have in your head is a lot more wise than the version you’re having dinner with.”

Kai flashed me a ‘don’t start that’ look. “What about your parents? Did they have gallingly reasonable expectations for you to rebel against?”

“They only really expected me to leave.”

He frowned. “They threw you out?”

I shook my head. “Nothing so dramatic. I grew up in a tiny town, barely dot-on-the-map level: the sort of place where ‘anything, just not here’ counts as reasonable ambition. Neither of them ever said it, not in so many words, but I always knew resented each other for the fact that they were there all their lives. My mom blamed my dad for trapping her, and my dad blamed my mom for the same thing, and neither of them ever got around to asking whether they could’ve left together.”

“Co-dependence, they’d call that, in my psych class.”

“Look at you, learning all the big medicine words,” I teased, with a smile. “But yeah, when I told them I was leaving for college, it didn’t really matter what I was studying, or where.”

“Anything, just not there,” Kai suggested.

I nodded. Feeling like I was teetering on the edge of something, of some fresh honesty, that I wasn’t sure I wanted to dive into. Deeper and more serious than any pool.

“But I understand what it’s like to resent your parents, even if it’s for pressures they didn’t realize they were applying.” I took a gulp of wine. “You couldn’t live with them and not see the red flags in their relationship. Not be affected by them.”

“You watched them silently seethe with resentment for each other, but blind to how the other was feeling, and you’ve been terrified ever since that the same situation would happen to you.”

It felt like he’d slapped me. 

“So astute,” I managed to say, dryly. 

“And me, just a kid,” Kai said, matching my tone.

I pushed my chair back, snatching up our empty bowls. Concentrated on walking as smoothly, as normally as possible to the sink, even though my body felt leaden. The white noise of the running faucet competing with the static buzzing between my ears.

“Tate, I’m sorry.”

He was closer than I expected, than I thought he could be. Practically on my heels.

“What for, being right?” I couldn’t turn, not knowing he was right there.

“For being blunt. Thoughtless.”

“That’s what we expect from our doctors, isn’t it? What we actually want from them. No mincing around the truth.”

“Maybe. But not from our...” He paused. “Not from the people we’re intimate with. And I get that wrong, sometimes.”

“I already told you, you were right.” The bitterness was ripe to my own ears; I knew Kai would hear it too.

“It’s not about being right. It’s about being... kind.”

I snorted, surprise bubbling through. “Lying to make me feel better, you mean?”

“Thinking before I speak. Remembering that you can be truthful without being an asshole in the process.”

Dish towel knotted between my hands, I turned. Forced myself to hold his eye.

“My ex told me I was an asshole. So, maybe you’re in good company.”

Kai tilted his head. “Told you while you were dating, or while you were breaking up?”

I tossed the towel down. “Does it make a difference?”

“Someone telling you that because they want to help you to improve, versus telling you that because they want to hurt you? Yeah, Tate, I think it makes a difference.”

The truth was that I couldn’t recall where, on the timeline of our collapsing relationship, that conversation fell. Not in the better times, certainly, but not when we’d been at our most cruel, most callous, either. Some barb, casually traded, most likely: never intended or expected to stick. Even now, I wasn’t sure if my ex would see it as a victory or an accident that his accusation still clung to me.

You got lucky, sometimes. The dagger sneaking between the ribs.

“I did asshole things,” I told Kai, plainly. “Not all the time, but sometimes. We both got hurt, along the way.”

“Very human of you.”

“I suppose I have to trust your definition for that,” I agreed, “you being a medical man, and all.”

His fingertips were warm on my bare arm.

“Forgive me? For being thoughtless before, I mean.”

No way to shrug, to make some awkward gesture of dismissal. Not if it risked those five points of gentle contact.

“I’m just not used to talking about this stuff,” I admitted. “Or being so easy to read, really.”

“I’ll apologize for being blunt, but not for wanting to know you better.”

“And who could blame you, with my kitchen expertise what it is.”

Kai laughed, as he leaned in to wrap his arms around me. “Your attempts to escape emotional vulnerability using humor are transparent,” he murmured. “You know that, right?”

It was tempting not to say anything, to simply savor his warmth. 

“What’s the alternative, actually getting to know someone?” I teased.

“I mean... yes?”

“You’re funny,” I told him, burying my face in his shoulder.

#
[image: ]


“How did you meet? You and your ex, I mean.”

It was strange, someone taking an interest. Stranger still to feel inclined to answer.

“Friend of a friend.” I bit back on the urge to joke about how it had all been pre-apps. Courting done analog, without the convenience of software to break the ice and hold rejection’s sting at arm’s length. Sometimes, my eagerness to remind Kai of our age difference felt like it bordered on self-harm.

“Love at first sight?” The humor was clear in his voice.

“Hardly.”

Alistair had thought me prickly, distant, and I’d believed him false, a creature of artifice. Doubted that anyone could be so mindful of their fellow man, so genuine with their expression of wide-eyed curiosity. The first time he’d struck up a conversation, I’d spent half the time searching for the joke made at my expense.

I’d ended up chased, not the punchline. Forced to reckon with my inclination to solitude, and how incompatible that was with what, finally, I accepted was us dating. He’d called it only-child syndrome, blamed the self-sufficiency of my solitary play. I’d never had the heart to explain that the problem was myopia not independence.

“Did you not want to date?” Kai looked genuinely fascinated.

I shrugged. “Just never thought that was on the cards. Not for me, anyway.”

A chuckle. “And you went straight from that, to a fifteen year relationship?”

“Sixteen,” I corrected. Even though it felt ridiculous to insist.

“Sixteen, then.” Kai hissed through his teeth, awe blended with disbelief. “That’s not a bad run.”

“Enough that you start taking it for granted,” I told him, a little shocked at my own honesty. 

“And you never saw it coming? The breakup.”

Every day, I wanted to tell him, every damn day: doom forecast on the dot, regular as clockwork. The boy who’d never foreseen love, suddenly cataloguing all the ways he’d lose it. Until it became a concept, not an outcome; a habit, lists their own reward, and so occupying that I barely noticed the reality of decay seeping in until it was already too late.

“I wasn’t easy to live with.” It had the intonation of a confession, but there was something liberating about saying it out loud.

“I doubt he was entirely innocent, either,” Kai said.

I shrugged again. That didn’t feel like an observation I was qualified to pass judgment on.

“We don’t have to talk about this stuff.” He frowned. “If it’s something that makes you uncomfortable, I mean.”

“It’s more just that I wish there was an explanation, one that sounded more insightful than ‘we both fucked up,’ but I don’t know what it is.” The deck lights glinted off the wine glass, so close I could feel my fingers itching to reach out, pluck it up. “Maybe there was always a countdown attached, and I was too naive to recognize it.”

Kai grinned at me. “You, naive?”

I tried to mirror the expression, muscles feeling as dull and awkward as if I’d already downed the glass and several more like it. “I know; shocking, isn’t it.”

“Not much of a romantic, are you, Tate.”

A realist, perhaps. 

“Endings are normal, natural,” I told him. “The difficult part is recognizing when they’re meant to be. Not fighting it.”

I reached for the glass, only for Kai to stop me. His fingers around my wrist: not tight, but brooking no argument, either. Guiding my hand to his bare chest, still wet from his swim.

“Sure. But you have to remember to enjoy what time there is, too.” 

Heat, and smooth skin, and the steady throb of his heartbeat against my palm. 

I looked up, from my fingers to his knowing smile, and wondered what Alistair would say if he could see me now. From across the pool, perhaps; the sunset shimmering in its ripples as though the world Kai and I had created, this bubble we occupied, was forever on the cusp of tearing apart.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“I have to go away,” I tapped into our chat. “It’s for work. Just let yourself in and use the pool whenever while I’m gone.”

It’d been another “fun” day at the office, punctuated today with news that I was going to a conference. Not something I’d normally look forward to, frankly, and this time was no exception. The thought of standing in a room full of people, probably wearing a name-badge and feeling awkward... well, it was near to my idea of hell. 

If there was a saving grace, it was that everything was so sudden I hadn’t been able to agonize over it on my calendar for weeks. Instead I was looking at last-minute flights and trying to figure out whether I could change a hotel reservation from my sick colleague’s name into my own.

Messaging Kai had been procrastination from that, albeit tinged with actual disappointment that I wouldn’t get to see him for a couple of days. I kept half an eye on my phone as I scrolled through reams of booking Terms and Conditions.

“Why don’t I come with you?” 

I stared at his suggestion, surprised. Before I could figure out what to reply, a second message from Kai popped up to follow the first. 

“Only if you want, I mean. Just an idea.”

I thumbed the phone unlocked. “I don’t know how much fun it would be for you, I’d be at the conference most of the time.”

He sent back an eye-roll emoji. “You over-estimate how much fun it is living with your parents.”

I smiled. I’d still yet to properly meet Kai’s mom and dad since he and I had started... well, whatever the official term was for what we were doing. It had been a few weeks, of swimming and screwing, and I was no closer to a name for it than that. 

“Well okay,” I replied, “but don’t blame me if you get bored.”

The row of grinning faces I got in return implied he didn’t think that was likely. 

Claiming the idea of Kai coming with me wasn’t exciting would be a lie. And, frankly, it was a little nerve-wracking, too. Aside from that one restaurant, we’d only ever properly interacted while at my place. That lent all of our time together an odd sense of being divorced from time and space. A bubble, where I was gradually learning to accept a different type of reality. 

Stretching that bubble was a matter of booking him a flight with my airline miles, and if the idea of a 5am pickup for the airport the next morning disgusted him, that wasn’t evident in his texts. I sent him a link to the hotel’s site, just so he could see where we were staying, and told him I’d see him first thing. 
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To give Kai his due, one minute to the hour he was walking down the side path of his parents’ place, a duffle bag over one shoulder. 

“Morning,” he said, yawning. 

I found myself leaning in slightly, as though to kiss him, then stopped to glance over his shoulder. There were no lights on in his parents’ house, but that didn’t mean nobody was watching. 

“Morning,” I settled on, deflated. Suddenly this whole trip together started to feel like a terrible idea. Two, nearly three days in each other’s company, sharing a room... it would be the longest we’d been in each other’s presence for, at least in an uninterrupted stretch. I wasn’t sure whether we were ready to break through our self-imposed isolation and take whatever this was public. 

I was just starting to properly spiral when the lights of the cab arced around the corner of the street. Cool halogen casting a glow down the side of his face. Every time I felt like I’d seen him at his most handsome, something brought me up short and taught me Kai’s looks could still make the breath catch in my throat. 

If I was going to have a terrible, awkward few days, I told myself, it may as well be in the company of the hottest guy to have ever shown an interest in me. 

That latter fact kept repeating on me, as we made our way through the airport, through security, and on our way to the gate. Kai’s easy-going charm almost managing to thaw the TSA agents, or at least as much as you could ever expect from them. I, meanwhile, was content to watch him being watched by others, and his apparently carefree ignorance at that happening. 

I couldn’t really blame them. Gray sweatpants and a pale blue hoodie shouldn’t have been a stand-out outfit, but Kai was the exception to the rule. 

“You look really good,” I told him, leaning in close to his ear. I could see a group of girls eyeing us - well, him - from across the concourse.

Kai blinked at me, then pointedly checked his watch. “It’s not even 7:30 in the morning and you’re already horny?” he asked, disbelievingly. 

I shrugged, then allowed my gaze to slowly track down his body. Not too tight, not too loose... those sweatpants really did fit in all the right places. 

“I was hoping you’d get strip-searched so I could watch,” I muttered, keeping my voice low. 

Kai chuckled. “I’m not sure they do it in the middle of the terminal, out in the open.” 

“Special request,” I explained, grinning. “Genuine security theater.”

He shook his head. “Oh, well then, in that case,” he agreed, playing along. 

“So, what are you going to do while I’m at the conference?” I asked him. I’d checked the schedule and, while it looked like there was a decent amount I could skip out on, I still needed to have at least something to show for my time out of the office. 

Kai nudged his bag with his foot. “There’s a pool, and a gym,” he said. “I brought my stuff. Or I could just sit in bed and order room service. Your company is paying, right?”

“Sure, yeah, caviar and champagne,” I agreed, rolling my eyes. 

He snorted. “Okay, nachos and soda, maybe.” 

“There’s some sort of gala dinner tomorrow night.” I grimaced at the idea of it. “I thought I’d just skip it.”

He glanced over at me. “Or... I could come along too.”

Well, shit. “I don’t think it’s something you’d really want to be dragged to,” I started. 

“Are you embarrassed of me?” Kai asked, with a smile. 

I shook my head. “More like I’m embarrassed that you’ll see what an incredibly boring industry I work in, and fall asleep at the thought of it whenever we’re together.”

He pulled a face, nodding slowly. “Yeah, I could see how that could be inconvenient.” A pause. “But even so, I think I’ll risk it. I’d like to go.”

It seemed improbable, even with him insisting. “I mean, if you’re sure...” One last opportunity for him to change his mind. 

Kai chuckled. “It’s a date.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Even after years of staying in hotels, my stomach still knotted when I was checking in with another guy. It’s a strange situation to begin with, of course. Standing there in either awkward silence or amid equally awkward small-talk, waiting as the hotel receptionist does an improbably large amount of typing on a screen you can’t see. Wondering whether they’re simultaneously judging you for being gay is just the added anxiety I would heap on top. 

I wasn’t sure whether the fact that the woman at the desk was clearly distracted by Kai next to me helped, or just added to that tension. The way she briefly muttered “thanks” when I handed over my credit card, only to immediately look back and smile at him, would’ve made me laugh had I not been so tense generally. I probably could’ve guffawed and she wouldn’t have even noticed. 

“Are you here for the conference?” she asked, as her fingers struck out morse code on her computer. Either she was very good at her job or just typing gibberish, as her attention was very much fixed on Kai and not watching the display. 

Kai smiled at her, somehow managing to look relaxed and comfortable despite the early start and a flight with more than its share of complaining kids. “He is,” he replied, tilting his head at me. “I’m just along for moral support.”

She smiled back, eyes flicking to take me in as though it was the first time she’d noticed I was there at all. “Well that’s nice of you,” she cooed, “you’re a very good...” 

I bit the edge of my tongue as her voice trailed off. I wasn’t sure how one random woman we met less than two minutes ago had managed to raise the question we - well, I - had been dancing around for weeks. Too confused to know the answer, and yet too obsessed not to chew over the possibilities again and again. 

Somehow Kai’s smile got bigger. “Oh, I am, very good,” he told her, neatly skirting the question but in such a charming way - the wink helped, I was sure - that all she could do was grin in return. Was that the slightest of blushes I could see across her cheeks? The lobby lighting made it hard to be certain. 

“Well, here are your keys” - she held the cardboard packet out to Kai - “and you’re in room 6215. Down the hall, to the elevators, then turn left on the sixth floor. And if you need anything, any help at all, I’m Janelle and I’d be happy to be of assistance.”

I opened my mouth to thank her, then realized it probably didn’t make much difference whether I said it or not. I’d faded into the blind spot again. 

“Does that happen a lot?” I asked him, when we were alone in the elevator. 

Kai turned to look at me. “Does what happen?” 

I chuckled. “Pretty women flirting with you, as though, oh shucks” - I forced a coquettish giggle - “you’re just the most handsomest boy I ever darn saw!”

He made a face, smirking. “I hadn’t noticed.”

My turn to look disbelieving. “Oh, sure. What it must be like for the beautiful people, always wafting through life as the center of attention.”

Kai leaned in, until he was pressed firmly against my shoulder. “And yet how long was I flirting with you, and how long did it take you to realize?” 

I scoffed, pushing him back upright. “I don’t think that’s quite the same thing.”

He gave me a knowing look. “I practically had to put your dick in my throat before you got the message.”

I’d just opened my mouth to respond when the doors pinged open, an elderly couple stepping to one side in the hallway to allow us out. Talk about good timing.

“I think Janelle said turn left, didn’t she?” Kai said brightly, leading the way. 

I muttered dark curses under my breath while nodding my thanks to the couple. 

I wasn’t sure whether it was Kai’s charm or just my company’s expenses account, but the room itself was surprisingly nice. Big bed, big balcony, and a huge tub alongside a separate shower. 

“Work travel isn’t always this glamorous” I felt obliged to point out. 

Kai laughed. “Maybe staying in all those cheap hotels was saving up karma for this one, nice room,” he suggested. Dropping his bag on the floor, he let himself fall back onto the bed. “Man, I’m tired.”

I took the opportunity to check him out, sprawled unselfconsciously. Hoodie unzipped, his t-shirt had tugged up as he stretched, exposing a broad strip of his flat stomach. I resisted the urge to lick my lips. 

“If only Janelle could see you now,” I said, wryly. 

