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 1 
 
    - BLAIR -  
 
    September, 2016 
 
    “Someone’s getting checked out,” my friend Cole said, giving me a chin lift. 
 
    I didn’t follow his gaze to the bar because I already knew the type of person he’d be talking about. Most likely a brunette or redhead, long legs, short dress. The usual.  
 
    “Ooh, she’s cute,” Cole’s girlfriend, Paige, said. 
 
    “I should’ve sat at the other table,” I grumbled and pointed my thumb behind us where all my single friends were. I was sitting with two couples. Of course, they wanted to play wingman. 
 
    I still didn’t look at the girl Cole was talking about. I had my eye on someone different. Like the hot blond standing at one of the cocktail tables in the middle of the room. With shaggy surfer hair, a few days’ growth, narrow shoulders, and toned muscles, he was exactly what I wanted. 
 
    “Ah,” Sara said, following my gaze. “You’re swinging that way tonight.”  
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “You really don’t care what you put your toe in, do you?” Hunter asked. Sara elbowed him as I slapped him over the back of his head. 
 
    “The girl at the bar is probably looking at you anyway,” I said to him. It was a logical conclusion; Hunter was a recently retired underwear model. He could’ve easily still been one had he not bought his modelling agency and turned into management. 
 
    “But I’m taken,” he said, wrapping his arm around Sara and kissing her cheek. 
 
    “That still weirds me out,” I said. Mr. Manwhore was off the market. 
 
    “I know, right? It’s awesome,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Seriously, Blair, the ginger won’t stop staring at you,” Cole said. 
 
    Ah, a redhead then.  
 
    I spared a glance to the bar. Hmm, tempting. 
 
    “You could literally take your pick,” Paige said. “The blond guy is checking you out too.” She cocked her head. “How does he even know you’re not straight?” 
 
    I smiled and almost made a joke about our eyes glowing rainbow when we came across another one of our kind but thought better of it. I also wasn’t going to tell her I’d crossed paths with the surfer guy before in a gay bar. I had to keep them guessing somehow. I didn’t want to burst their bubbles that no, not every queer person was born with gaydar. 
 
    “Guys, leave him alone,” Hunter said. “Maybe he doesn’t want to hook up tonight.” 
 
    My gaze raked over the blond guy again, and I realised how wrong Hunter’s statement was.  
 
    They guy made eye contact with me, and his lips quirked up on one side. That one smile made the decision easy. 
 
    Hitting on a guy in the vicinity of my friends was still a novelty to me. I technically came out as bisexual when I was twenty-two and had been hiding my relationship with a guy for six months. I was in love with him. He, it turned out, didn’t feel the same. I came out for him, only to have him leave me less than a week later. 
 
    Heartbroken, I swore off men for a while. Which, of course, meant my family and friends chalked up my relationship with Marc to be a phase. 
 
    Even though my friends were the best friends I could ask for, I didn’t realise there were certain things they weren’t completely comfortable with. We’d known each other since we were kids, and we were the type of friends who would rip into each other over every little thing. Like when Hunter introduced us to Sara a few months ago, we spent a good twenty minutes ribbing him about hanging up his manwhore status and joking about the impending apocalypse. We painted vivid pictures of the devil wearing ice skates and pigs wearing angel wings. 
 
    Yet, when I came out and told them I had a boyfriend, I was met with vacant stares and silence. I thought it was from shock, that I needed to give them time. It wasn’t every day one of your best friends said “So, I’ve met someone. His name is Marc, and yes, that’s the correct pronoun.” 
 
    Maybe I should’ve broken it to them differently.  
 
    When the jokes didn’t come, and then Marc left me, it was over, and so was talking about Blair’s one “gay” relationship. 
 
    After the fact, I expected—hoped—they’d start making light of it. There were perfect opportunities. Like when Pip asked Reece to go shopping, I expected to hear “Don’t forget to take Blair. He was gay once.” Offensive? Yes. But I never realised how offensive silence could be until I came out. 
 
    I was practically shoved back into the closet. Because if I dated mainly women, I was straight, right? Wrong. So very wrong. 
 
    Standing from the booth, I went to head towards the surfer guy, but Hunter grabbed my arm to stop me.  
 
    “Maybe you should go to the bar and buy me a drink first,” he said. 
 
    “Get your own drink. Or better yet, get your girlfriend to get it. Isn’t that her job?” 
 
    “Paige, did Blair just say what I think he said?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Could you please remind him that he rents my boyfriend’s brother’s apartment and that sexist remarks may result in eviction?” 
 
    “Incredible,” I said with a smile. “I’m an awesome tenant. Garrett would never kick me out.” For more reasons than one. 
 
    “Pseudo-sister trumps awesome tenant,” Sara said. 
 
    But does it trump ex-idiot-buddy? How I wished I could’ve said that aloud. I may’ve been out of the closet now, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t hiding some skeletons. 
 
    “Dude, seriously,” Hunter said. “Can you please go and buy me a beer?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Why are you trying to cock-block me?” 
 
    “I’m not,” he lied. His voice was too innocent and high pitched. “I just really want a beer.” 
 
    “Okay, I know he’s lying,” Sara said. “That’s his lying voice.” 
 
    I laughed. “Man, you are so screwed. Your girlfriend knows when you’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Hunter said. 
 
    “What I want to know is why—” My words died on my tongue when someone walked into the bar. 
 
    My life, which was constantly on a tilted axis, finally righted itself for the first time in three months—the last time he was home. 
 
    I was frozen to the spot, still standing next to our booth. 
 
    He was the complete opposite of the surfer. His black hair was in his trademark Erikson quiff style, his wide shoulders and muscular arms looked even larger than I remembered, and the knowing smirk I knew so well was plastered on his handsome face. And those soulful dark eyes … Dang. 
 
    He approached the table but didn’t acknowledge the others. Not even his brother. 
 
    “Blair Rhodes, as I live and breathe.” His voice was as smooth as it always was. Confident with a side of cocky. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Home twice in a few months. Don’t you live in Sydney?” 
 
    Even though we had a messed-up history—which was putting it mildly—he always had the ability to make me smile just by entering the room. Even back then when everything was so screwed up. 
 
    Five freaking years of back and forth. 
 
    Garrett-frigging-Erikson. 
 
    He was the only guy I knew who was so far in the closet he practically lived in Narnia. 
 
    “Not anymore. I’m back. For good.” 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
   


  
 

 2 
 
    - GARRETT - 
 
    August, 2011 
Five years ago … 
 
    “Hey.” I cocked my head in confusion as I greeted one of my brother’s friends at the front door. “Ry—Hunter’s away this weekend for a photoshoot.” I always struggled to remember to call my brother Hunter instead of Ryan around his friends. Ryan was his first name, but our weirdo parents decided to use his middle name when addressing him. Why? I had no idea. So, being the doting big brother, I, of course, called him Ryan to piss him off. I was loveable like that. 
 
    Blair stood with his hands in his pockets, his wide shoulders stiff. “Oh, shoot. Yeah … I must’ve forgotten.” He shuffled from one foot to the other. 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    Blair wasn’t normally this weird and skittish. He plastered on a fake smile. “Yeah, all good. Just relationship trash. Was going to see if he wanted to go out tonight.” 
 
    “You’re here to ask my brother for relationship advice? I’m sorry, but have you met him?” I scored a genuine smile from him this time. 
 
    “Nah, I was here to drag him out so I could find a rebound idiot.” 
 
    It was my turn to smile. “Why didn’t you open with that? I’m down, let’s go.” 
 
    “Really? I mean …” 
 
    I’d been out with Hunter and his friends countless times, so I didn’t know why he thought me offering was weird. “I’m not good enough? I’ll have you know, I taught Hunter everything he knows about getting laid.” 
 
    “Stand there and look pretty until the girls come to you?”  
 
    It was true. My brother never had to work for it. 
 
    “Aw, man, you think I’m pretty?” My joke fell flat.  
 
    He swallowed hard and his eyes darted around the place, only making me more confused about what was going on with him. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go get a beer and you can tell me about the chick who broke your heart.” 
 
    I took steps out the door, but his feet didn’t move. His hand shot out, palm on my chest to stop me from going any farther, but he quickly dropped his hand as if he’d done something wrong. 
 
    “Blair, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Hunter didn’t tell you, did he?” His voice was quiet. 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “I wasn’t dating a … I’m … It …” He shook his head. “Ah, forget I came here.” He scrambled back a few steps, but I reached out and took hold of his arm. 
 
    “Dude, you’re all, like, twitchy and trash.” 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath. “I broke up with my boyfriend, okay? Or, more precisely, he dumped my rear.” 
 
    “Oh.” My hand fell from his arm on instinct. 
 
    “Yeah. Oh. So, don’t worry about it.” He walked away. 
 
    I went to take a step to go after him, but something held me back. 
 
    Don’t do it. 
 
    He made it to his car before I snapped out of my selfishness. 
 
    “Incredible.” My feet finally started to move. “Blair, wait.” 
 
    He paused at his driver’s side door for me to catch up. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m surprised is all. Last I remember, you were dating that Courtney chick.” 
 
    “That was two years ago.” 
 
    “This doesn’t change anything.” Only everything. I knew I should’ve left it at that, gone inside, and forgotten about it, but I couldn’t. “We can still go grab a beer, and I’ll still let you whine about being dumped.” 
 
    “Well, with all that sensitivity, how could I resist?” His lips turned up into a half-smile. 
 
    “Mr. Sensitivity at your service. You wanna drive or call a cab? You can always come back here and crash in Hunter’s bed if we drink too much … pfft, if. I mean when we drink too much.” I definitely needed alcohol to survive it. 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    The cab only took a couple of minutes to arrive. We lived in an area close to the tourist spot in town, so it was never a long wait. 
 
    When we arrived on the main strip and we walked past Sin, the one and only gay club in town, I paused and waited for him to turn to face me. “If you’re looking for a rebound idiot …” I nodded in the direction of the bar. I hoped he couldn’t hear the crack in my voice. 
 
    “Uh, nah. It’s cool.” He eyed the black double doors of the club with an odd expression. His lips were pulled tight into a fake smile. “I plan on drinking so much I probably won’t be able to get it up anyway.”  
 
    I snorted. “Good plan.” 
 
    He led me to a bar on the end of the strip that was more like a pub. The music wasn’t too loud, and there were more tables and chairs than dance floor space. 
 
    We grabbed a beer each and headed for the back corner. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I awkwardly sat across from him, sipping on my beer every couple of seconds.  
 
    “If this is weird for you …” 
 
    I waited for him to finish his sentence but he didn’t. “It’s not.” 
 
    He eyed me as if he didn’t believe me. 
 
    “Okay, it is a little, but only because I’m scared I’ll say something inappropriate. I don’t exactly know what’s PC and what’s not. Sorry.” 
 
    Blair’s smile reminded me of the exact reason I shouldn’t have come out tonight. 
 
    “You can ask or say whatever. I won’t be offended. It’d actually be a nice change.” 
 
    “Change?” I asked. 
 
    “I only came out a week ago. Hunter, Cole, the rest of the guys, they kinda didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “They were probably shocked. You don’t exactly look gay.” My shoulders slumped. “Incredible, I’ve already gone and said something I shouldn’t have, right?” 
 
    He laughed and nodded. “Hey, at least you picked up on it, unlike my mother who continues to spew stereotypes at me without realising she’s doing anything wrong. And that’s what I figured when the group didn’t say much—that they needed time to get over it. When they did finally say something, they were all ‘that’s cool’ and tried to play it off like it was no big deal, but it got awkward pretty fast. Then they changed the topic.”  
 
    “They’ll come ’round.” 
 
    “Hunter didn’t even tell you about it. I dunno, I guess I thought it was more gossip worthy.” 
 
    “You want to be gossiped about?” 
 
    “Beats feeling ignored. It’s as if they don’t acknowledge it, it’ll change. Guess it doesn’t matter now that I’m single again. I’ll probably go back to chicks for a while. I kinda hate guys right now. Well, just one, actually.” His laugh was light, but the pain behind it was obvious. “It’d make Mum happy if I had a girlfriend. She keeps talking about eventually picking a side. Preferably the side that can bear children.” 
 
    “So you’re …” 
 
    “Bi,” he answered with enviable confidence.  
 
    “Well, at least you’ve got twice the amount of fish in the sea, right?” 
 
    He smiled again, but it looked forced. “You’d think that, but that’s not exactly how it works.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s this stupid stigma about being bisexual. People like my ex think we’ll always end up choosing a hetero relationship in the end. A lot of straight people think we’re gay trying to be straight. We’re either not gay enough or not straight enough, we’re attention whores, and don’t forget the ones who think we use bisexuality as an excuse to have orgies.” Blair shook his head. 
 
    “That’s messed up.” 
 
    “Marc, my ex, he knew I wasn’t out. He was supportive of me taking my time and making sure I was ready for it. When I told him a few days ago that I’d told my family and friends, he started ranting about how stupid I was. He said I was most likely going to settle down with a woman someday, and I was putting my family under unnecessary stress about having to deal with a son who has a boyfriend.” 
 
    “So, that’s why you broke up?” I asked. 
 
    “No. That was the fight that led him to confess he was covering up the fact that I was the other guy in the relationship. He’s been with his partner for three years and was cheating on him for the last six months with me. He never wanted me to come out because he was using my closeted status as a way to keep our relationship on the DL.”  
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    Blair shrugged one shoulder as he picked at the edges of his beer bottle label. “I probably should’ve known. There were signs I didn’t pick up on until it was pointed out to me. Now I’m the jerk who came out to everyone for no reason.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say for no reason. The hard part’s over now, right?” 
 
    He shrugged again. 
 
    “Your parents didn’t take the news well?” 
 
    “They didn’t have a bad reaction, but it wasn’t exactly good, either. A lot of people have had it worse. When I told them I had a boyfriend, Mum assumed I was gay. When I said no, I like girls too, she said ‘Oh, good. There’s still a chance for grandchildren.’” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “I think she means well, but yeah, it didn’t come out that way.” 
 
    “When did you know? And how did you know you were bi and not gay?” 
 
    His hazel eyes met mine and pinned me to my chair. Sheer terror crawled down my spine. Did he know the real reason I was asking that question? 
 
    “Sorry if that’s crossing some sort of line. Tell me to shut up if I start to offend you.” With a sweaty palm, I wiped my left hand on my jeans and cleared my throat. 
 
    “It’s hard to offend me,” he said. “And, I dunno, I’ve always liked both genders. You know when you’re in high school and all your friends are getting their first girlfriends? I found myself wondering what it would be like to have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “So, why bi?” 
 
    “Because I also wondered what it would be like to have a girlfriend.” 
 
    I sucked down the last of my beer. “Another one?” 
 
    “Definitely,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll get this round.” I couldn’t get away fast enough. 
 
    At the bar, I tried to compose myself. We hadn’t even talked about serious stuff and I was sweating. Coming here wasn’t the best idea. Hounding him with questions about his sexuality probably wasn’t either. 
 
    I got back to the table with two new beers, and as soon as I put them down, I turned my sight to the TV above the bar, hoping to shut down the conversation. 
 
    “Any more questions for me?” he asked, that half-smile still present on his face.  
 
    Our eyes locked and I told myself to look away but I couldn’t. 
 
    Blair’s short brown hair seemed lighter in colour in some places and was naturally messy, falling across his forehead. With his half-smile, a dimple formed on his right cheek, and I wondered if he had one on his left cheek too. 
 
    Ugh. I need to drink more.  
 
    I shook my head in response to his question. 
 
    His mouth opened to say something but then closed again as if he’d changed his mind. 
 
    Yup. I definitely need to drink more. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    After a few more beers, I was struggling to keep up with Garrett. He’d been rather silent for the past two drinks, pretending to watch the football game on the TV above the bar. 
 
    “You just got a promotion in your marketing job, yeah?” 
 
    If he noticed the drastic change in conversation, he didn’t acknowledge it. It was obvious he was uncomfortable. I wondered if talking about my sexuality with other people was always going to end in awkwardness. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a smile. “I can trash my way out of a paper bag. Seemed like a logical career choice. You work at the movie studios, don’t you?” 
 
    “Technically, I work for a production company, but yeah, mostly at the studios. I’m a production assistant.” 
 
    “And what does that entail?” 
 
    I leaned in, smirking as I whispered, “I don’t actually know.” 
 
    He laughed, deep and warm, and I was reminded of all those times in high school when I had to pretend I wasn’t checking him out. If I was completely honest, Garrett Erikson was the guy who made me start questioning how straight I was to begin with. 
 
    Being four years older, Garrett was like a god to us growing up. All of my friends, including his brother, looked up to him. We’d follow him around, begging to be cool by association. Captain of the soccer team in high school—your typical popular jock—he had a different girl hanging off him each time we’d see him. 
 
    At first, I thought my infatuation was about being in awe of him. Until I realised I was checking him out most of the time, not his girlfriends. 
 
    I took another sip of beer and rested back in my chair. “Basically, I turn up to work and do whatever they tell me to do. Getting someone coffee, helping the prop department, kissing the rear of everyone above me … which is, well, everyone.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re a hired jerk.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Precisely. But it’s a pretty sweet gig. Get to work on some awesome sets.” 
 
    “Oh, speaking of sets,” he said and pulled out his phone. “Did you hear about that dodgy set Hunter was sent to a while back?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Garrett scrolled through his photos. “It was for some discount store. The catalogue just came out, and it’s hilarious.”  
 
    He handed me his phone, and on the front page of a cheap-looking catalogue, one of my very best friends sported a unicorn onesie.   
 
    “Oh my goodness. This is the best thing I’ve ever seen,” I said. 
 
    “Scroll left.” 
 
    There was a photo of Hunter in his underwear on page three. I laughed. “He’s going to kill you for showing me this.” 
 
    “What are big brothers for?” 
 
    “I’m so glad I’m an only child.” 
 
    We stuck to safe topics of conversation as we continued to down beer after beer, and it didn’t take long for Garrett to lose the tension in his voice. And posture. His smile was charismatic, and his laughter was infectious. 
 
    For a brief moment, I began to feel like I was on an actual date. Then I reminded myself of the absurdity of that notion. This was Garrett-frigging-Erikson. 
 
    My confusion deepened when his leg accidentally brushed against mine under the table, but to my surprise, he didn’t remove it. Either he was drunker than I thought or he didn’t realise his leg was practically on top of mine. 
 
    “Drunk enough yet?” he asked after I lost count of what beer we were up to. 
 
    “Yope.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yope?” 
 
    “I think I was going for nope but my mouth seems to think it should’ve been a yup.” 
 
    “You have enough Dutch courage to try out the gay bar?” 
 
    My glazed eyes rose from staring at my drink to Garrett and then narrowed at what they found. Hope mixed with anxiety and fear. 
 
    If someone had told me last week that Garrett Erikson was struggling with his sexuality, I would’ve laughed in their face. Garrett had more girlfriends in high school than any other guy I knew. Not to mention the string of women he’d hooked up with over the years. Hunter was the same. There was a reason the Erikson brothers had a reputation. 
 
    “Wanna know why I didn’t want to go to the gay bar tonight?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at me expectantly but didn’t say yes or no, so I kept talking, even though admitting it was the second hardest thing I had to do besides coming out. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready to be that out. I met Marc at a coffee shop. We never went on a date, and he hated going clubbing, so I’d always go over to his place.” I laughed. “It was because he had to hide me from his actual boyfriend.” I shook my head at my naiveté. “So even though I’m out, this is all new to me. And it’s kinda scary. I wouldn’t know how to act if a guy approached me in a bar like that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He averted his eyes and took another sip of his beer. “But the way I figure it is you have to face your fears. You don’t have to do anything. Just walk in. If you don’t like it, we can leave.” 
 
    I wondered if he was giving himself the same speech. 
 
    “I’m in,” I said, downing the rest of my beer. 
 
    Walking in a straight line was difficult at first, but we managed to get there in the end. When I paused outside the black doors, Garrett stopped beside me. “I’d offer to hold your hand, but I doubt you’d be able to pick up if everyone thinks you’re taken.”  
 
    I was surprised he even managed to joke about it considering an hour or so ago he was uncomfortable about asking if I was bi or gay. 
 
    Doubt started creeping in, and I began to wonder if I’d misread Garrett again. Maybe he was only there for moral support. 
 
    Maybe it was wishful thinking to hope for more. There was no way Garrett was gay, or bi, or even curious. 
 
    “You’re overthinking it,” he said in a singsong voice. 
 
    I’m overthinking you is what I wanted to say. At least I wasn’t so drunk I couldn’t hold my tongue. 
 
    He gave me a gentle push in the direction of the club. My feet gained momentum and kept going, taking us through the doors. 
 
    It was a heck of a lot less scary inside. I wasn’t nervous or even the slightest bit uncomfortable like I thought I would be. It’s not like I was holding my arms out and thanking the lord for finding my holy land, but it was more low-key than I was expecting. My imagination was probably warped by images of shirtless guys on the dance floor wearing angel wings and boy-shorts—which there was none of in sight. I didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed. 
 
    Garrett’s eyes were wide in awe. Or maybe it was panic. Although, I was unsure what was so intimidating about it. It seemed like any other bar to me. It was even a bit anticlimactic after making a big deal out of it. 
 
    But his reaction put me back on the Garrett was bi-curious bandwagon. The guy was confusing, or I was drunk and I couldn’t think straight. Ha. Straight. 
 
    “Another beer?” he asked. 
 
    “I think if I have another one, I’ll puke. Actually, I need to take a leak.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be at the bar.” 
 
    After making my way through the throng of people to the bathroom, I did my business and then stumbled back out to find Garrett talking to some guy. I’d literally left him for three minutes and someone was already trying to pick him up. I paused and watched, not wanting to interfere. Maybe he needed this moment.  
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    His eyes locked with mine across the room and he mouthed “Help me.” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling as I made my way over to him and put my arm around his waist. “Hey, babe, where’s my drink?” 
 
    “U-uh,” he stammered. To his credit, he didn’t tense at my arm around him. 
 
    I pretended to only now notice the guy trying to talk to him. “Oh, hey. I’m Blair.” I stuck out my hand for him to shake. 
 
    “Shane. Have a good night.” He tipped his head and walked away. 
 
    “Thanks,” Garrett said as soon as Shane was gone. 
 
    “No problem,” I said, unwrapping my arm from his waist. “And we were worried about what to do if I was approached.”  
 
    “There’s no fighting my awesomeness. Clearly.” There was the Garrett I knew. 
 
    “Clearly,” I said dryly. “We can go if you want.” 
 
    “Did you get the full experience?” 
 
    “The bathrooms were dirtier than I was expecting.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We probably should go. I’m kinda seeing double.” 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
    “At least now you can say you’ve been to a gay bar.” 
 
    “So can you.” I started to walk towards the exit, but I was yanked back. 
 
    Garrett’s hand was wrapped around my upper arm, gripping it tight. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I met his gaze. “That you are currently standing in a gay club. Nothing more.” 
 
    He let go of my arm. “I thought …” His hand went to the back of his neck, rubbing lightly. “Never mind. Let’s go.” 
 
    We ambled to the nearest taxi rank, both of us a little wobbly on our feet. The cool night air made my head clearer, but my body didn’t want to cooperate with what my brain was telling it to do. 
 
    I stumbled and staggered, and when I thought I was going to face plant into the ground, Garrett caught me just in time. He wrapped his arm around my waist and brought me in front of him.  
 
    My back slammed into his front. “Incredible. Sorry.” 
 
    “You really are drunk.” He laughed. 
 
    “So are you,” I slurred. 
 
    He didn’t release me, and I must’ve been drunker than I thought because I was sure I felt something hard against my rear. 
 
    It’s his belt buckle. Has to be his belt buckle. 
 
    “Ah, Garrett? I don’t think I’m going to fall now.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” He finally let me go. 
 
    When we walked to the end of the taxi line, I pretended I didn’t see him reach into his jeans and adjust himself.  
 
    Definitely not his belt buckle. 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of that. Maybe he was at a level of drunkenness where a strong wind would get him hard. 
 
    That seemed logical. Sorta. 
 
    The cab that pulled up when it was our turn was a tiny Prius. I was shorter and smaller in stature than Garrett, but so was nearly everyone. I was confident in my lean but toned body until I stood next to him. He was stacked. And when you put two well-built guys in the back seat of a Prius, their thighs were going to touch. 
 
    After our encounter on the street, that contact was dangerous because I couldn’t focus on anything else.  
 
    When we arrived at Garrett’s parents’ place, Garrett fumbled with his keys in the dark, and his hands were slightly shaking. 
 
    “All good?” I asked him. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Stepping forward, I took the keys from his hands and held them up. He pointed to which key it was, and I opened the door.  
 
    Garrett entered first, and as I shut and locked the door again, I turned to find him standing right in front of me. 
 
    “Garr—” 
 
    His lips landed on mine. His mouth was soft, but his skin was rough. It was so different from baby-faced Marc and his inability to even grow facial hair.  
 
    Garrett’s tongue forced my lips to part. His strong body pushed against mine, backing me against the door. I knew I had to pull away, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. In fact, my arms wrapped around his back, trying to bring him closer. 
 
    My tongue met his, stroke for stroke, and when I thought my head couldn’t get closer to exploding, he groaned and sent an electric shock straight to my groin. 
 
    “Idiot,” I hissed and pulled away. Although, I couldn’t get far, being pinned against the door. 
 
    Garrett backed off but only slightly. The shock, surprise, and disgust I expected to see in my friend’s very straight brother’s face was absent. I could only see wonderment and lust in his dilated pupils. 
 
    His gaze lowered as one of his hands went to my chest and started sliding lower while the other rested against the door next to my head.  
 
    I stood helplessly and let his hand move over me, my body and brain at war with each other. My brain was telling me to stop him, but my body was begging for him to touch me. 
 
    We were both breathing heavy, our chests rising and falling in sync. 
 
    “I …” Garrett started and then cleared his throat. “Phoo.” His mouth was back on mine, his tongue claiming and dominating. When his hand reached the front of my jeans and rubbed against my erection, he pulled back and smiled. “Looks like you didn’t drink enough. Thought you said you wouldn’t be able to get it up?” 
 
    Telling him I’d been half hard since waiting for a cab probably wasn’t the best thing to say. I was lucky my mouth was dry, and as I tried to speak, only a rasp came out. I cleared my throat and tried again, thinking of something better to say. “Looks like you drank too much. You’re making out with a dude.” 
 
    Taking a step closer to me, he leaned in so his mouth was next to my ear. “And it was pretty hot.” When he pulled away again, he held out his hand for me to take as if he wanted to lead me down the hall. 
 
    “Never mess around with the straight ones” Marc always said. “It only leads to heartache.” Of course, when he said this, he was referring to me, because bi didn’t count according to him. 
 
    “What exactly is going on right now?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    Garrett’s hand dropped while his other one rubbed the back of his neck. He’d done that a few times tonight, and it didn’t take a genius to realise it was a coping mechanism. He breathed in deep.  “I figured … you need a rebound, and it’s just one night. I need to know for sure.” 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    I could still taste him on my tongue when my inner freak-out began, but I was freaking out for reasons I never anticipated. I wanted more. 
 
    Standing there, blankly staring at Blair, I realised he’d said something but I missed it. “W-what?” I stammered. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he repeated. 
 
    I swallowed hard and nodded but looked at my feet. It turned out, no matter which gender shot you down, it stung. 
 
    He took a step closer to me. “Don’t get me wrong. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve jumped you already. But we’ve both been drinking, you’re obviously going through some stuff, and it’s not like we could have this one night and then forget about it. You’re Hunter’s brother, and we see each other all the time. Okay, maybe not all the time, but it’s a lot. It’s not a good idea.” 
 
    I knew he was right. It was a horrible idea, and yet, every inch of me wanted to throw myself at him again. “I’m so messed up,” I whispered. 
 
    Blair took a step forward, forcing me to meet his eyes. “You are not messed up. You’re confused, and if I had to guess, I’d say you’ve been confused for a long time.” 
 
    I nodded but looked at my feet again. 
 
    “You’re not messed up,” he repeated, but it wasn’t sinking in. 
 
    All I was thinking about was the fact I’d never been so turned on in my life, and all Blair did was put his tongue in my mouth. I groaned as I imagined him doing it again. 
 
    “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and started heading towards my room. Pulling me inside, he shut the door behind him. “We’re not going to do anything. I just came in here so your parents don’t catch us when I kiss you again.” 
 
    “Uh … okay.” I didn’t tell him my parents were out of town. It was sad enough I was twenty-six and living at home. I didn’t want to sound like I was a teenager who’d been left the house for a whole weekend. 
 
    “You said you wanted to know for sure, but there’s only one thing to consider.” He stepped forward, capturing my waist in his large hands. His toned body pressed into me, and when his lips touched mine, it was a lot slower than my attack on him had been.  
 
    I breathed him in and pulled him close. With my heart hammering, I reached my hand to the back of his head and tried to deepen the kiss, but he pulled away.  
 
    “The fact you’re not pushing me away should be answer enough.” He pulled me tighter against him. “Same goes for how hard you are. The only reason you’re confused is because you believe it has to be one or the other—gay or straight. Right now, the only thing you need to do is work out what you want. And hooking up with your brother’s best friend because he’s the only queer guy you know is not what you want.” 
 
    Yes, it is, I wanted to say, but my mouth wasn’t working anymore. Granted, I’d never looked at him as anything else other than Hunter’s friend until tonight, but I’d made a habit of not looking at guys I knew in a sexual way. Made it too hard to be around them otherwise. 
 
    Goodness, I was such an idiot. What twenty-six-year-old man was unsure? Maybe my problem was I did know, but I didn’t want to face it. It’d been nine years since I even let myself think about it. 
 