Kai chuckled, then pushed himself up on his elbows. “Are you overthinking things?”

I shook my head. “Not really. Though we may want to put a chair up against the door handle tonight, I wouldn’t put it past her to ‘accidentally’ have a spare key.”

“You think she might creep in and take advantage of me?” He winked. “Here was me hoping it would be you doing that.”

I hung my jacket over the back of the desk chair, and walked over to the edge of the bed. “Does travel always make you this horny?”

Kai smirked, gently scissoring his legs around mine. “Complaining?”

I reached down and grabbed his knees. The muscles of his lower thighs were taut beneath my fingertips. 

“Never,” I told him. 

He sat up, hands reaching for the button of my jeans. 

“I should shower...” I protested, a little half-heartedly. 

Kai looked up at me, grinning, his hands still busy with my zipper. “You should fuck my face.”

Warm fingertips nudging under the waistband of my boxer-briefs now, and then the steady tug as he pulled them down my hips. I was half hard already, of course; had been since he’d flopped back on the bed, all languid, careless limbs. Had been since I’d followed the tight jut of his ass, the gray fabric clinging to each muscled cheek, along the hotel hallway. 

“You’re so demanding,” I observed, looking down at him. 

Kai’s expression was hungry now, the playfulness joined by something determined and eager. 

“So take charge,” he teased, as my cock finally broke free and thwacked him against his cheek. 

He groaned when I dragged it across his face, heavy tip sliding along the groove of his lips. “Open up,” I told him, “and stick out your tongue.”

Wrapping my fingers around my dick, I slapped the first few inches against his tongue. My other hand laced through the messy tangle of hair at the back of his head. Kai stared up with me with glassy eyes, pupils expanding like oil drops on water. I could feel the heat of his breath on me. 

I held him in place as I pushed my hips forward, slowly but unrelenting, until my groin was against his lips and the ridge of my cock was lodged in his throat. Dragged myself back again, feeling his gullet grip and release me, only to pump in deep once more. Kai was making little grunting, choking noises; wet and thick as I jerked myself off with his mouth. 

“Fuck, that feels so good,” I told him, his eyes lighting up with a slutty sort of pride to hear it. “You’re so fucking tight.” I pulled us close, holding Kai’s head against my crotch. It was like my dick was getting a twitching, clenching massage. 

I held him there until he started shaking, fingers tight as a vice around my thighs, but at no point trying to stop me. Didn’t even attempt to pull free, and maybe wouldn’t have until I relented and released him. Kai rocking back, lips swollen as he gasped for breath. I slapped my cock across his cheeks, leaving slimy trails of spit and precum. I knew he was ready to go again when he started to turn, to try to catch my swollen tip with his mouth. 

It felt good to let him take the lead for a moment, as he bobbed on me hungrily, but soon the impatience was too much to resist. If Kai had a problem with me jack-hammering his throat he was hiding it well. It seemed like as hard as I pounded him, as rough as I was with each deep stroke, it only left him wanting more. 

Him, yes, and me, too. There was something addictive about it, dizzying to use his body so relentlessly, so selfishly. A freedom that took my arousal off its leash and dumped me squarely in the moment. No second-guessing what he might be thinking or wanting; no worrying about how I might look or whether I was doing the “right” thing. 

Just the roar of pleasure surging through my body, that and the wet grunts Kai was making as I reamed him like a piston. It was squeezing the orgasm out of me in record time, but I didn’t care, couldn’t have delayed it even if I wanted to. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I chanted through gritted teeth, nothing in my brain but the thought of the orgasm hurtling upon me. And then burying myself in him for that first, toe-curling burst, feeding it deep into his throat before pulling my hips back - my fist knotted in his hair - and letting the rest splash across his face. Thick clinging cords, heavy on his nose, his cheeks, his forehead. Kai’s open mouth desperate and needy. 

“Oh fuck,” I gasped, suddenly feeling dizzy. My head spinning, as though I’d been holding my breath underwater and had only just broke through to the surface. Stared down at the mess I’d made of him - lips puffy and glistening, spit and cum dripping off his chin - as my load slowly sagged down his face. Kai’s eyes were closed, his chest heaving; gingerly I relaxed my grip in his hair. 

I yelped when he leaned back in to me, slipping my half-hard cock into his mouth and lapping at the slick length of it. A maelstrom of overwhelming sensations, my body howling as he whipped the post-orgasm afterglow into a frenzy. I could feel his throat gulping as he swallowed me, seemingly intent on getting every last drop. 

Stumbling, I took a step back, another step right after. Shaky legs threatening to dump me on my ass. Kai blinking at me now, his face still a sticky ruin, only the corners of his mouth were starting to creep up into a disbelieving smile.

“Holy crap,” he said, eventually. Voice a little hoarse. Coughed, and then chuckled. “Who the fuck was that, and what did he do with Tate?”

I grimaced, instantly apologetic. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get... carried away.”

Kai shook his head, still grinning. “Fuck no, that was so fucking hot I almost creamed without touching myself,” he told me. The thick ridge of his cock was pushing against the gray sweats, obscenely visible. A dark spot marked the place where he’d been leaking precum. 

“Even so...” I started, my voice trailing off.

He ran his hand across his bulge, almost absent-mindedly. Face still dripping. “I told you, I like it when you take control.”

It wasn’t like I was even really into sub/dom stuff. It had never really registered on my list of kinks before, anyway. But seeing Kai sat on the edge of the bed, slowly kneading his erection through his sweats with my load smeared across his face, was opening valves in me I didn’t know were there to begin with. 

“Do you want to cum?” I asked him. 

He looked up at me with eager eyes, nodded. 

I frowned. “I need to hear you say it.”

His lips parted, and for a moment I thought he was going to laugh. Felt like I could be on the precipice of that myself, the situation bordering on the absurd and threatening to topple headlong into it. But he didn’t laugh. 

“I really want to cum... please,” he murmured. Kai’s hand was frozen now, fingers still wrapped around his length through the fabric, but no longer stroking. 

Waiting, I realized, for me to give him permission. 

“Get undressed,” I told him. 

T-shirt and hoodie first, pushed off in short order. His chest, the long smooth expanse of his muscled stomach, always enough to get me chewing my lip. Then lifting his hips so that he could shove off his sweatpants, taking his briefs down with them. Thirty seconds at most, and then he was leaning back on his elbows in front of me, cock throbbing in his lap, completely bare to my gaze. 

“Fuck,” I muttered, mesmerized. “Jerk off for me.”

Kai reached down to grab his cock, then paused halfway. Raised his hand to his face and rubbed it across his cheek, down over his mouth; smearing the messy mixture of cum and spit across his palm. As I stared, holding my breath, he wrapped his fingers around his erection and started smoothly stroking. 

“Spread your legs wider,” I told him, and he obeyed. Thighs gaping, a living breathing slab of X-rated art come to life on the bed in front of me. Never breaking eye-contact, the corner of one lip caught between his teeth as he fisted his shaft. The sight of it enough to get my dick twitching again. 

He licked his lips, and I could imagine the taste of me strong across his tongue. 

“Shit, you look so good with my load on your face,” I told him, seeing his arm speed up in response. “Show me that hole.”

Kai raised his legs, leaning back on the bed so that I could see his ass splayed open. Tight entrance between muscled cheeks. Part of me wanted to reach over and touch him, to slip my fingers inside, or maybe even my tongue. Only that feeling that it could all suddenly shatter, like some precarious illusion, stopped me. 

“Finger your ass while you jerk off for me.” Then watched, unable to look away and never wanting to anyway, as he licked his fingers and brought them down between his legs. Gently circling the tips of them, his flesh dimpling with the pressure, before - a soft hiss from between clenched teeth - he pushed inside. 

He paused, then, chewing on his lip. 

“Don’t make me tell you again,” I told him, my voice hard. 

He pushed, hips lifting as the full length of his finger slid home. Then just the briefest of moments before he dragged it out, only the very tip still caught by the ring of muscle, before grinding it back inside again. Settling into a shaky rhythm matched by his fist on his cock.

“Two fingers,” I demanded.

With a grimace - jaw clenched - he obeyed. Dick rigid and visibly throbbing between his thighs, one hand stroking it while the other pulled at his hole. 

“Harder,” I insisted. 

Kai was making little moaning noises now, quiet groans as he pounded his ass with two fingers. Balls tight against the root of his thick cock, bouncing as he strummed the swollen head urgently. I’d just cum - barely minutes before, my dick still hanging out of my jeans - but I could feel myself already stiffening again. 

“Getting... close...” he grunted, a note of quiet desperation in his voice. 

I could smell his sweat now, sweet and musky, as he worked on himself. The urge to swat his hand away and slam my cock into him was fierce, but I forced myself to hold back. 

“How close?” I asked him. 

Kai screwed up his face, a look close to pained crossing it. 

“So close... really, really close,” he whimpered. “Please, can I cum?”

I watched him for a moment more. His eyes were open now, expression pleading as he silently begged me for permission. I imagined how he must feel, that growing desperation. Some cruel part of me, one I wasn’t much familiar with, was saying I should make him wait, until his body was like a shivering bow-string. But another part needed to see him explode as much as he needed to feel it. 

“Show me how you cum,” I told him. 

Instantly his hand sped up on his dick, fist a blur as he ground his fingers into his ass. Not even an attempt at matching those strokes now, just a frantic flailing as the sensations overcame him. 

“Fuck, oh fuck, it’s happening...” he groaned, whether for my benefit or his own I couldn’t tell, and then his hips were lifting off the bed, forcing his erection through the tight ring of his fingers. Cum a thick, wet arc over him, lashing his face and his chest. The tendons in his thighs like steel cables as he pumped. 

He was whimpering now, little gasps of “oh shit, oh shit” as his body jerked and twitched in the final throes of the orgasm. Chest heaving as he sucked in great lungfuls of air. 

Finally, cock slumped across his thigh, he threw his forearm across his face. Chuckled, and then instantly removed it. 

“Oh shit, I’m so wet,” Kai laughed, showing me the long smear that reached up to his elbow. 

“It was worth it,” I observed, smirking at him. 

He grimaced, fingers gently wiping at the cum dripping down his cheek. “Easy for you to say,” he countered, “you’re not the one who nearly drowned.”

I tugged my shirt over my head, and pushed my jeans down. Stepped out of them, and the boxer-briefs. “How about I make up for it by washing your back in the shower, then?” I offered. “That is, if you think you can avoid drowning in there, too?”

Kai may have glared at me, but he still got up and followed me into the bathroom. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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“You know you can skip this whole dinner thing. I’m sure it’s going to be a drag,” I told him an hour later. 

He’d been gung-ho about it, but the thought of forcing him into a room full of, well, probably not very interesting people, to drink mediocre wine and try to make small talk... it wasn’t the sort of thing I thought he’d enjoy. Or one that would paint me in a particularly positive light, frankly, should we be judged by the company we keep. 

Kai looked over at me, partway through buttoning up a light gray shirt. “I said I wanted to come, didn’t I? Unless you don’t want me to?”

“It’s not that,” I started, trying to find the right combination of words. “I just... I’m just not sure it’s going to be even up to your probably low expectations.” 

He chuckled, turning back to the mirror. “The alternative was staying home with my parents and listening to them argue over what to watch on TV, you might recall,” he pointed out. “Trust me, this is a rollercoaster of excitement in comparison.”

Sighing, I got back to fixing my tie. “Just don’t blame me when you’re trapped in a dire conversation and there’s no escape in sight,” I warned. 

“Deal,” Kai agreed. He glanced at me again. “Shit, am I supposed to be wearing a tie?” 

I looked him over. The fitted gray shirt and black pants were simple, sure, but then Kai didn’t really need much to bring out his most striking attributes.

“I’m only wearing one out of habit,” I reassured him. “You look incredible.” 

He rolled his eyes. “I just put these pants on, and now you’re trying flattery to get into them? Show some restraint, Tate.” His grin betrayed the joke. 

“Everyone’s going to want to talk to you and ignore me,” I said, “not that that’s such a bad thing.”

Kai reached out to gently straighten my collar. It was one of those simple gestures that somehow also felt intensely intimate. 

“Well, when they find out I know absolutely nothing about your job, I’m sure they’re going to turn to the expert instead.” 

I snorted in disbelief. 

#
[image: ]


It wasn’t the biggest conference in the world, or even in the industry, but there were still a few hundred people or more in the hotel ballroom by the time we got there. Not all of them would necessarily be attending the presentations themselves, of course; I could see plenty of couples milling around. 

I had a name tag on my chest, which Kai - grinning, clearly entertained - had insisted on pinning into place. As my guest, he went unlabeled. People would have to actually talk to him, to find out small details like what he called himself, and why the hell he was here. 

“This is bigger than I expected,” he muttered to me as we stood in the doorway. 

“Don’t worry,” I reassured him, or at least tried to. “It’ll all be over soon.”

Kai nudged me in the ribs. “Why do you instantly assume something negative every time?”

I turned to face him, holding out my hand. “Clearly we’ve never met, I’m Tate,” I said, voice heavy with sarcasm. 

He ignored my hand. “Nice to meet you, Tate; I’m Kai and I’m going to the bar.”

I followed him across the room, as he picked his way through the crowd. It turned out to be the perfect vantage point for people-watching. Most were engrossed in their own conversations, but I counted more than a handful - men and women - who clearly noticed Kai. 

Not that I could blame them. I’d first realized quite how well his pants hugged his ass while we were leaving the elevator, and even with the pockets of people to weave our way through, their snugness was more than apparent as I trailed him to the bar. The whole “broad shoulders, narrow waist” thing might be a cliché, but it was a good-looking cliché. In his wake, of course, I was basically invisible, and that suited me just fine. 

“Do you recognize anyone?” Kai asked me, as we picked up glasses from the sea of drinks poured and ready. 

I shook my head. “Not really. I don’t usually do these events, to be honest. We have other people on the team who are better at the whole ‘meet-and-greet’ part of it.”

He held out his glass, and I clinked mine against it. “Well, here’s to stretching boundaries.”

I smirked. “We could go back to the room and try stretching something else, instead?” 

Kai sighed, shaking his head as he took a sip. “Only time you proposition me, it’s because you want to get out of something. Anybody else would be offended.”

“Anyone else,” I muttered, pointedly, “would’ve said no to the stupid gala dinner.”

A glass of wine later - well, maybe two glasses - I was feeling a little less cynical. Kai did have his unexpected uses, I’d realized: he was enthusiastic and friendly enough that he could single-handedly take care of small talk for the both of us. That meant I could just stand there and smile, nod, and drink, without seeming entirely rude in the process. 

“So, is Kai on your team?” one lady asked, as he chatted animatedly with a couple of guys from a company I’d already forgotten the name of. 

“Oh, no,” I started. Bit my tongue. “No, he’s not.” 

How do you describe a relationship that nobody has ever put actual words to? A relationship that you’re enjoying - absolutely, no doubt about that - but which you couldn’t really begin to define, even if your life depended on it. “He’s my neighbors’ son who came to use my pool, then give me swimming lessons, and now we fuck” might’ve been accurate, but it didn’t seem entirely party-ready. 

Instead the silence spooled out awkwardly, our conversation derailed by my unexpected evasiveness. I only felt like I could exhale again when she conveniently saw “an old friend” in a nearby group, and made her excuses. 

“People keep asking how we know each other,” I told him, when we next had a moment to ourselves. 

Kai raised an eyebrow. “And what have you been telling them?” 

I shrugged. “That you’re my personal physician, and that you have to follow me around because of my weak constitution.” 

He laughed. “Well, some of that sounds pretty accurate. But my story is probably more believable.” 

Frowning, I took a sip from my almost-empty glass. “What’s your story?”

Kai gave me a look that implied I was a little bit crazy. “Um, that we’re seeing each other?” 

‘Like a deer in headlights’ always struck me as a ridiculous phrase before - there didn’t seem like there’d be enough time for an expression beyond “oh shit!” when a car’s bumper was headed your way at 60 miles an hour - but I knew, had I a mirror, that was just what the description of my expression would be. 

“You told them we’re together?” I asked, eventually. 

Kai kept on giving me that bemused look. “I mean, is that not true?” 

I opened my mouth. Closed it again. Tried to think of some words before I opened it the next time. 

“You’re the one who doesn’t like putting labels on things,” I pointed out. 

Kai snorted. “There’s a difference between embracing that things can be fluid, and just plain ignoring the facts, Tate.”

I did my fish impression again, mouth opening and closing and nothing coming out. 

Finally, he took pity on me. “Look,” he said, voice mercifully low, “we can tell them we’re friends-with-benefits, or that we fuck, or even that sometimes you destroy my throat with your dick because we both get off on that... but it seems like it would be easier just to ‘fess up to the possibility that we’ve been dating.”

It felt like my contribution to the conversation was predominantly staring, dumbstruck, but I didn’t appear to be able to do much about that. 

“Okay,” I said, eventually. 

Kai looked at me, skeptically. “That doesn’t sound very ‘okay,’ if we’re being totally honest.”

I shrugged, helplessly. “I hadn’t wanted to assume anything.”

His turn to stare. Finally, he shook his head, slowly, as though coming to some great realization. “You really are ridiculous, and we’re absolutely going to talk about this more sometime, soon, okay? For now if you could just pretend to be comfortable and confident in the fact that we might be here as a couple, at least our stories will match up.”

I nodded, grateful at being rescued, even if it was only a temporary reprieve. Kai reached out and took the glass from my hands. 

“Now, I’m getting us another drink, because holy fuck after that little mind-bender I know I certainly need one. I’ll only be a minute.”

I watched his back as he eased his way through the crowd. There was something unmistakably confident in his movements; not pushy, or even particularly forceful. Just a kind of focused intent, that I guess people picked up on even without realizing it. Kai just seemed happy to simply occupy the space, somehow. 

“He’s adorable.” 

I jolted out of my staring, attention snapped back by the voice next to me. Flicked my head around with a sense of having been caught. Even though, rationally, I knew I was allowed to look. 

“S-sorry?” I stuttered. An older woman was smiling at me, pleasantly. She nodded in the direction Kai had taken to the bar. 

“I said he’s adorable. We were talking just now, and he said he’d come with you.”

Blinking, I tried to navigate the potential gulf of meanings that “come with you” could have in this situation. What had Kai told her? Did she mean “he’s adorable” in an “oh, lucky you” sort of way, or in a “we had a very nice conversation and he was attentive and made me feel heard” way instead? Or perhaps some other interpretation that my sluggish brain couldn’t catch up to?

“I mean... yes, yes he is,” I said, eventually. “I mean, yes, we did. Come together, that is.”

Anyone listening might conclude that this was my first time talking to another human, or maybe my first time stringing together a sentence, period. 

“How long have the two of you been together, then...” - she glanced down at my name tag - “Tate?”

Right. Okay, right. That settled that, then. I tried to ignore the fact that this random stranger had a better, more solid grasp on the nature of my relationship than I apparently did. 

“Oh, well, not long,” I fumbled out in reply. “A month or two at most, I suppose.”

“Well, you’re very lucky,” she said, smiling kindly. “He’s a wonderful young man. And very handsome, of course.” There was a twinkle in her eye at that, and I felt bad for not being able to rise to the moment with something charming and acceptably-risqué. Maybe even make her feel like all her effort keeping our conversation afloat was actually worth it. 

Instead I was rescued by Kai reappearing at my side. “Oh, Emily,” he said, easily. “I see you’ve met Tate.”

The woman - Emily, I mentally corrected myself - nodded. “Your boyfriend is a man of few words. But I can still understand the attraction.” 

Kai laughed. “You got a ‘few words,’ eh? That’s better than usual.” He pushed the wineglass into my hands. “But yes, quietly delicious, you’re right.” 

I stiffened as he leaned in to kiss me playfully on the cheek. 

“Well, I shall leave you boys to enjoy your evening,” Emily said, giving me a knowing look. “Some of us are of an age where sleep is more important.”

“Nonsense,” Kai replied, shaking his head. “The night is young and so are you.” 

She smiled at that. “Such flattery. Tate, you must be careful, he’s a wicked one.”

I nodded, then forced myself to speak. “I’ll keep him on a short leash, I promise.” I heard Kai swallow a laugh at that, though I resisted the urge to look at him. 

“Very wise,” Emily agreed. “Perhaps I will see you tomorrow at the presentations.”

“You’re very cute when you’re flustered,” Kai observed, as we watched her walk away. Then grunted, as I nudged him in the ribs almost enough to make him spill his drink. “Wow, that was meant to be a compliment!”

I rolled my eyes. “Right, totally.” I gulped down a third of my glass. “Okay, so who else in here have you told that we’re screwing? Just so that, y’know, I’m prepared and all.” 

“I didn’t realize you were ashamed of me,” Kai said, pointedly. 

A beat. “I’m not, of course I’m not,” I said, finally. “It’s not about you, or about being seen with anyone, really.” I sighed. Sometimes the words refused to make themselves available in the right order, and every sentence became an uphill battle. “I think it’s just that work is typically very separate from my private life, and so it’s taking a little getting used to, having them blur.”

We stood in silence for a while then, each periodically sipping from our glasses. Around us, men and women in business-casual talked a little too loudly about... well, whatever people at these interminable drinks-and-dinners actually talked about. 

“I can go back to the room, if you’d prefer,” Kai said, eventually. He didn’t sound angry, or sad, but I couldn’t imagine he was actually feeling quite as level and unbothered as his light tone would suggest. 

“No, I don’t want that,” I told him. “You’re the very best thing in here, by a very large margin. And I’m including the open bar in that, too.”

He smiled, tightly. “High praise, coming from you.” 

I shrugged, awkwardly. “No, but seriously, please don’t go. I want to spend as much time here with you as I can.” 

No reply to that, but Kai held up his glass for me to clink mine against in another wordless toast. 

It was later, as we were making our way to the buffet - I supposed “gala dinner” sounded more glamorous than “drinks and snacks,” which was more accurate and probably a lot cheaper when you’re organizing it, too - that my resolve started to struggle. Too late to turn around, I realized we would be walking right past one of the old industry guys I’d really hoped not to run into.

Every business had them, I was sure. Somewhere nebulous in their fifties or sixties; a barrel chest in a pinstripe suit. Laugh slightly too loud, and handshake a little too firm. They can’t all be called Chuck, or Steve, or Frank, but it sure seems that way. You don’t really know anything about them other than that they’re “a legend” in the industry, and that they either have a giggling blonde trophy wife or a mousy brunette that never says anything, and nothing in-between. 

Ours was indeed called Chuck, and after being “entertained” with some less-than-politically-correct jokes at a previous work thing, I’d really been hoping not to have to endure the same here. Fate, clearly, was not on my side. 

“Well, here’s a familiar face!” 

It wasn’t like any of us were standing that far apart, so why did he need to boom like a platform announcer at an old train station? I knew that my face was probably the only thing that he’d recall, so I did the socially-expedient thing and introduced myself again so that he could bellow “of course, I knew that!” and thus impress us all with his powerful memory. 

Cue the handshake that felt like he was trying to gauge the number of bones in my hand by squeezing them together. 

“Now this, I’d say, is a new face,” he observed, turning to Kai. 

I winced, inwardly. Sure, the handshake had been painful, but nothing quite so uncomfortable as I was imagining this next conversation would be. 

And yet I couldn’t take the coward’s way out, and pretend Kai was just “some guy” I knew. Not after everything we’d just talked about. 

I saw him glance at me, though, out of the corner of my eye. Probably wondering what I’d say. It wasn’t just Chuck here, either. As well as his wife - he’d gone for the “giggling blonde trophy” option - there was the usual periphery of hangers-on and industry-stalwarts-in-waiting. 

It couldn’t be delayed any longer, and it seemed like there wasn’t going to be a timely fire alarm to save us all. “This is Kai,” I said, making sure to stare straight at Chuck as I said it. “My date.”

I fought the urge to look around, to see the reaction - if any - on the faces of the couples surrounding us. It was, I suddenly realized, a very animal-kingdom hierarchy. They’d probably all take their cue from Chuck, making the pause feel even more pregnant. 

“Kai! Great name, mighty pleased to meet you,” Chuck bellowed, with a grin seemingly calculated to show perhaps too many over-straightened teeth. It was Kai’s turn for the pumping handshake. “Always great to meet new people at these things. I hope we haven’t been boring you with all this work-talk!”

“Not at all, sir, it’s been a good evening,” Kai replied, smoothly. I was almost too busy trying to replay what Chuck had said for any inkling of something less than positive, to actually hear him speak. 

“’Sir’! Ha! No need for that, young man.” Chuck’s laugh was evidence that people really did guffaw, and it wasn’t just something you read in books. He half-turned to his wife. “Marcie, did you hear that? Man alive, now you tell me why our damn son can’t bring home one who’s handsome and polite with it, eh? Instead of all these deadbeat go-go dandies.”

Marcie shrugged, giggling and giving a pantomimed look of “darned if I know!” to Kai and I. Chuck turned back to us. 

“Well, Tate, if you want to tell my son where you found this fella so he can head over there and hope that lightning strikes twice, be my guest!” They both laughed again, and now I heard the chuckles coming from around us, as the hangers-on and other assembled audience members joined in on the joke. 

The joke - my overloaded brain was catching up to - being that Chuck and Marcie’s son was gay or at the very least was into men, that they were fine with that, but they wanted me to give him... dating advice? I wasn’t entirely sure what a “deadbeat go-go dandy” was, but it didn’t seem like the time to ask. 

Kai was giving me a “you need to say something, idiot” look, and so I dragged my attention back into the moment. 

“If I can figure out how I earned the good luck I had, I’ll be sure to sell classes in it.” 

More laughs at that.

“So, Kai,” Chuck said, gesturing with his glass. Whiskey, of course. “What do you do, when you’re not leading our up-and-comers astray?”

I almost snorted at “up-and-comers” but just about controlled myself. 

“I’m pre-med, sir. Just on summer break right now.”

“Pre-med!” Chuck’s volume levels weren’t exactly moderate at the best of times, but I thought he might be trying to get the attention of everyone in the room. He downed the rest of his drink like it was medically-prescribed, and turned to his wife again. “Marcie! You hear that? A goddamn doctor! You wanna get our damn son on the phone right now, or do I?”

She patted him on the arm. “I think the monthly ‘grow up’ scolding can probably wait until tomorrow, honey,” Marcie said, rolling her eyes theatrically at us over his shoulder. 

Chuck wheeled back around to me. He was still gesticulating with the glass, but now at least I didn’t have to worry about getting doused in liquor in the process. 

“Tate, you need to put a ring on this one, ASAP!” He pronounced it “A-sap,” like a military commander. “Don’t you dare let him get away, else damn, I might have to marry him myself!” 

More laughs from the audience. I felt my cheeks starting to flush; even though the teasing seemed good-natured, it was still a lot to be made the center of attention like this. Definitely outside of my usual comfort zone. 

I wasn’t sure if Kai realized that, or if he was just playing up his new-found role of “perfect son-in-law candidate,” but he rescued me either way. 

“Looks like you need a fresh drink, sir.” He held out his hand for Chuck’s glass. “Can I get you a refill? Marcie?” 

“Keep this up, young man, and you’ll be coming home in our suitcase whether you like it or not,” Chuck warned, laughing. 

Kai took the glass, then deftly handed me his own so that he was free to grab Marcie’s as well. 

“Tate, you want to give me a hand with these?” he asked, giving me a knowing look. 

Yeah, I decided, this was definitely an intentional rescue mission. 

“Well he seems like a character,” he said, tone loaded, as soon as we were away from eavesdropping. 

I snorted. “You could say that. I suppose every industry has its blowhards, you just met one of ours.”

“Still,” Kai said, setting the empty glasses down on the bar and looking around to try to catch a bartender’s eye, “he took the whole ‘date’ thing much better than I expected him to.” 

I had to give Chuck some credit for that. His reaction could’ve been a whole lot worse. 

“Yeah, true. Though I’m going to have to keep an extra-close eye on you, to make sure he doesn’t kidnap you. Chuck clearly sees you as prime son-in-law material.” 

Kai laughed. “I feel a bit sorry for his son, frankly.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I dunno, sounds like he’s having no shortage of fun with those go-go boys.”

“You have a point,” Kai said, winking. “But you can keep that eye on me all the same, I like it when you watch me.” 

Flashback to the hotel room, and watching his fingers push between his cheeks as he jerked frantically on the bed. Making me blush just in time for the bartender to arrive, of course. Honestly, it was like he planned these things intentionally. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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We’d returned with drinks, made our excuses, and - after another round of hand-crushing - entertained ourselves people-watching until it seemed like an acceptable time to leave. Walking back to the room from the elevator, something dawned on me. 

“You know this is the first time we’ll have actually slept together,” I pointed out when the bedroom door closed behind us. 

Kai turned to smile at me. “Do you snore?” he teased. 

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Do you have violent night terrors?” 

He made a thoughtful face. “Not in a while. You’ll know it’s happening if I start kicking you relentlessly while screaming.”

I snorted. “Yes, that ought to give it away.”

Kai stepped closer, slipping an arm around my waist and pulling me in to him. “Are you beginning to regret not asking for the room with the twin beds?”

Carefully, I traced the pad of my thumb across his cheekbone. “Maybe adjoining rooms, we wouldn’t want it to look scandalous.”

He nodded, then dipped his head in close until his lips just brushed against mine. Instinctively I found myself leaning into him, trying to follow his mouth with my own. 

Strong fingers, kneading up my spine. My body shuddered, as Kai’s hands slipped down from my shoulder-blades to the small of my back, then worked their way up again. “You only have to do that for two hours more,” I told him, my eyes closed. Heard him chuckle. 

“Are you tired?” he purred next to my ear. I felt his smile twist, at my grunted yes. “Has it been a terribly long day for you?” 

I made a breathy uh-huh noise in my throat, too caught up in the sensations of his impromptu massage to find real words. 

Only to be jolted out of it rudely by a slap on my ass. 

“In that case you should brush your teeth, then, so we can go to bed.” 

I flinched away, feeling outraged; glared at the look of amusement on his grinning face. 

“I don’t know if this is what they taught you at military boot-camp, but out here in the real world it would be considered kinda rude,” I scolded, as I pushed past him and into the bathroom. 

“I didn’t go to military boot-camp,” he replied, volume increasing as I closed the door in his face. 

“Well you should have!” I shouted back, pointedly. Then grumbled to myself over the sound of him laughing.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed when I opened the door again, stripped down to his briefs. Black against his tan. I’d been ready to continue our playful bickering, but the sight of him undressed pushed any thought of that out of my mind. 

“That was quick,” he observed. 

I shrugged in reply. “I’ve brushed my teeth before, this wasn’t my first time.”

Kai grinned. “Such wisdom and experience.”

I gave him a big, toothy smile. “Yeah,” I added, “I’m kinda a big deal when it comes to mouth stuff.”

His grin became a smirk. “That’s one of the things I like about you.” 

Shaking my head in mock-dismay, I started to pull off my tie and unbutton my shirt. I could see Kai watching me in the mirror.

“Aren’t you going to brush your teeth, then?” 

He shrugged. “The view is better here.”

I pushed the shirt down my shoulders and pulled it off, then began unbuckling my belt. “The view in here will very soon be one of me in bed. Which you’d be very welcome to join, if only you weren’t procrastinating right now.”

Sighing, he pushed himself up. “Fine, fine. But try not to fall asleep before I’m out, okay?”

Pointedly, I glanced at my watch. “It’s a ticking countdown,” I warned. Then laughed as he dashed into the bathroom.

We’d joked about it, but the thought of actually sleeping in the same bed as Kai - falling asleep, not sleeping together - felt like a milestone. It’d been a good while since I’d been bedmates with another guy, and frankly that hadn’t been the most comfortable of situations as things with my ex deteriorated. Toward the end of the relationship I’d usually finish up the inevitable bottle of wine and then be asleep by ten, eleven at the latest. He’d half-wake me as he crawled in at two or three in the morning, and then I’d be out to work before his alarm went off the next day. 

It was a routine, but one that seemed more about making sharing a bedroom manageable when it was with someone you didn’t particularly look forward to seeing any more. Kai wasn’t my ex, of course, but just the idea of having someone else alongside me was making my palms itch. 

Then there were the practical considerations. Which side of the bed did he prefer to sleep on, for a start? Hanging my pants over the back of a chair, I decided I’d just take the side I usually would have, and rely on the fact that Kai was probably too nice to actually say anything about it. 

“You’re still awake,” he observed when he clicked off the bathroom light a few minutes later. 

I looked up from my phone. “Forced myself, just to be polite,” I told him. 

He smiled. “You’re the perfect gentleman.”

Laughing, I raised an eyebrow. “I think if we asked Chuck, he’d say that was you, not me.”

Kai gave an exaggerated grimace. “Do we have to talk about Chuck while we’re in bed?” 

I looked pointedly at the empty spot alongside me. “Well, if we’re being precise, only one of us is in the bed right now.”

“True, true,” he conceded, then pushed his briefs down his legs and slipped under the covers. “Better?”

His hands eased their way over my chest, then down my stomach. Came to a halt at the waistband of my boxer-briefs. 

“Tate, why do you have underwear on?”

I shrugged, or at least as best I could while lying down. “I didn’t want to seem presumptuous,” I explained. 