    Blair took steps backwards towards the door. “I’ll be in Hunter’s room thinking of my grandma spitting her teeth out on the kitchen table during Christmas dinner. I need to take care of”—he looked down at the tent in his jeans—“this, and I doubt Hunter would appreciate me rubbing one out in his bed.” He smiled. “I’ll be here for you in any way you need, but I don’t want to use you as a rebound if I’m the only one you can talk to about this stuff.” 
 
    Considering he was supposedly drunk, he was thinking a heck of a lot clearer than I was.  
 
    “We’ll talk more in the morning.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. The thought of reliving this in the harsh light of day gave me an instant hangover.  
 
    “You’re not going to say anything to Hunter, right?” My voice was quiet. 
 
    Something akin to anger flashed across his face. “The fact you even had to ask that definitely means it’d be a dumb idea to hook up.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my—” 
 
    “I won’t say anything to your brother.” He turned and walked out, leaving me standing in the middle of my room asking myself What the heck did I just do? 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the alcohol, I was sure I would’ve been awake the rest of the night. I was horny, remorseful, and could still taste Blair’s mouth.  
 
    My only reprieve came when all the beer I drank lulled me into sleep. 
 
    I woke in the morning to find a friend request on Facebook and a private message from Blair on my phone. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    Got called into work. Let myself out. Talk soon. 
 
      
 
    I hated that I was relieved. How was I meant to look him in the eye again? 
 
    The one and only other time I’d ever thrown myself at a guy, it ended in a similar fashion. Except Jeremy’s rejection wasn’t nearly as supportive, and what I did in response was unforgiveable. I should’ve told Blair about the guilt I’d been carrying around since high school. Maybe then he’d understand why I was the way I was. It’d also be one way of never having to see him again. Because I was sure Blair wouldn’t want to know me after he found out what I did. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    I had my head over a bowl of cereal when my parents came in the front door. 
 
    “Garrett, really?” my mother chided. “It’s two fifteen in the afternoon. Why are you only having breakfast?” 
 
    “Hungover,” I grumbled. 
 
    “What’d you get up to last night?” 
 
    Oh, you know, not much. Went to a gay bar, made out with a guy. “Went out with a friend. His girlfriend broke up with him.” I didn’t know why I was lying. Mum and Dad weren’t going to assume I was gay because I knew a guy with a boyfriend. 
 
    “At least he had a girlfriend,” she said, playfully nudging me. 
 
    “Leave the boy alone,” Dad said. 
 
    Boy. I was twenty-six years old, for idiot’s sake. 
 
    “I want grandbabies,” Mum declared. 
 
    I tried not to cringe. “Dunno if that’ll happen, Mum. Sorry.” 
 
    “Because you haven’t met the right girl?” 
 
    No. Because same-sex adoption isn’t an option in Queensland. I shook my head free of that thought. “Girls are batshit crazy.” 
 
    Dad laughed.  
 
    Mum slapped his chest. “Don’t encourage that behaviour. How did I manage to raise two manwhore sons? Your brother’s just as bad.” 
 
    “Apples don’t fall far from the tree,” Dad said proudly, which earned him another slap from Mum. “Oh, come on, you know I was done for as soon as I met you. It’ll be the same for the boys. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh as I stood from the table. “Whatever you say, Dad. And, Mum, please don’t use the word manwhore ever again.” I kissed the top of her head as I walked by her to put my bowl in the sink. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re just hungover?” Mum asked. “You seem … down.” 
 
    Curse her and her mothering perception. 
 
    “Just the hangover. I promise.” It was the first time I’d ever felt guilty about lying to my parents. 
 
    “Well, we have some news,” Dad said. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The reason we were away this weekend was for a job thing.” Dad averted his gaze. His usual straight-talking attitude was absent. 
 
    “Uh, what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re moving to Brisbane,” Mum said for him. “So it’s time you and your brother fly the nest. Don’t think you’d be interested in following us?” 
 
    “Ryan and I will be fine,” I told her. 
 
    “Will we?” my brother’s voice came from the front entrance. “What’s happening?” 
 
    While Mum and Dad explained they were moving, my mind was racing with housing possibilities. The reason I was living at home in the first place was to save money for a down payment to buy my own apartment. I wanted to buy a place, not rent, but I didn’t want repayments on the apartment to be so high I couldn’t manage it if something was to happen with my job. Being in marketing, the threat of redundancies was always a rumour. It was a fickle business. One month we’d be flat out and complaining we were understaffed, the next we’d be worried about being pulled into the manager’s office and given notice.  
 
    “Wanna go a shared apartment, bro?” Hunter asked. 
 
    It was logical to move in with him, but after last night, something told me having my own space was what I needed. 
 
    I couldn’t voice why aloud though. In case I decide to make out with another guy? Ugh, no, I couldn’t say why I wanted my own place, so Hunter won out. 
 
    “Sounds good. Somewhere cheap.” 
 
    “Really?” Hunter complained. “You earn almost as much as me. We could afford an awesome place that overlooks the beach or—” 
 
    “I’m not wasting money on rent.” 
 
    “Cheapest person ever,” he complained some more. 
 
    “I’m not cheap. I don’t like wasting money. There’s a difference.” 
 
    Dad clapped Hunter on the back. “You should take a page out of his book. Save some money. You ain’t gonna be pretty forever.” 
 
    Hunter smirked. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    “We’ll go look at apartments this week,” I said. “Right now I need to go back to bed.” 
 
    Returning to my room, I crashed into my bed. I’d spent all day playing last night over and over again like a loop in my head, and it was clear that’s what was going to continue to happen now I was back in the room where he kissed me. 
 
    Idiot, I wanted Blair. I never wanted anyone more. I didn’t know what that meant or how I was supposed to deal with it.  
 
    Nothing could ever come from it. Blair was right when he said it wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    So in that moment, I decided to do the typical Garrett Erikson thing when I thought something was too hard to deal with.  
 
    I pretended it didn’t happen. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    February, 2012 
 
      
 
    Spence: 
U coming out 2nite? 
 
      
 
    Nice choice of words there, Spence. I decided to ignore my best friend.  
 
    There were the four of us who had been friends since high school. Hunter, Cole, Spencer, and me. We thought of each other as brothers. At least, I thought we did. But it was if I never came out a few months ago. They hadn’t said anything, and I never brought it up again.  
 
    Not only was I not in the mood to see them, I wasn’t in the mood to go out, period. I had my laptop on my lap, I was full of caffeine, and I wanted to smash out a few thousand words on a script I was working on. 
 
    No one knew that was the real reason I took an apprenticeship with the production company after high school instead of going to uni. My ultimate goal was to write movies, not make sure movie stars and directors were happy, which was next to impossible to achieve with most of them. 
 
      
 
    Hunter: 
I got the Calvin Klein contract. Let’s go out and get messed up. 
 
      
 
    Dang it. I had to go. Because friends supported friends … or so I’d heard. Hunter had been talking about the possibility of landing a modelling gig with Calvin Klein for months.  
 
    I slammed my laptop closed and messaged Spencer back because he lived close by. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
I’m in. Want to split a cab? 
 
      
 
    Spence: 
We’ll pick u up. Be at urs in 20. Gage volunteered to be DD. 
 
      
 
    Tonight was going to be trash. It’d been six months since Garrett and I hooked up. Well, kissed—couldn’t exactly call it a hook-up when neither of us got off on it. Although, I’d spent plenty of time getting off on the memory of it. 
 
    That night, I’d decided to be the bigger person and not let him do something he might’ve regretted in the morning, but the joke was on me, because he regretted it anyway.  
 
    I tried messaging him on Facebook. He ignored it. 
 
    I tried talking to him when we’d go out with Hunter. He made an excuse and left. 
 
    He shut me out, all because I decided to do the right thing. I should’ve fooled around with him. At least then I would’ve gotten something out of it. 
 
    Instead, I now got awkward glances and flat-out ignored when in his presence. It trashted me off, but I couldn’t help but feel bad for the guy. 
 
    I knew him ignoring me had nothing to do with me, so as much as it annoyed me, I knew there was a bigger picture, and I was just a small part of it. 
 
    I tried to be sympathetic and remember what it was like to be in the closet and too scared to come out. Heck, I was still scared. It was why I hadn’t mentioned my tendency to check out guys’ rears again to my friends or family. For all intents and purposes, I was still closeted. My coming out never happened, because I wasn’t comfortable around any of my friends anymore.  
 
    And apart from online forums, I had no one to talk to about that stuff. I was in the same boat as Garrett, but he’d rather jump ship than open up to me. 
 
    When Spencer and our other friend, Gage, and I arrived at the bar, my body responded the way it had every single time I’d seen Garrett in the last six months. It was a mixture of being turned on and pissed off at the same time. I couldn’t get our kiss out of my head, but I was angry he was being a toe because of it. 
 
    My eyes found him as soon as we walked in, and I wasn’t all that surprised to see him talking to a short, brunette chick. 
 
    I tried really hard not to glare. On the few occasions I’d seen Garrett out, it wasn’t pretty. He was always drunk or on the way to being drunk, and he hit on anything in a skirt. 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised—that was the Garrett I’d always known. 
 
    We found Hunter sitting in a booth by himself and congratulated him on his contract, but I didn’t take my eyes off Garrett. Each time he glanced over, I looked away as if I wasn’t staring. 
 
    He eventually made his way back to the table and brought the brunette with him. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “Where’s my drink?” Hunter asked him. 
 
    The girl held up her glass with a devilish smile. “Sorry. I may’ve stolen it.” She threw the whole glass back. “And now there’s nothing left. My bad.” 
 
    I tried to hold in my snort of laughter. Garrett was going to have a handful with her. 
 
    Hunter glanced at his brother. “She has too much attitude for you. You sure you can handle her?” 
 
    “Oh, there will be no handling of me tonight. From any of you.” She pointed her finger and glared at all of us around the table. 
 
    That was fine by me because all I wanted was the guy who was currently hitting on her. 
 
    “She’s too young for me,” Garrett said.  
 
    Or not hitting on her as it would seem.  
 
    “How old are you?” Hunter asked the girl. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Eighteen.” 
 
    “You’re … what?” Spencer stammered.  
 
    She was five years younger than us, which meant she was nine years younger than Garrett. 
 
    “Told ya,” Garrett said. “Way too young for me. Ryan on the other hand … Sara, that’s my brother. The one I was telling you about.” He pointed to Hunter. He was the only one in the world who called him Ryan, and I still wasn’t used to it, even years later.  
 
    When Hunter headed for the bar to buy Sara a drink, he shoved me to move out of the booth so he could get past. 
 
    I felt the heat of Garrett’s stare as I climbed out, but by the time I was sitting back down, he was talking to Gage. 
 
    “I’m Garrett.” He shook Gage’s hand. Gage was new to our group, brought to us by our high school friend Pip. She met him through her marketing job. 
 
    “I know who you are. I work for my uncle at Parsons’ Media,” Gage said in his American accent. He was from Virginia and only recently moved to Australia. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Garrett said. 
 
    “I said I work for—” 
 
    “No, I heard what you said. I’m just sorry. Because you guys suck.” Garrett laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, Pip warned me about you.” 
 
    Garrett’s grin didn’t falter. “That I’m the best there is? Incredible, yeah. But seriously, your uncle is Tony Parsons?” 
 
    “The one and only.” 
 
    “That’s cool. Your firm is massive … for a suck factory.” 
 
    While they continued talking smack about marketing, I tuned out the words and focused on Garrett. 
 
    I was trying to work out if he seemed different. If I hadn’t known he was hiding something, I wouldn’t have picked up on the little things. 
 
    When he spoke about his work, he was animated, but the excitement never seemed genuine. It was easy to think the confident, cocky guy in front of me was the real him. There was no hint of the vulnerability I saw in him six months ago. His face showed interest in what he was saying, but his voice held a flat quality. It was as if he were acting a part he’d learned to play. 
 
    He was used to selling trash. He made a living from it. But I couldn’t help wondering how much he’d been selling. Was his whole life a lie? 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Spencer said, moving our attention to Hunter and the girl, who were currently walking out of the bar together. “How did he pull her in”—he checked his watch—“ten minutes?” 
 
    The corners of Garrett’s mouth tipped up. “I primed her for him.” 
 
    “Goodness, curse the Erikson genes,” Spencer said. 
 
    I laughed. “Amen to that.” 
 
    Garrett’s eyes found mine, and I didn’t look away this time. Unfortunately, he did. 
 
    “I’m getting another drink,” he said, standing. “You ladies want anything?”  
 
    When he came back to the booth with a tray of drinks, he avoided eye contact with me as he handed them out. 
 
    He continued to avoid eye contact when I asked how the new apartment and living with Hunter was going. In fact, every time I asked him a question, I got a one-word answer, and then he went back to the bar for another drink. 
 
    I started to think he was playing his own drinking game: For every time Blair tries to address me, do a shot. 
 
    I figured I’d better stop trying before he got alcohol poisoning. 
 
    When he went back to the bar for about the sixth time in an hour, I decided I should leave. Instead of making the others drop me home, I cabbed it. 
 
    I snuck out without even trying to say goodbye to Garrett. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    The following night was Spencer’s birthday, and even though I was worried I’d have to put up with Garrett again, I wasn’t going to blow it off and let him start dictating my life when he was the one with the issue. 
 
    I was relieved to find Hunter without his brother when I turned up at the restaurant for dinner. 
 
    “How goes it?” I asked, taking the seat next to Hunter. 
 
    “I’m wrecked,” he replied. 
 
    “Big night last night?” 
 
    “The biggest,” Spencer cut in. “Hunter’s in love.” He laughed. 
 
    I couldn’t help joining him. “You’re what?” 
 
    “I’m not in love, toe.” Hunter balled up a napkin and threw it at Spencer’s head. “But turns out Sara’s pretty awesome. She’s coming tonight.” 
 
    “She must’ve been more than awesome if you’re that wrecked by your night with her,” I said. 
 
    “Nah, I’m wrecked because after I left her this morning, I had to go pick Garrett up from the drunk tank. The idiot blew point-three-two.” 
 
    “But he wasn’t driving, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Still, you’re that drunk on the street, you’re not exactly going to be walking straight.” 
 
    “I don’t know how he drank that much without passing out to begin with,” Spencer said. “He was on a mission.” 
 
    “Is he coming tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Hunter said. “He slept most of the day and still looked green when I left to come here.” 
 
    “What time is your girl meant to be here?” Spencer asked Hunter. “Ten bucks says she doesn’t show and you got a tattoo for nothing.” 
 
    “Whoa, you got a tattoo?” I asked. 
 
    “Not only that, he got a matching tattoo with her.” Spencer laughed. “Some stupid word I had to Google. Must’ve been a wild night, right?” 
 
    I snorted. “You got ‘wild’ tattooed on you in a different language?” 
 
    “Laugh it up, jerks. After last night, there’s no way Sara isn’t turning up,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Cocky much?” I asked. 
 
    “Confident. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Riiiight.” 
 
    I looked forward to meeting the girl who knocked Hunter on his rear. Unfortunately for him, Spencer was right—she didn’t show—and by the time ten rolled around, Hunter was drunker than Garrett last night. He was so drunk he thought burying himself in a blonde was the only way to get over the brunette who stood him up. 
 
    When he went to go home with her, my thoughts went back to Garrett for the millionth time in the last twenty-four hours. I wanted to help him but didn’t know where to start.  
 
    Why I’d taken it upon myself to help Garrett when he clearly didn’t want it, I had no idea. 
 
    Perhaps I was drawn to Garrett so I didn’t have to deal with my own trash. Like why I hadn’t even looked at another guy since the night I kissed him. I told myself it had more to do with the breakup with Marc, but part of me wondered if I was lying to myself. Maybe part of me was hung up on the fact I’d come so close to hooking up with my high school crush that my ego wanted another chance. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    June, 2012 
 
    “Come on, bro, it’s my birthday. You have to come,” Hunter said. 
 
    I knew what going out with him and his friends would entail. It’d happened a lot over the last year.  
 
    It’d been ten months of rarely going out because I knew I’d run into Blair.  
 
    On the times I did go, my façade of being one hundred percent straight was so over the top, I wondered if anybody else knew I was overcompensating. Blair definitely knew it with every frown he threw my way. 
 
    Since the night we’d kissed, I’d practically become Houdini. I could make myself disappear in three seconds flat whenever he turned up. I pretended our night together never happened. That one night didn’t exist to me. 
 
    “Come on, even Cole got Reece to let him out for the night,” Hunter said. Cole was Hunter’s only married friend, and I was pretty sure they were only married because they had a kid. Most times I didn’t even know if they liked each other. 
 
    “Fine, Ryan, but there better be alcohol and women.” Ugh. Could I be any more of a lying douche right now? 
 
    “Some models I met on set last week are coming out.” 
 
    “Female this time? Last time you said that, they were all male.” Not that I was as upset as I was letting on.  Even though it’d been strictly women before and since Blair, that didn’t stop me checking out other guys. In fact, my lingering eyes had become worse because of Blair. 
 
    Curse him. 
 
    “Female, I promise. And now that my work here is done, I’m going to jump in the shower.” Hunter headed down the hall of our small apartment. 
 
    Knowing I was going to see Blair turned my body on high alert. It had a habit of doing that—yet another reason I tried to avoid him at all costs. The last time we all went out, I drank so much Hunter had to pick me up from the drunk tank at the police station. The memories of getting arrested were hazy. All I remembered was every time Blair pinned me with his stare, I went to the bar and got another drink. 
 
    Just the thought of him brought back the memory of him trapped between me and the front door of my old house. 
 
    That night haunted me, and I swore my toe was possessed. 
 
    As I stared down at my half-hard cock, I groaned and wondered if I’d have time to rub one out before Hunter got out of the shower. My hand got as far as unzipping my jeans when there was a knock at the front door.  
 
    With a sigh, I zipped my fly back up and answered it. 
 
    “Rhodes.” My voice was emotionless—something I’d perfected doing over the last ten months or so. 
 
    Blair rolled his eyes. “Erikson.” 
 
    I walked away from him and into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of scotch off the top of the fridge. 
 
    “I was told to be here at eight,” Blair said from the doorway to the kitchen. “Guess I wasn’t late enough for you to avoid me, huh?” 
 
    I looked at the clock on the wall and saw it was already nine. I didn’t respond, just poured my glass and downed it in one go. 
 
    “Are you going to share?” 
 
    Silently, I took down another glass from the shelf and poured him a drink. 
 
    “Thanks. I guess,” he mumbled into his glass. “Are you ever going to look me in the eye again? It was almost a year ago.” 
 
    I forced my eyes to meet his, and suddenly I was frozen, locked in his gaze that seemed full of pity. I hated that look. Pity was the last thing I needed. 
 
    “Shower’s free,” Hunter said, making me jump and take a step back. He came around the corner in his boxers, wearing a towel on his head. “What, started drinking without me? I’ll catch up while you’re in the shower.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I mumbled, tossing back another drink and handing the glass to Hunter as I walked out. 
 
    After my long—and extremely cold—shower, I walked into my room to find Blair sitting on the edge of my bed. He was staring at his phone, tapping away on the screen. He didn’t even lift his head as I walked by him. 
 
    “You lost?” I grumbled, gripping tighter onto my towel that was wrapped around my waist. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “Not as lost as you.” 
 
    “You going to get all philosophical now?”  
 
    He stood and took three steps closer to me. “I’m offering you a do-over. Seeing as I so kindly refused to hook up with you—” 
 
    I scoffed. “Kindly?” 
 
    “I did it for you, jerk,” he said, flicking the side of my head.  
 
    “Dude, did you seriously just flick me?” 
 
    He ignored me. “You shut me out, so I don’t even know how or if you’ve been dealing with what happened between us.” 
 
    I averted my gaze. I didn’t need this. “Nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “Right. Well, I just moved into my own apartment. If you still need convincing that you’re not entirely straight, you could come home with me tonight.” 
 
    “Where’s Hunter?” I hated that my eyes darted to the door and I was worried about him walking in. 
 
    Blair waved me off. “Please, he’s doing his hair, so you know we have at least half an hour.” 
 
    I managed to crack a smile at that. 
 
    “You don’t have to say yes, Garrett, but I figured if you’re going to ignore me anyway, I may as well get what I wanted last year but deprived myself of because I thought it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I heard you have a girlfriend now.” My voice was gruff. When Hunter told me Blair was seeing someone, it hurt way more than I expected it to. 
 
    He shook his head and stepped closer, close enough for me to smell his aftershave, and dang it, he smelled good. The woodsy scent smelled how he tasted, and suddenly I was transported back to a year ago, where I wanted to pin him against a wall. 
 
    “She told me she doesn’t do anal, so I broke up with her.” 
 
    My eyes widened, and the spell was broken. “You what?” 
 
    He burst into laughter. “Oh my goodness, I’m joking. What kind of jerk do you think I am? We only dated a month. She was a nice girl”—he shrugged—“just not going to be the mother of my kids.” 
 
    Kids. “You’re twenty-three years old, why are you thinking about kids?” 
 
    “I’m not. I just mean she wasn’t the one.” 
 
    “So you’re flipping to the other side of the coin again now you’re free? Wasting time with cock until you find the right va—” 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk to push me away. If you don’t want to hook up, fine. I’m a big boy and can handle rejection. But don’t stand there slurring bi-phobic trash at me to get me to back off.” 
 
    “Geez,” I said, holding one hand up in surrender while the other clutched the towel tighter. “I get it. I’m sorry. But that doesn’t mean you’re not on the rebound.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to care about that last time. What’s changed?” 
 
    Only the fact I’ve thought about you for ten months. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I rasped out. “Now leave so I can get dressed.” 
 
    He took a step forward and ran his hand down my chest, stopping at my abs. “I guess you should get dressed.”  
 
    One touch and my toe was hard. Blair was out the door before I had a chance to do anything about it. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    After Cole turned up at the apartment, we called a cab and met up with Hunter’s other friends, Spencer and Gage, on the main strip. From there, we went to one of the smaller clubs that refused to play anything but EDM. I groaned in complaint as the bass immediately tried to pound a hole in my brain. How my brother liked this garbage was beyond me. My eyes squinted and fought against the strobe lights. 
 
    “Not your scene?” Blair asked, walking in next to me.  
 
    “I’m only twenty-seven, and I feel too old for this trash.” 
 
    He laughed, but I couldn’t hear it because the music was so frickin’ loud. Oh goodness, I really am old. 
 
    “Let’s go get a table.” He nudged me with his arm to get me to head towards the tables and chairs that lined the walls. 
 
    I made a point of not sitting next to him—something he found amusing because when I risked a glance in his direction, he was trying not to grin. 
 
    It was less than a minute before I couldn’t sit there any longer, knowing his eyes were on me. Heading to the bar, I ordered a round of shots for the table, plus two extra that I downed before heading back to the group. The line was long, so I was gone for almost fifteen minutes by the time I reached them. 
 
    Miraculously, somehow, the only spare seat when I got back was next to Blair. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    The area was tight, so when I sat down, my leg brushed against his. Even though there were two layers of clothing between us, the slight connection had me on edge. 
 
    I reached for another shot and threw it back to dull my senses. 
 
    Blair leaned in. “Just so you know, I don’t fool around with drunk guys. It’s up to you what you do next.” The club was loud, so no one would’ve heard, but it didn’t stop my eyes from darting around the table. No one was paying attention. 
 
    My hand hesitated mid-air as it went for a shot and fell back to my lap instead. I didn’t have to turn my head to know Blair was smiling. I hadn’t decided what I was going to do yet, but I wasn’t ready to dismiss the offer completely. 
 
    I yelled at Cole across the table for a different type of distraction. “So, how’s Cody? He’s like two … three now, isn’t he?” 
 
    Cole nodded. “Cody’s awesome!” he yelled back before taking a shot. He shook his head and screwed up his face. “Don’t let me have any more of those.” 
 
    I nodded but knew full well Cole would drink more of them. It was Cole. I think he loved alcohol more than Reece, his wife. 
 
    “And married life?” I asked. 
 
    His eyes met mine. “Cody’s awesome,” he repeated.  
 
    “Ah. Gotcha.” 
 
    Hunter came back to the table—I hadn’t even realised he was gone. On his heels were girls. Models. I groaned quietly to myself. 
 
    “Heard that,” Blair muttered with a laugh. 
 
    Here we go. I knew I was seen as a manwhore, and it was easy for me to play the part, but I didn’t want to go there tonight. I’d been doing it since high school, and I was tired. So tired. 
 
    I tried to tell myself that I wasn’t using the women I slept with; I was truly trying to find the one. A huge part of me—whether it was in denial or wasn’t willing to admit the truth— believed there’d be a woman out there who could give me everything. 
 
    The realist in me reminded me I was practically salivating over the fact I was almost sitting in Blair’s lap. 
 
    He patted my knee and stood. “Looks like you all need a drink, and it’s my shout.” 
 
    Cue jerk womanising behaviour. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, standing.  
 
    “This is my brother, Garrett,” Hunter said. 
 
    I put on my panty-dropping smile. “I’ll go help Blair with your drinks. The more you drink, the more charming I am.” 
 
    The girls did that girly giggle thing that was probably fake, but Hunter looked at me as if I’d grown two heads. Normally, I would’ve honed in on a girl and gotten to work. I pretended I didn’t notice his strange look and headed for the bar. 
 
    “You okay?” Blair asked when I stepped up beside him. 
 
    “I don’t want to be on tonight. Too much effort.” 
 
    “Then don’t be. No one will think less of you if you don’t hit on a woman, you know.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I mumbled. 
 
    “We’ll stay for one drink, one dance, and then we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    That was when I was meant to say no. That was the moment to walk away, go back to the group of models, and take one of them home. But I didn’t. My head nodded without my permission, and then after a long-rear wait, I helped Blair carry two trays of shots back to the table. 
 
    I allowed myself one more drink—which earned a cocked eyebrow from Blair—and then grabbed the closest girl and dragged her onto the dance floor. Apparently, I wanted to get it over with as fast as possible. 
 
    “Olivia,” the girl yelled in my ear. 
 
    I nodded, and she took that as an invitation to start grinding against me. 
 
    My gaze found Blair’s, and I had to quickly look away. His hands were in his pockets, and he was scowling. Not that I could blame him. 
 
    There wasn’t anywhere I could look without seeming suspicious, but every time I looked down at Olivia, she stared up at me with lustful, kiss-me eyes.  
 
    All I needed to do was wait out the song. Of course, then the bass reverberated through me, and it reminded me I was in a dance club, and the song was never going to end. 
 
    Blair ended up joining us on the dance floor with some other girl. 
 
    When I couldn’t take it anymore, I leaned in to talk in Olivia’s ear. “Need the restroom. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to dance with her friend and Blair, but I wasn’t surprised when I got to the bathroom—which I didn’t actually need to use—that not a minute later, Blair came in after me. 
 
    He checked the two stalls to make sure they were empty before he approached me and leaned against the bench where the basins were. 
 
    “What do you want, Garrett?” His voice was soft and sympathetic. 
 
    “Am I meant to know the answer to that?” 
 
    He smiled. “No. But I fear you think you have to know the answer to that. I invited you over because I thought you wanted it, but I can tell you’re freaking out. It was supposed to be a casual, no pressure thing. If you want to go back out there and make out with that model, then go do that. You can hook up with whoever you want to. I just want you to know that you don’t have to shut me out.” 
 
    He made my head hurt. I was messed up and sure as trash wasn’t good enough for him. My voice croaked as I managed to ask him “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why are you even bothering? Not a shocking revelation here, but I have issues.” 
 
    Blair leaned forward and pressed against me. His hands cradled the back of my head, forcing me to look him in the eye. “This past year, I’ve seen the struggle in your eyes, and it reminded me of all the tragedies that could’ve easily been prevented had any of those people had someone to turn to.” 
 
    “I’m not suicidal, for idiot’s sake.” I tried to pull my head back, but he held it tighter. 
 
    “Are you telling me you’ve dealt with all the trash from last year? All that avoiding me, the unhealthy binge drinking, all those girls you took home … was it because you wanted it? It had nothing to do with proving a point?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Didn’t think so. All you have to do is realise what you want. Not what society wants, not what your brother or your parents want, but what you want. What do you want, Garrett?” 
 
    I swallowed hard and rasped, “You. I want you.” 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    Goodness, he looked tortured as he said those words. As if admitting aloud that he wanted me went against everything he believed in or what he was.  
 
    He couldn’t look at me as he said it, but I didn’t need him to. 
 
    Leaning in, I pressed my lips softly to his. The kiss was slow and reassuring—what I thought he needed in that moment. 
 
    The bathroom door swung open, so I had to step away, but it was too late. The interrupting guy was no one we knew—thank goodness—but that didn’t stop the look of disgust he gave us. 
 
    “Fag bar’s up the street.” 
 
    Garrett’s face paled until he looked like he was going to throw up. 
 
    I turned to the homophobe. “Yeah, I saw you there last night, jerk.” The guy’s face turned red but he didn’t have a comeback. I turned to Garrett. “Wanna get out of here?” 
 
    Incredible. He’s going to bail. I could see it in his widened eyes. 
 
    “I …” 
 
    “Go. I’ll be out in a few minutes,” I said. 
 
    Garrett couldn’t get out of the bathroom fast enough. 
 
    All night, I’d watched the freak-out go from a timid nervousness to almost full-blown breakdown. I was worried I was pushing him too far, but I figured I wasn’t getting anywhere by trying to be his friend, and he needed to know he wasn’t alone.  
 
    I’d heard one too many stories about those who couldn’t come to terms with their sexuality or had no one to turn to. It didn’t matter he was a grown-rear man. That just meant he’d been holding onto it all longer than he should’ve. 
 
    There was a guy in my high school, a few years older than me, and when he came out, he was bullied to the point of needing to leave school. He apparently tried to commit suicide before his parents even realised something was wrong. 
 