Kai covered his eyes with his hand. “Presumptuous? You fed me your load on this exact bed this afternoon. I think we’re probably past it being ‘presumptuous’ for you to sleep naked next to me.”

I giggled. “So I didn’t need to bring my Bugs Bunny pajamas, either?” 

He dug his fingers under the waistband of my boxers and tugged them down my legs. “At this point, I honestly wouldn’t put it past you to have a pair.” He waited for me to pull my knees up, so he could slip the fabric over my feet. “Ugh, there, much better.”

My underwear landed in an unceremonious heap somewhere in the corner of the room. 

“You’ll have to remember those later,” I told him, “else you owe me a new pair.”

He snorted. “You can have a pair of mine. I’ll fill the front up with precum and everything.”

“Gross,” I replied, but my dick gave a little lurch at the thought of it all the same. 

He eased one strong arm around my shoulders, and before I realized what was happening he was drawing me in against him. It was not an unpleasant sensation. 

“So was having me along tonight as terrible as you expected it to be?” Kai asked, voice quieter.

I traced tiny circles with my fingertips on his chest. “No, not at all. And I never said it would be terrible to have you there. I was worried you’d be bored, is all.”

“So conscientious,” Kai observed. 

“Positively saintly,” I replied, mock-serious. 

His hand gently stroked my shoulder as we lay in silence for a while. Then, out of the blue: “Have we been dating?” 

I blinked. “I mean,” I started, then paused. “Well. You told people we were. This evening, I mean.”

Another silence. “Sure, but that was for then, and this is now, just between the two of us. We never discussed it before, I know. I just don’t know how you see this, and I’m... curious.”

‘Curious’ was a loaded word. It hadn’t escaped me that Kai hadn’t said exactly how he saw us together. Yes, he’d told the people at the gala tonight one thing, but he’d also just made clear that was very much a situation-specific answer. For all I knew now, the reality in his mind was entirely different.

There was a part of me that felt like it wasn’t up to me to decide, anyway. As though, through some unwritten rule of the game we were playing, he was the hotter, younger, generally more appealing one of the two of us. That, in turn, left it down to him to decide just how serious all this was. What sort of name it was allowed to take. 

I knew if I tried to explain that to him, though, Kai would just call it stupid and needlessly self-deprecating, and it wouldn’t get me any closer to an answer. That was a problem, because right now an answer was something I didn’t have. Nothing more, at least, than a gut feeling. 

It was fun being with him. The sex was incredible, yes, but it was more than that. Kai could be serious when he needed to be, and playful at other times, and he could make me laugh just as enthusiastically as he could make me cum. 

That was great, but it was also terrifying. I knew from cold, painful experience what it was like to give in to soft and tender feelings for someone else. To trust them, and come to rely on them in your life; then to realize that they were probably never the person your brain saw them as. And then, even though you were fully aware they weren’t perfect and that they couldn’t ever be, suddenly they were taken away from you. 

A sense of loss, one that’s just as much for the fantasy that took root as the real, flesh and blood person you were with. I couldn’t argue with the fact that breaking up with my ex had been a good thing overall, but I wasn’t under any illusion that rushing back into that situation would be any more preferable. No matter how tempting it might be to trust Kai and take everything that was said and done at face value. 

“This wasn’t meant to be a rocket science sort of question,” he said, interrupting my thoughts. “It didn’t need a PowerPoint.”

I smiled, small and tight, as I let my fingers drift through the tangles of his hair. “Overthinking,” I admitted. 

“I would never have guessed,” he teased. “We don’t have to talk about this stuff, if it makes you uncomfortable. I was just curious, is all.”

The perfect escape route, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to take it. Doing so would’ve seemed unfair. 

“I’m not trying to be intentionally evasive,” I told him, “I promise I’m not. And you’re right, talking about all this does make me feel uncomfortable, but I’m not saying that means we shouldn’t ever talk about it.”

Kai lifted his head to look across me, at the clock on the nightstand. “What time is your first session tomorrow?” he asked. 

I grimaced. “Nine. They’d better have a lot of coffee.”

He settled back down next to me. “Then how about we table this whole topic until later - a soon-later, not a much-later-later - so you can get some sleep, and I can dream about the waffles I’m going to order from room service while you’re in a presentation.”

“Hey,” I protested, nudging him in the ribs. 

Kai laughed. “I’m here for the dick and the in-room dining, I’m sorry if that wasn’t clear,” he joked, then rolled to the side to click off the light. 

“Well, shit,” I told the darkened room. “Now I want waffles.”
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It should’ve been easy, slipping back into work mode without Kai at my side. For all I’d griped about the early session, the topic itself was actually pretty interesting. Better still, they’d had row upon row of coffee urns lined up outside. Only mini-pastries rather than waffles, sadly, but I was trying not to be too disappointed.

My brain, though, was snagged on the idea of the guy waiting in our room. Still sleeping when I left, quietly pulling the door closed behind me. I’d considered leaving a note, but it seemed a little ridiculous given he knew exactly where I’d be. 

What I had no desire to do was spend the morning churning through all the same material I’d become preoccupied with the night before. Thoughts that had kept me from sleeping in anything bar fits and starts until the early hours. The part of me which called itself rational was pleading caution and restraint. I knew, though, that was as much fueled by fear after what had happened with my ex, as it was a level-headed perspective on the current situation. 

Emotionally, the idea of opening up and giving in to... well, whatever was going to happen if I opened up and gave in, was also sounding both appealing and reasonable. Hamstrung, mainly, by the fact that I wasn’t entirely sure what was on offer to give in to. 

Even just the logistics of it all were a dark cloud looming above us. Kai was home for the summer, but at some point his classes would start up again and he’d have to go back to school. The convenience of being next-door to each other would suddenly be off the table. It wasn’t exactly long distance - a couple of hours drive rather than half the world away - but it was a hurdle nonetheless. 

A hurdle that would be moot, too, if all this was really a summer fling - spicy, and fun, and with a ticking clock that enabled that very thrill - and not destined for anything more. 

Part of me wanted to just ask that outright, and get at least one known quantity marked in the ground. The answer might be difficult to hear, but it would make each decision that came after it a lot easier. Problem was, I wasn’t sure if Kai had that answer yet, or if he’d think I was ready - or even wanted - to hear it, if he did. 

Or, alternatively, that he’d have assumed all along that I’d felt the same way: that this was always meant to be fun with a deadline inked upon it. 

I sighed, and then grimaced apologetically at the woman in front of me who half-turned in reproach at the noise. Clearly someone needed more coffee in their morning. 

Not something which could be said about me, I realized, as three large cups suddenly made their presence known. As quietly as I could, I set down the tablet I’d been making notes on and slid to the end of the row.

The hall’s door was mercifully well-oiled and didn’t creak embarrassingly as I left; better still, there was a restroom just across the corridor. As I hurried over, I noticed the coffee station was still set up - albeit down to just a couple of urns now - and made a mental-note for when I was done. Something told me this would be a four-cup morning, at the very least.

There were two other guys in the bathroom; I recognized one from Chuck’s group of hangers-on at the gala, though I couldn’t remember his name. Nodded at him in wordless greeting, as I took the far urinal down from him. God, it felt good to pee. 

“Looks like you’ve got yourself pretty well set up there, buddy.” 

Hearing him speak made me jolt in surprise. “Sorry?” I asked, confused. Talking with random guys in the restroom doesn’t usually happen, something I was totally fine with being the case. 

He chuckled. “That hot piece of ass you brought along last night. I’m not gay, but jeez, even I can see you scored well with that one.”

I turned back to the wall. “Oh, right.” The topic of conversation was about as uncomfortable as the location. 

I heard him zip up, and then the sink running. “I mean, fuck. What is he, 23? 24 at most? I bet it’s the same as the girls, they’re just horny little bunnies at that age, right? Yeah, you’ve got yourself a sweet thing set up, that’s for sure.”

I’d finished, but I was standing there still in the hope that he’d dry his hands and leave. No such luck. Inwardly sighing, I zipped my fly and crossed over to the sink. 

“Man, I’m surprised you even bothered coming down this morning,” he continued. “Not sure why you’d leave some hot twenty-something ass all alone.”

He winked at me in the mirror; I grit my teeth. 

“So it was you, with that kid?” The other man, the one I didn’t recognize, was slowly drying his hands. Looking at me over the rim of his glasses, with an expression that wasn’t quite curiosity.

I felt my face flush. “Yes. I mean, no. He’s not a kid.”

The way his eyes tracked over me, assessing, left my skin prickling.

“Still.” He made a face, a flavor of disapproval I could remember from childhood. “It feels a little... cheap. Bringing someone like that along for a work event.”

I wanted to ask what ‘someone like that’ meant, but I didn’t get a chance. Distracted by an arm flung around my shoulders, as the first guy leaned in.

“Come on, man, you’re telling me you’ve not thought about trading in the wife for a younger model?”

If he noticed the temperature in the room dropping by handfuls of degrees, he didn’t seem to think it worth remarking on.

“My wife and I have been married almost thirty-five years,” the older man said, voice clipped. He cast a sidelong glance at me. “We have children who must be the same age as your... friend.”

A laugh, from my other side. “Sure, and I bet your kids wouldn’t argue with some sugar daddy action to pass the time, yeah?” He nudged me in the ribs.

“It’s not just sex,” I protested. Hated myself at the same time, for even bothering to engage with him. 

“Right, right. But no strings, nothing serious. Nobody complaining about the fact you’ve got nothing in common, and nobody saying you’ve got to put a ring on it if you want some goddamn head in the morning, yeah? 

His crude smirk on my left, and radiating disapproval on the right. Any response I could make felt like threading an impossible needle. “I should... get back.”

A big belly-laugh at that; I realized, a split-second too late, that he probably thought I meant to Tate, not to the presentation. Before he could settle down and respond, I dumped my handful of paper towels in the trash and slipped out of the door. 

Part of me wanted to just leave, to skulk off somewhere quiet where I could simply avoid anybody. I’d left my bag in the conference hall, though, and my tablet, and that meant I needed to pick them up and - if I was really going to escape - make a second, all the more conspicuous exit. Something that seemed needlessly rude. 

Instead I crept back to my seat, but my heart wasn’t in the rest of the presentation. My brain replaying the conversation; the clear suggestion that nothing between someone like Kai and someone like me could ever amount to more than a convenient fuck. 

I gave up trying to force myself to take notes, and pulled out my phone instead. 

“How were the pancakes?” I sent. A minute or so of nothing, and then the blinking dots of Kai typing.

“Waffles. And they were good. If anyone asks, the syrup stains were already on the bedspread.”

I shook my head, fighting the urge to laugh. With the way the morning was going, there was every chance it could end up in hysteria. 

“I’m sure housekeeping can handle it,” I sent back. “Are you going to leave the room at some point so they can come in?” 

A picture in reply this time; I quickly shaded the screen with my hand, just in case someone around me might be glancing over at the conversation. Probably wise, too: Kai had responded with a photo of himself in his swim trunks, taken full-length in the mirror. Shimmering red fabric, hugging his hips. I realized I was chewing my lip.

“I hope that means you’re going to the pool, because otherwise housekeeping is going to be really confused.”

“Heh, yeah, that was the plan,” he confirmed. “You’re welcome to join me?”

I glanced down the list of sessions I’d decided would be politically-inexpedient, at work, were I to come all this way and not attend them. It wasn’t a long list, but it was a fairly spread-out one. Certainly, I couldn’t just escape for the whole afternoon.

“I could come have lunch with you?” I suggested. The row of happy emojis Kai sent back showed me he approved.
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Chapter Eighteen
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By lunchtime, though, I was wishing I’d just gone back to bed. The presentations weren’t dull, just long, and I wasn’t really in the right frame of mind to make the most of them. On the few occasions I managed to at least start to concentrate, the thought of Kai in his trunks distracted me. When they finally applauded the last speakers off the stage, I practically bolted to the door. 

As I got to the pool area, I was all but convinced that Kai had the right idea. Two pools, in fact, surrounded by palm trees, tables, and loungers. Clearly this was where the “plus one” crowd hung out while us suckers were in sessions, given the number of occupied chairs and the amount of people either swimming or just floating in the water. It was barely noon, but that hadn’t dissuaded a number of them from consulting the cocktail menu.

I glanced around, then saw Kai sitting with his back to me at a table across the room. The wide set of his shoulders unmistakable. Picking my way through to him, I saw that his hair was wet and messy, evidence that he had indeed been swimming. 

Pulling up behind him, I rested my hands on his shoulders. Chuckled as I felt him jolt a little in surprise; smiled when he craned his head around and saw it was me.

“It looks like your morning was more fun than mine,” I observed. 

Kai grinned. “I’m happy with our division of labor, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Settling down in the seat opposite, I stretched my arms up over my head and groaned. “How can sitting in a room, listening and pretending to take notes be so exhausting.”

“Are you sure you can’t skip out on this afternoon and spend it with me, instead?” The look of eager hopefulness on his face was adorable. 

“I really can’t,” I protested, weakly. “I’m already planning to do the bare minimum as it is.”

He sighed. “Isn’t there, like, a friend you can just ask for the notes afterwards?”

I rolled my eyes. “This isn’t high school. And anyway, I’ll have you know I never did that.”

“Well, weren’t you a good boy. I did do that, and now they’re going to let this mediocre student be a doctor.” He smirked at me. “Eventually.”

“Remind me to never come see you if I’m feeling sick,” I teased in return. 

His expression turned lascivious. “Oh please, like my hands haven’t always made you feel better.” 

I nodded, conceding the point. 

“Well,” he continued, “if you change your mind - or if you can just stick around for a while now - I brought your stuff down with me.”

Suddenly the idea of being enveloped in cool, crisp water sounded like the only thing I wanted to do in the world. 

Unlocking my phone, I checked the calendar of sessions for the afternoon. Depending on how short I was willing to cut lunch, I could probably fit in a swim. 

“Do you mind waiting to eat?” I asked Kai. 

His face lit up. “No, if it means you can come in the pool with me now!”

I smiled back at him; his enthusiasm was contagious. “Okay, where do I change?” 

He pointed across the patio, then tossed me one of the hotel dry cleaning bags. “You’ll need this, though.”

“Oh, so I can’t just wear these?” I replied, sarcastically, gesturing down at what I was wearing. 

Kai stuck out his tongue. “Sure you can. But you’re gonna make weird squelching noises all through the afternoon sessions, and the smell of chlorine might put people off sitting near you.”

“So you’re saying there’s good and bad, then,” I mused. 

“Stop procrastinating and get changed!” he demanded. 

I raised my hands in defeat and headed off to the locker room. 
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For some reason I’d expected to find my old running shorts in the bag. Indeed, I’d packed them in my suitcase, with the express intention of wearing them to the pool here. Clearly Kai had decided otherwise, since he’d brought the much tighter, much more revealing gray suit that I’d bought at his instruction. 

I grit my teeth. On the one hand, I really, really wanted to get in that pool. Just accepting it was going to happen had seen some of the morning’s stress melt out of my shoulders; the idea of changing my mind and not getting to float in the water without a care in the world - okay, for thirty minutes at most, but that was still better than nothing - was suddenly heartbreaking. 

At the same time, this would be the first time anyone other than Kai had seen me wearing something so... skimpy. I’d just about got used to him watching me when I was in it, and even then whatever degree of comfort I felt was more about enjoying his inexplicable but still obvious attraction, than it was feeling relaxed in my own skin. And there was a lot of skin on show. 

In the end, the need to wash away the morning - and that creepy conversation in the restroom - won out. Quickly I stripped out of my shirt and pulled off my pants, folding them as neatly as I could and then putting them into one of the empty lockers. Pushed down my boxer-briefs next, and then, before I could second-guess the decision, stepped into the swim trunks. 

Like always, I was struck by their clinging softness. Somehow silkier than silk, even. Glancing to the side, I found myself in profile in a full-length mirror. Instantly looked away, only for my eyes to be tugged back across. 

I was no Kai. That part really didn’t need to be acknowledged, but I couldn’t stop my treacherous brain from making comparisons, even if it knew I’d always come out in distant second place. A placement I’d still only earn because there were just two competitors. 

All the same, I clenched my stomach and tried to puff my chest out, and pretend that what I was seeing wasn’t making my eyes itch with discomfort. Attempted to look at myself with what I imagined was Kai’s gaze, when he looked at me. 

Even with my glass-half-empty perspective, I could see that I looked better than I did a couple of months ago. No model, sure, but in the hands of my relentless swimming instructor I had at least toned up some. Though I hadn’t been fat after the breakup, the most generous way to describe me would’ve still been “undefined.” 

Now though, I had actual visible shape to my arms. Not bulging muscle, but I didn’t look like a collection of generic shop mannequin parts that had been jumbled together, either. I was considering that a win. 

I chuckled at the thought, then self-consciously looked around to see if there was anyone to hear me. Thankfully not. Twisting the key in the locker and snapping its tethering rubber band around my wrist, I took a deep breath and padded barefoot to the door. 

It was no busier outside, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that people were quietly watching - and judging - me. Wondering who the asshole in the trunks was, and who he thought he was, wearing something so revealing. My jaw was starting to clench, and the urge to turn right back around to get changed again was close to overwhelming. 

“Are you gonna stand there or are you coming in?” 

I turned in the direction of Kai’s voice; found him looking up at me, grinning, from the pool. Arms crossed on the edge. I tried to focus on his face and nothing else around me, to let the projected doubt and negativity fade as much as it could. That’d always felt like an unreachable theory, before, but somehow Kai’s smile made it easier to believe in.

Quickly I crossed over to the water, and lowered myself in. This didn’t seem like the “big splashy jump” sort of place. 

Kai let himself drift away from the side, gently bobbing in place in front of me. “Nice, right?” 

Slowly kicking my legs, I ran my hands through my hair and nodded. “Really nice,” I conceded. 

His face lit up in a smile. “Excellent. Maybe those all-important sessions this afternoon don’t seem quite so important now...”

I rolled my eyes at him. “You don’t give up, do you.” 

Kai shrugged, or at least tried to while floating. “If it’s wrong to want to keep you here, all wet and slippery, then I don’t want to be right.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Which reminds me, what happened to my shorts?”

“I checked your deck, thinking you might’ve forgotten your suit, and sure enough you had. Accidentally, I’ve no doubt.”

“Very helpful of you,” I observed, dryly.

“Hey, I like seeing you in the gray ones,” he said, with a smirk. 

It was tough to be too frustrated with him, when he was being so flattering. I decided to cut my losses. “Fine. But don’t get any ideas about doing actual laps. This is purely for relaxation, okay?”

Kai rubbed a wet hand across his face. “Sure, fine, whatever you say. I won’t push my luck.”

True to his word, he didn’t. Instead we drifted on our backs for a while, interrupted by an impromptu game of tag when he splashed me and I retaliated, before finding ourselves braced on the edge of the pool on the far side from the restaurant. Maybe it was the lunch rush, but it seemed like most people were more interested in eating than they were swimming. Aside from the two of us, there were only a small handful of other people actually in the water now. 

“I was thinking about last night,” Kai said, suddenly, breaking into the companionable silence. “I know we said we’d table the whole ‘what exactly is this’ conversation for a while, but I feel like there’s probably never going to be an actual chunk of time with nothing else to think about. Maybe we just try to figure it out piecemeal, and live with whatever discomfort might come with stretching the whole thing out.”

I thought for a moment. “So, like, slowly tugging off the sticking plaster over an extended and probably excruciating period of time?”

Kai laughed. “Better than leaving it on forever, and never seeing what’s underneath, though, right?” 

Grudgingly, I had to concede that he might have a point. 

He gave me a slightly pitying look. “Do you want me to go first?” 

I gnawed on my lip, then nodded. Ashamed at myself for my cowardice.

Kai nodded, like my reticence came as no sort of surprise. “Well, first off, I’ve really enjoyed being with you, and I’m glad I almost gave you a coronary from shock that day we first met.” 

Despite my ominous feelings about the topic at hand, I had to chuckle at the memory. Back then it seemed like I was very much caught up in my own little bubble of introspection; having Kai puncture it really had been a surprise.

“Anyway, since then the sex has been really great. Like, really, really great.” 

I glanced at him, to find he was already giving me a salacious side-eye. Grinning, I gestured at him to continue. 

“But it’s also been good to get to know you,” he added. “I mean, I wasn’t expecting or intending to meet someone on my break.”

“You just wanted a pool, yeah?” I teased.

“A pool and a dick, please,” he corrected. 

I shook my head in mock-dismay. 

“But yeah, that wasn’t the plan. And now I can’t help but feel a little nervous because, well... the break is almost over.”

It felt like a cold hand, fingers of ice, closed around my guts and squeezed. Draining all the sensation from me, and leaving me feeling heavy as stone. Instinctively I tightened my grip on the side of the pool, suddenly afraid that if I didn’t hold on I’d sink, straight down and fast, to the very bottom. 

Of course, he’d have thought about it. Had the calendar pages flipping in the back of his mind while we were together, counting down until the day he went back to his normal life. Hurriedly, I tried to rewind back through my memories of the time we’d spent together; not the sex, but those moments in-between. The times I might’ve led him to think I expected more, or was getting too attached, too needy. The times that would be making him nervous now, fearing I’d make a scene as he said goodbye. 

“You don’t have to worry,” I blurted out, before he could continue. My voice a little louder than I intended, trying to steady my anxiety with sheer volume. Thinking that, despite all he’d said, maybe I could just tear off that sticking plaster and make it so much easier for the both of us. 

His gaze on me had a weight of its own. “I don’t... I don’t understand what you mean,” he said, eventually. 

My smile felt tight. Brittle. “I’m just saying, we both know the score. School is starting back up and this was the summer thing. But...” I took a deep breath; forced myself to turn to him and fix something I hoped looked like a placid expression onto my face. “But we both knew this wouldn’t be forever, right?”

It was difficult, almost impossible even, to keep the smile in place under the intensity of his stare. I could feel the muscles at the corners of my mouth twitching.

“I... I mean, if that’s...” Kai paused. “Okay.”

He looked away, then, and for a while we just bobbed alongside each other in the water. The sounds of the lunch crowd beginning to thin out now, as people went back to the rest of their day. The time for fun over; the real-world unavoidable. 

I looked up at the oversized clock on the wall. It was closer to the next session than I’d thought. 

“I need to go back,” I told him, glancing around us for the closest ladder. He made to move, but I stopped him with a hand on his forearm. “It’s okay, water-baby. You can stay in.”

It was hard to look him in the eye, what with the feelings boiling inside of me. Emotions of an intensity I wasn’t prepared for. 

Kai nodded, slowly. “Sure, Tate. Okay.” 

Every time I tried to look at his face directly, the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach made me turn away. I couldn’t handle him trying to say something comforting. 

Instead I kicked away, over to the ladder, and pulled myself out of the water. Waved at him, and got a small wave in return. Then tried not to turn back as I walked over to the locker room. 
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Chapter Nineteen
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My hair had still been damp as I took a seat in the back of the hall, but I had plenty of time to feel it slowly drying over the course of two, three, and then four interminable presentations. My notes little more than the titles of the session and then a few abortive sentences. Only the fear of having to awkwardly explain at the office kept me from ditching, that and not knowing how things would be with Kai when I got back to the room. 

Finally, though, that time could no longer be avoided. As I slowly walked down the corridor from the elevator, I tried to steel myself inside. String my jumbled thoughts together, into something I could cling to.

It had been a summer fling. The sex had been great. I’d had a chance to be with a guy far, far out of my league. Nothing like that lasts forever. And, maybe most important, for the love of all that’s good and holy, Tate, don’t be a fucking downer about this for the rest of the trip.

A deep breath, as I slid my keycard into the lock and pushed open the door. Kai was on the sofa by the window, flicking at his phone; he looked up, with a tentative half-smile as I stepped inside and dropped my bag. 

“Hey,” he said, voice low. 

I forced myself to give him as broad a smile as I could manage. “Hey to you, too,” I heard myself say. Corny, but better than nothing. “How was your afternoon?”

He stretched his legs out, dropping his phone on the coffee table and running his fingers through his hair. I allowed myself a moment to notice the way his t-shirt rode up as he did it, the firm contours of his stomach exposed where his waist narrowed, teasingly, into his jeans.

“Pretty okay,” he replied. “Swam some more. They have a gym, so I went there for a bit. Then I took a walk before coming back here.”

I turned to my suitcase, picking through for something more casual to wear. “I’m sorry if you were bored.” 

“Nah,” Kai said “it was good to have some time away. A change of scenery, y’know, and time to just think.”

Never before had I so wanted a machine that could read minds. 

“I’m gonna shower,” I told him, “and then, well, I don’t know if you’re getting hungry?”

He nodded. “Sure, that sounds good.”

Bathroom door closed behind me, I gripped the edge of the sink with both hands. Jaw clenched and eyes squeezed shut. Silently berated myself for having ever got myself into this situation. For daring to ever stupidly believe that some young guy’s vacation convenience-fuck could ever be something more. 

I’d done exactly what I’d told myself not to do. Caught feelings for someone unobtainable, and turned what was meant to be a fun few months of sex and messing around into yet another opportunity for my stupid brain to sabotage my life. I could feel the groan of frustration at myself churning in my stomach, threatening to whine its way out of me. 

Instead, I forced myself to turn on the shower and peel off the day’s clothes. Step under the thundering water and try to let its white noise drown out the accumulated idiocy in my head. 

By the time the mechanics of the process had lulled me - if not into contentment, then at least composure - I was ready to open the door and face the evening. Not, though, to find Kai standing in front of the mirror, legs bare and his muscled ass filling out a pair of briefs, as he buttoned up a shirt. 

“Hey,” he said, making eye-contact with my reflection. 

I swallowed. Somehow the Kai in my memory didn’t ever manage to live up to the living, breathing, fucking stunning Kai of real life. 

“Hey to you, too,” I replied, then winced at my own, dreary repetition. It was taking everything I had not to walk over, peel down the briefs that were clinging, spray-tight, to his cheeks, and push my face in-between his legs. “What do you want to eat tonight?” 

He shrugged, reaching for his jeans. 

“There’s a bistro place that does burgers and stuff, or a nicer place if you want steak, and I think a Chinese buffet or something like that,” I carried on. Silence still. “Or we could just get room-service, or try to find somewhere outside of the hotel.”

“I’m really fine with anything,” Kai said, noncommittally. 

I fought the urge to grit my teeth. 

“Okay, bistro it is.”
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Chapter Twenty
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It wasn’t a tense meal, or an uncomfortable one, not particularly. More just whatever the best description was for when a relationship - even a casual one - is coming to an end, with no acrimony or barely-simmering fury. I tried to remember entertaining anecdotes from the day’s presentations, a tricky task had I even been paying full attention, while Kai told me about his people-watching. 

It was... nice. Too nice, maybe. Every so often I’d find myself slipping back into thinking of him as something more, allowing myself to entertain the possibility that he was looking beyond a summer fling. And, like picking at a scab, every time I then told myself to stop being so damn naive, only to find myself doing the exact same thing five minutes later. 

Kai was good company, that was the problem. Sure, I’d been drawn to him physically to begin with, but I couldn’t lie to myself that he was hot-but-dumb, or an asshole who happened to be a great fuck. By the time we both said no to dessert, I was cursing my brain and wondering why I couldn’t have just been a hermit like was sensible. 

I wished, so much, that I could’ve seen it all as a sex thing. Just like that guy in the bathroom had assumed: that I’d found some fit young jock for maximum fun with minimal strings. It would’ve made life so much easier, I decided, as I fought the urge to take his hand as we walked back down the corridor to our room. 

I’d only just closed the door when he grabbed my shoulders, turning me forcefully and pushing my back against the wall. His grip on me unrelenting, as he leaned in and kissed me. 

It was hard, and urgent, and hungry. Kai’s mouth against mine with a fierceness I couldn’t remember from him before. Hardly letting up, as his tongue pushed between my lips. 

I reached up, around his back. Felt the muscles clenching as he held me, my fingers kneading into their tight knots. Our hips were jammed together, wedging me in place against the wall; I could feel his cock, thick and hard, a ridge trapped in place by his briefs. 

He pulled his mouth away from mine just far enough to speak. Voice husky and thick with lust. “I’m gonna let you go, but only so you can get on the bed.”

I nodded my compliance, then felt the pressure ease as he leaned back. Less than a half-step, enough only for me to squeeze out and take the few paces to the edge of the mattress. 

He followed, stalking across the room and shedding clothes as he came. Shirt first, a few buttons unfastened and then the whole thing pulled over his head. Jeans next, button and zip tugged down as he kicked off his shoes and stepped out of the denim. 

I bit my lip, mesmerized by the sight of him - intense, focused, with pupils wide as saucers - until he reached me. Hands flat on my chest, pushing me back until I toppled onto the bedspread. 

“I said on the bed,” he told me, not pausing as he crawled on his knees on top of me. Straddling my thighs as he reached down with urgent fingers to pull open my shirt, then swatting away my hands at my fumbling attempts to help. 

My chest bared, he bent down. The softness first, of his tongue across my pectorals, and then the sudden sharpness as his teeth found my nipple. My back arched, Kai’s hands continuing their deft work down as they ran out of shirt buttons and found the fastenings of my jeans. 

I pushed my fingers through his unruly hair, gripped hard enough I knew it would have to hurt him, but he didn’t stop. Just dragged his lips across my torso, teeth finding my other nipple and biting down. Another surge of pain, excruciating and exquisite. 

When he sat up I could only gasp for breath, my chest feeling like it was on fire. Slipping back off the bed, Kai reached down to yank the jeans off my legs, taking shoes and socks with them. I’d been hard since he kissed me, almost since the surprise of his touch when we’d walked in the door, and I felt his eyes on me as I bulged in my boxer-briefs. 

“Roll over,” he instructed, and with a hungry, pleading glance at his cock I complied. Felt, then, his fingers at the waistband of my underwear, pulling down until it was bunched just beneath my ass. 

“Oh, fuck,” I gasped, as he wasted no time in holding my cheeks apart with his thumbs and latching his mouth onto my hole. Squirming as his tongue lapped around me, my hands clawing at the sheets as he worked me over relentlessly. One minute making long, flat strokes down the crack of my ass; the next short, fast licks right across my entrance as I hissed through clenched teeth and tried to grind my cock into the mattress.

Kai was calling the shots, though, holding me in place as I bucked and twisted. I reared back, body acting on raw instinct, when he slid the full length of his finger inside; heard him chuckle as I fucked myself on first one, then two of his digits. His other hand pulling, stretching at my hole, sending jolts of pleasure up my spine. 

When he tugged his fingers out, I mewled at the loss. 

“Stay still,” he demanded, and for a moment I felt his hands leave my flesh. Heard the brief rustle of foil, and then the cool slickness of lube rain down across me. 

A hand then, palm flat on my hip. Pinning me in place like a butterfly on a board, as sly fingers pulled at my cheeks and I felt the blunt head of his cock nudge against me. No words, no warning. Just the sudden pressure and then Kai was inside me, hardly waiting or pausing, the fireworks roiling in me as he sank as deep as he could go. 

It fucked the air out of my lungs, my legs twitching as he held there for a moment. The sense of being stretched, filled, and waiting for what I knew was coming next. That slow, torturous drag as he pulled back from me, just the head left trapped in my tightness, and then another unflinching thrust. His rhythm building and the slap of our flesh. 

When he lay down on top of me, pelvis still pistoning, the heat was like a blanket against my back. Overwhelming my sense of self, of where I stopped and he began; the edges between us blurred as Kai slipped his arm around my neck from behind and locked us together. 

I was trapped now, crushed and euphoric underneath his weight. His forearm tight against my throat and the hot rush of his breath on my ear. Like I was nothing but a hole, a gripping sleeve designed to give his dick pleasure; realized a moment later that I was grunting, a steady “fuck, fuck, fuck” in time with his pounding. 

He bit me again, teeth sinking into the meat of my shoulder, and I groaned and writhed beneath him. Nothing but that pain and the growing itch in my ass as he mauled my nerve-endings.

Relentless with it too, steady as a metronome, ignoring my ragged demands for him to go faster. Each stroke filling me, and only the jerk of his hips to tell me he was nearing his end. 

An echo of me now, his own “fuck, fuck, fuck” as he hissed against my ear. Pressed his forehead to my shoulder-blade, our bodies sweaty and raw. 

Those last, few moments, his body hitting mine like a hammer. The urge to howl as I felt him swell inside me, before he shuddered and came. Gasping with it, and my own cock so hard, so sensitive, it felt as though just the slightest touch would tip me over the edge. 

Frozen, there, for a beat, for two. And then Kai was pulling out of me, turning me; his hand yanking my boxer-briefs down. Precum spattering my stomach as my cock jerked free, so viciously sensitive that I almost smacked him away when he sucked me into his mouth. 

Hips flailing now, as Kai’s fingers gouged into my hole again and his tongue swarmed across my prick. It was that final, extra sensation I’d wanted, needed, but simultaneously too much, too extreme. Driving the climax out of me like an exorcism. 

“Oh, fuck,” I yelped, thighs closing on his head as I levered myself into his throat. Felt him gulp, swallowing as the orgasm wracked me. A climax strong enough to leave bruises. 