    And even though we were a lot older than all that high school trash—well, most of us; clearly, the guy at the urinal had issues—since Garrett hadn’t dealt with any of the stuff he was going through, I was worried he was a ticking time-bomb waiting to go off. 
 
    While my friends and family weren’t the most supportive, I at least accepted myself. Garrett didn’t have that. I knew who I was, and I wasn’t going to apologise for it. Keep quiet about it, maybe, but I wouldn’t hide it if anyone confronted me. 
 
    With a sigh, I left the bathroom without reacting to another slur the guy at the urinal rattled off. When I made it back to our table, I couldn’t see Garrett anywhere. He wasn’t even on the dance floor. 
 
    I told myself he was probably outside getting some air and would be back, but I knew that was false hope. Especially when I noticed the chick he was dancing with was gone too. 
 
    Hunter flopped down in the seat next to me, sweaty from dancing. “Did you see Garrett already hooked up and left? I swear he’s on a streak.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “Lucky him. I’m not feeling it tonight.” 
 
    “Weren’t you dancing with Grace earlier? She’s awesome. I’ve worked with her a few times.” 
 
    I couldn’t say what was in my head:  I’d rather go home with your brother. 
 
    “Have you slept with her?” I asked Hunter. I never knew with him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be encouraging you to go for it if I had. I would’ve ruined her for all other men.” He smirked, and it reminded me so much of Garrett’s smile. 
 
    “How do you get girls to go home with you? Seriously?” 
 
    “It’s a gift.” 
 
    “I hope you meet a girl one day who knocks you on your rear and turns you into a bumbling idiot.” The girl he met months ago had disappeared, and he refused to talk about her. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that? I’m getting another drink. You want anything?” He stood. 
 
    “Nah. Is it all good if I call it a night? I know it’s your birthday and all, but—” 
 
    “All good, man. Thanks for coming out.” 
 
    I stood and gave him a man-hug and then headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    After waiting in line for a cab for fifteen minutes and the twenty-minute drive home, the car was pulling up outside my apartment block when I got a Facebook message on my phone. 
 
      
 
    Garrett:  
 
    What’s ur address? 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    I’m not into sloppy seconds. 
 
      
 
    Yes, I was being a jerk, and no, I didn’t have a right to be. I told him it was okay if he wanted to go home with the model. Yet, when he actually did it, I didn’t expect it to piss me off so much. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    I need to see u. 
 
      
 
    I sent him my address and told myself I had to push my feelings—whatever they were—for Garrett aside if I was the only person he was willing to let in. 
 
    I shucked off my shoes but didn’t bother changing my clothes. I threw myself on my couch and channel surfed awhile, but after forty minutes of waiting, I realised I was waiting up for someone who probably wasn’t going to show.  
 
    I cleaned my teeth, put on some sweatpants, and got into bed. 
 
    Sleep called to me, but my mind was overanalysing. Was he freaking out again? Did he have sex with that model chick? Was he lying in a ditch somewhere? 
 
    After twenty more minutes, and a lot of tossing and turning, there was a knock on my front door. I grumbled as I climbed out of bed and walked through to the living room in the dark.  
 
    Tripping on my shoes I left in the middle of the floor, I let out a loud “Idiot!” and heard a chuckle from outside. 
 
    When I finally reached the entrance, I turned the light switch on and almost blinded myself. Squinting, I opened the door for Garrett. 
 
    “Sorry. Olivia’s place was west of nowhere, and it took forever for a cab to come get me.” 
 
    I stepped aside to let him in and closed the door behind him. When I turned, he was staring at my naked chest and four-pack. No matter how much I worked out, I could never get a six-pack. Even so, there was no mistaking the lust in his eyes. 
 
    “My eyes are up here,” I joked and folded my arms. 
 
    He half-smiled. “Guess it’s true of any gender—it’s rude to stare?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    His smile faded as he shifted uncomfortably on the balls of his feet. “I don’t know,” he whispered.  
 
    I walked into my bedroom to grab a T-shirt to wear. When I came back out, Garrett was standing in the exact same spot he was before. 
 
    “Sit,” I said, gesturing to the couch.  
 
    “Do I look like a dog?” 
 
    I merely raised my eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Fine.” He took one side of the couch and I took the other. 
 
    I ran my hand over my tired face. 
 
    “Nothing happened with Olivia,” he said.  
 
    “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “That guy … in the bathroom … I may’ve panicked.” 
 
    “You do know not everyone is like that jerk, right?”  
 
    “There are a lot who are like that though. It reminded me of why I’ve denied this side of me for so long. After that, I walked right up to Olivia on the dance floor and started kissing her. So, umm, I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t have to apologise for doing what I told you to do. You went for what you wanted.”  
 
    “But I didn’t want her. I felt absolutely nothing. I was convinced I just needed to get out of that club where I could focus more.” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself? You had to focus on enjoying something.” 
 
    He winced. “I know. I just … okay, this is probably totally crossing a line—” 
 
    “You had your tongue in a woman’s mouth not two minutes after having it in mine. I think it’d be fair to say so many lines have been crossed tonight.” 
 
    “Fair point. But … do you … I mean … have you … idiot.” He was so awkward and worked up, the words ended up tumbling out in a jumbled rush. “Do you always get off with a woman?” 
 
    I blinked at him, unsure of how to answer that. The truthful answer would be yes, but I had a feeling that wasn’t what he wanted to hear. 
 
    He kept going. “I used to—okay, maybe not always—but now …” 
 
    “How so?” I turned on my side to face him. 
 
    He let out a pained groan. “Goodness, this is embarrassing.” 
 
    “Do you mean you can’t come … or?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but tonight I couldn’t even get it up, no matter how hard I kissed her, groped her, practically mounted her in the back of the cab.” 
 
    I tried not to flinch. “Thanks for that visual.” 
 
    “Sorry. I was going to get the cabbie to take me home instead of going into her place, but then she mentioned coffee, and I thought maybe I just needed a pick me up and it’d be all good. It wasn’t. After the coffee, I knew nothing would change. I may’ve told her we did coke in the bathroom and that’s why I couldn’t get it up.” 
 
    I smiled. “How did she take that?” 
 
    “She was pissed we didn’t share.” 
 
    “Well, you did drink a bit tonight. Whiskey toe’s a real thing.” We both knew I was only trying to make him feel better. The root of his problem was not alcohol. 
 
    “Heaven knows I’ve blamed that in the past, but tonight I had four drinks over two hours. I could probably legally drive I’m that sober.” 
 
    “Well, incredible, I don’t know what you’re expecting me to say. You want me to say what you can’t say yourself? Or do you need another demonstration?” I wanted to take the words back as soon as they left my mouth. He was here, finally talking his trash out, and I went and flirted with him?  
 
    His eyes met mine, burning with heat. Another demonstration was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Even though I knew I shouldn’t have given it to him, I couldn’t stop myself. Slowly, I shifted up onto my knees and moved close enough to him that I could throw one leg over his lap and straddle him. 
 
    His hands fisted at his sides as mine found his shoulders and trailed down to his hard chest. The memory of him earlier tonight shirtless in his bedroom made me want to see it again. 
 
    Leaning back, I reached for the hem of his shirt and lifted it over his head. He didn’t even pretend to put up a fight. When his arms came back down, he wrapped them around me. 
 
    With the sight of Garrett underneath me, no shirt, no hesitance, just pure lust in his eyes, I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to restrain myself. But I had to. 
 
    “I need you to tell me what you want,” I whispered.  
 
    “Didn’t we go over this in the club? I want you … any which way you’ll have me.” 
 
    I swallowed to try to wet my dry mouth. 
 
    He was hard. I could feel his erection underneath me, and I hadn’t even kissed him yet. 
 
    “I guess alcohol wasn’t the problem,” I said, slowly grinding against him for emphasis. 
 
    Garrett laughed. “I guess it wasn’t.” 
 
    It wasn’t clear if it was me who slammed my lips to his or if he pulled me towards him, but our mouths met halfway and struggled for dominance. 
 
    Unlike the kiss we shared in the bathroom of the club, this was hot, needy, and claiming. 
 
    When his tongue touched mine, I couldn’t hold in the moan I was trying desperately to keep inside. 
 
    My hand went to the back of his head. We breathed each other in, and his hands tightened, gripping my hips and moving them so I was rocking back and forth, our cocks rubbing against one another in long strokes.  
 
    Goodness, I wanted to mess him, but I had to remind myself he needed me to be in control. We had to go at his pace, and I wasn’t going to push him into anything he wasn’t ready for. 
 
    This was what it was—nothing more than experimentation on his part. 
 
    Garrett’s hand trailed down my chest and abs and then started rubbing over the bulge in my sweatpants.  
 
    I groaned, which made him grip me through my clothes.  
 
    He pulled his head back, prying his lips from mine. “I want to touch you.” 
 
    Slowly peeling myself off his lap, I stood in front of him and removed my shirt and then reached for my sweatpants and dropped them to the floor. 
 
    His nostrils flared as his jaw hardened, and he breathed in deep through his nose. 
 
    “Lift your hips,” I said as I undid his belt and the zipper of his jeans.  
 
    He pushed his jeans and boxers down, kicking them off along with his shoes and socks. Strong hands gripped me and pulled me down on top of him so I was straddling him again, skin to skin. 
 
    I licked my lips as I looked down at his swollen cock. It was thick. Really thick. My rear clenched in anticipation. Not that I would allow that. Not this time. 
 
    Garrett’s hand wandered up my thigh until he was gripping me in his hand. Using his thumb, he wiped a pearly drop off my tip, spreading it down my shaft. 
 
    My breathing was ragged as his hand explored me.  
 
    I reached between us, bringing his cock to meet mine and then guided his hand to wrap around both of us. 
 
    “Holy idiot,” he breathed. 
 
    I had to agree. “I’m not going to last long. I’ve been thinking about this since you walked into your room only wearing a towel.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this for the better part of a year,” he whispered. 
 
    I froze for a split second. Why didn’t he come to me? 
 
    He used his free hand to grip the back of my neck and pull my lips towards his. His hand jacking us sped up, and his tongue kept rhythm against mine. 
 
    I was beginning to think I’d stumbled into some kind of alternate universe. For a while there, I thought I’d imagined our whole night together so many months ago. 
 
    My hips thrust forward, forcing his hand to go harder, our cocks rubbing against each other to the point of driving me insane.  
 
    With my balls aching, I knew I was close. Hold off, hold off, hold off. No matter how many times I chanted in my head, with every pull Garrett took, I was only getting closer and closer. The need for release kept building to the point I had to grit my teeth. With Garrett’s tongue in my mouth, when I bit down, he grunted and shuddered. 
 
    As he pulled his mouth from mine, he rasped out, “Incredible. Can’t … I need to …” 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    At my demand, he fell apart beneath me, coming all over me, his hand, stomach, and chest. Seeing it took me with him, shooting my load over both of us as I buried my head in his shoulder. 
 
    His hand didn’t release me until I swatted it away and mumbled, “Too much.” 
 
    Garrett’s other hand trailed down my sweaty back. “That was …” He breathed deep. 
 
    “Awesome?” 
 
    “I was gonna say intense. But yeah, awesome works too,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    I pulled back and looked him in the eyes. “Are you okay? You’re not going to freak out if I get up to grab a cloth, are you?” 
 
    His lips curved up at the edges. “I can’t even move, let alone run away right now.” 
 
    “Good.” I leaned in and kissed him softly. “Because we’re not done.” Climbing off him, I made my way to the end of the hall to the bathroom. 
 
    After wiping myself down, I took Garrett a fresh wet cloth for him to do the same.  
 
    “Beer?” I asked him, grabbing my sweats off the floor and putting them back on. 
 
    “Uh, sure, I guess.” He stood to finish cleaning himself, and I had to stand back and admire his naked form. 
 
    Clearly, Garrett had no issues getting a six-pack like I did. Curse him. I was fit, but Garrett— 
 
    “I thought you were getting us beers?” he said with a wide smirk. 
 
    “Sorry. Distracted.” My eyes went back to his abs. 
 
    “My eyes are up here,” he mimicked. 
 
    With an exaggerated sigh, I went into my tiny kitchen and grabbed two beers out of the fridge. 
 
    When I turned back around, Garrett was right there, leaning against the archway leading from the living room. His boxers and jeans were back on, but his jeans weren’t done up. 
 
    My mouth watered.  
 
    Idiot. You’ve started something now. 
 
    I handed him a beer and said the only words I could—the ones I knew he didn’t want to hear. “Now we need to talk.” 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    Of course, Blair couldn’t have left it at “Thanks for the orgasm. See ya later.” No, he had to want to talk about it. I would’ve made a joke about the point of hooking up with a guy was so I didn’t have to talk about my feelings, but I knew that trash wouldn’t fly with Blair—even when said in jest. 
 
    “I think we need some ground rules.” 
 
    “Ground rules?” I furrowed my brow. “Like a safe word? You into BDSM?” I was trying to make the mood light to cover up the fact I was wrecked inside. I was freaking out. 
 
    He laughed. “No. But we can have a safe word if it makes you feel better. Hairy balls is a good one. Nothing puts on the brakes faster than that.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “If you’re not a fan of hairy balls, we may have some issues.” 
 
    Blair stepped back, faking shock. “Considering I just learned firsthand—pun totally intended—that you do not have hairy balls, I can only assume you made a joke. About balls.” He smiled. “There’s hope for you yet.” 
 
    “So, what are these rules?” I took a sip of my beer, trying to hide my nervousness. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was doing there. I should’ve gone home after Olivia’s. I definitely shouldn’t have come all over my brother’s friend. Despite the mind-blowing orgasm, I knew it was a mistake to be with Blair. Because this wasn’t my life. It wasn’t my future. My future was simple: wife, kids, house, and maybe a dog. What the heck do I do now? 
 
    He leaned against the kitchen bench near the sink. “I don’t exactly know what you want to get out of this.” 
 
    “You think I know?” 
 
    “Okay, I get this is just hooking up, but if this is going to be more than a one-night deal, I’ll need you to be honest with me. I don’t want to be taken off guard again by Hunter telling me you went home with someone else. And I don’t want to find out you have a girlfriend or boyfriend but have been in my bed every other night. I won’t be the other guy again like I was with my ex.” 
 
    I nodded but took another sip of beer before answering. “That’s fair. But just to get things straight—” 
 
    He snorted. I ignored it. 
 
    “You’re suggesting like a idiot-buddy situation here? But exclusive?” I’d be lying if I said that didn’t excite me, but I wasn’t sure I could do it. I didn’t see it going anywhere past tonight, no matter how much I wanted it to. 
 
    “Well, that’s another thing. I think … we shouldn’t … there’s not going to be any.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    He shrugged and looked away. 
 
    “I have a right to know if it’s an STD thing—” 
 
    His eyes snapped to mine. “What? No. It’s just, I won’t bottom for a hook-up. And I assume you wouldn’t be comfortable with me topping you.” 
 
    He couldn’t have been more wrong. “Why do you assume that?” 
 
    “I guess I thought you had top written all over you.” 
 
    I laughed but it was a nervous sound. “Well, I’m not opposed to the idea. I’ve kinda thought about it a lot.” Ever since the night you put your tongue in my mouth. “But you’re right. It’s probably best not to go there. Not any time soon anyway. I’m still getting used to the fact I just jerked off another guy.” My voice was lighter than it felt coming out. I took another sip of beer and tried to smile. 
 
    “Are you freaking out?” 
 
    Guess I didn’t come across as blasé as I was hoping. “What do you think?” It was a genuine question. As hard as I was trying to relax, my body refused to. 
 
    “I’m thinking you’re two seconds away from running out my front door and never talking to me again.” 
 
    The hand that wasn’t holding my beer rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t want to lie and tell him he was wrong, but I didn’t want to voice the truth either. So, I did the only thing I could think to do.  
 
    I closed the short distance between us and put my beer on the bench. 
 
    Our lips were mere centimetres apart, but before I could kiss him again, he put his hand on my lips. 
 
     “I have one more condition.” 
 
    “Shoot,” I said against his hand, my voice muffled. 
 
    He removed his hand from my mouth before he spoke. “No matter what, if this ends on good terms or bad, you promise you’ll always come to me if you need help.”  
 
    When we were in the bathroom at the club, I finally understood he was hooking up with me to try to get me to trust him. And the messed-up thing was, it was not only working, but I didn’t care. I just wanted him. 
 
    My chest burned. “I don’t deserve you.” 
 
    Before he had the chance to ask what I meant, my mouth was on his again. 
 
    Even though I was scared about what I was doing, there was no denying my body craved his. I wasn’t sure if it was a Blair thing or a male thing, but either way, I was where I wanted to be. 
 
    When I confessed my issues to him earlier about being with women, he never once looked at me like I was a freak or that I was crazy. I left out the fact that for the last ten months, I’d basically faked every orgasm I had with a woman. Yup, faked it. Condoms made it easy to get away with. And then tonight, after Blair kissed me softer and with more meaning than any woman had, I couldn’t even get it up when I was with Olivia. 
 
    The fact I tried to go home with her ate at me. Guilt, shame, regret, all those nasty emotions that consume you when you’ve done something wrong, I felt them all.  
 
    Blair’s throaty groan was the only thing reassuring me I was making it up to him now. He drove me crazy as his tongue ravished mine. I pulled him closer and felt his hard length against my hip. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I pulled away and looked down. “You’re hard again already? Twenty-year-olds, I swear to heaven.” 
 
    He laughed. “You realise you’re still in your twenties, right?” He reached for my cock and rubbed it through my boxers. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll get you there again.” He eyed me, as if waiting for me to freeze up or bail. 
 
    Surprisingly, the term of endearment made my cock jump. I wanted Blair to see me that way. 
 
    I didn’t know if this casual but exclusive hook-up thing was going to work. I should’ve been trying to forget about him, not making it harder for me to walk away. 
 
    And the thing was, I should’ve walked away right then and there. I definitely shouldn’t have grabbed his hand, interlaced our fingers, and dragged him to his bedroom. But that’s what I did anyway. 
 
    One night. I’ll give myself this one night. 
 
    I paused in the doorway. “Incredible, you have a king bed?” The bed was covered in stark white linens, which was in total contrast to the black wall behind it. “Why did we fool around on your tiny couch when we could’ve been in here?” Like a child, I threw myself on the bed, bouncing a few times before landing on my back and throwing my head onto the soft pillows. 
 
    Blair shook his head with a smile. “I thought you were the mature one.” 
 
    “Have you met me?” I never took anything seriously. At least, my outside persona never did. And for some reason, cocky Garrett decided he needed to make an appearance. Whether it was to cover the fact I was nervous or if it was to give myself a confidence boost, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    He stalked towards the bed, and I sat up, leaning on my elbows. Blair crawled his way up my legs, and my breath caught in my throat. His head dipped, and he tongued my abs, kissing his way up my torso. 
 
    He wasn’t kidding about getting me hard again. I was already halfway there, and he’d barely even touched me. The more he had his mouth on me, the harder I was getting. 
 
    By the time he reached my pecs, sucking one nipple into his mouth, I couldn’t stand his slow torture anymore. 
 
    I rolled us over so I was on top. With my lips on his, it was so easy to forget everything. It was easy to forget who I was meant to be—the guy I was in high school:  the star athlete, rubbish artist, and womaniser. It was easy to forget that the person underneath me didn’t have soft curves and full lips—the things I was supposed to crave. Instead, he had toned muscles, three days’ growth on his chin, and a tongue that I couldn’t get enough of. 
 
    My lips trailed down his neck, his chest, his stomach. His ragged breathing only spurred me on. 
 
    He lifted his head as I got to the waistband of his sweats. “You don’t have to—” 
 
    I looked up at him. “I want to, but I … I don’t exactly know what I’m doing.” 
 
    His reassuring smile made some of the nerves disappear. “Trust me, I’m too wired and too hard. I’ll probably come as soon as your mouth’s on me.” 
 
    My hands trembled as he raised his hips and I lowered his sweatpants. It was one thing to fantasise about doing this, but it was a whole other ballgame with an intimidating cock staring me in the face. 
 
    “You don’t—”  
 
    He was about to reassure me again but stopped talking when I found my courage and lowered my head. My tongue ran the length of his shaft, light and teasing, and he seemed to enjoy it if his hand fisting the comforter had anything to say about it. 
 
    His reaction made me want more. Sucking the tip into my mouth, I licked under the head. An unfamiliar saltiness hit my taste buds, but it wasn’t unwelcome. 
 
    “Heck,” he whispered. 
 
    I smiled around his cock before taking him in my mouth. As much as I wanted to take him deeper, I didn’t want to choke and gag. 
 
    “Use your han—” 
 
    I was one step ahead of him. My hand grasped the base of him, covering what my mouth couldn’t. 
 
    “So good.” He reached down and gripped my hair. 
 
    My mouth released him. “You know the rules.” No one was allowed to touch the hair. Ever. It’d always been that way. 
 
    “Goodness, you’re worse than Hunter with the hair.” 
 
    My hand continued to stroke him. “Mentioning my brother right now is probably not the best idea.” I smirked when he scowled at me. The control I had over him went straight to my head, and not the one with my brain. Pretty sure the connection between brain and body was severed by that point. “You know how important the hair is.” 
 
    Letting out a pained groan, he muttered, “Are we having a chat about your hair or are you sucking me off?” 
 
    I tsked him. “So impatient.” 
 
    “I’ll remember this. You do realise you’re next, right?” 
 
    “Incredible.”  
 
    When I took him in my mouth again, his hips bucked off the bed. I used my free hand to pin him down. Sucking him deep, my cheeks hollowed. The hand stroking him went to his balls, adding pressure as they drew up tight. My own were in a similar state. I could’ve come on the spot, but I told myself to ignore the pain in my groin for now. 
 
    Seeing as my hair was off limits, he gripped the comforter again. With two small, restrained thrusts into my mouth, he began panting. “Coming.” 
 
    I was tempted to stick with him to the end, but at the last second, I lost my nerve and moved away, continuing to stroke him as he came all over his stomach. I tried to keep the smug look off my face as I reached over him to the bedside table and grabbed some tissues to clean him up. 
 
    He was still trying to catch his breath by the time I was done and climbed up his body. Our mouths met. His kiss was sloppy, his tongue lazy, but it drove me wild knowing I did that to him.  
 
    “Just give me a second to recover.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed him again quickly before rolling onto my back next to him. “Take your time.” 
 
    He rolled onto his side to face me. “Are you—” 
 
    “I swear to heaven, if you ask me if I’m okay one more time …” If I didn’t think about how I was, I didn’t have to face it. I could revel in post-sex activities in a false state of euphoria. If he made me think about it too hard, it’d come crashing down way before I was ready. 
 
    We lay in silence with Blair still breathing heavy and me trying to keep hold of the thought I was right where I was supposed to be. A lie or not, I wasn’t ready to face reality. 
 
    Yet, that didn’t stop “Can I ask you something?” falling out of my mouth. “Warning you, it’s not PC.” 
 
    “Of course.” He lifted his head and rested it on his hand as he put his elbow on his pillow.  
 
    I had to turn away and stare at the roof to get the question out. “Do you have a preference? Men or women?” 
 
    I risked a glance in his direction in time to see him purse his lips. “I don’t think so. I mean, I dunno. No.” 
 
    “Thanks for clarifying.” I laughed, but there was no humour in it. 
 
    “I know they say some bi people tend to gravitate towards one over the other. Some people will admit to being attracted to both but will only date one particular gender, but everyone’s different, and not everyone likes to put a percentage on it. I’ve never really dissected it. I guess if you look at my history, I’ve been with way more women than men, but my longest relationship was Marc. Maybe that means I swing more towards guys for relationships? Maybe it just means I haven’t met a girl I can tolerate for long periods of time yet.” He smiled. “So, yeah, no. I don’t have a preference. I’m one of those people who like whoever I’m drawn to. Male or female.” 
 
    “Okay.” I was kinda hoping for a more definitive answer than that.  
 
    “Was that the wrong answer?” 
 
    “I don’t understand it, I guess. I mean, I get what you’re saying, but I just can’t relate to it.” 
 
    “Says the guy who made out with a man and a woman tonight.” He was joking, but it hit me in the gut. 
 
    “True,” I admitted. “I don’t get what it all means.” Our little timeout allowed my erection to waver, doubts to fill my head, and my mood to sober.  
 
    I wanted him to reassure me that what I was feeling was normal. That the fact I hadn’t wanted a woman in almost a year meant I could still be bi. But what he said … I couldn’t relate to it at all. What did that say about me? 
 
    “I should probably go.” I went to climb out of bed. 
 
    “What? Why?” He grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “I shouldn’t be here, Blair.” 
 
    “Okay, what the heck just happened? Is it that I like women as much as men? Or is it that I like both?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That has nothing to do with it. I just … I lost my head for a bit there. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He let me go and ran his hands through his hair as I got up and left the room. 
 
    By the time I found my shirt and sat on the couch to put on my shoes and socks, he was standing in front of me, wearing his sweatpants once again. His arms were folded, and he was scowling—not the first time I’d seen that expression on him tonight. 
 
    “Give me your phone.” There was a tone of exasperation in his voice. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can give you my number, and next time you can call me instead of messaging me on Facebook.” 
 
    “No need to worry. This won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Idiot, Garrett. Really? You’re going to pretend you didn’t have my toe in your mouth ten minutes ago?” 
 
    I winced. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m not angry, but you promised no matter how it ended … just give me your phone. For emergencies only.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I handed it over. 
 
    Blair entered his number and then gave it back. “I mean it. If you need anything. Even just a friend to talk to.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for me to let myself out before he was back in his bedroom with the door shut. 
 
    Irrational and stupid, that was me. Only, this time it made me feel like a horrible human being. I couldn’t even apologise for it, because even though I suspected what set me off, I wasn’t ready to deal with it. 
 
    I locked up his place and left, vowing I’d never make the same mistake again. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    Come Monday morning, the last thing I wanted to do was put up with the jerks I worked with. I loved my job, but I hated my workplace. 
 
    Entering the breakroom to grab some nasty instant coffee, I overheard three of my co-workers. 
 
    “Stop kicking me under the table, faggot. You wanna play footsie with someone, ask the new guy. He’d be into it,” Lee said. 
 
    “Total cum-bucket.” Jones laughed. 
 
    “Goodness, not another Craig, I hope,” Dipshit replied.  
 
    I called him Dipshit because I couldn’t remember his name. He was also hopeless at his job, and well, I was a jerk to everyone at work. No, I was a jerk, period. 
 
    “I think he actually took pleasure in making us all uncomfortable,” Dipshit continued. 
 
    I stiffened. That’s their issue, not yours. Ignore them. 
 
    Jones nodded. “Right? I don’t care if you’re gay or what you do behind closed doors, but that trash needs to be kept behind closed doors. I don’t need to know about your boyfriend’s toe size, or—” 
 
    I slammed my coffee cup down on the bench harder than intended. 
 
    “What the heck’s up with you, Erikson?” Lee asked. 
 
    “Nothin’,” I muttered. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if he found it as hard to hear about a girl’s bra size or body shape from one of their straight co-workers. But I wasn’t like Blair, and I couldn’t bring the words to the forefront to stand up to jerks with loose mouths. 
 
    “Someone needs to get laid,” Dipshit said in a singsong voice. 
 
    “Got some on the weekend, thanks.” Except it was with a guy. A year ago, had one of my co-workers said something about needing to get laid, I would’ve joked “Thanks, but you’re not my type.” Now that seemed inappropriate somehow. Maybe a year ago I felt I could joke about being gay because I didn’t realise that I actually was. 
 
    Saturday night was the first night I knew it for sure. I’d convinced myself that the thing in high school and kissing Blair last year were spurred on by pure curiosity.  
 
    Blair was confident in who he was—he knew he liked both men and women—and I admired him for that.  
 
    Being attracted to him, I immediately thought that I must’ve been the same. It meant I could hook up with guys but end up with a woman. 
 
    Ever since I kissed him though, I hadn’t been interested in any women. I tried to force myself to be, but my eyes kept gravitating towards guys. Any guy. 
 
    Now, I was getting prickly at the slurs I heard on a weekly basis but never thought much of before. In retrospect, it sucked it’d gotten this far without me realising how offensive they were, but in my defence, I never paid much attention before either. 
 
    I never participated when they said derogatory things, but I never stopped them. That seemed to be the story of my life—witnessing horrible trash but not having the balls to do something about it. 
 
    “What was she like?” Jones asked. “Another one of your brother’s model friends?” 
 
    I was on the verge of snapping. “Thought you just said you didn’t need to know all that trash.” Even I was surprised by the words falling out my mouth. 
 
    “Man, I wish my brother wasn’t butt-ugly so I could put him to work and cut in on that action.” Jones ignored what I’d said, and I began to wonder if I said it out loud at all. 
 
    “Why would you wish good looks on your brother instead of yourself? I bet Garrett’s brother gets more action than he does,” Lee said. 
 
    And I was done. “You three idiots are getting way too interested in my sex life. It’s easy to be enviable, I know, but if you spent half as long focusing on your own, maybe you’d be getting laid.” 
 
    I walked out of the room hating myself a little more. In my own way, I told them to shut up, but I didn’t tell them what I should’ve. There was fear inside me that if I told them to stop with the gay slurs, they’d automatically know I was gay. 
 
    Remembering how Blair handled the bigot in the club bathroom, I wondered if I’d ever get to that point. I didn’t want to care what some random stranger thought of me. I didn’t want to be scared I’d get attacked if I admitted it. 
 
    I didn’t know if I could be that person—the activist defending who I was. All I wanted to do was run away from the guy in the bathroom. I never would’ve thought to talk back like Blair did. 
 
    One thing I knew for sure, I had to apologise to him for freaking out on Saturday night. Both before and after we’d hooked up. 
 