“Shit, no,” I grunted, voice hoarse, as I grabbed his wrist to stop him. My body overloaded, like I’d been turned inside-out. 

Kai rolled to the side, breath rasping in his chest. I tried to lift my head to look at him, but my neck was a limp noodle. 

“Holy fuck,” I managed, eventually. Silence, bar his heavy breathing. “That was... fuck.”

“It wasn’t...” he started, then a pause. “I mean, I hope...”

I shook my head; then, realizing he couldn’t see me, gave an exhausted chuckle. “It was good. So good. Just... unexpected.”

I forced myself up, onto my shoulder, so that I could look down at him. Traced across his cheekbones, his heat stark against my fingertips. Across his full lips, his mouth opening to suck in my fingers; slowly massaging them with his tongue. I guessed he could still taste me, sharp and strong.

“Do you think the neighbors heard me?” I asked, laughing. Pulled my fingers free of Kai’s mouth. 

“They probably heard you all the way down in reception,” he teased. 

I shoved him in the shoulder in reproach, then had to laugh along with him. It’d been the sort of orgasm which sweeps through you like a power-washer: blasts every thought, other than being right there in the moment, clean out of your head. I knew it wouldn’t last, that it couldn’t last, but I didn’t care. Just gave in to the present, laying in a strange bedroom with a great guy and coasting on the endorphins. 

“I’ve had fun,” Kai said, eventually. After the laughter had petered out, and we’d laid there for a while in the unexpected comfort of each other’s silence. I wasn’t sure whether he meant right now, the sex, or our trip, or the whole of the summer. Somehow it didn’t seem right to ask. 

“Me too,” I said, instead. Because, really, it didn’t matter what he meant. My answer was the same regardless. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Less than 24 hours later we were in a cab, turning into our street. I had a tablet “full” of underwhelming notes and hastily-downloaded copies of the presentation slides. We’d both slept on the flight, Kai nodding off even before the plane had left the runway. I’d nursed a plastic cup of mediocre Chardonnay and taken the opportunity to watch his sleeping face, until the thrum of the engines lulled me in turn. 

Standing on the sidewalk, our bags at our feet, we stared at each other. It was dark now, the light from the street lamps a dim orange. Night air crisper and cooler than it had been down in the valley.  

It felt like another ending, one I didn’t have a name for. 

“Well,” he said, finally. “I had fun.”

I thought back, to almost the same three words the distance of a flight and a whole bundle of regrets away. There was only one thing I could think to say in reply. 

“Me too,” I told him. “Me too.”
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I’d taken the day off, figuring there was no real point dragging my ass into the office right after a late flight, only to face the weekend straight after. Even after wasting half the morning in bed, though, I was starting to regret the lack of distractions as I wandered aimlessly from the kitchen, through the living room, and out onto the deck. 

There was already a load of clothes in to wash. I had nothing to put in the dishwasher, and a guy came every few weeks to do whatever small maintenance the garden required, so it wasn’t like there was anything to do there, either. I’d thought about rolling back the pool cover and swimming, but just wasn’t in the mood.

Would he want to come use the pool before he left for school again? This was, I’d realized, Kai’s last weekend staying with his parents. I didn’t know about his classes, but he was definitely moving back onto the campus on Monday. Part of me wanted to message him, but at the same time it felt like it would be a step backwards. Neediness, unforgivable after all the resolve I’d managed to muster.

I picked up a book. Put the book down. Scrolled, again, through apps on my phone and then dropped it on the table, exasperated by the world. Pulled open the refrigerator door and stared, torn, at the bottle of wine in there. Then closed the door and forced myself to walk away. 

By the time night crept in, I was a rubber ball of tension and frustration. Bouncing off the walls, the nerves and anxiety oozing out of my pores like sweat. So tightly wound, indeed, that I jumped when I heard my phone chime. 
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“We need to talk.” 

It wasn’t the message I’d been expecting, or indeed one I’d wanted to see. Things between my ex and I had been cordial since the break-up, primarily because we hadn’t really spoken at all. I hadn’t planned an alternative strategy. 

I’d suggested a call, but Alistair wanted to do it in-person. Arrived looking far too healthy and happy for my preference - guilt at such pettiness sweeping through me moments later - and carrying a box of things of mine he had apparently discovered while doing a clear-out. I did my very best to keep a mild smile on my face as he told me about his new boyfriend and how he was moving in, politely deflecting efforts to get me to share details of my own love life. 

Maybe some of the anguish I had unexpectedly felt had made it through to my expression all the same. As we parted ways, he pulled me in for a hug. Awkward, on my part anyway, and honestly unwanted. 

“You should find someone, Tate,” he told me, his hands on my shoulders as he stared at me earnestly. 

I pulled back, bending to heft the cardboard box and wishing there was some way I could click my heels together and disappear or, failing that, have a timely falling house land on him. 

“It’s not good for you to be alone,” he added.

I screwed up my face into what I hoped was bland good-naturedness, told him I would be fine, and clenched my jaw enough to give me a headache. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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I was three drinks in by the time Kai appeared at the patio doors, and pouring my fourth. Set the bottle down, then realized it was almost empty anyway and so brimmed the glass with the dregs. I snagged another from the rack as I walked over to let him in. 

“Evening, neighbor,” he said, softly. 

The look on his face was uncomplicated and unguarded, and I made the effort to smile back at him. The wine made it easier to ignore the knowledge that we’d had our goodbye moment, or at least all the moment the situation was allowed. That to try to eke out something extra would be as greedy as it was foolhardy. 

He nodded back, at the pool. “Coming in?”

I shook my head. “Not right now,” I demurred, pulling out the corkscrew. “But you go ahead.”

He shrugged, the gesture half-hidden by him tugging off his shirt. I took advantage of the opportunity to check out his chest, never less than impressive, and then watched as he pushed down his shorts, too. 

“Busy night?” He looked, pointedly, at the wine glass. 

I felt a twist of annoyance in my stomach. “One of those days.” 

“Aren’t they all,” he countered, archly. As I turned to the bottle he walked out to the pool and slipped into the water. 

Kai swam for maybe thirty minutes. Long, languid strokes taking him back and forth across the pool with a crisp economy of movement that was mesmerizing. I sat on a chair on the deck, glass cradled in both hands, the bottle by my feet. I’d worked my way though maybe half of it by the time he pulled himself out. 

“Seriously, you should come in,” he told me, shaking droplets of water from his hair. 

I jerked back, not wanting to get chlorine in the wine. 

“You can’t just sit there drinking all night.”

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for the advice.”

Kai sighed. “That’s what, the second glass? The third? It’s not good for you, Tate.”

His count was off, by about a bottle, but I wasn’t going to correct him. “I didn’t realize you were checking up on me, doctor.”

He sighed again; looked away into the night. “I don’t need to be a doctor to see that there’s something going on.”

I took a gulp from the glass, then slowly, pointedly topped it up. “What’s going on,” I told him, flatly, “is that I’m a grown-up, who’s allowed to have a fucking drink once in a while.”

Kai sat down on the other deck chair, opposite me. “You say ‘once in a while’ like this is a rare occasion.”

I could feel the frustration bubbling in me, the fizz of light-headedness only magnified by the alcohol. His earnest concern sounded like a criticism. 

“Maybe you should mind your own business,” I countered, voice cold. 

He stared at me for a moment, the silence heavy between us. Some part of my brain was screaming that I was screwing up, that I was taking all this out on the wrong person, but the rest of me - the part that had been looking for a fight all day, heck maybe since the break-up itself - was in no mood to listen. 

“You’re an asshole when you’re drunk,” Kai said, eventually. There was just as much disappointment in his tone as there was anger. 

I grit my teeth. “And you’re a supercilious dick when you’re sober, so maybe you should just go, eh? Wouldn’t want to outstay your welcome.”

I regretted it as soon as the words were out of my mouth. 

Kai looked at me, silent again, for a minute. Then he stood up, his expression sad. 

“I wouldn’t want to do that, Tate, no. Thanks for letting me use your pool.”

I should’ve said something as he walked into the house to pick up his clothes. Should’ve said something as he pulled his shirt on over wet skin, and then walked back out onto the deck. Should’ve said something when he paused, and looked at me, but I was too far gone in my anger, and my bitterness, and my self-loathing to meet his gaze. 

Only heard his sigh, as he walked back through the side gate and was gone. 

I cursed myself, under my breath. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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By all rights I should’ve had the hangover to end all hangovers the next morning, but I didn’t. Just a fog of bleary-eyed misery, as though life had a permanent smear on the lens, and the feeling that I was wading through air that was thick like syrup. 

In a way, a headache would’ve been a nice distraction from the guilt. 

I tried to sleep through the feelings of disappointment in myself. Could only lie there, uncomfortably, in awkward restlessness. Seeing the look of sad resignation on Kai’s face; hearing my own voice telling him he was no longer welcome. 

The sickness rose in my throat by surprise, nausea suddenly blooming as I desperately clawed my way to the bathroom. Heaved over the toilet bowl, until only bile and disgust remained. 

The empty bottle was still where I’d left it on the deck; wine glass toppled over alongside it. I’d not even bothered to shut the patio doors behind me, and the crisp morning air felt like a reproach as I pushed them closed with weak muscles. 

I rinsed my mouth out with water from the faucet, then filled a glass and forced myself to gulp it down. Held onto the edge of the sink as the nausea churned in me again, until the feeling passed. 

Then slumped down on the couch. 

I felt... empty. Hollow. Not just from throwing up, even as my throat felt raw. As though the feelings, the part of Tate that could experience emotion, had been cored out somehow. The room, the whole house feeling like a staged set: artificial and two-dimensional, and me just as lacking in depth, pasted on top and running through the same repetitive motions. 

All I could hear were my words to Kai on a loop. A flash of his face, the expression as he’d heard me, and seen me... maybe seen me for the first time, really. The filter of lust, and romance, and the unusual scraped away, whatever had been left of it after the trip anyway, and now nothing but the man himself remaining. 

A man that had shown himself to be nothing but disappointment. 

I only realized I was crying when my bare arms felt the tears. Rolling, fat and warm, down my cheeks as my vision clouded. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried, and it was maybe the thought of that over anything else which cracked the floodgates and left me sobbing. My body aching even more than when I’d vomited, all the muscles in my stomach jerking like snatched elastic bands. 

I was crying for what had happened with Kai, yes, but for my broken down relationship too. For the things I’d put aside, the possibilities I’d rejected, because I’d thought I had met “the one.” The fact that I was almost forty years old and suddenly floundering in a way I hadn’t experienced since being a teenager, and no better at dealing with that despite the intervening years. 

It was grieving, for a partner and for a new friend, and for a man who had been traveling on autopilot only to plow straight into a road-closed barrier. Crying for the times I’d said “I love you” and the times I hadn’t, and for the times I hadn’t heard it back. Selfish, pitying grief, that left me feeling disgusted at myself even as I wallowed deeper into it. 

I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew it wasn’t this. 

By the time I dragged myself to the shower I felt desiccated. All dried out, of tears, yes, but of emotions too. A hollow, Tate-like shell standing under the water and lacking even the basic motivation to reach for soap or shampoo. 

Eventually I toweled myself off half-heartedly and crawled back into bed. It was fitful sleep, but still better than being conscious. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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I told the office that I had the flu; that I wouldn’t be coming in all week. Staring at the mirror, at sallow skin and eyes sunk in dark circles, the lie almost felt like truth. 

I’d almost exhausted the easy pickings from the kitchen, when what little appetite I had emerged. Knew that, eventually, I’d need to restock the fridge, but couldn’t bring myself to think about it as anything more than a theoretical problem. Most of the days I spent either in bed or, if I’d summoned the motivation to go downstairs, under a blanket on the couch. Sleeping when my body wanted sleep; staring out of the window with unseeing eyes when I was awake. At night the darkness seeped into the house, unrestrained by the lights and lamps I left switched off. 

I thought about him sometimes. About Kai, the way he’d look at you and smile knowingly. How his body looked, in the briefest pause before he arched gracefully into the water. How he’d felt wrapped around me. 

I was all cried out. There was only sorrow left. 

At first I’d found myself staring, hungrily, at my cellphone on the table. Wanting it to light up with a message. After a while, though - wishful thinking resolutely unwilling to manifest as fact - I’d ignored it. Now, I was pretty sure the battery was dead, and had been for some time. 

It was only the guilty thought of some emergency call going unanswered that made me plug it in to charge again. As it glowed back to life, I forced myself to read through the emails and messages filtering through in drips and starts. Mostly junk and a few group mails from work. 

And then one from a name I hadn’t allowed myself to hope I’d see. 

Clumsy fingers tapped the screen, impatiently waited for the text to load. That took longer than actually reading it did. 

“Tate, I hope you’re okay. I don’t like how things ended between us that night. Please, let’s talk.”

Less than twenty words, and yet my heart was hammering in my chest. He’d sent it yesterday, according to the timestamp. 

My fingers hovered over the keyboard. Uncertain what to say, and how to say it. Fearful, too, that his message had all been polite concern: the paternalistic ministrations of a doctor-to-be.  Did he really want me to reply?

I bit my tongue, cursed my overthinking. If ever there was a time to take something at face value, this was it. If ever there was a moment to deny the paranoia, it was today. 

Less thinking, Tate, more typing. 

“I’m really sorry. I didn’t charge my phone. And for how I behaved, too. Do you want to come over sometime, maybe?”

I hit send before the second-guessing could start. Set the phone down on the table, feeling some weird mixture of relief and absolute horror, and then jolted as it buzzed with a new message. 

“I’ll come over now.” 

Shit. Shit, shit, shit. 

He was meant to be back at school.

I looked around the room. It resembled a badly managed youth hostel, the kitchen a particular eyesore. Of course, I realized, that was nowhere near my most significant problem. I hadn’t so much as glanced at myself in a mirror for the past few days, so I could only imagine how much of a mess I was now. 

“Give me 15 to shower, okay?” I hurriedly tapped out in reply. Paused only long enough to see his “ok” in response before rushing to the bathroom. 

It was like the Tate staring back at me from the mirror was from some shadow world. The grimy, unpalatable version of the person I usually would be. He looked tired, and overwhelmed, and definitely not suitable for public consumption. 

I dragged a razor across my face, then threw myself into the shower. No time to dawdle over thoughts of the last time Kai and I had been in there together. In maybe two minutes flat I was scrubbing myself with a towel and trying to find clean clothes among the pile of laundry I hadn’t bothered to put in the machine. 

T-shirt. Jeans. Not exactly an outfit likely to win any sartorial contest, but at least they didn’t smell of stale coffee or have the creases of several days’ wear. Glanced at the clock to see I still had a couple of minutes to get the house in order.

I saw him as I rounded the corner from the stairs, his back at least. Sitting on the edge of a lounger out on the deck, staring down at the cityscape as he waited. 

I watched him for a moment, eyes reminding themselves of the shape of his back, the contours of his shoulders. Realized I was clenching my fists at my sides from nerves and anxiety; forced myself to take a few deep breaths before stepping to the door. 

“Hey,” I said, sliding it open. 

Kai turned to look up at me, an expression I couldn’t quite decode on his face. I fought the urge to look away. 

“Hey,” he said, eventually. He sounded... wary, maybe. 

“It’s kinda messy inside,” I started to explain, only for him to interrupt me. 

“I’m not here to judge your housekeeping skills, Tate.”

I tried my best to hide my wince. The thought of being “judged” by any metric left me feeling uncomfortable. 

“Okay,” I conceded, “do you want coffee?”

Kai stood up, brushing his hands down his jeans. “Sure.”

“It’ll have to be black,” I remembered. “The cream has expired.”

He shrugged, clearly waiting for me to stop blocking the door. 

I bit my lip and led him into the kitchen. 

“Sorry about the state of things,” I apologized again, giving a half-hearted gesture intended to encompass the whole room and, quite probably, myself as well. 

Kai glanced around. “I see you decided to redecorate with a college dorm theme.” 

I chuckled, awkwardly, as I heaped coffee into the machine and filled the water tank. 

“Something like that,” I conceded. “The past few days have been... challenging.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him as I said it. 

Silence, then. Only the hissing and gurgles of boiling water to break it. I reached deep into the cabinet to pull out a couple of clean mugs, and then stood awkwardly waiting for the carafe to fill. 

“Tate,” Kai said, eventually. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, wanting him here but at the same time not wanting to listen, to have to have the conversation I knew was inevitable. 

“Is it good to be back?” I asked him, instead. He’d have caught up with his friends, now, would be getting used to his new schedule. Normalcy once more.

A pause. “Kinda,” he answered, finally. 

For a moment, I thought one word was all I’d get. 

“I mean, it can be frustrating and a pain in the ass,” he concluded, after a moment, “but it’ll all be worth it in the end, right?”