    When I got back to my desk, I pulled my phone out and typed a message. Then deleted it and started again. Rinse and repeat. I’d typed out five different messages by the time I hit send. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Sorry for Saturday. I don’t want to shut you out like I did last year, but I need some time. I have trash to work out in my head, and I’d prefer to do it alone. Friends? 
 
      
 
    I winced at that last part and debated whether to keep it or leave it, hating that I had to go the overused line that people didn’t usually mean when they said it. It was still better than an earlier draft that had: It’s not you, it’s me. 
 
    I was relieved when a message came through thirty seconds later. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    My offer stands if and when you need it. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    TY 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    September, 2013 
 
    He pushed me against the wall beside my bedroom door as his lips left my mouth and went to my neck. When he bit down, I yelped in pain. His tongue tried to soothe the sting, but it was too late, and then it felt like I was being licked by a dog. 
 
    “Uh … umm …” I probably should’ve gotten the guy’s name before bringing him back to my apartment. 
 
    He pulled away. “Cameron,” he said, as if reading my mind.  
 
    Oh shoot, did I say it aloud? 
 
    “Blair.” 
 
    Kissing me again, he pulled me closer by fisting my shirt. I groaned because it was a friggin’ expensive shirt. Cameron misread it as a groan of pleasure and gripped it tighter. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    To save time—and my shirt from being torn to shreds by the meathead who looked way hotter in the dim light of Sin—I lifted my shirt over my head and threw it on the floor.  
 
    I’d been frequenting the club a lot lately—by myself like the sad, single guy I was. 
 
    This was only the second time I’d brought someone home with me, though. 
 
    We stumbled towards my bed. Cameron lost his shirt, and I was tackling my belt when my phone started ringing. 
 
    “Leave it.” 
 
    I had every intention of leaving it until he barked those two words at me like an order. “Sorry, might be important.” That was a lie. I never got important calls.  
 
    When I took my phone out of my pocket and saw the name flashing across the screen, I realised I hadn’t been lying at all. 
 
    Garrett had never used my phone number since the night we hooked up, except to message me that one time to say he was sorry. A few months after the fact, when we were out with his brother, Garrett bought me a drink, slapped it down in front of me, and declared a truce.  
 
    We’d been friends ever since, but we never mentioned what happened between us. We weren’t all that close and only saw each other when we went out as a group. Even then, I tried not to sit near him or be close to him. I swore my toe had a BJ memory bank. All I had to do was get within two feet of Garrett and I’d get hard, like some messed-up Pavlovian response. 
 
    I could only figure he was calling because something had to be wrong. 
 
    “Garrett?” 
 
    “Hey, Rhodes.” His tone was off, almost quiet and resigned. 
 
    “You’re using my last name. That’s never a good sign.” I kept my tone light. 
 
    “Are you busy?” 
 
    Cameron could hear everything in the quiet room and answered for me. “Yes, he is.” He went in to kiss my neck, but I pushed him away.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” I said into the phone. Cameron scowled at me, but I couldn’t have cared less.  
 
    “Oh, shoot. Sorry,” Garrett said. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Garrett, don’t hang up. He’s no one. What’s up? You wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important.” 
 
    That was enough for Cameron to grab his shirt off the floor and let himself out. 
 
    Garrett was silent for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    “Umm … Can I come over?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You’re not going to take an hour to get here again like last year, right?” 
 
    “Come on, that girl lived so far away. And … umm … I’m actually outside your apartment block right now.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nice hook-up by the way. He just walked past me and gave me the finger. Despite what his looks suggest, I guess he was smart enough to work out it was me who ruined your night.” 
 
    I laughed. “Come on up.” 
 
    I was waiting with my door open when he bounded up the stairs to the second floor where my apartment was. 
 
    He let himself in and flopped down on my couch. “Did you seriously kick a guy out for me?”  
 
    “Cocky much?” I went to grab my shirt off the floor in the other room. “You actually did me a favour,” I said when I walked back out. I rubbed my neck where I was sure there were teeth marks. I sat down in the single armchair across from him. 
 
    “You didn’t have to cover up on my account. I was enjoying the view.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Okay, who are you and what did you do with the real Garrett?” 
 
    “I had an epiphany tonight.” 
 
    “Uh-oh, that sounds dangerous. Do I need a beer to hear this epiphany?” 
 
    “Nah, you’ll want to be sober for this.” 
 
    “Okay, now I’m scared.” 
 
    He laughed. “You should be. My story includes a dating app, a horrible date, and a proposition.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “So, I went on that gay app, right?” 
 
    My eyes widened. “You what?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I think I’m finally at a place where I’m ready to … you know …” 
 
    “Date a guy?” 
 
    “Okay, well I was thinking more along the lines of harass a guy, but sure, date sounds more innocent. And less fun, I might add.” 
 
    I must’ve looked as shocked as I felt, because he smiled at me, amused. “I’m sorry. It’s just—” 
 
    “The last time I was here, I was wigging out about the fact I sucked you off? And that I loved it?” 
 
    I nodded. “And since then, I’ve seen you with as many women as I always have.” 
 
    The edges of his mouth turned up. “That’s where you’re wrong. I haven’t slept with a woman for a long while. It’s easy to keep up appearances. Dance, flirt, walk them out, give them a kiss on the cheek, and then put them in a cab and go home alone. Or, the even easier way, shove girls in Hunter’s direction so that when he leaves the bar early, I can use the excuse that you guys are his friends and then I leave.” 
 
    “I don’t get why you—” 
 
    “Go to so much effort? I’m not ready for all the questions I don’t have answers to. I’m trying to take baby steps here. Coming out is like the highest step, and I’m on the first few where I have to work everything out. I’ve basically been celibate for twelve months, trying to figure out how I feel about being gay.” 
 
    “Gay? I totally pegged you as bi.” 
 
    “Because of how many women I’ve been with? You remember our last conversation about women? I’ve basically been too scared to try again after that. It’s easier for me to identify as gay. At least, while I’m trying to figure this whole thing out. I’ve been with plenty of women, and I found them all attractive. I enjoy having sex with women enough … or at least, I used to. I think I’m like a five on the Kinsey scale.” 
 
    “You know what the Kinsey scale is?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Google, dude. Anyway, I came to the conclusion I swing waaaaaaay onto the guy side. It wasn’t something I knew about myself … until you. I mean, there was this thing in high school, but yeah, until you, I was happy to think all the women I’d been with had problems. I didn’t stop to think that the common factor was me. Being with you … it all started to make sense, and now I can’t imagine having sex with a woman again.” 
 
    “Are you saying I flicked your gay switch on?” I joked. 
 
    “I think it was your cock that did it. Your personality needs some work.” 
 
    I laughed. I loved this new side of Garrett. “And how does that make you feel?” 
 
    “Like I want you to mess me.” He said it so casual, so matter-of-fact. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I tried the gay bar thing. I’ve seen you there a few times but didn’t have the nerve to approach you. I ran away every time.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’ve heard the gym is a good place to hook up. Not so much for me when mine’s on the same block as my office, so most of my co-workers go there. That left me with the app. I’ve been on a few dates, and they were all okay guys, but I dunno … I wasn’t comfortable enough with any of them to …” 
 
    My mouth hung agape. 
 
    “And then my date tonight, well, it made me realise I didn’t want to be screwed over like you were with your ex. His name was Marc, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He handed me his phone with a picture of my ex. “That him?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Real piece of work, that jerk. He’s the disaster date I had tonight. Eh, disaster might be exaggerating a bit. He was charming, hot, and then I got suspicious when his phone went off. I wouldn’t have bat an eyelid if he didn’t stiffen every time it dinged and looked around like he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have been. He waved it off, said it was no one. I brought up ‘my ex, Blair’ in conversation so I could mention you to see his reaction. Then he couldn’t get out of the bar fast enough. Up until that point, the date was going well. The name Marc only clicked after the texts started coming in and I suspected something. It’s probably safe to say he still has a boyfriend he’s not faithful to. It made me realise I didn’t want to mess around with just anyone.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked, my voice thick. 
 
    “You’re the only guy I’ve ever wanted to—” 
 
    That’s what I thought he meant. “It’s not a good idea.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s what you said the first night I kissed you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a good idea back then, and it’s probably not right now.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because the two times we’ve hooked up, we haven’t spoken for like a year afterwards.”  
 
    “I thought we were cool now.” 
 
    “We are … it’s just … it’d complicate everything.” Like my already messed-up feelings for you. I didn’t know if I had a hero complex and wanted to help Garrett figure out whatever he was going through, or if I actually had feelings for the guy, but I did know this wasn’t going to end well. It hadn’t the last two times, so why would it be different now? 
 
    “Not if we kept it simple.” 
 
    “We tried that last time. You didn’t last one night. I think it’s safe to say we can’t do simple.” 
 
    “Sure we can.” He stood and started stalking his way towards me. 
 
    I hated that I gripped the armchair tighter, and I hated I couldn’t control my arousal. But what I hated most of all was the fact I knew I wouldn’t be able to say no to him, and he somehow knew it. 
 
    Sinking to his knees in front of me, he ran his hands up my thighs. Even through my jeans, his touch had the ability to drive me crazy. 
 
    “You know what I’ve been thinking about all year?” he asked, reaching for my belt. “Having you in my mouth again.” He unzipped my jeans, but his eyes never left mine. “Driving you so crazy until you come in my mouth.” 
 
    The question “why didn’t you come to me then?” was on the tip of my tongue, but there was no way it was going to come out in a coherent sentence. Instead, I remained seated, gritting my teeth and white-knuckling the armrests of my chair. 
 
    He grinned as he pulled my cock out of the hole in my boxers and started stroking. “So much jerking off at the thought of doing this again.” Lowering his head, he took me in his mouth. 
 
    “Idiot,” I grunted. 
 
    Garrett’s mouth was wet and warm, and my cursing only encouraged him.  
 
    When I thought his torture couldn’t get any worse, he pulled off me as one hand cupped my balls and the other stroked me. “You need to come real fast, okay? Just take the edge off.” 
 
    “Not going to be a problem,” I rasped out.  
 
    He smiled. “Good. Because then you’re going to mess me.” 
 
    The thought of taking Garrett made me so hot it was a good thing he was sucking me off first. I wouldn’t have lasted two minutes otherwise. 
 
    It seemed all my reservations about it went out the window—along with my self-control—as soon as Garrett’s mouth landed on me. My hips bucked.  
 
    He moaned, sending a vibration through me. As soon as my toe hit the back of his throat, I was coming.  
 
    Even though it was a big no-no, my hand fisted his hair as I convulsed in his mouth. 
 
    He sucked me dry until my whole body relaxed into the chair. My hand released him as I pulled out of his mouth, and then he rose up on his knees to bring us face to face. 
 
    His expression was serious as he stared me down, and for a split second I thought he was going to run again. Then he reached up to run a hand through my hair, which hadn’t been cut in a while. 
 
    “You touched the hair. Maybe I should punish you by shaving your head in your sleep.” He lightly tugged the shaggy mop on my head. His lips quirked into a smile as if it was a joke, but I couldn’t be too sure.  
 
    I was still trying to catch my breath. “There are other ways to punish me, you know.” 
 
    He released me with a groan. “Later. Right now it’s your turn to punish me.” 
 
    Grabbing my hand, he yanked me off the chair and headed for my bedroom. 
 
    As soon as we crossed the threshold, Garrett spun and put his body flush up against me. His tongue darted out and wet his lips before his mouth crashed onto mine. There was a faint salty taste on his tongue, reminding me where his mouth had just been, and my toe twitched, wanting more of him. 
 
    In between heated kisses, we discarded our clothes. My hand went to the back of his neck as his arms wrapped around me, and he lowered his forehead to mine. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Rhodes—” 
 
    “Don’t do that. You call me that when you want to put distance between us. If we’re going to do this—” 
 
    “Blair. No more talking.” 
 
    His mouth claimed mine, strong and demanding. The permanent stubble he always had was the right amount of roughness to counter the softness of his mouth. It was familiar. It was Garrett. 
 
    “Get on the bed.” My voice sounded like I was chewing gravel. 
 
    He grinned as he did what I ordered. 
 
    I went to my bedside drawer and pulled out lube and a condom. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I fisted my hand to stop it from shaking but Garrett noticed. 
 
    “Are you nervous? You’re the one who’s done this,” Garrett said. 
 
    I climbed on top of him and softly touched my lips to his. “I’m nervous about making it good for you.” 
 
    “I trust you.” His eyes held more sincerity than I could handle. 
 
    My hands roamed over his body, enjoying the hard muscles underneath my touch. I reached for the lube, soaking my fingers. “It’ll feel weird at first.” 
 
    He smiled. “That much I already know. What do you think I’ve been doing for the past year seeing as I haven’t been with anyone else?” 
 
    I smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with a little self-exploration. Even so, I’m gonna blow you while I get you ready.” 
 
    “Definitely not going to say no to that, but you did just hear that I haven’t been with someone in a year, right? You were the last person I … I’m gonna last thirty seconds, tops.” 
 
    “Just remember to call out hairy balls if you get too close.” 
 
    I cut his laughter off with one more kiss before my lips trailed their way down his body. I applied more lube to my fingers. It was probably overkill, but I was nervous, and I figured I couldn’t have too much. 
 
    I took his cock in my mouth while I lifted his leg, bending it at the knee and placing his foot flat on the bed. Lazily, I licked him over with my tongue but didn’t suck. 
 
    His breathing was loud and quick, borderline panting, but when my finger trailed down, he stilled completely.  
 
    I raised my head. “Breathe, baby.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “If you want me to stop at any time—” 
 
    “You better not stop.” 
 
    I took him in my mouth again, adding a tiny bit of suction. At Garrett’s sharp intake of breath, my finger pushed through his tight ring of muscle.  
 
    I went slow and took my time stretching him while working him over with my mouth. Each time he’d take more, I’d reward him with more suction. 
 
    He was quiet, and I didn’t know if that was good or bad, but when I lifted my gaze, his eyelids were hooded and his eyes were filled with sex and lust as he watched what I was doing to him. 
 
    When my finger brushed over his prostate, his whole body trembled.  
 
    “Holy idiot.” 
 
    That sounds about right.  
 
    His cock went impossibly hard under my tongue.  
 
    I’d been so focused on him, and still recovering from my earlier release, that my hard-on was flagging, but having him react like that sent all the blood to my groin once again. 
 
    I lifted my head. “Can you take more?” 
 
    He met my eyes and gave me a nod. 
 
    Reaching for the condom, I sheathed myself and then poured lube on my cock and more on my hands. 
 
    I went back to sucking, taking him deep.  
 
    Adding a second finger, I stroked his prostate until he was close to the edge. When I added a third, he couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Blair,” he breathed. “Please don’t make me say hairy balls.” 
 
    I chuckled as I pulled off him and moved my hand away. When I positioned myself between his legs and pushed against his entrance, he sucked in a breath and tensed. I didn’t push in any farther. 
 
    I blanketed his body with mine. “Relax.” 
 
    At his nod, I slowly inched all the way in, pausing when I was buried as deep as I could go. I kissed him to distract him with my tongue, waiting for him to relax. It was reflex to fight it, but he was trying to loosen up. 
 
    “I’m good,” he eventually murmured against my lips. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    My hand reached between our bodies, gripping his cock as I began to move in and out of him. 
 
    “That feels … good,” he said, his voice husky.  
 
    I pumped my hand in rhythm with my hips, keeping my main focus on his pleasure. If I gave into mine, I’d be coming in only a few thrusts.  
 
    Sweat dropped off my brow, my muscles began aching, and my breath was shaky, but I loved every second of it. I forced myself to savour the moment and make it last as long as possible, because I knew we’d be over as soon as we were done. 
 
    I’d learned over the last two years to take whatever Garrett was willing to give. It was worth it, if only for a brief moment. 
 
    He reached up and pulled my head down to kiss him, and that’s when the last thread of my control snapped. 
 
    Breaking our mouths apart, I straightened up and started driving faster and pumping harder with my hand. With my other hand, I forced his knees higher, lifting his hips off the bed as I continued my hard rhythm. 
 
    He started moving beneath me, taking me deep with each thrust. I knew when I started hitting his prostate at the right angle because his breath caught in his throat as he ground out, “Right there … incredible …” 
 
    His rear gripped me tight, and my release crept up on me without warning.  
 
    “Idiot.” I shuddered but kept thrusting until I no longer had anything left to give. 
 
    My hand kept stroking Garrett’s cock, but I eventually stilled, buried inside him.  
 
    Hot warmth filled my hand as Garrett came. His whole body trembled, convulsing over and over again. 
 
    Our vocabularies were reduced to whispered curses and moaning mixed with satisfied groans. 
 
    I pulled out slowly and collapsed beside him, breathing deep in a sweaty, sticky mess. 
 
    “Are you—” 
 
    “I swear to heaven, Rhodes, if you ask me if I’m okay, I’m going to kick your rear. You know, after I recover from the best idiot of my life.” 
 
    I got the message loud and clear. He didn’t regret it, but he was going to push me away anyway. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    Waking up to an empty bed wasn’t a shock. It was surprising he wanted to stay at all last night. After we showered, I expected him to get dressed and leave, but instead, he climbed into bed, threw his arm and leg over me, and proceeded to fall asleep.  
 
    The fact he was gone told me everything I’d already suspected. 
 
    Getting out of bed, I put on some sweats and ran a hand through my hair. I went to the bathroom and headed for the kitchen, still half-asleep. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead.” Garrett’s deep voice startled me. 
 
    “What the heck?” I jumped back. 
 
    He smiled. “Not a morning person?” He was standing over the stove, cooking eggs. How did I not hear him? He was also shirtless. Dang.  
 
    Walking over to me, he pulled me in close and kissed me. 
 
    My mouth didn’t work. I was shocked he was still there, so I didn’t kiss him back. He didn’t run away. 
 
    When he pulled back, he cocked his head to the side. “What?” 
 
    “I thought …” 
 
    He smiled. “Ah, you thought I freaked out again and left?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “I guess I deserve that.” He kissed me again, and this time I didn’t hold back. He moaned when my tongue pushed past his lips. 
 
    One of my hands went down his side, cupping his rear. “Sore?” I asked, pulling back. 
 
    “A good kind of sore.” He smiled and went back to the eggs.  
 
    “Coffee?”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    I clicked on my machine and got out the milk. He cooked breakfast, I made coffee, and then we sat down at my tiny dining table that barely fit in my already small kitchen. It felt strangely normal and familiar, even though it’d never happened before. 
 
    “Can I see you tonight?” he asked, taking me off guard. 
 
    “Uh … sure?” 
 
    “Was that a question?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    He laughed. “Was that one?” 
 
    “I want more of last night.” 
 
    “But …?” 
 
    “But I guess I want to know what you’re after. Is this the casual thing we agreed to last year? Is it purely experimentation on your part? I’m not pressuring you to know every single thing you want, but I need guidelines of what’s okay and what’s not. That’s the person I am. I need rules.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like last year, I don’t want to be blindsided. If you’re going to take off again, I want warning or an explanation. Or if you meet someone else—male or female—I’m not going to be the other guy.” 
 
    “Uh, you’re the one who’s had more people in your bed this past year than I have.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I guess. If you want me to stop seeing other people, just tell me. I’m only after honesty.” 
 
    “I want to keep seeing you. I’m okay with being exclusive, but obviously, no one could know. I’m nowhere near ready for that. I don’t know when I’ll be ready for that. And we’d have to stick to meeting up here, seeing as I’m about to have two roommates.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought you would’ve heard—” 
 
    “I’ve been out of the loop the last few months. There’s a massive Hollywood movie using the studios right now, so I’ve been working my rear off. Any time I’ve had a night off, I’ve found myself going to Sin rather than out with Hunter and the guys.” 
 
    “Well, ever since Cole’s alcoholism made him go batshit crazy, he’s been crashing on our couch after Reece filed a restraining order against him. We’re going to get a bigger place so he has his own room. I should only need a few more months before I can afford my own apartment. Hopefully by then Cole will have his trash together, and his kid can visit and have my room when I move out.” 
 
    Wow, rubbish friend award goes to me. I was too scared to talk to my friends about my love life because I feared they’d cut me out of their lives. So, instead, I’d beat them to it by shutting them out. 
 
    “Reece really filed a restraining order?” I asked. “It got that bad?” 
 
    “Incredible, you really are out of the loop. Cole, ah, got drunk.” 
 
    “That’s nothing new.” 
 
    “He and Reece got in a fight and … you know what, maybe he can tell you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll give him a call later.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to deal with that right now, but I did know being in a secret idiot-buddy situation with Garrett probably wasn’t the smartest thing to be getting into. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t start something,” I said. “Sneaking around is never a good idea. It always ends badly.” 
 
    Garrett averted his gaze. “It’s all I have to offer right now.” 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    It felt weird, negotiating a … relationship? Last night was the first night I’d said the words aloud. I’m gay. And Blair was the only person in the world I felt comfortable saying them to.  
 
    I’d had a few dates over the last couple of months from that dating app, but it wasn’t as if I had to explain myself to any of those guys. I was using the app, so clearly, I was into guys. 
 
    I’d kissed two of them, and enjoyed it, but I felt like a blasted teenager again. I didn’t know what to do, how to act, how to mess. 
 
    I’d been struggling with this for two years already—longer if I really wanted to think about it.  
 
    Maybe it was unhealthy for me to run to Blair. He was the only one I knew well enough to trust, and that was by default because he was my brother’s friend, and we’d hung out countless times over the years since we were kids. He was familiar. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Blair said, bringing me out of my head. “We probably should’ve talked about this before we slept together. I kinda have the habit of before thinking.” 
 
    I huffed a laugh. “You know I wouldn’t have let you. I don’t regret what happened between us last night. It was exactly what I needed.” 
 
    “So, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Casual but exclusive?” I proposed. It was the deal he offered me last year before I did the typical Garrett thing and ran away. 
 
    “I don’t see that working. I’d rather be the guy you run to when you have issues not be the cause of them.” 
 
    “I’d rather you be the guy who makes me come every night.”  
 
    Blair groaned and dropped his head to the table. I couldn’t hold in my laugh. I knew I wasn’t playing fair. 
 
    Blair was completely level headed and rational until it came to sex. It wasn’t until last year that I realised how much restraint he’d shown by walking away from me the first night I’d kissed him. It took me just as long to realise he really did do it for me. He gave me someone to turn to, and he was still trying to protect me.  
 
    “And what do I do when you run off again?” 
 
    I sank back into my chair. “I don’t want to run off this time, but I can’t promise I won’t. If that’s a deal breaker, I understand.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “I dunno …” 
 
    I finished off my coffee and stood before he could give me a definitive no. “Think about it. I gotta get home and start packing. We move next weekend.” Leaning in, I touched my lips to his and then headed to his bedroom for my shirt. 
 
    Before I reached the front door, he appeared in the archway of the kitchen. “Let me know if you need a hand moving.” 
 
    I took that as a win. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    The only good thing about moving day was watching Blair carry heavy boxes out of the truck and into the apartment. To look at him, you wouldn’t think his biceps were all that impressive, but then he started using them, and holy idiot, hello, muscle porn. The whole sleeveless shirt and skinny jeans look didn’t help with pretending I was straight when I couldn’t stop watching him. 
 
    He hadn’t called, texted, Facebooked, tweeted, carrier pigeoned—nothing. But he turned up at our apartment this morning saying Hunter offered him beer and pizza to help. Of all of Hunter’s and Cole’s friends, he was the only one who showed up. 
 
    We were almost done; we only had one load left, so I turned to Hunter and Cole. “Can you guys go pick up the last lot on your own? I’ll order the pizza and start unpacking kitchen stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Blair, you want to come or …? You look messed,” Hunter said. 
 
    Not yet, he doesn’t. 
 
    He was sprawled out on the couch we just brought up three flights of stairs. “Can’t … move.” 
 
    Hunter and Cole laughed. “’Kay, be back in an hour,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Beer?” I asked Blair when they were gone. “It’s warm, though.” I screwed up my face. 
 
    He held up his hand but didn’t even try to sit up. “Don’t care. Gimme.” 
 
    Taking two beers over to the singular couch, I handed Blair one as I lifted his feet up and put them in my lap as I sat down. 
 
    “So why aren’t any of your friends here to help?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh … I don’t really have friends.” 
 
    “How does Garrett Erikson not have any friends?” 
 
    I smiled. “I have you. Does that count?” 
 
    “That’s just sad.” 
 
    Laughing, I agreed. “I have acquaintances. I haven’t spoken to anyone from high school since graduation.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Grew apart, I guess.” I drank a gulp of beer to cover the lie. “I made a few friends at uni, but again, haven’t seen them since graduation.” Because I never let myself get close to any of them. “And there are guys from work, but none of them are the type of guys to hang out with. I always have to be on with them.” 
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Are you on all the time with me too?” 
 
    “No, you’re probably one of the only people in the world who’s seen what I’m truly like.” 
 
    “You do realise that’s not saying much, right? You’re not exactly the most open person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “My own brother thinks the jerk routine is real. Trust me, you know more about me than anyone else.” 
 
    He didn’t respond to that, and I was more than grateful. 
 
    We sat in silence, drinking the disgusting, warm beer. 
 
    “I’m still thinking about it,” he said out of nowhere. “About us.” 
 
    I took another swig of beer. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “But if you keep touching me, it may be a very short thought process.” 
 
    I hadn’t even realised I was rubbing circles on his calf muscles through his jeans. “Hunter said they’d be an hour.” 
 
    “Phoo.” He placed his beer on the ground—because we still had to move our coffee table—and sat up, grabbed me around the neck, and then pulled me down on top of him.  
 
    My beer spilled over us, but we didn’t care. I placed it on the ground next to his and shifted so I was between his legs.  
 
    His tongue dominated mine, demanding my undivided attention.  
 
    I could feel him harden beneath me. My hips started moving, grinding against him. 
 
    The sounds of panting and moaning was all that surrounded us.  
 
    My cock ached as it rubbed against his.  
 
    Goodness. I needed more. 
 
    “I wanna forget you again,” he said against my lips. 
 
    I wanted to jump at the chance but let out a disappointed groan instead. “I have no idea which box my condoms and lube are in.” 
 
    “Then I’m just going to have to bother your mouth.” 
 
    Another groan escaped me but an excited one this time.  
 
    “And I wanna watch you jerk yourself off while I do it.” 
 
    “Heck,” I hissed. I never thought the idea of touching myself could sound so hot. 
 
    “Get on your knees.” 
 
    I obeyed so fast it was almost comical. I knew in that moment, without a doubt, I would’ve done anything Blair told me to do. And it was the first time in my life that anything had ever felt right. 
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    - BLAIR -  
 
    October, 2013 
 
    As soon as there was a knock at my door, I knew who it was. Garrett had his own knock now.  
 
    “I know, I know. Last time, right?” he said, holding his hands up in surrender as I let him in.  
 
    After the mind-blowing BJ on his couch a month ago, I reiterated the fact it’d be a dumb idea to start something we knew would inevitably end. 
 
    Yet, somehow, he showed up on my doorstep at least three times a week, and somehow, I let him right in. 
 
    “Why do I even bother fighting it at this point?” I sighed. “Food or idiot first?” 
 
    “Have you met me?” 
 
    “Good point.”  
 
    He laughed and started heading to my bedroom. 
 
    “I’ll go turn the oven down so dinner doesn’t burn,” I said.  
 
    Garrett spun and followed me into the kitchen. “You made me dinner?” 
 
    “You haven’t been here for three days, so I was kinda expecting you to turn up. And if you didn’t, I was going to take the leftovers to work tomorrow. I’m over takeaway seeing as we eat it every time you’re here. I figured …” I shrugged.  
 
    Maybe cooking for him and being presumptuous about him turning up was crossing some sort of intimacy line we weren’t meant to cross. But all the eating out was severely dinting my sad bank account, and I knew how to cook. I didn’t mean for it to come across as a romantic gesture, but I could see how it’d be perceived that way. 
 
    Everything was still casual. Each time he’d come over it was food, idiot, and sleep. Not always in that order. Oh, and sometimes we watched TV and hung out in between orgasms. 
 
    He approached and pulled me against him. “I’ve never had anyone cook for me before. I mean, apart from Mum and my roommates, but that doesn’t count.” 
 
    “It’s just food. No big deal. We or what?” I pulled away to drag him to my room, but instead, he turned and started getting plates out of the cabinet. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re going to eat the dinner you cooked.” 
 
    “I thought—” 
 
    “Sit. You cooked, I’ll plate up and do the dishes.” 
 
    It took a while for his words to sink in. “Want a beer?” I moved to the fridge. 
 
    “Again, have you met me?” 
 
    “Right.” I grabbed two beers and put them on the tiny dining table, but it felt too weird to sit while he was dishing up the food. 
 
    He turned his head, glaring at me over his shoulder as I hovered behind him. “Please don’t tell me you’re one of those people who can’t sit and do nothing for a few minutes?” 
 
    “No.” Lie. 
 
    “Sit, Rhodes.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He turned and grabbed my shoulders, walking me over to the table, and forced me down in the seat. 
 
    “Fine,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Did you work today?” he asked as he moved about my kitchen as if it was his own. 
 
    “Nah. Movie’s winding down so I had some time in lieu after all those long hours I pulled last month. On tomorrow though.” 
 
    He placed my plate and cutlery in front of me and then brought over his own.  
 
    Our knees pushed against each other underneath the tiny table that was really only fit for one person. It was like the million clowns in a tiny car joke. 
 
    Garrett cut into his food and shoved a piece in his mouth. “So, can I ask you some—oh, incredible. Where did you learn how to cook like that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s just vegetable lasagne. Pretty easy to make. Mum taught me how to cook when I was a teenager because she claimed she wasn’t going to be around forever to baby me.” 
 
    “That’s morbid.” 
 
    I laughed. “They had me when they were well into their forties. It was a theme around our house when I was growing up. ‘Better teach the boy to look after himself now.’ I was doing my own laundry by the time I was ten.” 
 
    “Guess it’s not a bad way to teach someone how to take care of themselves. You’re not reliant on anyone else now, right? You should’ve seen Hunter and me when we first moved out. We were both hopeless. I guess we didn’t realise how much Mum did for us around the house.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, please tell me you didn’t think magical house fairies cleaned up after you for twenty-six years?” 
 
    He smiled. “Maybe a little bit.” 
 
    “You put something red in the wash with white, didn’t you? Rookie mistake.” 
 
    “We weren’t that pathetic. It did surprise me how often laundry needs to be done though.” 
 
    I burst into hysterics. I couldn’t help it. “Have you at least got the hang of it now?” 
 
    “Mostly. Hunter’s a pretty decent cook. Cole can’t cook to save his life, but at least he cleans up after all of us. I’m somewhere in between. Couldn’t make something this good though.” He shoved some more in his mouth. 
 
    “So, you were going to ask me something?” 
 
    “Huh?” he said with his mouth full. 
 
    “You said can I ask you something and then proceeded to tell me how awesome I am in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I was going to ask why you like your job. It sounds like a lot of work for not much reward.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s hard work, but it’s not challenging. I’m using it more to network than anything.” 
 
    “Network?” 
 
    Incredible. I shouldn’t have said that. “Yeah. Networking with producers, execs, directors … that kind of thing.” I shifted in my seat. 
 
    “For …?” 
 
    I sighed, knowing he’d continue to push until I spilled it. “Fine. But you have to promise not to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I know how to keep a secret.” He raised his eyebrow at me. 
 
    “True.”  
 
    “Sooooooo?” 
 
    I didn’t want to say it. It was embarrassing. “Well, I’ve always liked writing, and I may or may not be writing a screenplay. Goodness, it sounds so lame out loud.” 
 
    Garrett sat back in his seat. Whether it was from shock or surprise, I didn’t know. “That’s not lame. It’s impressive. Can I read it?” 
 
    “Idiot no.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    I groaned. “This is why I haven’t told anyone. It’s weird talking about it.” 
 
    He put his hands up in surrender. “Okay. Fair enough. Can you at least give me some comparisons? What’s it like? Die Hard or rom-com trash?” 
 
    “The one that’s got the most done on it is like any of those sitcoms on TV. You know the ones where there’s five or six friends who sit around a bar or coffee shop all the time? Can somehow afford giant apartments on next to no salary. It’s like that but a movie, not TV. And set in Australia, not New York.” 
 
    “So a mashup of Seinfeld, Friends, and How I Met Your Mother? But Australian?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “So instead of an Irish pub or a coffee shop, it’s six people sitting around a backyard in wife-beaters and thongs, drinking beer and making so much noise the neighbours yell at the bogans to shut the heck up?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “I want to read it.” 
 
    I ignored him and shovelled more food in my mouth. When he still looked at me expectantly, I took a large gulp of my beer. When that still didn’t give him the hint, I finally said, “No.” 
 
    “Come on. Why not?” 
 
    “Well, one, it’s not done. Two, what if you hate it? And three, what if you hate it?” 
 
    “You said that twice.” 
 
    “It needed to be said twice.” 
 
    “I won’t hate it. And you’ve gotta get some feedback before giving it to anyone at work.” 
 
    I knew he was right, but it didn’t make me less weirded out about him reading it. 
 
    “You know you can never say no to me, so you may as well go and get it.” 
 
    “Right now?” I croaked. It was true I could never say no to him, but I refused to open that can of worms and analyse why. 
 
    “Yup. I’ll stay up all night if I have to just to finish it.” 
 
    “I’m so going to regret this,” I grumbled. I went and fetched my laptop from the living room and booted it up.  
 
    I set it up at the dining table as Garrett put the plates in the sink. 
 
    When he sat back down, I went to start on the dishes, but he stopped me. “Touch them and die. I’ll get to them later.” 
 
    “But it’s easier to do them straightaway.” 
 
    “You’re worse than my mother,” he complained and stood again. “Go shower or something. I’m busy here.” He got started on the dishes and nudged me out of the way. 
 
    “I’ll let you out of doing the dishes completely if you join me.” I wrapped my arms around him from behind. 
 
    “Tempting, but as soon as these are done, I have reading to do.” 
 
    My arms fell to my sides. “Fine. I’ll be in the shower. Probably rubbing one out.” 
 
    He dropped a plate in the sink, and it clanged so loud, I was ninety percent sure it was broken. 
 
    “Ah, that got your attention, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Dang it. Shower, dishes, then reading.” 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    I was in awe of him. And not just because of how awesome it felt to rub off on each other in the shower. 
 
    I didn’t peg Blair as the creative type. He didn’t have that tortured artist attitude or look about him, but his writing was amazing.  
 
    When he said he was worried about me hating it, I thought it might not be any good. I wasn’t worried because I could trash with the best of them. It was part of my job to critique others’ work, so I knew how to sugar coat my words. 
 
    This, though. There was no need for sugar coating. It had the essence of those successful shows he was aiming for, but it also had depth and emotion, which was hard to pull off. It wasn’t recycled jokes over and over again. Of the three shows I named, I was sure you could’ve found the same trope passed between them countless times. Blair’s story was original, realistic, and funny. 
 
    I stood from the dining table and walked into the living room to find him pacing. 
 
    “You’re really that nervous about what I think?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Pacing is a good workout. Don’t get my impressive four-pack from sitting on my rear.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re snappy when you’re nervous.” 
 
    “Forget you.” 
 
    I laughed harder and put him out of his misery. “I loved it.” 
 
    He stopped wearing a path into his carpet and narrowed his eyes, studying my face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m trying to see if you’re saying that to placate me or if you mean it.” 
 
    “I definitely mean it. I have one question though.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “There’s no LGBT character.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a question.” 
 
    “Why aren’t there any?” I asked. 
 
    Blair sighed. “Because many reasons. The main one being you put a gay character in a movie or TV show and they end up being stereotyped—even if they’re not written that way. The lesbians are butch and the gay guys are flamboyant. They’re there to fill a quota and make it seem diverse when, really, it’s not. The other reason is I don’t want my sexuality to define me. It’s a big part of who I am, yes, but I don’t want my whole life to revolve around the fact I’m bi. And writing in a bi character, or a gay one, would make me feel like I was being preachy or something.” 
 
    “I get that.” I more than got it. It felt as though I’d been living my life around the fact I was gay. Where Blair didn’t let it define him, I let it all but run my life. 
 
    “What’s that look for?” he asked. 
 
    I snapped out of my trance. “Nothin’. Just thinking I’m the opposite of you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “My sexuality is the only thing that defines me. Right now it seems it’s all I have. The rest of me is fake.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve been hiding it for years, and you don’t even know how to be you anymore.” 
 
    He had a point, but I didn’t know how to fix it, and I didn’t want to get into it in that moment.  
 
    “I’m beat. I’m gonna go to bed.” I started for his room and then turned back. “I really think you should reconsider having a gay character. Make him the complete opposite to stereotypical so there’s no confusion when it goes into production. Like that guy from the TV show Happy Endings. You know who’d make an awesome gay dude? The Brent character.” 
 
    Blair laughed. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Brent? He was based off you.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    Busy tonight? I had an idea. Bring gym clothes. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Are we going to mess at a gym? Coz I’m in. I wanna know what the hype is all about. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    No. Just get your rear over here. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    So we’re before going to the gym? Coz I’m still in. 
 
      
 
    In the month or so we’d been doing … whatever it was we were doing, Blair never once invited me over. I always turned up on his doorstep. I never messaged first because that would’ve given him the chance to say no. 
 
    The other night, something changed between us. It wasn’t just about anymore. I wasn’t sure if it ever was for me.  
 
    It was the first time in a month that we actually had real conversation other than small talk, and I wasn’t at all surprised that I wanted more of that with him. 
 
    I could be myself around Blair. No pretences or acting how I thought I should act. 
 
    The only problem was we were clear from the beginning that it was what it was. Casual. Exclusive but not serious. The fact he was actively seeking me out instead of the other way around … I had to tell myself not to get my hopes up. I was pretty sure I was ready for more, but I had no idea where his head was at. 
 
    When I turned up to Blair’s place, he was ready to go, but not in the way I was hoping. He pushed me out the door and led me to the underground carpark to his car. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “That sounds like something a serial killer would say.” 
 
    He scoffed. “If I was a serial killer, I’m pretty sure you’d be dead by now.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring, I guess.” 
 
    I had absolutely no idea where he was taking me until we pulled into a parking lot at an indoor sports centre near the local uni.  
 
    “What are we”—I read the sign out the front—“Indoor soccer?” 
 
    “The other night you said you didn’t know who you are outside of being gay. This was the first thing I thought of.” 
 
    I had to swallow the lump in my throat. “You know I haven’t played since high school, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but come on, all-star soccer player. Captain of the team. You’re Garrett-frigging-Erikson. Remember him?” 
 
    “Vaguely. I-I’m not sure about this.” 
 
    “I Googled local games and this place popped up. It’s a social match for guys over twenty-five. It’s not serious, and it’s not a competition. I just figured you should start doing something you used to love that has absolutely nothing to do with your orientation.” 
 
    “What if they—” 
 
    “You’re not gay or straight here. There’s no sexuality. Just soccer.” 
 
    “Is that their slogan?” I quipped. 
 
    He laughed. “No. That’s my rule. So we going in or what? You can totally mock me for my lack of ball handling skills.” 
 
    “I know from personal experience that your ball handling skills are top notch.” 
 
    “Do you seriously think I don’t know you’re stalling right now?” 
 
    With a sigh, I forced myself out of the car. 
 
    I was nervous for all of ten minutes while we were introduced to the other guys, but then the game started, and I couldn’t believe how much I’d missed playing. 
 
    It all came back to me naturally, as if I didn’t have an eleven-year gap in between games. 
 
    I was a force to be reckoned with, and my competitive side gave me an adrenaline high I hadn’t felt in years. Everything else was forgotten except for chasing around that black and white ball. 
 
    Blair wasn’t kidding when he said he sucked, but that didn’t stop him from playing. I hated it in a way because it made me even more envious of him. Growing up, if I wasn’t good at something, I’d give up pretty quickly. I never had to work hard for anything I wanted. I embraced what I was good at—sport—and scraped by at things I wasn’t so good at, giving them up the second I was allowed to. Like math. Screw that trash. 
 
    Blair was the type of person who persevered no matter what. And even though he knew he could improve, he was still confident in the way he carried himself. It was admirable, but idiot, if I didn’t wish I could be that way. 
 
    Confidence was nothing but perception. I knew that because I could fake it like no other, but Blair didn’t need to fake it. It was just him. The only time I’d ever seen vulnerability in him was about his writing, but that showed how important it was to him. 
 
    By the time the first half of the game was over, I’d scored one goal and was sweatier than I’d been in my entire life. 
 
    “Holy idiot,” I said, sitting next to Blair on the bench. “I forgot I had those muscles.” I stretched out my legs. 
 
    He gave me his water bottle to take a drink. “I think I’ve used muscles I didn’t even know I had. And there’s another forty-five minutes of this?” 
 
    A chuckle came from behind us. “Looks like the newbies are out of shape.” I couldn’t remember the guy’s name. We met a billion people when we walked in. 
 
    “Come on,” Sam—the organiser of the group—said, “you two are the youngest ones here. You should be running circles around us.” 
 
    It was true. The game was for over twenty-fives, but most of the guys were in their thirties to early forties. 
 
    “Still, good hustle out there, newb.” Sam placed his hand on my shoulder.  
 
    I expected to flinch at the contact, but I didn’t. 
 
    Sitting there, completely drenched, muscles aching, I hadn’t been that happy in a long time. I’d forgotten how awesome it was to be part of a team. To have that sportsmanship and bond with others that had absolutely nothing to do with anything else but the game. 
 
    It took forty-five minutes of sweating and running around a field with a bunch of other men to realise not everything was about my sexuality. Go figure. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    “Guys, I’m out,” one of the other men said. “I rolled my ankle, and I don’t want to do any more damage. When the heck did I get so old?” He was an older guy in his forties. 
 
    “No worries, man,” Sam said. “But that means we need someone from the other team to sit out.” 
 
    I raised my hand. “Please. I think I’m dying.” They all laughed at me. “Besides, without me, you actually stand a chance of winning.” 
 
    “You’re the one who said it, kid, not me,” Sam said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I waved them off. How I was being labelled a kid at my age was both fascinating and annoying. 
 
    “You sure?” Garrett asked quietly. 
 
    “Definitely. Soccer is not my sport, and this wasn’t about me anyway.” 
 
    He stood to get back in the game. “Out of curiosity, what is your sport?” 
 
    “Me and sports? Not really a good mix. Weights and cardio at a gym are more my thing. I should probably try an old man game like lawn bowls. I could totally pull that off.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “Noted.”  
 
    He took to the field, and watching him in his element brought me back to high school. And the longer the game went on, the more I regressed. I was no longer a grown adult, watching the guy I was sorta dating play soccer. I was thirteen years old, watching my best friend’s older brother and trying hard not to think about being pressed against him—a guy who was basically a wall of muscle.  
 
    Just like in high school, when he lifted his shirt to wipe sweat off his forehead, I had to look away. His defined six-pack taunted me, and the problem with that now was I knew how it felt beneath my palms; I knew what his skin tasted like.  
 
    And now I need to leave before anyone sees the tent in my shorts. 
 
    I did some strategic rearranging as I stood and headed for my car where I left my phone. Distraction was my number one priority. 
 
    The cool night air helped calm me somewhat, and when I went back into the centre a few minutes later, I made sure to avoid eye contact with Garrett. I told him this wasn’t about sex, but watching him dominate the field, seeing him focused and happy, it made it nearly impossible for me to think of anything else. 
 
    I was thankful when the second half finally finished. All I wanted to do was go home and idiot Garrett. 
 
    “Who’s up for drinks?” Sam asked. 
 
    The others groaned and there was a chorus of “My wife will kill me” and “I need to get the kids in bed.” 
 
    “You all suck,” Sam said. “What about you two?” He nodded towards us. “You guys gotta run home to wives too?” 
 
    “Uh …” I didn’t know how to answer that. 
 
    “Nah, we don’t. But gonna pass all the same,” Garrett said. “I swear if I sit down, I’m not getting back up. Don’t really want to spend the night on the floor of a bar because I can’t walk.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Fair enough. Will we see you next week?” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Definitely.” 
 
    They shook hands and everyone started to pile out of the room and into the parking lot. 
 
    I went to follow them but Garrett pulled me back and spoke low. “Seriously, thank you. This was awesome.” 
 
    My aching muscles were worth seeing the carefree smile on Garrett’s face, and I knew I’d do anything to make him keep it there for longer than a ninety-minute soccer game. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    “Blair,” a voice whispered. 
 
    “Go away,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Wake up. We have somewhere we need to be.” 
 
    Garrett had spent the past four nights at my place. Ever since the soccer game.  
 
    “It’s six AM. On a rare Friday I’ve got the day off. What the heck, Garrett?”  
 
    “Here.” He threw clothes at me.  
 
    “Polo shirt and khakis?” I asked, sitting up. 
 
    “You told me you wanted to try old man sports.” 
 
    “You’re taking me bowling at six AM? Are you high? Don’t you have to go to work?” 
 
    “I’m chucking a sickie. And I’m not taking you to lawn bowls. I came up with something different. Something I know how to play.” 
 
    “Is there any point in me protesting?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I sighed. “Didn’t think so.” 
 
    After I dressed, Garrett shoved a travel mug full of coffee in my hand and we headed for his car, which had practically taken up residence in the visitor parking under my building. 
 
    “The old bats downstairs are probably going to complain about your car being here every night,” I said as we climbed in. 
 
    “Eh, harass ’em. Until they complain, I’m not gonna park it on the street. Although, it’s probably worth more in insurance money if someone stole it.” 
 
    “Why do you still drive this piece of trash anyway? You’ve had it since uni.” 
 
    His mouth opened in shock. “You did not call my baby a piece of trash.” He rubbed the dashboard. “Don’t listen to him, honey.” 
 
    “What’s with the emotional attachment?” 
 
    He smiled. “There isn’t really one. I’d rather save money than spend it on a car that’s only going to depreciate like crazy, and this is a good car. It’s cheap to fix and hardly anything ever goes wrong with it.” 
 
    “You’re super frugal with your money, huh?” 
 
    “Not really. Hunter says I’m cheap, but it’s more about managing what I have and what I want. I want to buy my own place, and I hate renting. It’s a matter of saving where I can and budgeting for the extra things like nights out and whatever. I’ve probably got enough saved up to buy a decent apartment, but I don’t like not having a safety net.” 
 
    “Dang, I don’t want you to even look at my financials,” I mumbled. 
 
    It was a vast difference to how I looked at money. As soon as I could afford to, I moved out of home. I lived pay cheque to pay cheque, rarely had leftover money, and just hoped and prayed nothing went wrong with my car. I had no savings whatsoever. I refused to have a roommate because I knew I’d get pissed if the dishes weren’t done or they left the place a mess. I wasn’t OCD about cleanliness, but I hated laziness. It wasn’t that hard to wash a dish after you were done with it. 
 
    Garrett didn’t take too long to catch on about that, thank goodness. The last few days he’d stayed with me, he earned a few glares about cleaning up after himself. I didn’t know what the rule was in his shared apartment with Hunter and Cole, but it was clearly “Do it whenever you want.” 
 
    We’d been driving for almost half an hour when I couldn’t take it anymore. I had absolutely no idea where we were. “So where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Fine. Be that way. Are you going to soccer again on Monday?” 
 
    “Yeah. You gonna come … or?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” I said with a laugh. “If that’s cool?” 
 
    He nodded. “All good. I get it’s not your thing. But I’m hoping this is.” We pulled into a golf course. 
 
    “Golf? Really?” I eyed him warily. Did he remember from high school that this was the one sport I did know how to play? Or was it coincidence? 
 
    “Old man sport, right? Plus, I learned to play while I was in uni. You know how in movies and TV and that, a whole heap of business is conducted on golf courses? It’s total trash. I was preparing myself to not look like an idiot in front of clients. I haven’t met a client yet who wants to play golf.” 
 
    I laughed so hard I had to hold onto my stomach.  
 
    “Laugh it up. We’ll see who’s laughing when I kick your rear at it.” 
 
    Not likely. “Has anyone ever told you you’re super competitive?” 
 
    “Isn’t everyone?” 
 
    “No. I’m one of those annoying people who think all the kids should get a trophy.” 
 
    “Is that because you never got trophies as a kid? Nawww.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I shoved him. 
 
    Garrett hired our clubs and a golf cart. I offered to pay my half but he refused. I wasn’t sure if it was because I whined about the state of my bank account in the car or if he was doing the whole date thing. It felt like a date. But we weren’t dating. Not technically. I told myself not to overanalyse. It was so easy to get carried away with my thoughts when it came to Garrett. 
 
    At the first tee, I grabbed the driver from the bag. “You wanna go first? Age before beauty, right?” 
 
    “Ah, we’re starting with the old jokes, are we?” 
 
    “You were born in the mid-eighties. I can imagine baby Garrett in MC Hammer pants. I’m practically a nineties baby.” 
 
    He scoffed. “Pretty sure MC Hammer was the nineties.” 
 
    “Don’t make me whip out Google.” 
 
    “I’ll make you whip out something else in a minute.” 
 
    I tsked him. “Don’t make promises you won’t keep. Hurry up and take your shot.” 
 
    He put on his glove and warmed up with a few practice swings. I didn’t need to ask if he had actual lessons before because it was obvious.  
 
    Being in the juniors when I was younger, I had a heap of golf pros coaching me. They’d always say the same trash, no matter what I did. Make sure your balance is slightly on your back foot, and it should travel to the front on your follow through. Don’t loosen your grip at the top of your swing. Put your feet a tiny bit wider apart—that one used to piss me off because I swore they said it even if it felt like I was doing the splits. 
 
    Garrett’s form was textbook. Was there any sport he couldn’t play?  
 
    His drive went straight down the middle of the fairway. Shocker. 
 
    We swapped positions. 
 
    “You sure you’re going to be able to handle the driver? Maybe you should try a three wood.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m used to handling a big club.” I held my arms out in victory. “Oh yeah, I went there.” 
 
    He laughed, but it faded as I lined up my shot and swung, outdriving him by at least thirty meters. 
 
    His mouth dropped open in shock.  
 
    “Beginner’s luck?” I said, unconvincingly. 
 
    “I call trash,” he said in awe. 
 
    “Fine. You’re looking at the junior’s champ of oh-five.” 
 
    The idiot smiled. “I thought you said sport wasn’t your thing?” 
 
    “It’s not. My parents forced me to play. I hated it and quit as soon as I graduated high school.” 
 
    “You must’ve been good to get that far though?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Mum always said I had a natural talent. I could’ve gone pro had I invested in practice time.” 
 
    “Earning millions of dollars doesn’t appeal to you?” 
 
    “You only earn millions if you’re committed and dedicate your life to the sport. I wasn’t going to give up what I wanted for something else merely because I was good at it. I’ve never been one to sacrifice the things I love for something that’s easier.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “We should get going.”  Walking back to the golf cart, he ordered me to hurry up or I’d be walking. 
 
    Ignorance was another game Garrett was an expert at playing. Heck, he could’ve made a sport out of that alone. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 14 
 
    - GARRETT - 
 
    November, 2013 
 
    As soon as he opened his front door, we were stripping off our clothes on our way to his room, leaving them scattered throughout the living room and hallway. 
 
    This was the standard greeting between us now. 
 
    We couldn’t get enough of each other. 
 
    Only, it was so much more. At least for me. We still hadn’t had a discussion about it. 
 
    Blair lay back on his bed, completely naked, and dang if my mouth didn’t start watering. His hand reached for his cock, stroking in long, slow pulls.  
 
    My feet froze. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there and watch me, or you going to come over here and give me that rear?” 
 
    “I like the view,” I rasped out. 
 
    His eyes came alive with heat, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay rooted to the spot for long. My feet started moving on their own accord, gravitating towards the bed. “You know, one of these days you’re going to let me forget you.” 
 
    He smiled and gripped his cock harder. “You might be right about that.” 
 
    The fact he’d be willing to go there only cemented to me that he felt the same way I did. But I was still too chicken-rubbish to bring it up. What did it mean if we were to make this thing official? Would he expect me to come out? Would he come out? 
 
    Even though he was technically out, he hadn’t mentioned it again to his friends. It was literally as if he never told them. 
 
    They all had trash going on in their lives, and I was under the impression they had their heads so far up their rears, they wouldn’t have noticed if Blair had a sex change let alone was dating a guy. My stupid roommates were the worst, because Hunter was too busy trying to keep Cole sober to notice anything else. Being at Blair’s nearly every other night, whenever I got home and they asked where I’d been, I’d lie and say a friend’s or I hooked up. They never questioned it. 
 
    It sucked for Blair but worked out for me, because it meant we could stay in our bubble. 
 
    I fell for Blair a little more each day, and what started out as experimentation—or whatever the heck I thought I’d get out of this—was turning into so much more. 
 
    I thought I’d be freaked out by that, but I wasn’t. 
 
    There was a long list of things I was terrified of, but being with Blair wasn’t one of them. The fallout from everyone finding out was. 
 
    As I reached the foot of the bed, he sat up and took my cock in his mouth. 
 
    “Heck,” I breathed. I loved his mouth. It didn’t even matter where. My lips, my neck, my chest, my cock … I just wanted it on me. I gripped his hair and thrust hard. 
 
    He relaxed his jaw, taking me to the back of his throat. When one of his hands gripped my rear and the other trailed down my back, my feet tingled. My balls were heavy, and I was way too close to the edge for what I knew was coming. 
 
    “I swear to heaven, if you put your finger in my rear right now, I’m going to come.” 
 
    I was both relieved and disappointed when he pulled his mouth away. “I don’t see a problem with that.” 
 
    With a tortured moan, I said, “I don’t wanna come yet.” 
 
    His hand gripped me and gave a hard pump.  
 
    I shuddered, my breathing ragged. 
 
    “We have all night, baby. That’s plenty of time to recover.” And then his mouth was on me again. 
 
    His hands kneaded my rear, and as I’d warned him, the minute his finger breached my hole, I convulsed into his mouth. I was still recovering when I pulled out and climbed on top of him, straddling him on the end of the bed. 
 
    A knock sounded at his front door. 
 
    “Expecting someone?” I asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Nope. Wait in here, I’ll get rid of them.”  
 
    I moved off him, rolling onto my back on his bed. He hopped up and threw his jeans on, sans boxers.  
 
    I suddenly wished I hadn’t got rid of my clothes in the hall, particularly when I heard the front door open and then my brother’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, man. You busy?” 
 
    Shoot! Idiot! Every other expletive in the world! 
 
    Blair had closed his bedroom door on his way out, but that didn’t stop the panic setting in that Hunter was going to find me here. Naked. 
 
    My shoes, my jeans, my shirt … would Hunter recognise them if he spotted them?  
 
    I was too busy freaking out to hear their conversation properly until Hunter said, “That’s cool, we can hang out here if you want? Feels like I haven’t seen you in ages. I was supposed to do something with Cole, but when I got home, he was already passed out drunk.” 
 
    “On second thought, I could go for a drink myself,” Blair said. “Let me go throw some clothes on.” 
 
    “Uh,” my brother paused, “did I interrupt something?” 
 
    Incredible, incredible, incredible. 
 
    “What?” Blair’s voice cracked. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “Oh, that,” Blair said. “Nah, I haven’t done laundry for a while and I’m super lazy, so it’s a bit messy here at the moment.” 
 
    That was a lie. Blair was a neat freak. He wasn’t obsessive about it, but it was a vast difference compared to me and my roommates. 
 
    “Are you sure? Do you have a guy—” 
 
    “Nope. Nothing like that. You know me. Always after chicks now. Okay, I’ll go dump my stuff in my room because now I’m all self-conscious. So, thanks for that.” 
 
    Hunter laughed. “Sorry. I just thought … like, you know it’s cool with me, right? If there was a guy, I mean. I know we haven’t talked—” 
 
    “Have no idea what you’re talking about.” Blair’s voice was getting louder and closer to his room. 
 
    He walked in, threw my clothes at me, and mouthed “Sorry.” 
 
    We both dressed silently and as fast as possible. When he was ready to go, he kissed me and whispered to lock up when I left. 
 
    “I’ll meet you guys out,” I whispered. “Get Hunter hooked up and then come back and finish what we started.” 
 
    He pulled back and stared me down as if he was studying me. “Sounds good.” He kissed me again and then left. 
 
    I flopped backwards onto Blair’s bed, trying to catch my breath.  
 
    We were almost caught.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to be out, but I didn’t miss the slight disappointment I felt when I realised we weren’t caught. I took that as a good sign—that maybe I was headed in the right direction. 
 
    After ten minutes of waiting, I grabbed my phone. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Where u at? 
 
      
 
    Hunter: 
 
    Heading out with Blair. U up for it? 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Where and when? I’ll meet you. 
 
      
 
    I pulled into a parking lot about a kilometre away from the main strip and then walked to the bar Hunter said they’d be at. I thought about cabbing it, but being a Saturday night, the wait to get one home would be long. I wanted to get home with my man … 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    It didn’t shock me that I thought of him that way, but it was the first time I acknowledged it, even if it was only to myself. It’d been eight weeks of, but he’d been under my skin for the past two years. 
 
    “Garrett, hey,” my brother said, as I sat at the cocktail table they were at. “How did you get here so fast?” 
 
    “I … uh … was close by.” 
 
    “Drink?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “I drove here, so I probably shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m not really up for drinking,” Blair said. “So, I could always drive you guys home if you want. Crash on your couch.” 
 
    I nodded. “All right.” That so wasn’t going to happen. Hunter was going to get hooked up, and I was going to be in Blair’s bed. 
 
    Hunter wrapped his arm around Blair. “Trust me, you do not want to be on the couch if Garrett hooks up. He idiots loud.” 
 
    Yeah, Blair knows that firsthand. 
 
    We shared a smirk. 
 
    “It’s a little disturbing that you know that, Hunter,” Blair said but didn’t take his eyes off me. 
 
    “I’ve lived with the guy my whole life. There’s no escape.” 
 
    “Whatever, bro, I haven’t even messed in the new apartment yet.” Minus the blowjob I gave your best friend.  
 
    “True,” Hunter agreed. “I’m thankful for you going to their place lately. Whoever it is you’ve been hooking up with.” 
 
    Blair grinned. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, we were a couple. We were exclusive. When we weren’t, we were watching TV and hanging out. We’d cook dinner, we’d talk, we’d fall asleep next to each other, and we’d kiss one another goodbye. All in all, we were already a couple. So why were we still hiding? I didn’t know anymore. 
 
    “Come on,” Hunter said. “I need a drink.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said gruffly. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    I was expecting him to freak out. Back at my apartment, when we were almost caught, I was waiting for him to lose his trash. When he told me he’d meet us out and that he wanted to come home with me after, I was shocked. I was ready for the “I’m sorry, this was a mistake” talk. 
 
    If I was honest with myself, I’d been waiting for it to happen for two months. 
 
    When the freak out didn’t come, I thought everything was okay. 
 
    But then he spent most of the night playing wingman for Hunter. I should’ve known “straight” Garrett would’ve come out tonight. We’d been so wrapped up in our bubble, we hadn’t gone out with our friends since the whole thing started. I still saw my friends on Friday pub night, but Garrett never went to those. The only times we’d been out in public were when we were alone. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was expecting, but watching him hit on girls wasn’t on the list of possible outcomes of tonight. 
 
    I knew he wasn’t interested in them, but that didn’t make it sting less. 
 
    Watching him flirt with them crushed me, and the worst part of it was I couldn’t say anything or do anything about it. 
 