I treated his question as rhetorical, not sure how to even begin to answer it. A little apathy before the hard work struck up again was understandable, despite the whole medical school thing having started out much more a dream of his father’s, than of Kai’s himself. Even if now it felt like he’d finally begun to find a groove of his own to fit into.

I poured the coffee; took a gulp from my mug, then another. As if familiar motions could save me, even if my movements were jerky.

“Who knows,” I told him, “you might meet someone.” Hated the words as soon as they came out of my mouth; felt their weirdness hanging in the air between us like a haze of mosquitos. The room thick with them, and with tension; something to push through, as I walked outside.

Kai sat down, on the lounger opposite me. Frustration in the set of his shoulders. 

“I don’t get why you’d say that,” he replied, finally. There was a little heat in his tone, yes, but mostly Kai just sounded tired. Forlorn, even, as he looked away from me, out across the valley.

“I just...” I started, then trailed off. It was the classic ‘bad topic you know you shouldn’t bring up’ that I couldn’t help but, well, bring up. 

Silence again.

When he spoke, his voice was low. Hollow. None of the sparkle, the energy I’d come to associate with him. 

“I get that this had to be a temporary thing, but I kinda resent the idea that I’m just going to ricochet from one warm body to the next.”

I had to play it over in my head a few times before I could understand it. Even then, I was struggling. 

“I’m sorry if I made it feel like I wanted more,” I said, eventually. Could hear, even as I said it, how mediocre it sounded. Not so much an apology as the wheedling excuse even a child would’ve been embarrassed to give.

He turned to me, his expression incredulous. “Tate. Literally nothing you’ve said, or done, has made it sound like you’ve wanted this to be anything more serious than us fucking, sometimes.”

I could feel my uncertainty, my frustration, shifting to simmering anger. I’d tried to give him the out he wanted; I’d tried to make it as easy, as low-hassle as I could. And even with all that, I was still getting blamed? 

“What more could I have done?” I demanded, the heat catching in my voice, rough and ragged around the edges. “I’ve tried to make this as fucking easy as I could.”

Kai opened his mouth, staring at me. Closed it. The look he was giving me was one you’d give some sort of alien species spread out in front of you. Bizarre and unfathomable. 

“Tate, what is it that you actually think I want, here?” he asked, eventually. 

I grit my teeth; fought the urge just to shrug like a sullen kid. I felt out of my depth, floundering in seas I didn’t understand. 

I drained my mug, then rolled its lingering heat between my palms. “I was trying to make it easy for you to go back to your life,” I said finally. 

I didn’t expect the snort from him in response. 

“Jesus. What is all this, if it isn’t my life?” 

Gesturing around us, as though that would explain it all, I tried to find the words to explain. That bubble of unreality I remembered from my own summer breaks; the way things seemed to operate in blissful isolation, away from the mundane reality of the real world. How the things that happened in that strange, liminal space never crossed back over, when life resumed again. 

All I could muster, though, was the bluntest phrasing. “You were on your break. You hooked up with a guy. Now you have to go back.” Three short sentences that summed up a summer. 

“Was this just a hook-up for you?”

I couldn’t hide the bitterness that had crept into my voice. “Does what I thought it was really matter?”

Kai sighed; sank his head between his knees, forehead almost touching his coffee mug. “I thought you were being obtuse. Like, I really thought this was all what you’d wanted,” he said, flatly. Sat up, then, still staring down at the valley splayed ahead of us. “But I just realized, this is what life actually looks like, isn’t it, through that fucked-up Tate prism. Where you push everything and everyone away, because you can’t imagine them wanting to be there with you in the first place.”

There was a pressure building behind my eyes. The almighty headache of all headaches. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I told him. “I’m trying my best.”

He laughed. Loud, and sharp, and sudden; enough to shake me. 

“Your ‘best’? Jesus, Tate, your ‘best’ is holding me at arm’s length from day one, and trying to push me even further away than that today. Do you even have the faintest idea of what I want?”

I grit my teeth until my jaw ached. Slapped down the empty mug on the deck not caring if it shattered, then turned to him, feeling furious and bereft. 

“So what do you want? What is it you could possibly want, Kai?”

“I want you to want to be with me, like I want to be with you!” he shouted. Ran his hand across his face, shoulders almost shaking with choked-down emotion. “I want you to stop ignoring the fact that we had something starting - something real - over the past couple of months, and not to just tear that up and send me ‘back to school’ like I’m some kid, and you know what’s fucking best for me.”

He spread his arms out wide, daring me to look at him. 

“You’re so busy rejecting yourself, you can’t even begin to recognize when someone might want to be a part of your life. Why can’t you see me, Tate? Why can’t you see me?”

I shook my head, tears biting at my eyes. Words, much less anything more than them, failing me. 

When he spoke again, Kai’s voice was calmer. More grounded than before. 

“Tate, just answer me honestly. Did you want me to go back to school, and for this to all be over?” 

I shook my head. 

“Did you assume that’s what I wanted?” 

I nodded. 

“Did you ever consider that I might want something more with you; want something more from what we’ve had together?”

I stared at him. It was like I was both hollow inside, an empty shell, but also swollen with pressure. Ears ringing and my fingers numb. 

“It didn’t feel like...” I started, only to have Kai interrupt. 

“I didn’t want this to be over. I didn’t want it just to have been a summer break where we fucked, and that was it. You never asked, and maybe I screwed up too, because I never got around to telling you. But you just assumed, and Tate, you got it wrong, okay? You thought you knew what I wanted, but you didn’t.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Brain spinning. “I don’t understand,” I admitted, little more than a whisper. 

I felt him move closer. Kneeling on the deck in front of me, his hands on my knees a moment later. The heat of Kai’s body, spilling out against mine. 

“Look, I have feelings for you that are more than just hook-up feelings, okay?” He was explaining it as though talking to a child. Easy words. Limited syllables. “And I can see now that there’s something in your head, some part of you, which can’t recognize when someone else might want something more with you. But I do want something more. And so I’m telling you, right now.”

I opened my eyes. He looked... earnest. Tired, but laid bare. 

“Do you have an alcohol problem?”

It wasn’t what I expected him to ask, but I couldn’t say I was entirely surprised that it was among his questions. Even so, I had to bite back the instant denial that was my knee-jerk reaction. 

“I... don’t think so. Not like an ‘alcoholic’ problem, I mean,” I tried to explain. “It was just helpful when my brain wouldn’t slow down, y’know?”

He nodded. “I’ve seen plenty of doctors who would say the same thing. Different reason, maybe, but the same symptom and treatment.”

I shrugged, not sure what to say next. 

“Have you had a drink since... the other night?”

He was no more specific, but he didn’t need to be. We both knew exactly which night he was talking about. 

“No.” I shook my head. The thought of drinking, of potentially screwing up again like that, turned the idea of wine sour. 

Kai crossed his arms. “That’s probably for the best.”

I nodded. It was hard to trust my voice, and yet I knew I couldn’t rely on him to do all the talking. Not if I wanted to repair things beyond the bare minimum, anyway. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, eventually. He opened his mouth to respond, but I jumped in before he could. “Not about the state of the house, or anything like that. I’m sorry for shouting at you, and for pushing you away. I’m sorry for calling you what I called you... and I’m sorry for saying you’d outstayed your welcome. You hadn’t.”

He stared at me, either because he was lost for words or maybe just to see if I’d finished. I wasn’t sure I had. 

“And...” I started, then swallowed. It felt like half of my organs had risen up and lodged in my throat. “And, I mean, I’m sorry you saw me like this. Because I don’t feel like you’ve seen me at my best...” I could feel tears gathering at the corners of my eyes. “I don’t like the guy you met,” I finished, voice quiet and catching. 

Kai was silent for a while, eyes searching my face. My whole body felt leaden and fragile, as though the slightest thing could tip it over and it would shatter into a million pieces. 

“I liked the guy I met, Tate,” he said, finally. “He was cute, and a little awkward, and sexy even if he didn’t realize it. Smart, too, and funny. There was a whole lot to like about him. There still is.”

“I don’t...” I started, but he held up a hand to stop me. 

“I’m not talking about perfection, I’m not saying there were no flaws. I think the biggest of those was that he got hurt, but didn’t give himself time to deal with that. Just forced himself to carry on, and bottled up all the emotions that were boiling away inside of him. And then he made dumb decisions, like shutting himself off like a hermit, and drinking because it was easier to tamp down the feelings that way.”

The tears were falling now, rolling hotly down my cheeks. 

Kai sighed. Took a deep breath. “What you said didn’t upset me, Tate,” he continued, quieter now. “What hurt was that you were pushing me away. At a time when I knew you needed somebody in your life. Someone who cared for you.”

I dragged a hand across my eyes, my vision blurry. “I can’t seem to help fucking up,” I stammered out. 

Kai gave a tight smile.

“You make yourself sound so much worse than you actually are. Not that I should be surprised about that, I guess.” He reached out and, fingers cradling the side of my face, stroked the tip of his thumb across my tear-streaked cheekbone. I fought the urge to nuzzle into his hand. “I like you, Tate. I like you a lot. I wish you liked yourself half as much as I like you, in fact.”

“I like you liking me,” I told him, feeling awkward and self-conscious still. “And I like you too. A whole lot. I don’t know why it took all this for me to see that properly.”

Kai chuckled. “Considering how hard I had to work to seduce you in the first place, I probably shouldn’t be surprised that it was even harder to get you to take my feelings seriously.”

I had to laugh at that, even if it did sound like I was hiccuping at the same time. 

“Can... can we start again?” I asked him, tentatively. Held my breath for his answer. 

He shook his head. “No, we can’t start again.”

That sensation, like ice water flooding my insides. Not just my stomach, but every organ, every part of me. That wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting. 

“Tate, I don’t want to just restart from square one, and pretend that none of this happened. Or pretend that we’re both perfect, fully-adjusted people, for that matter. We’re both human, and that means we have faults, and baggage, and hang-ups.”

I nodded, still not trusting my voice. 

“But if we’re going to give this a chance - a real chance, I mean, for something more than just sex - then we need to do better than simply hit reboot every time one of us fucks up. So, I guess the question is... do you want to give this a real chance?”

I opened my mouth, to blurt out a reply, then shut it again. Wanted to give my answer the thought that his question deserved. 

“I do want that, yes,” I told him, eventually. “Even if I’m scared that I can’t change some of the things about myself that I’m not proud of.”

Kai shrugged, smiling. “I think everybody worries about that. But just by thinking it, you’re showing that you’re open to change.”

I wanted, desperately, to believe him. 

“Can you be patient with me?” I asked, hating how needy I heard myself sound, but still wanting to hear his answer. 

He reached out again, this time taking my hand and squeezing it in his. “It can take as long as it takes.”

“I just never...” I managed, before the tears started again. Before he wrapped me in his arms.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Twenty minutes later, we were sitting side by side at the pool’s edge. Our legs dangling in the cool water. I was feeling more than a little sheepish. 

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out. 

Kai laughed. “That’s the eighth time you’ve said it, so I kinda got the message by now.”

I took a deep breath. Let it out, slowly. Things didn’t quite seem real, and I found myself retreading over old ground in an attempt to catch up. 

“But you have to go back,” I said, eventually. 

There was a lot loaded in those few words, I knew. Knew that Kai understood, too. That it was distrust that he really wanted to be something more with me than a vacation fuck. Concern that distance would make things exponentially harder; that the pressures of his classes would make whatever our relationship might be too troublesome to continue. All laced through with an undercurrent of general self-doubt. 

“I do,” he agreed. “But that just means it’ll take a little bit more effort than, y’know, my walking over from next door. And maybe that’s worth it.”

Nodding, not quite trusting my voice, I reached down between us to find his hand. Laced my fingers through his. 

“I feel like an idiot,” I admitted. 

Kai turned to me, smirking. “You are an idiot,” he agreed. Then, before my face could register outrage, added, “but I can live with that.”

“Generous of you,” I grumbled, trying not to pout. “What about the people who think you’re dating an old man? Are you sure you can live with that, too?”

“First off, you’re older, not old. Sorry if that little detail gets in the way of you fishing for compliments.” He squeezed my hand, pointedly. “But more importantly, I told myself - after I ended up facing a lifetime’s medical school debt because of what one person insisted I should be - that I was going to stop caring about what other people thought of my life. Certainly not strangers.”

“And your friends?” It was a scab I couldn’t help but keep picking at.

“Maybe they’ll joke about it, some of them. Because that’s what friends do, right?” He gave me a searching look, as if suddenly concerned that my self-imposed isolation had chased away some fundamental understanding there. “They make jokes, they tease you, and you give them shit back. And that’s okay, the jokes only work because you know that underneath it all they just want you to have what makes you happy.”

I swallowed. “And that’s me, is it.”

He squeezed my fingers again, then tugged my hand to pull me in against his shoulder. “You are a very silly man.”

“Probably,” I agreed.

“Is it okay if I kiss you, silly man?”

I nodded, holding my breath as he slowly leaned in until our lips were touching. 

We held there for a minute, maybe two. The kiss deepening, my own lingering uncertainties fading as my hunger for him took control. His torso was as thrilling to my touch as I remembered, the muscles taut and smooth as I pushed my fingertips under his shirt. 

“Are we going to have make-up sex?” 

I wasn’t sure whether it was a question or a suggestion; either way, I liked how him saying it sounded. Enough that I was already smiling, as I stood and pulled him up after me. 

“The bedroom is in a worse state than here,” I warned, as I led him through the lounge. 

Kai laughed, shaking his head. “Your assessment of my priorities is all wrong,” he pointed out, his touch roaming down my arms, squeezing gently. “We could fuck right here on the floor and I’d be happy.”

The sudden mental image of his body wrapped around me, our frenzied rutting on the floor. I wasn’t sure whether he was inside me or vice-versa in this particular fantasy, but it didn’t really matter. Only the intimacy and the contact of skin. 

I reached down, wrapped my fingers around the heft of his crotch. Felt him hardening in my grip, his erection swelling as I kneaded him. 

Kai grunted, low under his breath. 

“Get on the couch,” he growled, turning us so that I was backing away to the seat, my groping uninterrupted. 

I was pulling at the fastening of his jeans by that point, dragging the clinging denim over the bubble of his ass. Cursing his swimmer’s build out loud, as he laughed at me and made vague attempts to help. Smirking when he saw my eyes widen at the sight of his thickness trapped in indigo blue briefs. 

I sat automatically when my calves hit the edge of the couch. Wasted no time in tugging his jeans down properly, the tight fabric bunching around his muscular legs. Leaning in, then, to press my face against his crotch, feeling the jerks and twitches of his cock on my cheek through the thin layer of cotton. 

The smell of him, the heat from his body, was mesmerizing. My hands reaching up to hold his cheeks, one filling each palm, meaty as I squeezed him. 

“Do you want it?” he asked, voice thick and urgent. 

I looked up to meet his gaze, knowing my hunger must be clear in my expression. 

“Say it,” Kai insisted. 

“I want it,” I told him, and in that moment I wanted nothing more. “I want your cock in me.”

He ran his thumb across my bottom lip, pulling at the tender flesh there. Chuckled as I moved to follow, trying to capture his finger. 

“Show me what you can do with your mouth, then,” he suggested. 

It sounded like a dumb line from a porn video, but I didn’t care. Only that it was permission. 

Fingers pulling at his briefs, jerking them down just enough to let his dick slap free. Heavy and thick against my face, hot as I pulled back just enough to guide the swollen head between my lips. 

He hissed as I suckled on him, gently at first, but quickly growing more eager, more demanding. Feeling him swell even more as my tongue made forceful circles around his sensitive tip, rewarded for my efforts by his sweetness. 

His ass in my hands, I pulled his hips closer. Impaling myself on his prick, my lips stretched taut around his meat. Kai content, it seemed, to allow me to control the pace, the sloppy sounds of my hungry mouth punctuated only by his grunts. 

I felt greedy, liberated somehow by his willingness to let me maul his body and my subservient position. Focus centered on the way he tasted, the way his erection nudged into my throat. 

“Play with my ass while you suck me,” Kai ordered, and I of course obeyed. Eased his briefs down over the twin globes of his buttocks, so that my fingers could toy along the tight crease between them. His hole was hot against my fingertips, muscle resisting as I pulled at him. I could tell how much he wanted it by the way his cock throbbed in my throat. 

“You should eat my ass, too,” he suggested, and I felt both gleeful at the thought of it and frustrated at the possibility of losing his erection on my tongue. Kai wasn’t waiting for my acquiescence, though, already pulling back from me - pushing my forehead with one hand, to stop me from following his crotch with my mouth - and then turning in front of me. 