    Finally, around one in the morning, Hunter headed towards the exit with a girl. Garrett stayed at the table with her friends for a couple of minutes, politely trying to get away from them. 
 
    He finally pointed over to me and then made his way over. I was thankful the girls didn’t follow. I’d pulled away from them earlier when I couldn’t handle seeing Garrett act like his fake self. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, I’ve never had to work so hard to get my brother laid,” he said, flopping down across from me. 
 
    “I could see that.” 
 
    “So, uh, you want to get out of here?” 
 
    The words “Maybe we should stop what we’re doing” were on the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them down. I hadn’t brought that up in over a month, and if I was completely honest, I didn’t want things to end. But I couldn’t have more nights like tonight. 
 
    I was way out of my league because I didn’t know how to handle this situation. Pushing him to come out was wrong, but watching him pretend to be straight killed me. 
 
    “’Kay, let’s go home,” I said. 
 
    The tension began to leave me as we walked out of the bar and it was just the two of us again. But I relaxed a moment too soon. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mindlessly said as I stumbled into someone. 
 
    “No prob—Blair?” 
 
    Incredible, I knew that voice.  
 
    “Marc?” Garrett and I said in unison as we stopped on the street. 
 
    “Garrett?” Marc said and took a step back. Another guy stood with him. He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. Blondish hair, maybe a little older than me. 
 
    “Garrett Erikson,” the guy said with a sneer. “Yup, turns out even a decade isn’t long enough without seeing you again.” 
 
    A decade? 
 
    “Jeremy.” Garrett’s voice broke. His face paled. He shoved his hands in his pockets but not before I noticed them shake.  
 
    “Is this your boyfriend?” Jeremy asked, looking in my direction. Jeremy knows Garrett’s gay?  
 
    “No, because I’m not gay.”  
 
    I winced at Garrett’s words.  
 
    The sorrowful look he shot me let me know he immediately regretted saying them, but it was too late now. 
 
    “Ah, still telling that lie,” Jeremy said and then turned to Marc. “How do you even know—” He waved a finger between Garrett and me. 
 
    “Blair’s the reason Hayden and I broke up,” Marc said. 
 
    “What-the-heck-ever. You’re the one who neglected to tell me you had a boyfriend. Is Jeremy your new boyfriend or your side?” I cocked my head. “How do you know Garrett, Marc?” 
 
    Garrett stiffened beside me as Jeremy’s eyes darted between Marc and me. 
 
    “Hell.” Jeremy started to walk off. 
 
    “Jeremy,” Garrett said, trying to stop him. 
 
    “What?” Jeremy yelled and turned to face him. “You wanna screw up my life all over again? I haven’t had the fear of getting a daily beating for … what, eleven years now. Maybe I need to remember what it’s like to wonder if today’s the day I’m going to die.” 
 
    “Idiot, I’m so sorry—” Garrett started. 
 
    “No. You don’t get to apologise and pretend it’s all better. You don’t get to clear your conscience.” 
 
    Marc and I shared an awkward glance. He didn’t know what was going on either. 
 
    That was when it clicked. “You’re Jeremy Stacks. You …” tried to kill yourself in high school. I couldn’t get the words out so I cleared my throat. “I went to school with you.” 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember you.” 
 
    “I was a few grades younger than you guys, but I knew … I knew who you were.” 
 
    “Because I was the bullied gay guy, right? Guess who I have to thank for that.” He glared at Garrett. 
 
    I blanched.  
 
    “Ah, didn’t know your boyfriend was the most homophobic gay guy in the world?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    Garrett was trembling beside me. It was subtle, but I knew him. I could sense it.  
 
    “Garrett, we need to go,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    “Do yourself a favour and dump his rear,” Jeremy said to me. 
 
    “Do yourself a favour and idiot off,” I growled back. 
 
    I took two steps in front of Garrett. He was looking straight through me. 
 
    “Garrett.”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Garrett,” I repeated. I risked cradling his head to lower it to meet my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know if Jeremy and Marc were gone or not, but I didn’t care. Garrett was refusing to even look at me. 
 
    “Baby,” I grunted. I only ever called him that when we were in bed, so it finally snapped him out of his trance. 
 
    I realised it was a mistake, though, when his hands gripped my wrists hard and pried them away from his head.  
 
    “He’s right,” he said. “About everything. You should stop. We should stop.” 
 
    “We need to go. Come back to mine and we can talk.” I was sure there was more to the story than Jeremy was saying. There had to be. Right? 
 
    “No.” He took a step back and shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Don’t—” 
 
    “Everything he said was the truth. He tried to kill himself because of me.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Did you … were you one of the ones who …” 
 
    “I did worse than beat him up. I stood by and did nothing as others did it for me. I watched it happen, knowing I was responsible for him being targeted. And yet, I still stood there and watched them do it to him. I couldn’t … I couldn’t let the truth get out. I couldn’t … Idiot! I have to go. I’m sorry.” He stepped around me. 
 
    “Garrett, don’t walk away from me.” 
 
    “Rhodes. It’s—” 
 
    “Don’t.” I knew I was pleading. I knew people were now watching. I didn’t care. 
 
    “I can’t. I just … can’t do it.” 
 
    He left me standing on the side of the crowded street, outside a dingy bar. 
 
    I couldn’t even chase after him to drive him home. My feet were frozen to the spot. 
 
    He was gone, and even though I’d suspected this moment was coming for the past two months, it killed me to watch him walk away again. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    August, 2002 
 
    The lake behind the school smelled of saltwater and fresh air. It was where I always went when I ditched class. My school uniform felt too tight, and I loosened my tie. I had the urge to throw it into the lake, but Mum wouldn’t believe I accidentally lost another one. 
 
    I leaned back on my backpack, soaking up the sun. Footsteps approached behind me, and I stiffened at the sound. If I was caught wagging again, I’d probably be suspended. When the new kid popped his head through the trees, I clutched at my chest in relief. 
 
    “You friggin’ scared me,” I said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in class?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “You’re Jeremy, right? Transferred from public school?” 
 
    “Yup, and you’re Garrett Erikson. Soccer extraordinaire and friends with everyone.” 
 
    As cocky as it was, I wasn’t surprised he knew who I was. “So, are you going to sit?” I asked, gesturing to the ground next to me. 
 
    He pursed his lips. “Are you a jerk like the rest of the people in this school?” 
 
    I laughed. “Fair warning, I’m probably the biggest jerk of them all. Who’s giving you trash?” 
 
    With a sigh, he sat next to me. “Trent and Blake. Oh, but worst is probably that Jordan guy. I swear he’s everywhere.” 
 
    I snorted. My friends really were jerks. “Dude, Jordan’s a twin. His brother Ewan is probably messing with you too.” 
 
    “Idiot!” 
 
    “I’ll talk to them and tell them to back off. What’d you do anyway? I mean, yeah, they can be dicks, but they usually don’t strike without being provoked.” 
 
    “Let’s just say the rumour of my transfer has already made the rounds, even though I was promised none of the staff would leak it. I’m guessing someone knows someone from my old school.” 
 
    “Well, transferring during the last semester of senior year is a bit suss. Did you kill someone?” 
 
    He shook his head. “With how people acted, you’d think I did.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ve lost me.” 
 
    “I left my last school because of jerks who … weren’t so nice to me. I’ve only been here a week, and I can already tell it’s going to be the same deal.” 
 
    I eyed him from head to toe, and he didn’t look like a nerd. His light caramel-coloured hair was trendy, he wasn’t overweight or scrawny, and he didn’t wear glasses or have any feature that usually got picked on. 
 
    “I’m gay,” he blurted when he must’ve realised I still had no idea what he was talking about.  
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Incredible. I don’t know why I just told you that. Please don’t—” 
 
    My body acted on its own accord, and before I knew it, my lips were on his. It was if hearing the words “I’m gay” clicked something in my brain, and I had the sudden urge to do what I’d wanted to do with a lot of my guy friends over the years. 
 
    He kissed me back for all of half a second before he pushed me off him. “What the heck? That wasn’t a invitation.” 
 
    “I … uh …” 
 
    He stood and picked up his backpack off the ground. When he went to take a step, voices came from behind the trees. 
 
    I jumped to my feet to run, but it was too late. 
 
    “Hey, G, what up, man?” Trent said as he and my group of friends breached the tree line. 
 
    “What are you doing out here with the fag?” Jordan sneered. 
 
    Jeremy hung his head and gripped his backpack tight. When his eyes met mine, it was as if I could hear his thoughts running through his head.  
 
    A chill crept down my spine as the thought of him telling my friends I kissed him made me envision my whole world imploding. 
 
    My eyes widened as panic set in. I wasn’t thinking clearly, and for some reason, I figured if I beat him to it, my friends wouldn’t turn on me. They wouldn’t believe him over me. 
 
    It didn’t occur to me that by throwing Jeremy under the bus, I’d be making his life horrible. All I knew was I had to keep my own secret. 
 
    And that was when I did the worst thing I’d ever done in my entire life. That was when I took away someone else’s right to feel safe. 
 
    I didn’t know how five simple words could affect someone until they were out of my mouth, but as I stormed over to my friends and muttered “He tried to kiss me,” I knew I’d never feel that amount of guilt ever again. 
 
    Five words. That was all it took to ruin someone. That was all it took for me to run into the closet and throw away the key. 
 
    ***  
 
    November, 2013 
 
    I woke with a start in a pile of tangled, sweaty sheets. I hadn’t dreamt of that day in years. I’d thought about it, sure, but I was no longer haunted by it like when it first happened. 
 
    Running into Jeremy last night had punched me in the gut and ripped my heart out. 
 
    What was I doing? I couldn’t be happy with Blair after what I did to Jeremy. I didn’t deserve it. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Jeremy wouldn’t even hear me out. Over the years, I never had the courage to track him down and apologise because I knew he’d turn me away. Why would he want to forgive the jerk who not only allowed his friends to beat someone up but instigated it? 
 
    I may not have laid a hand on him, but that didn’t make me any less responsible. The reason I hadn’t spoken to my high school friends in over ten years was because of what they did. 
 
    That first beating by the lake, Jeremy ended up with a black eye. He didn’t tell the teachers the truth because he was ditching class when it happened. We all were. At least, that was what I assumed his reasoning was at first. But when it continued to happen, and the teachers weren’t told, I began to wonder why. 
 
    I started to pull away from my friends—who were also my teammates—in those last few months of school. I never went out on the weekends with them. I’d eat lunch with them and then lie about being behind on my homework and go to the library to hide out until the next class bell rang. I skipped practice until the coach threatened my position on the team. And then when I did go, I left as soon as I could. 
 
    I never returned to the lake. 
 
    The bruises I used to see on Jeremy were easy to imagine on my own body. He missed a lot of school. At one point, his arm was in a cast for six weeks, but he told everyone it was from a bike accident. 
 
    It wasn’t. Ewan and Jordan bragged about breaking his arm. That almost made me go to the principal myself and tell the school what was going on, but then Jordan said they told Jeremy if he ever said anything to anyone, they’d do a lot worse. 
 
    If I went to the principal, they would’ve thought it was him who turned them in. 
 
    Rumours spread about Jeremy, and then one day, the school called an assembly. Every student had to attend, and a letter was sent to all the parents about it. The principal stood at the front of the gym and gave a forty-five minute talk on discrimination, bigotry, and the new zero-tolerance policy the school was implementing. He gave helpline information and urged anyone to come forward in their own time if they needed help. 
 
    He never flat-out said it, but with his words, and Jeremy’s absence, everyone knew Jeremy had tried to kill himself. There were rumours he’d succeeded, but they were shut down quickly by people who were still in contact with him. 
 
    It was all my fault. 
 
    Stop reliving it. 
 
    I was sweating and shaking from the memories. Eleven years later, I still relived it like it was last week. 
 
    Reaching over to my beeping phone, I had a slew of messages from Blair. 
 
    I couldn’t deal with him right now, but he left me no choice with his latest message. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    I’m outside. I just want to make sure you’re okay. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible.” My hand fumbled over the screen so I could reply before he knocked on the front door and woke Hunter and Cole. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Move on, Rhodes. It’s done. We’re done. I’m fine. I don’t need you. I sure don’t need you stalking me. So idiot off. 
 
      
 
    And it was official. I really was the biggest jerk of them all. Not only for ending it with him via text when he was right outside, but because I just lied to the one person I’d never lied to.  
 
    We weren’t done. I wasn’t fine. I did need him. I was pretty sure I was in love with him. But I didn’t get to be happy. I destroyed another person’s life, and like Jeremy said last night, I wasn’t allowed to clear my conscience. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    I woke in an unfamiliar room with an unfamiliar body against me. Warm, soft, feminine. 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    Her blonde hair was splayed across my naked chest.  
 
    Idiot. 
 
    I groaned and ran a hand over my face. 
 
    She stirred in my arms and rolled over to face the other way. 
 
    Sitting up, I threw my legs over the side of the bed and was relieved to find my clothes in a neat pile on the floor. Folded. Weird. 
 
    I had my boxers on, so that was a good sign, but I wasn’t sure if I did anything stupid last night. Well, I got pissed Garrett told me to mess off, went out and got drunk, and then woke up in some random girl’s bed. That was stupid enough, but I didn’t know if I did anything more than that. 
 
    She woke while I was dressing. “Hey,” she said softly.  
 
    Her eyes. I remembered her eyes. They were freakishly blue. Oh goodness. Why do I have a vague memory of telling her that repeatedly last night? 
 
    “Jess, right?” My voice was gravelly from sleep. 
 
    “I’m surprised you remembered that. You were pretty gone last night.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m a bit of a mess,” I said as I continued to dress. 
 
    “Because of Garrett.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’re very chatty when you’re drunk.” 
 
    “Sorry. Uh … again. Umm … we didn’t … uh … nothing happened between us, right?” I felt like such a toe for even needing to ask. 
 
    She cocked her head, confused. “Uh, definitely not. My friend and I brought you home because you were so out of it you couldn’t even tell us where you lived. We contemplated putting you in a cab and getting the address from your wallet, but you were really wasted.” 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d drunk so much I blacked out. Probably when I was a teenager.  
 
    “And obviously nothing happened. I’m under the impression gay guys don’t sleep with women.” 
 
    Laughter bubbled out of me. “I’m bi, honey, and I woke up with you practically on top of me. I didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she took in what I said. She lifted her comforter to cover her chest, even though she was wearing a tank top. 
 
    I laughed again.  
 
    “I knew you were checking out my rack last night!” she shrieked. “I thought I must’ve spilled something on my top.” 
 
    Even though my head throbbed from the worst hangover I’d felt in a long time, my tired brain found it hilarious. I was trying not to fall over from laughter. 
 
    She threw her pillow at me and tried to scowl, but her lips ended up curving into a smile. “That’s so misleading, you know. We went to a gay bar so we wouldn’t be hit on.” 
 
    My laughter slowly faded, and I gasped for breath. “Well, there’s no such thing as a bi bar.” 
 
    “True.”   
 
    “And I wasn’t looking to be hit on last night either, you know. Then you waltz in and take my drunk rear home. I assume you were the one to undress me and put me in your bed, and then I was the one who woke up with you draped across me. So, if anyone’s misleading anyone here …” 
 
    She was still smiling. “Sorry. I’ve been told I’m a snuggler in my sleep.” 
 
    “I should get going. But, uh, thanks for taking care of me when I was obviously too blotto to even think straight. Pun intended. I definitely would’ve tried something with you.” I winked. 
 
    Her cheeks blushed. “As flattered as I am, I’m not into dating people who are completely heartbroken.” 
 
    I winced at her assessment but couldn’t argue it. “Fair enough. I better be off … wait … where am I?” 
 
    She smiled. “The Heights.” 
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    “You need to be somewhere? I can drive you if—” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. I need to get to work. Could you drop me off at the studios?” 
 
    Her face lit up. “You work in movies?” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited. I’m a production assistant and all-round jerk-boy for everyone else.” 
 
    “That’s still cool.”  
 
    Jess got up and dressed quickly, which I was thankful for.  
 
    When she dropped me off at the studio, I was only fifteen minutes late. 
 
    I went to get out of the car, but she grabbed my arm to stop me. “Give me your phone.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. 
 
    She punched in her number and then gave it back to me. “Maybe call me when you’re not on the rebound.” 
 
    “Will do. Thanks again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 18 
 
    - BLAIR - 
 
    July, 2014 
 
    “Do you have to go out tonight?” Jess asked. 
 
    I liked Jess, I really did. We started out as friends. I texted her a week after we met, and we hung out for about a month before I asked her out officially, even though I still wasn’t over Garrett then. Jess had the ability to make me forget, and I needed the distraction. 
 
    We’d been dating for almost nine months, but I wasn’t sure if it was going anywhere serious. She was kind, sweet, and fun, but we fought a lot. And she could get clingy occasionally. Like tonight. 
 
    “Yeah, hon, I do. Hunter’s celebrating a big contract at work. It’s almost tradition now. He wins a contract, he invites us all out to celebrate.” 
 
    “Wait, he invited us? I can be ready in half an hour.” She went to get up, but I held out my hand. 
 
    “Sorry. I meant us as in the guys. Pip and Reece won’t be there either.” 
 
    “You’ve taken me to pub night when it was just the guys. Why’s it different this time?” 
 
    “It just is, okay?” 
 
    She pouted. “He’s going to be there, isn’t he?” 
 
    “That’s not why you can’t come.” It was totally why she couldn’t come. I avoided going out with my group of friends unless it was our regular Friday pub night because Garrett never went to those. I didn’t want Jess there if I had to see him. 
 
    “How would you feel if I went out with one of my exes and said you couldn’t come?” 
 
    “He’s technically not an ex.” Because that makes it so much easier? “But you’re the only person in the world who knows what went down between me and Garrett. I’d be too nervous about something getting out. He’s flighty, he spooks easily, and he’s so far in the closet … I can’t risk it. Even the slightest hint that you know about him, and he won’t handle it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So, you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “Babe, it’s not that, but …” I couldn’t explain to her that after everything Garrett and I had been through, I wanted to hate him, but I didn’t. I might’ve gotten over the fact that we were never going to be together for real, but that didn’t stop the pull he had over me. It physically hurt when I had to be around him, even if I was pissed at how he ended it between us. 
 
    In true Garrett fashion, he shut me out. Only, this time, he wasn’t the only one hurting. 
 
    It was my own fault. I knew he’d do it again, but my lame attempts to keep him at arm’s length never worked. 
 
    Not wanting to take Jess tonight wasn’t about not trusting her but about the fact that if Garrett rocked up with a boyfriend, I’d be livid. I didn’t know if he felt the same, but I didn’t want to hurt him that way. Which pissed me off even more. I shouldn’t have cared how he felt, because he clearly didn’t care how I felt about him.  
 
    After I didn’t continue with my defence, Jess folded her arms across her chest.  
 
    “Are you going to finish that sentence?”  
 
    I’d forgotten what I even said. “No.” 
 
    “Are you cheating on me with Garrett?” 
 
    “What the heck? No. Where did that come from? I haven’t seen him in months.” 
 
    “You never let me go out with you guys if he’s going to be there. What do you expect me to think?”  
 
    She should’ve known I would never do anything like that.  
 
    “I expect you to trust me. You know I would never do that to you. I hate cheaters. Marc—” 
 
    “Another ex-boyfriend. Why don’t you go out and be gay if that’s what you really want?” 
 
    I breathed in deep and gritted my teeth. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that. We’ll finish this later. I’m late.” 
 
    She stood and threw her arms around me. “I’m sorry, baby. You know I didn’t mean it. I just … it’s hard for me too, you know? I not only have to worry about other girls chasing after you but guys as well.” 
 
    “You should trust me to be faithful to you, no matter who chases after me.” I pushed her away from me as gently as I could manage, too angry to do anything else. 
 
    Jess didn’t get it, which made me wonder if she understood me at all. 
 
    I walked to the door of my apartment, tempted to tell her she should go to her own place tonight, but I bit my tongue. That’d probably make her think I was asking her to clear my apartment out so I could have group orgies with all the men and women chasing me. Pfft. 
 
    She followed me and wrapped her arms around me from behind. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know you are.” It didn’t make me any less angry in that moment, but I didn’t have the energy to fight. “I won’t be too late.” 
 
     “You should wear your hair out.” She reached up and pulled out my hair tie. “I love your long hair.” 
 
    I’d grown my hair these last two years. It wasn’t too long, just long enough for a small man bun. I started to grow it out because I couldn’t be bothered to go get it cut anymore. Luckily, I was trendy. Thank you, Thor. 
 
    She handed me my leather jacket that she bought for me—one I didn’t really like—and kissed my cheek. “I’ll wait up.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    “Why are you so pissy?” Spencer asked me on the way to the bar.  
 
    “Jess is being clingy. She wanted to come out tonight, and I just want a break.” 
 
    “Hey, at least your girlfriend’s not a gold-digging whore.” 
 
    Spencer owned his own software company and was on his way to becoming a millionaire. He recently found out his girlfriend was not only cheating on him but had also racked up huge credit card bills in his name. He was still angry—understandably. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, but I wasn’t. He didn’t know the real reason I was edge. 
 
    Tonight is going to be torture. 
 
    I’d seen Garrett exactly three times since we broke up … or parted … whatever it was we did. Each time, he was polite when he had to be so no one would suspect anything, but essentially, I didn’t exist to him. It was déjà vu all over again.  
 
    Years of the same treatment had made me bitter. 
 
    We arrived at the club, and my eyes found him as soon as we entered. He was ordering drinks at the bar with Hunter and two girls. 
 
    I ignored the twisting in my gut and headed over to Cole and Gage who were seated at a booth. 
 
    I slid in next to Cole and stole his drink for a sip. There was no alcohol in it. “Eww. I forgot you were sober now.” 
 
    “Forget you very much.” 
 
    “Incredible, I’m sorry. I’m in a crappy mood. It’s good you’re looking after yourself.” 
 
    While he was dealing with real problems—like an alcohol addiction and a custody battle—I was practically hiding because of a broken heart. It was pathetic, even by Garrett’s and my standards. 
 
    Spencer, Gage, and Cole talked over me. I was trying to pay attention, but my eyes kept gravitating where they always naturally landed. On Garrett. 
 
    He was bringing his A-game, making his moves on a brunette. I almost began to wonder if they were together and he’d taken the straight act to a whole new level and gotten himself a girlfriend. 
 
    But then he brought her over to the table and introduced her to Cole. I guessed it was going to be one of those nights where he’d hook his roommates up and then leave.  
 
    I was one hundred percent fine with that. The sooner he left, the sooner I could actually relax. 
 
    When Hunter and Cole left with the girls, Garrett was still sitting across the booth from me. Gage was in between us, but the heat of Garrett’s gaze burned into me. 
 
    “Hey, Gage, how are things going over there at the loser factory?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know you won that huge account our firm was going for. No need to rub it in. Where’ve you been? It’s been too long since you’ve made me feel trash at my job.” Gage laughed. 
 
    “Haven’t been out with Hunter for a while.” Garrett stared at me as he said it. 
 
    “What’s with that, anyway?” I asked and cocked an eyebrow. I didn’t know what possessed me to do it, but if he was going to make me uncomfortable, I was going to do the same. 
 
    He gave a tight-lipped smile. “You know me. Always chasing tail. Been a busy year.” 
 
    I tried not to cringe at his words.  
 
    “You and Hunter are as bad as each other,” Spencer said. “And Cole’s catching up since his divorce.” 
 
    “So, Gage. What’s the deal with you and Pip?” I asked. I didn’t want to hear about Garrett’s love life. “It seems to be wherever you are, she is.” 
 
    “We’re just friends.” 
 
    Garrett raised his eyebrows at me, almost in a silent question. Gay? I subtly shook my head. Gage wasn’t gay as far as I could tell. I’d be all over him if he was. He looked like a rugby player: tall and wide. He had dark hair and a handsome face with the subtle scruffiness I loved on a guy.  
 
    And now I’m checking out my friend. Incredible. 
 
    I averted my gaze, but it unfortunately landed on Garrett. Again. His eyes were like magnets or some trash. 
 
    “So, how’s the little lady?” he asked. 
 
    It took me a second to realise he was talking about Jess. 
 
    “She’s good. Great. Really … good.” Way to oversell it. 
 
    “Except she’s clingy as idiot, right?” Spencer said, elbowing me. 
 
    Thanks for that, Spence. Not that he knew any better. 
 
    “She’s not so bad.” 
 
    Garrett smiled, picking up on my lie. A foot brushed up against my leg under the table and I startled. 
 
    “I need a drink,” I said, shoving Spencer out of the way. I couldn’t deal with Garrett. Not tonight. I should’ve gone home, but I didn’t want to deal with Jess either. 
 
    I ordered my drink and then waited as the bartender poured it.  
 
    I felt him beside me before I saw him. 
 
    “Make it a double,” I said to the bartender. 
 
    “Blair.” Garrett’s voice still affected me. Dang it. 
 
    “Not doing this again, Garrett.” I kept my eyes straight ahead, watching the bartender who seemed to forget about me and my order that was sitting next to the ice box on the other side of the bar. 
 
    “Not doing what?” he asked innocently. “I’m just catching up with a friend.” 
 
    “You’re looking to get laid. It’s the only time you seek me out.” 
 
    “And that would be a problem because?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I guess I should’ve expected it. Every year like clockwork almost. I’m not going to play your game this time.” 
 
    “Because of the clingy girlfriend, right?” 
 
    “She may be clingy, but that’s better than someone who keeps running off.” 
 
    “Ouch.” He said it sarcastically, but I could see the sting in his eyes. 
 
    The bartender finally put my drink on the bar, and I handed over my cash, but I couldn’t walk away until he gave me my change. If it wasn’t a fifty, I’d tell him to keep it. I telepathically told him to hurry up, but if anything, he went slower. 
 
    Garrett leaned in. “So does this girlfriend know how much you love sucking cock? I mean, she lets you leave the house looking like a twink”—he reached over and flicked my long hair with his finger—“surely, she’d know there’d be a hundred guys after you, right?” 
 
    I groaned in irritation. “First of all, I’m glad you’re picking up on the lingo, but don’t call me a twink. I’m too old and it’s offensive. Second of all—” 
 
    The bartender was back, handing me my change, so I didn’t even bother finishing my sentence and went to walk away when Garrett blocked my path. 
 
    “Maybe we could go home to your girlfriend together.” 
 
    I breathed deep, trying to keep my cool. “So, you’re into the it’s not gay if it’s in a three-way stage of your denial? I don’t know if you remember this, but I’m pretty sure I told you that very first night that being bi doesn’t automatically mean I’m into the group thing. So, I’m going to make myself clear here and repeat the words you left me with nine months ago when you cut me out of your life for the third time in three years. Idiot off, Garrett.” 
 
    This time when I walked off, he let me go. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 19 
 
    - GARRETT - 
 
    What the heck was I doing?  
 
    I’d never pulled the cocky jerk act with Blair. I never had to. So why was I doing it now? Because he had a girlfriend? 
 
    A girlfriend. I knew I was the one who told him to move on, but did he have to do it so fast? 
 
    After running into Jeremy, I vowed to pretend to be straight for the rest of my life. He was the reminder I needed of why I couldn’t have what I wanted. The life I created for myself back then was what I needed to do to survive high school and uni. Then, once I was in the big bad world, I was used to hiding. Coming out would throw everything upside down. I’d been lying to my friends and family for over a decade. There was no way around that. And the longer time went on, the harder it was for me to tell the people I loved that I was living a complete lie. 
 
    It didn’t take long to realise I couldn’t do it to myself. I couldn’t pretend to be straight. It wasn’t who I was. Not anymore.  
 
    Begging Blair for forgiveness was the first step in what I needed to do. And then Hunter dropped the bombshell on me that he’d met Blair’s new girlfriend. It’d been two months since we split. Two months was all it took for him to get over me.  
 
    I still wasn’t over him. Not even close. 
 
    When I found out about Blair, I went back to how I was the year before—appearing straight to everyone except for the guys I met on that dating app. A few of them held potential for more, though none of them understood me like Blair did. They didn’t understand how I couldn’t be out when I had supportive people in my life and absolutely no reason to be closeted. They weren’t pushy about it but curious, and I wasn’t willing to lay my demons on the table for them. 
 
    When I was with Blair, it was as if he knew when he needed to shut up, when he needed to back off, and when he needed to push me to face my emotional trash. Somehow, he always knew what I needed from him and when. And he gave it without hesitation. He was the only one who understood me. 
 
    Then I told him to mess off. 
 
    I hung around the bar and downed drink after drink, trying to numb the incessant need to be close to Blair. 
 
    Knowing his relationship wasn’t doing so well was no excuse to hit on him—or be a jerk—but I really missed him.  
 
    I knew I should’ve left. It was what I’d done every other time I’d seen him this past year. And the year before that. And the year before that one. 
 
    It was no wonder he hated me. Heck, I hated me. I hated the person I was years ago when I let that trash happen to Jeremy. I hated the person I’d become, hiding who I was because I was afraid. Afraid of what, I still hadn’t worked out. Society, not being accepted, losing the people closest to me … My reflex was to hide that part of me and protect myself. I’d been doing it for twelve years, and I didn’t know how to stop. 
 
    Why was I here torturing us? And why wasn’t I walking away? 
 
    By the time I went back to the table—about six drinks later—I figured I was drunk enough to pretend that I wasn’t fantasising about the guy sitting across from me. 
 
    My plan worked too. I put on a smile and talked to my brother’s friends about nothing in particular.  
 
    Gage and I continued our usual smack talk while Blair and Spencer were carrying their own conversation. 
 
    I kept drinking because even though I was distracted with conversation, my gaze always went back to Blair. Half the time, he was staring at me too. 
 
    Why couldn’t we get our trash together? And by we, I meant me. 
 