His cheeks were high, firm mounds of muscle; perfect, I knew, wrapped in the clinging confines of a swimsuit, but just as appealing naked before me now. Spreading them, I raked my tongue along the exposed skin. Felt him shudder as I crossed his hole, then again as I returned to that spot, focusing my efforts on his entrance. 

He leaned forward: ass jutting back at me, my access easier now. My tongue a sharp point, needling into him. Refusing to give up, until I felt him beginning to yield. 

Kai backed up as I worked him, pushing me until I was slumped against the cushions. Straddling my legs, sitting back so that he could grind against my face. My head trapped between his ass and the couch, feeling him tilt and angle himself in search of the greatest pleasure from my digging tongue.

I reached between his thighs, finding his cock thick and wagging. Still wet with my spit and his precum; more of that drooling down my forearm as I stroked him. Aware, too, of my own dick, rigid and trapped almost painfully in my jeans. Kai chuckled, the sound of it thick and distracted, as I fumbled one-handed to release myself.

“Such a horny boy, Tate.”

I grunted at his teasing tone, not that I could respond properly with his ass pressed against my lips. Gratified, anyway, by Kai’s groan from the vibrations of my annoyed noise, and the way he throbbed in my fist. 

He reached back, fingers digging through my hair to grip my head and pin me in place. As if, by some happy accident, I’d stumbled upon the perfect spot for the lavished attentions of my tongue, and now he refused to give up on that. 

“You’re gonna fuck me,” Kai gasped out, as his fingertips squeezed my scalp. “Tell me there’s a condom somewhere in this fucking room, Tate.”

Something delicious, dizzying, in his urgency. Even if I still struggled to comprehend his need for me. 

I gestured at the end table, then whined in annoyance - my face a wet mess, spit and sweat across my cheeks and chin - as he pulled away. Wanting to reach out, to grab his arm, or his waist, or a muscled thigh, and drag Kai back. Forced myself, instead, to watch him peel the last of his clothes off, and then go digging through the drawer. 

He winked as he tore open the foil, then tilted his head. “Strip, then.”

Nothing graceful about my movements to comply. Lifting my ass to shove down jeans and briefs, then tugging off my shirt. Ignoring as best I could the self-conscious shiver that ran through me as he stared at my nakedness; this time, at least, I had the memory of his words with which to fight my doubts. 

Satisfied by my compliance, Kai straddled my thighs. Reached down, between the splay of his legs, to roll the condom onto me. 

I worried my bottom lip between my teeth, and clenched my fists to stop from pumping myself through his fist like a horny teenager.

Judging from his grin, Kai had already figured out I was nearing the limits of my restraint.

“Next time you start to doubt yourself, to doubt us,” he said, still stroking me, “just remember this moment. How close to screaming I was, with your tongue inside me, and how desperate I am to ride your dick right now. I’m so fucking into you, Tate, and if it takes us screwing until my eyes roll back in my head to demonstrate that, then I’m gonna need you to clear your schedule for the next year.”

I managed, despite everything, a smile. “Just a year?”

Kai laughed. It was a joy-filled, playful, beguiling sound; the sort that, once you’d heard it, you couldn’t help but want to be the cause of again, and again, and again.

“A decade, then,” he corrected, lifting himself. His hand between our bodies, guiding me until I felt my tip kiss his skin. “Or two, just to be sure.”

“So thorough,” I teased, then lost the ability to speak as he sank into my lap.

“Fuck, yes.” His words coming out in a gasp, as his thighs squeezed around me. 

The heat of him, the tightness around my cock, all sublime, but it was more than that. Kai’s weight, and his familiar scent, and the expression of glazed pleasure on his face. All stitched through with the heady knowledge that I was responsible for that look, as his fingers stroked up my arms until they could lace with my own. 

He leaned forward, pushing our hands above my head, until our chests were almost kissing. His musk was stronger, now; I grit my teeth, my cock throbbing as my lust surged.

“You feel,” Kai murmured, “really, really good in me.”

I managed a nod.

“So remember this part, too, okay?” He brushed his nose against mine, smiling at my laggardly attempt to catch his lips with my own. “Always remember how well we fit together.”

He flexed his thighs, lifting slightly. Only an inch or so, but enough to have me gasping at the flood of sensations from his clinging, squeezing hole. Suddenly, all I wanted was to grab him around the waist and rut, only his strong arms kept mine pinned above me. 

Torture, then, of the most perfect sort. Kai riding me, just like he’d promised to; small movements becoming larger ones, more aggressive. Until his erection was slapping against me with each stroke, splashing my chest with precum as I watched the muscles in his face soften into slack-jawed pleasure.

My brain never wanted it to end, but my body was merely human.

Gasping, as he clenched around me, as the friction inside him tilted and twisted with each shift of Kai’s hips. His face buried in the crook of my neck, breath hot against my sweaty skin, as my hips did their best to push me deeper. 

“C-close,” I grunted. Felt the curl of his smile against me. “Kai!”

A twisting, wringing, shuddering climax: tunnel vision and the breath catching in my chest. Wanting to stop his motions, knowing that at any moment this exquisite rush was going to invert and topple me into monstrous hyper-sensitivity. 

Frantic, I dragged myself from his grip. Seized his narrow waist; ignored Kai’s grunt of frustration as I toppled us sideways. His cock was sandwiched between us, hard and unmistakable.

Arms flung out, cheeks flushed, he looked like some fallen angel. Glorious and dangerous. 

I pushed myself back, panting as though I’d run some marathon. Fingers quickly wrapping his shaft and easing it upright, as I slipped to my knees at the couch’s edge. Kai’s thighs spread around me; his hiss, as I pushed his drooling tip between my lips, made me wonder how I could ever tire of giving this man pleasure. 

He bucked, as I dragged the flat of my tongue across and around him. Fighting the grip of my fist around the base of his cock, his hisses becoming groans, becoming whimpers as I feasted upon him. Knowing, as his legs wrapped around my shoulders and hugged me in tight, that he was close, so close, so very close.

And then the taste of him filling my mouth, as I sucked, and swallowed, and lapped at him until he was batting at my head in desperation. Shoving at me with his feet, practically pedaling them to free his tender flesh from my hungry attentions, until I relented and let myself fall back onto the cool tiled floor.

I watched him, through the splay of my legs, as the heart I’d all but given up on hammered in my chest.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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It was weird seeing him brush his teeth in my bathroom. Weird seeing him walk, wearing nothing but his briefs, from there to the bedroom. Weird, indeed, to have him slip underneath the sheets, instead of waiting on top of them for us to fuck. 

I didn’t know what name to put on what we were doing. Nothing quite seemed right, at least not yet. A good half of the struggle, it turned out, was trying to be okay with that uncertainty. 

“Should I set an alarm?” I asked him, fingers poised over my phone. 

Kai propped himself up on his elbow. “Do you need to be somewhere in the morning?” 

I shook my head. 

“Me neither.”

I rolled over to put the phone down, and then turned back to him. There was still something vaguely shocking about finding his smiling face looking back at me. 

“Are you freaking out again?” 

I smiled, embarrassed that I was so easy to read. Mixed, though, with the warmth that came from knowing he was the one reading me. 

“Just learning how to be okay in a world without labels,” I told him. 

Kai’s grin widened. “Eventually we may have to figure one out, if only for my parents to use. After they meet you, that is.” 

I gave him a withering look. “I’ve met them, remember.”

He chuckled. “Meet them properly, I mean. Because right now they call you ‘the quiet gentleman who lives next door,’ and I’m pretty sure that if I held them at knifepoint they wouldn’t remember what your name is.”

I feigned wide-eyed surprise. “You’d threaten your own parents with a knife for me? Why, that really is true love.”

Kai closed his eyes, shaking his head ruefully. “You may have misunderstood just what I was saying,” he suggested, deadpan. 

It felt good to laugh with him, even if there was still anxiety bubbling underneath. Fears I knew would need time to work through. 

“Do you think they’ll have a problem? With the age difference, I mean.”

Kai made a face. “Maybe? Probably not? They know me well enough to understand there are parts of my life they can weigh in on, and other parts where they don’t get a say.” He shrugged. “My mom’s seven years older than my dad is; I bet that was enough to cause some ripples, back when they got together.”

“Seriously, though,” I said, “I really can live without a label for us. Y’know, as we figure it all out.” 

He reached over to stroke his fingers down my shoulder. “Such growth,” he teased. 

“I’ll just need extra reassurance and comfort in return,” I pointed out. 

Kai nodded. “I shall hug you doubly-tight, and stroke your hair as you fall asleep each night.”

“No,” I corrected him, “I mean extra, extra reassurance.”

He smirked. “Then I shall fuck you on all-fours like a pile driver, until you can’t hardly walk, never mind get hung up on baseless doubts,” he added. “Reassuring enough?” 

Giggling, I took his hand from my shoulder and pulled his fingers in close to my lips, kissing them. 

“Much better,” I agreed. “And in return I’ll introduce you to my friends as the cocksucker who loves getting his throat reamed out.”

“Wait,” Kai said, sounding surprised. “You have friends?”

I shook my head. “Less talk, funny guy,” I told him, refusing to rise to the bait and instead pushing him down under the covers, “and more reassurance.”
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Very Nearly Eighteen Months Later
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“Absolutely not.”

Kai set down his fork. “Tate. We talked about this.”

“No,” I pointed out, “you talked at me about it. And I said ‘absolutely not’ then, too, at which point you insisted I’d change my mind closer to the time.”

“Right.” 

“Well, I haven’t.” I frowned, trying to guide a piece of miso shrimp onto my fork. “Changed my mind, I mean.”

He made a noise, which I figured was meant to imply thinly-veiled disbelief at my obstinance. “But... it’s your fortieth. We have to celebrate it.”

I grunted disapproval past the precariously balanced seafood. “We absolutely do not have to, no.”

Kai stared at me, as if dumbfounded, then turned to his left. “Dude, help me out, here.”

I gave Charlie a warning look, as he opened his mouth. 

He winked at me. “Look, if Daddy doesn’t want a party, Daddy doesn’t have to have a party.”

I jabbed the fork - tines now bare, the shrimp safely delivered to my mouth - in his direction. “See,” I told Kai, swallowing. “That’s why I don’t want a party.”

From the glare he flashed at his friend, I figured my boyfriend was regretting tagging him into the discussion. Or maybe just regretting inviting him along for dinner at all. 

I’d had my own doubts about it, too, the first time Kai had suggested I venture down from the hills and meet him and his college buddies in the city. Had made all the perfectly reasonable noises about his friends not needing to be my friends; that it was perfectly acceptable and understandable that two people in a relationship would still have their own separate lives. 

And then he’d pulled out the “are you ashamed to be seen with me?” argument, and of course there was no place to go after that. Just ask when, and where, and extract the usual promises that he’d weigh in should his friends take an instant dislike to me. 

“They’ll love you, don’t be ridiculous,” Kai had insisted, and I’d known better than to argue. Outside of my own head, anyway. 

In the end, we’d all got on. Sure, it’d felt like Kai’s friends were waiting for everything to be revealed as some not-quite-funny practical joke, at first anyway. But when that punchline never arrived, and as I grudgingly unclenched and stopped taking every cultural reference as an underhand nod to the age difference, I discovered I actually had more in common with a bunch of med students than I’d expected to. Maybe because their studies had apparently accelerated them into a degree of cynicism and bleak humor that very nearly matched my own. 

Kai, weirdly, seemed more the outlier than I did. More cheerful, anyway. Most of the time that was charming and adorable, and made me wish I could throw a fistful of cash down onto the table and whisk him back up to my place before the entrees were even cleared. It was only at moments when he got silly ideas - like, say, celebrating milestone birthdays I’d far rather ignore - that I questioned our relationship.

That’d been another tough one to handle. Relationship.

He’d been true to his word: patient, and understanding, and in no apparent hurry to attach labels which might freak me out or send me scurrying to the nearest wine bottle. And, in turn, I’d swam more, and drunk less, and not ghosted him completely when Kai suggested it was high time I met his parents. Met them properly, anyway; not just as the tersely-worded hermit next door.

“Forty isn’t that old,” Charlie’s latest girlfriend - whose name I’d repeated three times in my head after being introduced, had still forgotten, and guilt about which was only squashed because she was the sixth holder of the role I’d met so far - proclaimed. She gave me what, I figured, was intended to be an earnestly supportive nod.

“Forty isn’t old at all,” Kai declared, firmly. “But it’s a milestone all the same, and it should be celebrated.”

It was a tone I was familiar with, over what had been - astonishing and inexplicable - roughly a year and a half of us dating. His “time to exit the comfort zone” voice, I’d come to think of it.

“Works, though, doesn’t it,” he’d said, when I’d grumbled out loud about him periodically treating me like a stubborn pet. I couldn’t exactly argue with him, not when my preemptive pessimism was invariably demonstrated to be unfounded.

I’d considered faking a coronary, food poisoning, or demonic possession when he’d said his parents were expecting us for drinks. In the end, there’d been enough “Kai does what he pleases” asides dropped to make clear that Kai’s mom and dad were inured to their generally wayward son following his generally wayward dreams. 

Med school attendance notwithstanding, naturally. 

“We could just do a meal,” I suggested, hopefully. “Or drinks?”

Kai fixed me with a look. “There’ll be food and drink at the party.”

“And music and dancing, I suppose.” I made no attempt to hide my grumpiness.

“Let me guess,” Charlie crowed, “Daddy hates pop music, too.”

“I swear to god,” Kai told him, brandishing his fork, “I will stab you in the carotid with this, if you say another fucking word.”

Charlie mimed zipping his grinning lips, seeming entertained, but he still sat back, out of forking-distance.

“That’s in the neck, right?” 

Kai blinked at me. “Have you been reading my textbooks?”

“Gotta keep up with you kids somehow.” I allowed myself a smile. A small one. Was gratified by the way Kai beamed back at me.

Charlie made a choking noise. “I think I prefer you guys arguing.”

“I think I prefer you with cutlery in your throat,” I snapped back, mildly, without looking at him. 

He snorted, indignant, but clearly decided further comment would not play in his favor.

“Just let me celebrate you, please?” Kai’s expression was halfway between pleading and hopeful. 

I sighed. “I get veto rights over the guest-list.” 

“Rude,” Charlie muttered, when I cut my eyes at him.

“And no speeches,” I added, ignoring him. “And... other rules. Which I reserve the right to add closer to the time.”

“We can be flexible,” Kai agreed. He reached out, across the table, and waited for me to take his hand.

I’d felt awkward, at first. Self-conscious about his shows of affection, or of showing it myself. Shoulders stiff when he hugged me in public; wary of his casual touches. It’d taken a while, but I could look back now and laugh at how uptight I’d been, how ridiculously caught up on what someone - anyone - might think on seeing us together. 

In the end, I hadn’t been sure whether to feel relief on realizing nobody else cared, or angry that I’d fooled myself into thinking otherwise for so long. At the things I’d missed out on, because I was too busy being afraid of my feelings and who might observe them. 

I reached out, to lace my fingers in his. “I still get to choose my present, right?”

Kai smiled at me. It was a loaded, knowing, positively filthy smile, and in that moment I couldn’t say I cared who saw it, or could guess at what it meant.

“All you have to do is ask,” he promised.

––––––––
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The End
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About Second Chances
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Some stories are slower to emerge than others. 

I started writing "Bodies of Water" in 2019, though plenty has changed since the first draft and this final version. Periodically, I'd yank it out and blow off the dust, rework it, and then - still not quite convinced by the words on the page - shove it away again, retreating to something different to write, something easier.

Maybe what I needed all along was a few more years under my belt. This is an age-gap romance, but my aim was to shift the focus away from "the hot boy next door" - though Kai certainly is that - and instead center Tate's emotional restoration. How it feels when the Happy Ever After you were counting on vanishes; the fear that's left behind, making trusting other people, or even yourself, so difficult. How we try to deal with feelings of loss, even if they're ways we know can do more harm than good.

Power dynamics may be present in every relationship, but they're inextricably tied up in this particular trope, and usually one of the reasons it can be so controversial. My other age-gap story, "No Experience Necessary," takes the perspective of the younger partner: Jake is eighteen, freshly-out, and desperate for answers. If things between him and Ashton work, it's because they communicate and don't try to ignore the seven year age gap. Here, I wanted to explore what happens when you flip that around, and when the voices in your head are louder than the conversations you have with other people. 

Would Tate's life have be easier, if he'd paid more attention to what Kai was telling him, and voiced his own fears and anxieties? Probably! But while "let's talk it out" is generally good advice, I think we forget that your brain also has to be in the right place to understand what's true and real. In the end, as Kai discovers and Tate finally accepts, it takes a leap of faith to not only see what's been in front of you all along, but to risk embracing it, too.

If you enjoyed this book, please do take a few moments to rate and review it. Personal recommendations genuinely help, and are always very much appreciated. 
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 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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