    Just as I thought that, one of the reasons walked through the door with a girl on each side of her. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t know who she was because I’d never met her, but I figured it out when Spencer nudged Blair, and he swore and jumped out of the seat to rush over to the three girls who entered. 
 
    “Is that—” 
 
    “His girlfriend?” Spencer finished for me. “Yup. You haven’t met her yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “As I said earlier, busy year.” 
 
    “At least she brought friends with her,” Spencer said. “Hot ones.” 
 
    “Yeah. Great.” I tried to hide the sarcasm, but I doubted I was successful. 
 
    I watched as Blair said something I couldn’t hear and gestured wildly with his hand. His girlfriend scowled, turned to her friends, and pointed over to us in the booth.  
 
    The two girls reached the table and introduced themselves as Claire and Amy. 
 
    “I’m Spence, this is Gage, and that’s Garrett,” Spencer said, pointing as he went. 
 
    Both girls turned their heads at my name. They eyed me with knowing curiosity, and that’s when I knew. That’s when I figured out why Blair was so high strung, and why I’d never met his girlfriend on the few occasions I’d seen him over the last year. 
 
    He told his girlfriend about us. 
 
    My heart plummeted into my stomach. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said as politely as I could manage and slid out of the booth. 
 
    I didn’t care if they were in the middle of an argument. I walked right up to Blair and whatever-her-name-was, catching the end of Blair’s sentence. “… told you not to come.” 
 
    “But—” Her eyes went wide when she caught sight of me standing behind her boyfriend. 
 
    “Blair. Outside. Now,” I ordered. 
 
    “Bloody heck,” Blair muttered and turned to face me. “I don’t care what issue you have this time. I don’t have the energy to deal with you.” He turned back to his girlfriend. “Or you. I told you to trust me, but you couldn’t even do that.” 
 
    “Where’s Hunter? You said you were here for him,” she said. 
 
    “Rhodes,” I growled.  
 
    “One crazy person at a time, please!” Blair said, throwing his hands up in surrender. “Jess, go sit with your friends, and I’ll be over in a minute. Garrett, outside.” He followed me out. “I didn’t know she was coming. I told her not to—” 
 
    “She knows about us?” I turned on him. 
 
    He looked down at his feet. “I was wasted when I met her, and I didn’t think I was going to see her again, so I spilled everything.” 
 
    “So you outed me?” 
 
    “If I’d known she’d become a thing, I wouldn’t have named you specifically, and for that I’m sorry, but she has the right to know my past history—” 
 
    “You know she told her friends, right? Those two girls in there know I’m gay before my own brother does.” 
 
    “What? She wouldn’t have done that. I told her—” 
 
    I huffed a humourless laugh. “I guess this is payback, huh? Karma at its finest. I out Jeremy and mess up his life, you out me and do the same.” I never did tell him what happened with Jeremy, but his lack of surprise didn’t shock me. He would’ve known it had to be something bad. 
 
    “Idiot. I didn’t think she’d …We have issues because of you. I guess she asked her friends for advice, even though I specifically told her you weren’t out.” He shook his head. “I really am sorry. It’s the worst thing to do to some—incredible, I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded. “Yeah, well, I probably shouldn’t hang around. No doubt Spence and Gage know about me now. Won’t be long before my brother’s calling me about it, right?” 
 
    “I’ll go talk to them.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Why do you even care?” 
 
    “Did you seriously just say that to me, jerk? I’m the only person who’s ever cared about you. The only one to see through that trash exterior. And the only one who keeps getting screwed over because I don’t have the ability to say no to you.” 
 
    “You did a good job of it in there. Tell me, how long were we broken up before you met Jess? Because it seemed pretty fast.” 
 
    “We weren’t even together!” 
 
    “So that makes it better to be someone else two months after I made the biggest mistake of my life and walked away from you?” 
 
    “What?” he croaked. 
 
    “I freaked out. I’m Garrett-frigging-Erikson. It’s what I do. When I went to apologise, you were already dating her. What was I meant to think? I didn’t mean anything to you. I was just some rear.” 
 
    “Bull-frigging-rubbish that’s all you were.” 
 
    “Didn’t seem to take you too long to move on.” 
 
    “You know why I’m with Jess? You know why we’ve been together for so long? Because she’s the only thing in this world that makes me forget about you.” 
 
    A small voice sounded from behind us. “That’s all I am to you? A distraction from who you actually want?” 
 
    Blair’s face drained of colour as he turned to face her. “Jess,” he said in his soothing voice I knew so well. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean it how it sounded.” 
 
    “How is that open for interpretation?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s telling the truth, honey.” Why my mouth decided to defend him and reassure her was beyond me. “Blair and I have our issues, but they have nothing to do with you, okay? He was just telling me how much he loves you.” 
 
    Blair visibly flinched, although I didn’t know why. 
 
    Jess huffed. “Well, now I know you’re lying. Blair hasn’t once told me he loves me.” She turned to him. “I guess I know why now, huh?” 
 
    “Jess—”  
 
    She shook her head and walked off. There was a moment where I thought Blair was going to stay. That he was going to pick me. He only paused for three seconds before he chased after her. 
 
    I watched him leave. Then I realised I wasn’t nearly drunk enough to deal with that. 
 
    After going back inside and downing a few more drinks at the bar, I figured I needed to face the girls at the table and find out what they’d said to my brother’s friends. 
 
    Maybe this was what I needed—someone to take the decision out of my hands. 
 
    I was borderline trash-faced when I stumbled back to the table. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” Spencer asked. 
 
    “At the bar. Uh, after I witnessed Blair and Jess have a fight. That wasn’t fun.” I eyed the girls. “Umm … I don’t think either of them are coming back. She stormed off, and he chased her.” 
 
    I didn’t know what I was expecting. For the girls to glare at me? To announce to the table that it was my fault? Instead, I saw sympathy in their eyes. I wanted to tell them I didn’t deserve it, but it was clear they hadn’t outed me like I thought they would, so I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “Well, while they sort their trash out, we should drink,” one of them said.  
 
    I’d already forgotten their names.  
 
    “And dance,” the other said. 
 
    “Lead the way, ladies.” Spencer climbed out of the booth with them. 
 
    “I’m good here.” I threw back the drink in my hand. 
 
    “Me too,” Gage said. 
 
    Spencer gave us a nod and walked off with the girls. 
 
    After some silence, Gage said quietly, “They didn’t out you.” 
 
    My eyes snapped to his. “Huh?” 
 
    “You and Blair. The girls didn’t tell us anything, if that’s what you’re worried about. You’re all twitchy.” 
 
    “W-what?” My heart thumped hard in my chest, making it feel like a sledgehammer against my rib cage. 
 
    He smiled. “Don’t worry. I doubt Spence suspects anything. I have finely tuned gaydar. Just ask my dads.”  
 
    “You what …?” 
 
    He laughed. “That was a joke … the gaydar thing, not the dads thing. That part’s true. Are you telling me I totally misread this situation?” 
 
    My mouth gaped open. 
 
    “I’m going to take that silence as I hit the nail on the head.” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “You two aren’t subtle. At least, I don’t think you are. You remind me of my dads. We’re from a small town, and it’s full of people who aren’t the most accepting. My dads always acted differently in public. They were affectionate at home, but in town they’d act like you and Blair. Like you’re forcing yourselves to stay away from each other even though you don’t want to.” 
 
    “How did … you … and … what? Your dads?” I wasn’t making a coherent sentence, but I was drunk so I thought I made total sense. 
 
    “What, you want the whole story?” He sighed. “Well, my mother was an Aussie, my father American. I was born here, but Mum passed away when I was young, and I can’t even remember her. Dad moved us back to Virginia after she died so we could be with his family. He met up with his best friend from school and kinda, sorta, fell in love with him, I guess. They both raised me.” 
 
    “Was it hard? Growing up with two dads?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it was, but they’re awesome and the best parents I could ask for. I wouldn’t change it for the world, but there was no way I was growing up without being bullied over the fact I had two dads. I got into fights a lot.” He smirked. “The world’s getting better, but there are some jerks out there. Probably always will be, unfortunately. It shouldn’t be that way.” 
 
    “Yeah. True.” 
 
    “How long have you and Blair—” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re not. Not anymore.” When he looked at me sceptically, I added, “It’s complicated.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    “You’re not going to say anything to anyone—” 
 
    “Not my story to tell. But if you ever need anyone to talk to …” 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “And that’s enough mushy bonding trash for me. I’m going to go seeing as Hunter’s already bailed. Never been big on the clubbing scene.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Not to seem all preachy, but you should think about going home too. You look wasted.” 
 
    I waved him off. I think our conversation sobered me right up. 
 
    He climbed out of the booth. “Take care, Garrett.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    He went to walk away but turned back at the last second. “Are you happy at your firm?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Are you seriously headhunting me right now?” 
 
    “We’re looking for people, and my uncle will give me a raise if I pull in someone like you.” 
 
    “I’ll think about setting something up. I might be interested in a meeting.” The jerks I worked with were still jerks. At least in a new firm, there’d be Pip and Gage there. “I’d certainly class up the joint, that’s for sure.” 
 
    With a wide smile, he left, and I was at the table alone. I realised Gage may’ve been right about being drunk, after all. The whole bar was spinning. Or maybe it was just my head. 
 
    Spencer and the girls were on the dance floor, so I went to say goodbye. Before I could cross the bar to get to them though, some guy grabbed one of the girls around the waist and pulled her to him.  
 
    It was obvious she didn’t like it or want it, and Spencer shoved the guy to get him to back off. 
 
    That’s when two of the guys’ friends jumped in. 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    I rushed to get in there, gently pushing the girls aside as I tried to break up Spencer and the guy attempting to mangle his face. The two friends grabbed me, and then suddenly we were in an all-out bar brawl. 
 
    Someone punched me in the face—I wasn’t sure who—but I knew I’d have a black eye in the morning. Luckily, the alcohol dulled the pain. 
 
    I managed to get a few swings in, but I wasn’t sure I did any damage. Three on two wasn’t the best odds. 
 
    Before I knew it, bouncers were breaking us up and cops were entering the bar. Being on the main strip, the cops arrived less than a minute after the brawl broke out. 
 
    My eye was swelling shut when they cuffed me and dragged me outside. Spencer was with me and so was one of the three other guys. 
 
    Not that long ago, the bar would’ve kicked us out and told us to go home, but the city had become stricter in regards to bar fights since there’d been countless attacks when people had ended up in a coma or had been killed in recent years. 
 
    We were marched down Main Street, getting wolf-whistled and hollered at by onlookers. 
 
    “Thanks for having my back, bro,” Spencer said, when we were escorted into the police station and told to sit until we could be taken to be processed. 
 
    “If I knew this was how it was going to go, you would’ve been on your own. This isn’t my first offence, you know.” I’d been in the drunk tank before—the last time Blair rattled me. 
 
    Spencer sighed. “How long is this going to take, seeing as you’re the expert criminal and all?” 
 
    “We’re not getting outta here until morning. Sorry.” 
 
    He groaned. I agreed with the sentiment. 
 
    Spending the rest of the night in jail, I had a lot of time to think, and I came to one giant conclusion. I was too old for this trash. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    I sighed at Jess. “I still think this is extreme.” 
 
    “You practically declared your love for a guy on a street corner last night. Collecting all my stuff from your apartment seems pretty rational to me.” 
 
    “Jess—” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t. You don’t have to explain. I met you the night you guys broke up, remember? I saw what it did to you. And standing here right now, knowing this is ending, you don’t seem half as cut up about it than when you split with him.” 
 
    “We weren’t—” 
 
    “If you say you weren’t officially together one more time …” She let out a loud breath. “You’ve clearly been a big part of each other’s lives, and you had an intimate relationship. Even if it wasn’t official, you guys were together, and I don’t think either of you have dealt with it.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” I knew she was right. And not only that, but if she wasn’t going to trust me to be with only her—even if I did have confusing feelings for Garrett—there was no way the relationship was going to work. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and I went to answer it while Jess continued to scrounge around my apartment for all the garbage she’d left here over the last nine months or so. 
 
    I pulled back as I opened the door. “Garrett. What are you doing here? And what happened to your face?” I reached out to touch the bruise marring the left side of his cheek, but then I thought better of it and dropped my hand. 
 
    He stepped into my apartment without me inviting him in. It felt normal and reflexive, even though it’d been almost a year since he last did it. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” he asked. “Spence and I are career bar brawlers now.” 
 
    “Spence?” I asked with a laugh. “What happened last night?” 
 
    “Your girlfriend’s friends were getting some unwanted attention. Spence tried to get the guys to back off and they didn’t, so I stepped in. Spent the night in the drunk tank. Good times. I think Spence and I are like prison brothers now or something.” 
 
    “Well, as long as he didn’t become your jerk.” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “You know me. If anything, I’m his jerk.” 
 
    The fact we were laughing sobered me. I couldn’t do this again. 
 
    “Were you charged with anything?” I asked, my tone more serious. 
 
    “No assault charges, thank goodness, but we got done for public nuisance and have to go to court. It’ll probably be a small fine.” He threw himself on my couch. 
 
    My eyes went above him to where Jess was standing in the hallway, holding a bag full of her stuff. “Talk to him” she mouthed. At least, that’s what it looked like she mouthed. I couldn’t be too sure. 
 
    Garrett followed my gaze, turning his head to meet Jess’s eyes. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t realise you had company. Although, I should’ve figured.” He stood to leave. 
 
    My mouth hesitated to say something, opening and shutting with nothing coming out. 
 
    Jess jumped in to save me. “It’s all good. I’m done here anyway. You stay. I think it’ll be good for you two to … uh … yeah. Anyway, I’m going now.” She made her way over to me and kissed my cheek. “I hate you, but I guess I can’t fault you. I wanted something you were never going to give me, and I think I always knew that.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything as she let herself out. 
 
    Garrett sat back down on the couch, and I flopped into the single armchair. 
 
    “So, broke up, huh?” 
 
    A Captain Obvious quip was on the tip of my tongue, but I let it slide. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Because of me?” 
 
    “You were part of it. But I think she realised I wasn’t head over heels in love with her and she deserved better. I can’t exactly hate her for it when she was right.” I rubbed my eyes with the ball of my palms. 
 
    “I came here because I need to apologise for the things I said last night. And everything before that.” 
 
    “I can’t do this again, Garrett. We have this totally unhealthy co-dependency thing going on. You need me because even though you’ve realised you’re gay, you’re not handling it well, and I coddle and reassure you. I clearly have some stupid hero complex and revel in the fact you need me, and then I get hurt every time you walk away. It’s messed up.” 
 
    “I’m not here to hook up or pick up where we left off. I realised last night the reason I was being a jerk was because I missed you. But it’s not the sex stuff I’m craving. It’s you. We were friends before idiot-buddies—” 
 
    I winced. 
 
    “Before … partners? Lovers? What the heck do gay people call their hook-ups?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Anyway, before all that, we were friends. You were the first person I felt comfortable enough to know about me and the first person I’d turn to when I needed something in my life to change. I want to make things right between us, but I know we can’t go back to how it was.” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “So, we’re meant to go back to being friends? Which friends are we talking about? The kind who see each other when we both happened to be out with your brother or the kind who are actual friends and are involved in each other’s lives?” 
 
    “Whatever you’re willing to give me. I figure I’m going to need all the friends I can get when I come out. Plus, who am I going to ask for advice when I get a boyfriend and I have no idea what I’m doing?” 
 
    “You … you’re coming out?”  
 
    The thought of Garrett with a boyfriend turned my stomach sour. But I knew it couldn’t be me. I couldn’t get on that roundabout again. 
 
    He gave a shrug. “That’s the plan. Don’t know when, but I’m working on it. First thing I have to do is move. I’m closing on an apartment, so at least I won’t have to worry about roommates when I bring a date home. Maybe like you, I’ll wait to come out until I have a boyfriend first.” 
 
    I almost said that was unhealthy until I realised how hypocritical it’d be, because I was doing the exact same thing. I didn’t talk about my love life with my friends or my family. While I said I’d never hide it from them if I was with a guy, I purposefully never hit on guys in front of my friends. This past year, I was with Jess, but before that, I never talked about hook-ups with men, but I would about women. I created my own double standard, and that needed to change. 
 
    But idiot, I was scared. It almost felt like I had to come out a second time. Because the first time wasn’t fun enough? 
 
    “So … what you’re asking for is what I said we should do like three years ago,” I said. “You know, when I said we shouldn’t hook up because it would alienate you from me, that you would have no one to talk to, that if you needed advice—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it. I’ve been a major jerk these last three years.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah-uh, I need you to say the words, ‘Blair, you know everything, and I will do whatever you say from now on because you’re the smartest, most awesome person in the world.’” 
 
    “Think highly of yourself, huh?” 
 
    “Three simple words, Garrett. All I need to hear.” 
 
    He sighed. “You were right.” 
 
    “Dang straight.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, dang gay?” 
 
    I laughed. “Somehow, I don’t see that catching on.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. So, does that mean we’re friends?”  
 
    “Friends.” I almost choked on the word. It wasn’t what I wanted at all, but it was the only way we were going to stay in each other’s lives. I couldn’t put myself through Garrett leaving me again. “We’ll go out next weekend? Maybe play a round of golf?” I hadn’t realised I missed the game until Garrett got me back into it last year. When there was no pressure of winning—aside from being able to smack talk Garrett when I beat him—I actually enjoyed it. 
 
    “Sounds good. I swear I’ll beat you one day. You wanna try soccer again sometime?” 
 
    “You kept going to that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s the only thing that’s kept me sane this past year.” 
 
    “I’ll still pass. I think foot-eye coordination isn’t something you can learn as an adult. Pretty sure you’re meant to master that trash at two years old.” 
 
    Garrett gave me that smile—the one I was no longer allowed to melt under—and doubt that being friends could ever work filtered through my mind before I told it to mess off. I wanted him in my life, and this was the only way. 
 
    “I’m sure I could teach you,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll think about it. Until then, you should focus on your golf if you wanna beat me.” 
 
    “Oooh, look who found his competitive side. Game on, jerk.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    August, 2014 
 
    Blair: 
 
    I’m going to do it, u know. I am. Like right now. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    You’re sitting in ur car outside your parents’ place trying to convince yourself, aren’t u? 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    I hate you. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    I call trash. Everybody loves me. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    Because they don’t know the real you like I do. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    Don’t try to turn this around on me. You’re the one who decided keeping secrets from ur family was unhealthy or whatever. I find it to be delightful and sunny over here in ignorance land. There’s plenty of room if u want to come over. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    Don’t tempt me. I take it u still have no idea when ur going to take this step? 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    As soon as I find my balls. I might’ve left them at your place. Now stop stalling and go tell your parents u love cock as much as belly and pussy. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    When u do decide to come out, you may want to think about practicing your speech before you go to do it. Just an idea. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    STOP STALLING 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
 
    Blow me. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
 
    I would but we agreed that’s a bad idea. 
 
    Seriously tho. Good luck. Let me know how it goes. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to keep texting him and put off the inevitable. Whose idea was it to remind my parents I like guys? 
 
    It’d taken me a month to even get the guts to do this, but now I was here, I wondered if I was making a mistake. I should’ve waited until I had a boyfriend—someone they could meet. It’d be more real if they had something tangible standing in front of them, right? That’d be better than saying “So, yeah. I may not end up with a girl. I may not have the big wedding, the big family, and I may not give you grandbabies. But I might. I don’t know. My toe doesn’t discriminate.” Incredible. I’ve been hanging out with Garrett too much lately. 
 
    It turned out the friend thing was working. Granted, it’d only been a month, and we danced around the subject of dating, but so far it was all good. It was easy for me to keep my dating life away from him because I hadn’t been seeing anyone—not even hook-ups. I wasn’t sure if it was the same for Garrett though. I’d like to think I’d be cool with him dating someone, but until it happened, I didn’t know how I’d react. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I got out of my car, walked up the small path leading to my parents’ front door, and let myself in. “Mum? Dad?” I called out. 
 
    “In the kitchen,” Mum singsonged. 
 
    When her small frame came ’round the corner and her face lit up, I thought I was going to throw up. 
 
    I was reminded of four years ago when I told her about Marc. She told me she loved me no matter what, but the shock and her comments about having a chance for grandchildren cut me deeper than I originally thought. I think that’s why I was reluctant to talk to them about it again. Dad was quiet and accepting about the whole thing back then, but it felt as though he hoped if he didn’t ask questions, I’d stop talking about it. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t be too hard on them. Compared to others, my parents reacted supportively, but along with the fact my friends seemed just as shocked, I didn’t push for them to understand. I practically hid that part away, which made me no better than Garrett. I was hiding who I was because I couldn’t face it if I had to defend myself to people who were supposed to love me. I shouldn’t have had to defend myself to them. No one should ever have to defend who they are. 
 
    “Is Jess with you?” Mum asked, making my stomach churn more. 
 
    “Uh, we broke up.” 
 
    “Oh, hon, why? I liked her. I’m sure you could fix whatever went wrong.” 
 
    I grimaced. “We broke up over a month ago, and I haven’t heard from her since.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Can we … uh … sit?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Okay.” She dragged out the word. 
 
    “Where’s Dad?” I asked as we sat at the dining room table. 
 
    “He ran to the store. What’s this about? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    I shook my head and tried to smile to play it off as if it were no big deal. “It’s nothing major.” My shoulders slumped. If she was going to take me seriously, I had to make it a serious conversation. “Wait, that’s a lie. You remember four years ago when I was dating Marc?” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I realised I haven’t spoken to you about it much, and I kinda feel like you thought being with men was a phase or something.” 
 
    “Did you and Jess break up because of another man?” 
 
    “No. Yes. It’s complicated. It was because of another man, but my issues with Jess stemmed from her not being able to accept who I am. This guy is just my friend, but she couldn’t help accusing me of it being more than that.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this.” Her voice was quiet. “Unless you’re with a man and are planning a future with him, I don’t want to hear about it. I can deal with it if the time comes. Until then, I’m going to keep hope.” 
 
    Hope.  
 
    My heart sank. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I could continue the conversation, but I needed to know. I needed her to tell me she’d be okay with it. “And what happens then? What happens if I come home one day and tell you I’m going to marry the love of my life, but he happens to be a guy?” 
 
    “Well, you know same-sex marriage—” 
 
    “Isn’t legal, I know, but I mean in the non-legally binding, civil ceremony kind of way. Would you be able to accept that? I know when I told you I was bisexual—” 
 
    She winced at the word, and my heart was no longer in my stomach. It was completely shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I flinched,” she said. 
 
    “I guess I’m scared that if I don’t have your support, I’m going to force myself to try to make it work with a girl who’s not the right one for me. All because you want grandchildren and for your son to be ‘normal.’” 
 
    “There’s a girl out there somewhere who could give you everything you need. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to be something I’m not.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. You claim you like women too, so I don’t know why you can’t just be with women.” 
 
    “Because you’re looking at this from a sexual point of view.” I can’t believe I just said those words to my mother. I shuddered. “I’m attracted to people for who they are, not what gender they are. If I like a guy, why shouldn’t I go for it?” 
 
    “Because it makes everything harder on you. There’s bigotry, you can’t get married, it’s impossible to have children—” 
 
    “Is that why you’re so against it? Would you be saying the same thing if I had a sibling? I’m your only hope for a big family, right? What you always wanted but couldn’t have yourself?” 
 
    My mum and dad had me when they were older, and due to complications, I was the only child they could have. My whole life Mum told me how much she wanted more kids, but it wasn’t on the cards. I wasn’t sure how having a million grandkids was going to make up for that fact. 
 
    She started shaking her head as tears dropped from her eyes. “You sound sure you’re never going to have a family. You sound like you’ve made up your mind and want to be with men. Are you trying to tell me you’re gay?” 
 
    Frustration bubbled out of me in a sigh. “It doesn’t work that way. I’m not gay. But I’m not straight either. Even if I end up with a woman, I’m not sure I want kids. I like my life. I like not having any responsibilities.” 
 
    “You’re still young. That might change.” 
 
    I shrugged one shoulder. “It might. But if I had to choose between a life with a girl I only liked and a man I was in love with, I will always choose the latter. The same way you wouldn’t expect me to leave a woman I loved if she was infertile. And who knows, maybe one day soon the laws will change and it’ll be easier for a same-sex couple to have kids. It’s not completely impossible. Surrogacy is legal.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you’re already in love with a man.” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “All I came here to do was to make sure you understand where I’m coming from. That just because I haven’t spoken to you about this in three years, it’s still who I am and I’m not going to change.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’ve said all you needed to say. You’ll always be my son, but I don’t have to agree with your lifestyle choices.” 
 
    And that was what it came down to for her. “Can I ask you when you chose to fall in love with Dad? I can’t help who I fall for.” 
 
    “I …” She never finished her sentence. 
 
    I stood to leave, completely defeated in how that went. I never realised how serious she was with all the passive-aggressive comments she gave me when I first came out.  
 
    Coming here was supposed to reassure me that I could pursue whatever type of relationship I wanted and my family would support me. They may not have been completely comfortable with it when I came out years ago, but I thought they at least supported it. 
 
    In my whole grownup life, I couldn’t remember shedding a tear. But as I climbed into my car, I was fighting it as my eyes welled. And while the tears never spilled over, I hated myself for giving in to that type of bigotry.  
 
    I could handle being called a fag by ignorant jerks, I could handle jokes that were said in poor taste, and I could handle people asking inappropriate questions. What I couldn’t handle was my own mother telling me she didn’t approve of my choices. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    Garrett: 
 
    How did it go? 
 
      
 
    I stared at my phone for the millionth time, worried that no news didn’t mean good news in this case. My focus was on the textbox, mentally urging the three little bouncing dots to appear. They didn’t. 
 
    “Erikson, what are you doing over here?” Dipshit’s hand landed on my shoulder. I never did end up learning his name.  
 
    It was my last day before I started at Gage’s uncle’s firm on Monday, so everyone from the office dragged me out drinking as a goodbye. I didn’t even know why I agreed to come. All I wanted to do was go check on Blair. 
 
    The only thing I could hope was that he was still at his parents’ place and they were talking through everything. Or he was being a jerk and had forgotten to text me. I didn’t want to think of the alternative. 
 
    “Ordering a drink. What does it look like I’m doing?” I grumbled. 
 
    “Setting up a booty call? Why do you keep checking your phone?” He reached for my phone and snatched it off me. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? What are you, twelve?” I tried to hide the panic from my voice as I grabbed at him, attempting to get my phone back, but he evaded me and was reading as we struggled. 
 
    “Why is a guy messaging you to blow him? And …” The moment he saw the rest of the text message, the blood drained from his face. “Incredible. Sorry. I shouldn’t have read that. I thought—” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have.” I finally got my phone back. “Go and tell everyone. I know you want to.” 
 
    “What? I wouldn’t do that. I’m not a total jerk …” He paled even more as his eyes widened. “Oh, shoot. You must hate us. All those slurs, the joking around … If we’d known, I’m sure we wouldn’t have—” 
 
    “Then why say them at all? Just because you’re not in the vicinity of someone who’s gay doesn’t mean the slurs aren’t offensive. Everyone claims to want a better world. But because of jerks like you who keep using the word gay in a derogatory way and calling each other fags and cum-buckets, things are never going to change. And you should think about who you’re with. Any of those guys at that table could be gay and hiding it because he’s scared of what you’ll do when you find out about it. You had no idea about me—” 
 
    Jones joined us. “What’s taking you two so long? Having a lover’s tiff?”  
 
    Dipshit blushed. 
 
    I didn’t know what possessed me to do it—maybe it was the fact I was never going to see these guys again, maybe it was because I was tired of pretending to be something I wasn’t—but I threw back my drink the bartender just put on the bar, looked Jones in the eye, and said, “I was telling Dipshit here about my boyfriend.” 
 
    Jones’s eyes darted from mine to Dipshit’s and back to mine. “Yeah, funny, jerk. I was only joking.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Hilarious, right? Now if you’ll excuse me, they don’t pay me to hang out with you idiots anymore, so I’m going to go home and suck my boyfriend’s toe. Night, ladies.” 
 
    “He was serious?” I heard Jones ask as I made my way to the exit. 
 
    It was only small, but for the first time—other than with Blair—I told someone I was gay. On my terms. I may not have said the actual words, but my old co-workers knew and I didn’t care. 
 
    It was also the first time I’d ever defended it, and I finally started to believe I could do this. I could be out. 
 
    I was still on a high when I turned up on Blair’s doorstep, but the pinch in my gut told me something was wrong. Deep down, I was hoping everything with his parents went well because I knew, logically, I needed to take that step. 
 
    I outed myself to my old colleagues when it should’ve been my parents and my brother. But I didn’t stand to lose anything from those douches at work. It was so much harder when I cared about what my family thought. 
 
    Blair opened the door bleary eyed, with a blanket wrapped around him and a bottle of Jack Daniels in his hand. 
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
    “I was drinking … and then I got cold,” he slurred, as if that answered why he was in such a dishevelled state. 
 
    “Right.” I let myself in and shut his door behind me.  
 
    When I turned around to face him again, he flopped himself down on the couch, spilling liquid everywhere. 
 
    I took the bottle out of his hand and sat it on his coffee table next to me as I parked my rear on the wooden tabletop. 
 
    Blair was on his side, half his body covered by the blanket and half his body hanging off the couch. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “She will never approve of my life choices if I end up with a man. Also, she wants me to give her lots and lots of grandbabies, and men have dicks so it’s not possible.” 
 
    My stomach dropped, and my heart broke for him. “What did your dad say?” 
 
    “He wasn’t there. Probably the same thing anyway.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Blair.” 
 
    He smiled. “I like it when you call me that.” 
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    “It’s better than Rhodes.” 
 
    “But your protest of your last name only makes me want to say it more,” I said, trying to get him to smile. 
 
    “There’s the Garrett everybody knows and loves.” 
 
    “I aim to please.” 
 
    He drew in a shuddery breath. “I need my Garrett right now.” 
 
    I sank to my knees and leaned over him, brushing his hair off his forehead. “I’m here.” 
 
    “What do I do?” he whispered. 
 
    “You think I know how to answer that question? What you did today was braver than I could ever be.” 
 
    “It wasn’t brave. It shouldn’t have to be classed as bravery to tell your family how you feel.” 
 
    I ran my hand through his soft hair again. “One day, hopefully soon, the word bravery will be reserved for those who do heroic acts. But until that day, admitting your sexuality to those who might not approve of you is brave. I wish it wasn’t that way. I wish the world was different.” 
 
    “I wish we didn’t keep each other up.” 
 
    “Society as a whole? Are we about to get philosophical?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I mean you and me. We idiot each other up. I didn’t message you tonight because I knew this would be bad for you. I thought Mum would hug me, tell me she’ll love me and my future husband—who’s totally gonna look like Captain America, by the way—and that she’ll always support me. If she did that, then you’d want to have your own bonding moment with your parents, and you could take the next step in your life and have a proper relationship for once.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t hope for the same thing,” I whispered. 
 
    Silence filled the room at my admission.  
 
    I didn’t want this to be a setback for me—not after what I did at the bar. I took a giant leap forward tonight, but this was dragging me back again. This was about Blair and his mum, not me and my family, but there was no denying my reluctance to come out was back with a vengeance. The pinch in my stomach returned, being pushed down by the weight on my chest. 
 
    My reprieve and the feeling of liberation lasted a whopping twenty minutes before it came crashing back down. 
 
    For a moment, I thought Blair had passed out, but then he blurted, “We should idiot. That’d be an awesome act of rebellion. They don’t want me to be with a man, so I’ll go home and idiot one. Not that I’d tell them what I did. But I’d know.” 
 
    “That’s the alcohol talking.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it’s my toe talking.” 
 
    I laughed. “Drunk Blair is awesome. But I had this good friend once who told me he never fools around with drunk guys. I’m thinking now is one of those times I should take a page out of his book.” 
 
    “He sounds like a douche.” 
 
    I laughed again. “He can be at times.” 
 
    “Hey, forget you!” 
 
    “Didn’t I just say I won’t forget you?” 
 
    “I’d let you idiot me.” 
 
    I groaned. “Goodness. Come on, Rhodes. I’m taking you to bed.” 
 
    Even in his drunken state, he managed to lift his head and cock it to the side.  
 
    “To sleep, jerk.” 
 
    After helping Blair off the couch and to his bedroom, I peeled off my work shirt and pants and got into bed next to him. 
 
    I rolled onto my side and threw my leg and arm over him, which was how we used to sleep when we were together. And even though my cock was excited to be back in bed with Blair, there was no way I was going to harass us up again by acting on it. 
 
    Blair let out a content sigh. “I miss this.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    It stung even though I knew it was true. “I know.” 
 
    “You’re the only person I have.” 
 
    “I know that too. Now, get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    Loud knocking on Blair’s front door woke me up. Blair was still passed out, snoring away. I rolled over and grabbed my phone to see it was seven.  
 
    I hoped whoever it was would go away. It wouldn’t be the best idea for me to be opening his door first thing in the morning. But when there was another knock and a voice called out “It’s Dad,” I knew it couldn’t be ignored.  
 
    I tried to rouse Blair, but I’d never seen him so out of it.  
 
    After I shucked on my work clothes from yesterday, I made my way to the front door. When I flung it open, Blair’s dad took a step back.  
 
    “Sorry. Uh, hi. Is Blair in?” 
 
    “He’s asleep.” 
 
    “You … you’re …” 
 
    “He was messed up last night, so I stayed with him to make sure he was okay.” I didn’t know why he was there, but I wasn’t going to make it easy on him if it was to make Blair feel worse. 
 
    “I should’ve come to see him last night, but I was busy with—” 
 
    “His mum? Blair told me everything.” 
 
    “She’s in shock, so she doesn’t understand how her words would’ve hurt him.” 
 
    “To be completely honest, Mr. Rhodes, I don’t see how she could’ve been in shock when he technically came out years ago.” 
 
    The old man ran a hand through his grey hair. “Can I at least come in and explain? I need to tell him—” 
 
    “If you’re here to defend your wife, I don’t think it’d be a good idea for Blair to hear that right now.” 
 
    “I am, but I’m not. I don’t care what he does or who he loves. But his mother … she’s always had expectations. So, when he says he has no desire to meet them—” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “That’s on her. Not him.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m not explaining this right. I’m not good with words. I’m here to tell him I support him, even if she doesn’t.” 
 
    I eyed him, waiting for the but to come. When it didn’t, I stepped aside to let him in. “Want coffee?” 
 
    “I can get it.” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I said and gestured for him to sit on the couch. 
 
    When I brought the two cups out, I sat in the single armchair. He was wringing his hands together. 
 
    “Do you … stay here a lot?” His question came out so cautiously it took everything in me not to laugh. 
 
    I did smile though. “No. Blair and I are just friends.” And for the first time since Blair and I started messing around years ago, I understood where he was coming from every time he tried to tell me it wasn’t a good idea for us to be together. He didn’t want to come to me last night because he knew his mother’s disapproval would hurt me, but I was the only person he had. Just like he’d always been the only person I had. Screwing around always forced us apart, and I was determined not to do that to us this time. Even if I hated not being with him. 
 
    Blair’s dad sipped his coffee. “The thing with Blair’s mum is she’s always been a bit on the traditional side, and I guess she figured Blair would fall in love, marry, and have kids.” 
 
    “There’s no reason he can’t have any of that with a man.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s just not how she was raised to think. I wasn’t either, but for some reason it gets to her. I may not understand it, but that doesn’t mean I don’t support it.” 
 
    My eyes found Blair’s as he entered the room. He looked like trash, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. 
 
    “Do you mean that?” Blair asked, his voice raspy. 
 
    I stood. “I’ll let you guys talk.” 
 
    “No, sit,” Blair said. 
 
    I nodded and sat back down. 
 
    “Did you mean it?” Blair asked his dad again. 
 
    Mr. Rhodes nodded. “Of course. I may not understand it completely, and I think that’s where her problem lies as well. She’s a mother, and she sees what it’s like for … am I allowed to say the word queer?” 
 
    Blair chuckled as he took the seat next to his dad on the couch. “In this context, queer is perfectly fine, Dad.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, she sees what it’s like in society if you’re queer. There’s still a lot of discrimination. I guess we don’t know why you’d put yourself through that when you’re attracted to females as well. It’s not like being with a woman is going against who you are.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly get a choice over who I get feelings for. I tried to explain that to Mum. It would be easier if I was only attracted to females. Heck, it’d probably be easier for her to accept it if I was gay because she could deal with the fact I was never going to be with a woman. But I’m not. I like both. I accepted that a long time ago. And if or when the time comes where I do happen to want a relationship with another man”—his eyes flicked to mine for a split second before going back to his father again—“all I’m asking for is your support.” 
 
    “And you have mine.” He reached over and put his hand on Blair’s shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” Blair whispered. 
 
    “I’ll leave you guys to talk,” I said awkwardly. I needed to go before I started getting choked up. 
 
    Blair’s dad stood. “You can stay if you need to. I should be getting home anyway.” 
 
    Blair stood as well. “Thanks for coming, Dad.” 
 
    A lump caught in my throat when Mr. Rhodes leaned in and hugged his son.  
 
    As his dad left, Blair started laughing.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “He so thinks you’re my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’ve been called worse things. Granted, not many.” 
 
    “Ha, funny.” 
 
    “How’s your head?” I asked. 
 
    “Sore as idiot.” He rubbed his hands over his face. 
 
    “You going to be okay if I head home, or do you need me to nurse your little hangover?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Thanks for, uh, staying last night. And sorry for trying to forget you.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you were wasted. It was the only thing stopping me from taking you up on the offer.” 
 
    “Probably a good thing I was drunk then.” 
 
    Nodding, I agreed. “Yeah. And I want to say I’m sorry. I get it now. What I was putting you through all those years when I’d turn up on your doorstep.” 
 
    “Idiot, I wasn’t that much of a train wreck, was I?” 
 
    I laughed. “Nowhere near my level of messed up. But I got the message all the same. I think this friend thing is going to work.” 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    February, 2015 
 
    It took almost six months until Garrett finally convinced me to give indoor soccer another go. And it was no surprise that David Beckham hadn’t possessed my body in the last year and a half like I’d hoped.  
 
    But still, it was casual, so no one cared I sucked. Except for Sam—the guy who organised the games. He didn’t seem pleased I was there at all. 
 
    It wasn’t until we got back into Garrett’s car to go home that I realised why. 
 
    “Okay … something weird just happened,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Did you know Sam was gay?” 
 
    “I did not pick up on that at all.” 
 
    Garrett cracked his knuckles and then turned the ignition in his car. “I always did as you told me. While I was in there, it was never about being gay—I’d only focus on soccer—so I guess I didn’t pay close attention to any of the other guys. And I always turned them down when they asked me out for drinks after games. Sam tonight … he pulled me aside and, umm, he asked me out.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains the death stares he was giving me all night.” 
 
    “He wondered if we were together.” 
 
    “So he’s liked you for the last … what, eighteen months and didn’t say anything?” I hoped the jealousy in my voice wasn’t obvious. 
 
    In the past six months, we’d seen each other through a handful of hook-ups each—all people we’d taken home from a bar—and while it was kinda awkward the first time it happened, I was surprised jealousy didn’t come into play. At least, not on my part. I could’ve sworn I heard him mutter under his breath at a few of my hook-ups, but when I turned to ask him what he said, he claimed he didn’t say anything. 
 
    I wasn’t jealous of guys Garrett took home from Sin, because I knew they’d only be a hook-up. He wasn’t ready to have a relationship and be out, so I knew they didn’t mean anything. 
 
    Sam though … they had a lot in common, and he was hot for an older guy. 
 
    “Apparently, he spent that whole time trying to work out if I was even gay. And when I turned up with you tonight, he realised he didn’t want to miss his chance.” 
 
    “Are you going to go out with him? He’s like ten years older than you.” Am I sweating? Pretty sure I didn’t sweat this hard during the entire soccer game. 
 
    “I told him we’d both meet him for drinks later. Like a casual date thing, but not, because you’ll be there as a buffer.” 
 
    I inwardly groaned, but apparently it was out loud. 
 
    “Please come with me? Sam might be someone who could be more than just a idiot, and that scares me. I haven’t had that with anyone apart from … well … you.”  
 
    He wasn’t meant to fall for anyone else. He could screw whoever he wanted, but actually date? No. No, no, no, no, no. I’m not ready for this. “You’re asking a lot of our friendship right now.” 
 
    “It’s not like I’m going to mess him on a cocktail table in front of you. Just having you there will put me more at ease.” 
 
    I had to remind myself I had no claim to Garrett. This whole friend thing worked because sex wasn’t involved. We couldn’t go back to that, and neither of us expected the other to be celibate or single forever … but … 
 
    No, no, no, no, no. 
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled. 
 
    Garrett dropped me home and said he’d be back in an hour to pick me up. 
 
    After a shower and some dinner, I started pacing my small living room wondering how I was going to survive the night. 
 
    There was a knock at my door, and my stomach sank, knowing it was him. Why did I say yes to this? 
 
    Instead of Garrett though, a short redheaded chick stood in front of me when I opened the door. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness, someone who’s not eighty,” she said. “Do we live in an old people’s home?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You must be the new neighbour who moved in downstairs.” 
 
    “I’m Caitlin … well, Caity.” 
 
    “Blair. And you’re living on the ground floor, so, of course, all the oldies live down there. If you’re into heavy goth, Travis lives next door. He’s in his twenties.” I pointed my thumb to my right and then leaned in and whispered, “Although, I’m pretty sure he’s part of a death cult.” 
 
    She laughed. “I might look into it. I escaped from a nunnery, so I need to experience as much wildness as possible.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was being serious. “A nunnery? Really?” I kept my tone playful because I assumed she was joking. 
 
    “Practically. My mum’s house felt like one. God punishes whores, God doesn’t like this, Goodness, Goodness, God.” 
 
    “And are you a whore?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    She pulled back, aghast. “Did you just ask if I get paid to have sex?” 
 
    “Well, I was wondering why that was the biggest issue for you. The bible bashes a lot of the fun stuff, and you picked whoring.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, no. I’m no virgin, but I’ve never been offered money. I probably picked whoring because that’s what Mother always called me whenever I’d wear a short skirt or revealing top.” Her eyes flicked to mine and widened. “Oh my goodness, did I just tell you I wasn’t a virgin? I just met you. What is wrong with me? Can we start over? Hi, I’m Caity, I’m your new neighbour. I like long walks on the beach—not really but that’s what everyone usually says—and I’m twenty-one years old.” 
 
    I was trying so hard not to laugh. “I’m Blair. I’m almost twenty-seven, I’m certainly no virgin, and if your mother ever met me, she’d probably condemn me to Perdition for liking men as much as I like women.” I had no idea why I thought it was a good idea to tell a complete stranger—one I had to live in the same building as—that I was bi. There was a fairly good chance she was going to flip her lid, especially seeing as she had an obvious strict upbringing. 
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
    Or not. 
 
    “Being friends with you is an act of rebellion in itself, so I hate to tell you, but you’re stuck with me now.” She pushed her way into my apartment. “Now, new bestie, I have a dilemma. In the move, my coffee machine somehow smashed, and I don’t think you could understand how much of a coffee addict I am. Can I please, please, please use yours?” 
 
    “Something tells me you’ve had enough coffee today,” I joked. She was jittery and moved a million miles a minute. “How did you smash your coffee machine?” 
 
    “I don’t remember it being that heavy, and I thought I could move it myself. And trust me, no one is as devastated as me. I didn’t cry at my grandfather’s funeral but some serious tears were shed today. Whoever said don’t cry over spilled milk had clearly never broken their coffee machine. Mother said it smashed because coffee is liquid sin and it was God’s way of punishing me. I so wish I was joking.” 
 
    My new neighbour was a nut, but I was already in love with her. In the neighbourly, don’t mess around with her kind of way, because it’d be stupid to hit on someone who lived twenty feet under me. 
 
    “Well, help yourself to my coffee machine. I was just waiting on someone, and we were going to head out.” 
 
    “Oooh a date? Man or woman?” 
 
    I tilted my head to the side, trying to decipher her interest. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s just, in my experience, people aren’t super okay with the whole bi thing right away.” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “I may’ve grown up in a crazy-rear house with a crazy-rear mother, and I may be a Christian, but not all of us with faith follow the bible like the full-on nutters do. I believe it’s open to interpretation, and the main message I get from it is love and respect everyone, no matter who they are or who they love.” 
 
    “And how does your mother feel about your open interpretation?” 
 
    “I’m a whore, remember?” 
 
    I laughed. “Right.” 
 
    A knock sounded behind me, and I turned to see Garrett standing in the open doorway. “Whoa, Rhodes, you didn’t tell me you were bringing a date on our date.” 
 
    “A guy. I knew it,” Caity beamed. “Don’t mind me, I’m just here for coffee.” 
 
    While Caity walked into the kitchen, Garrett leaned in and whispered, “Who is that?” 
 
    “New neighbour. Ready to head out?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Caity, can you lock my door on your way out?” I called out. 
 
    “Incredible, you trust me in your apartment already? I swear I won’t snoop. Okay, I so can’t make that promise. Can you wait two minutes while I make my coffee and then you can lock me out of here? I don’t trust myself.” 
 
    Garrett laughed.  
 
    I shoved him. “No problem.” 
 
    A couple of minutes later, she reappeared from my kitchen, holding one of my coffee mugs. “I promise I’ll bring the cup back in the morning. Goodnight, boys.” She left my apartment and bounded down the stairs to her own. 
 
    “I like her,” Garrett said. 
 
    “So do I,” I muttered. 
 
    “Ready to do this?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “I know it’s kinda weird, but—” 
 
    “I’m all good,” I lied. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Sam,” I said, shaking his hand as I approached the cocktail table. 
 
    “Blair.” 
 
    Garrett trailed in behind me, fidgeting with the collar of his shirt.  
 
    The fact he was nervous made me nervous because it meant he really liked Sam. 
 
    I stayed at the table while they went to the bar to order drinks. As subtly as I could, I scoped Sam out. His blond hair was flat up top and spiked up front, styled to make him look younger, but grey hair had started to blend in with the blond. 
 
    Garrett slid a beer in front of me, but I was still too busy analysing Sam and the chances of Garrett falling for someone like him. 
 
    “So I know Garrett’s in marketing, what do you do?” Sam asked. 
 
    I snapped out of what had turned into blatant ogling and met his hazel eyes. “Uh, I work for a production company.” 
 
    “Cool, like movies?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “He’s also a writer,” Garrett said. I winced on reflex because only a handful of people knew that, but my reaction made Garrett laugh. “He hates admitting that though.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can class myself as a writer until I’m getting paid for it.” 
 
    “You will be. One day.” The conviction in Garrett’s voice made my chest tight. “Which reminds me, you need to give me more. I told you making Brent gay would be awesome.” 
 
    I’d practically rewritten my entire script, and I gave the revision to him a few weeks ago. Ever since he read it, he’d been hounding me to hurry up and finish it. It was the motivation I needed to finally get it done after so many years of going back and forth on it. 
 
    “So, you guys have known each other a long time then,” Sam said. 
 
    “Since we were kids,” Garrett said. “He’s one of the only people in my life who knows I’m gay.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains the closeness, I guess.” 
 
    “Closeness?” I asked. 
 
    “To be honest, I thought you guys were a couple.” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “Nah. Not anymore.” 
 
    Awkward. I didn’t think he’d admit to it. 
 
    Sam shifted in his seat as his eyes flitted between Garret and me. “Oh. Oh. Is this weird?” Sam asked. 
 
    “So weird,” I said, passing it off as a joke. “But it’s cool. Garrett and I are too opposite to work as a couple. Whenever we’ve crossed that line, things have gotten messy. Literally, because he’s a slob.” Not that his messiness or us being opposites was ever our downfall, but I was trying to deflect. 
 
    “No, he’s a neat freak,” Garrett argued. 
 
    “Correction, I like things sanitary.” 
 
    “I’m great with money, he’s hopeless and always broke,” Garrett said. 
 
    “Oh, we’re doing that, are we? How about you’re a competitive jerk, and I always have a sunny disposition and couldn’t care less if I win or lose.” 
 
    “Always sunny except in the morning when you’re a grumpy rear.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “You actually fight like brothers. That kinda eases my mind a bit.” 
 
    If only he knew Garrett was the last person in the world I wanted to be brotherly with. 
 
    As the night went on, it became clearer that while Garrett and Sam had soccer in common, they didn’t have much else. But as we’d already established, Garrett and I didn’t have much in common either, and yet we’d had this on-again, off-again relationship for almost four years now. 
 
    And, like Garrett, Sam didn’t acknowledge he was gay until he was in his late twenties, so they could relate to each other about something Garrett had always struggled with. 
 
    When Garrett gave me the “idiot off head nod” behind Sam’s back, I made an excuse and cabbed it home. 
 
    The whole taxi ride, I tried to convince myself Sam was what Garrett needed. Maybe with someone stable and mature, Garrett would be able to move forward. 
 
    Idiot knew I was no help to him in that department. If anything, all I did was hold him back because he used me as a crutch. 
 
    As much as I was going to hate seeing them together at soccer every Monday—something I’d stupidly agreed to continue to go to—a bigger part of me hoped Garrett had found what he was looking for. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    April, 2015 
 
    I never bothered knocking on Blair’s door anymore, and I always let myself in. Tonight was no different. Although, I did slam the door louder than normal. 
 
    He was on the couch with Caity, his neighbour. She moved in two months ago, and I suspected something was going on with them, but if there was, they didn’t want me to know because they hadn’t told me about it. So, I pretended not to notice the weird vibe between them. I’d deal with that if and when they happened. 
 
    “Men, I swear to heaven,” I muttered as I headed for his fridge and grabbed myself a beer. 
 
    “I take offence,” Blair called after me. 
 
    “Yeah, well not everyone can be as perfect as you,” I said as I walked back into the living room. I remained standing. I was too antsy to sit. 
 
    I trusted Caity completely not to tell anyone about me. She was the only person I’d told since I blurted it to my ex-co-workers last year—apart from Sam—and the only reason I told her was because she was always with Blair, and well, so was I these days. 
 
    Blair’s apartment had become our hangout hub. My place would’ve been better, but it was way across town, and Blair and Caity liked to gang up on me. 
 
    “Don’t you have beer at your own apartment?” Blair grumbled. 
 
    “But it’s so lonely over there. Here I get you two to entertain me.” 
 
    “He really is like a child, isn’t he?” Caity said. 
 
    “You can call me Peter Pan, sweetheart,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “What happened with Sam?” Blair asked. 
 
    My mouth dropped open in mock horror. “Your tone would suggest you think I’m the one who did something wrong.” 
 
    “Well, did you?” 
 
    Ever since our bromance we agreed on last year, Blair and I didn’t hold anything back, but I felt weird talking about relationships and hook-ups with him. I never thought I’d have the desire to punch a woman, but then I met a string of his “dates.” It was probably lucky he’d only been dating women recently. If I saw him with a guy, I might’ve taken an involuntary swing. So I’d be lying if I said jealousy didn’t rear its ugly head from time to time, but I told myself, numerously, I had to swallow it down.  
 
    Blair and I worked as friends. We didn’t mess up as friends. 
 
    And yeah, there were still those feelings towards him, but I knew nothing could ever happen. It was unfair to him to have to put up with my trash. And that was why I’d taken desperate measures, and now I needed to fess up. 
 
     “Uh …” I hesitated. I paced the room as I got the courage to speak. “Okay, fine. I get Sam has a right to be pissed off, but it’s not like I was willing to come out for him or declare my love for him or anything. Incredible, we’ve only been dating two months.” 
 
    “Pissed about what? What did you do?” Blair asked. 
 
    I mumbled through my words. “The Sydney office needed someone to transfer down there because they’re understaffed, so I volunteered.” 
 
    “You volunteered?” 
 
    “Actually, I may’ve stood up in the middle of the conference room and yelled ‘I volunteer as tribute!’ Because I’m cool like that.” 
 
    “So, it’s for a few months or something?” he asked. 
 
    This time I barely opened my mouth, making it almost indecipherable. “Permanently.” 
 
    “What the heck?” He stood. “You’re moving to Sydney and you didn’t even think to tell me?” 
 
    “Well, now you sound like Sam.” 
 
    “You’re just … leaving?” 
 
    Caity stood. “Umm … I guess you guys have a lot to talk about, and well, I’m going to go.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Blair said to her. 
 
    “Let me rephrase. I’m going to leave because this is way awkward and uh, yeah, umm … bye.” She scurried to the front door, and I had to laugh at her. 
 
    “Flighty, that one is,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me why you’re leaving?” 
 
    “Because of work,” I lied. 
 
    “Okay, but you volunteered.” 
 
    “The other guys all have families. I’m unattached.” 
 
    “So Pip and Gage don’t count? Are you forgetting you work with my friends?” 
 
    “Okay, fine. You wanna know the real reason? Because no one knows me in Sydney. I can be who I want to be and not hide anymore.” 
 
    “You can do that here. You just have to—” 
 
    “Spare me the coming out lecture, please. I can’t handle it coming from you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “How many guys have you dated in the past year? None. How many girls have you taken to meet your mother? You have these hook-ups, date them for like a week, introduce them to your mother, and then dump them. Your dad told you she’d come around, but she’s not going to do it if you keep introducing her to women. You ran back into the closet for her—” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m doing,” he argued. 
 
    “Then what? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m showing her that no matter how many girls I date, that I at least tried. I tried it her way. So, when the guy I’m going to end up with finally pulls his head out of his rear and comes out of the closet, she can’t accuse me of being with him out of spite.” 
 
    I stumbled back. “When the guy you what?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing. I mean theoretically.” 
 
    “That’s not what you meant.” 
 
    “Forget I blurted that out. It’s nothing. It’s … you and me … we can’t—” 
 
    “Move to Sydney with me.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I thought them through. 
 
    “What?” His eyes widened. I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “We could be an actual couple. We could be together and—” 
 
    He held his hand up. “I can’t move to Sydney. My job is here, my family’s here … and both of us moving at the same time? Don’t you think that’d be suspicious in itself? And if that were the case, why wouldn’t you tell your family why you were moving. Then you wouldn’t have to move at all and we could do all those things here.” 
 
    “I can’t come out. I don’t even know why anymore. The reasons have all melded together. Jeremy, what my friends did in high school, the bigotry from random people in nightclubs, the slurs at my old firm, your mother’s reaction … they’re all things I can’t get past.” 
 
    “Your mother is not my mother. You never even tried to tell your parents—” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ve tried?”  
 
    I rarely visited Mum and Dad because they were over an hour’s drive away. That was no excuse, but it was the one I used, because every time I was there, all I could think about was how disappointed they could be in me. Blair’s mother didn’t approve of her son being bi because it meant she might miss out on grandkids, and my mum was the same. She constantly hounded me and Hunter to find a woman and settle down. I didn’t know how she was going to react to my news. 
 
    I took a deep, calming breath and faced Blair. “Every time I go to their house, I sit at the table sweating about telling them—about blurting it out over dessert. Every time I go to say something to Hunter, he tells me about some girl or model, and I immediately slip into fake Garrett mode. And then once I start, I can’t stop, and I’m exhausted. I don’t want to deal with it. How do I explain to them that for the past four years, I’ve been living a complete lie? Every conversation I’ve had with them has had very little to do with the real me.” 
 
    “So, you’re running away?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m getting a pay rise and promotion that also happens to be the answer to my personal trash too.” 
 
    “Ignoring it isn’t the answer.” 
 
    I threw myself on his couch, lying on my back and placing my arm over my eyes. Half an hour ago, I was certain moving to Sydney was what I wanted. What I needed. Then Blair went and said something I didn’t even know was a possibility anymore. We’d been strictly friends for almost a year, and it was working.  
 
    “I can’t stay here. I’ve already signed the Sydney contracts.” 
 
    “When do you leave?” 
 
    “A few weeks.” 
 
    He grunted. “I don’t know whether to tell you to mess off or take you to my room and forget you.” 
 
    My head snapped up. “Because screwing is your answer for everything?” 
 
    “Kettle, meet pot. Besides, it’s not like we can mess up something that’s ending anyway.” 
 
    “Why is it ending? I’m moving to Sydney, not dying. It’s an hour flight. Less than a ten-hour drive—eight if you drive like me.” I grinned. 
 
    “But it’s permanent.” 
 
    “Well, in that case,” I said with a smirk, “telling me to mess off would be mighty mean of you, and I thought we were friends. Friends aren’t supposed to be mean.” I shouldn’t have been playing with fire. I wasn’t sure if he was serious or messing with me, but either way, there was no way I was turning this down if he was for real. 
 
    Even though I’d been dating Sam for the past few months, and it was going fine, I knew it wasn’t going to get serious. We were too different. 
 
    And he wasn’t Blair. 
 
    Blair and I were complete opposites but in a way that complemented each other.  
 
    The only reason I hadn’t been trying to win Blair back was because I couldn’t do it to him again. I knew I’d end up hurting him like I always did. 
 
    “Right. That settles it then.” Blair reached for me, pulled me off the couch, and dragged me down the hallway even though I hadn’t gotten my footing correct and stumbled a bit. 
 
    It’d been two years since we were together. Two years where I told myself repeatedly we were doing the right thing.  
 
    We were toxic for each other—enablers of the best kind. He never tried to force me to come out, and I never mentioned the fact he was placating his mother by only dating girls … well, until tonight. 
 
    “If all I had to do to get you into bed again was move away, I would’ve done it ages ago.” I had to say it. I couldn’t help myself. “But you know this is a messed-up idea, right?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s probably the worst idea I’ve ever had.” 
 
    When we reached his room, he spun, pinning me against the wall. His hands trailed down my chest. I forced my arms to stay at my sides as I watched his eyes become alight with heat. 
 
    His head inched closer, his lips wanting me to meet him halfway, but then he hesitated. “Wait.” He took a step back. 
 
    “Second thoughts?” I couldn’t be disappointed because I was half-expecting him to come to his senses. 
 
    “No. Yes. Did you and Sam break up?” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, I can’t be sure, but when he said ‘If you move to Sydney, we’re over’ and my response to that was ‘No kidding, Sherlock,’ it’s pretty safe to say him slamming my apartment door means it’s over.” 
 
    “Always with the sensitivity,” he murmured, pressing his hard body against mine again. 
 
    I gripped the back of his head and tugged lightly on his newly cut hair. He was finally back to the boy next door, preppy look after two years of long, stupid hair. “I’m not stepping on anyone’s toes here, right? Like Caity, maybe?” I gripped his hair tighter, forcing his chin up and giving my lips access to his neck. I kissed along his jawline and down his throat. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” he moaned.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “We kissed once. Like a month ago. Then we both decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to hook up. She said we’d inevitably end because of the doofus I’ve been hung up on for years, and then we’d be living on top of each other, and it’d get super awkward.” 
 
    I pulled back and cocked my head to the side. “Did she really call me a doofus?” 
 
    “Well, you are one.” 
 
    “Way to romance me into bed, Rhodes.” 
 
    Blair pulled me off the wall with strength I didn’t know he had, spun me around, and slammed my chest into the wall. “How’s that for romance?” 
 
    I loved it. “An improvement.”  
 
    His hard length pushed into the cleft of my rear, and I groaned. 
 
    “Dang it,” he said as he ran his hand down my back. 
 
    “You better not be doubting this now—” 
 
    “Not at all. I was thinking how much I want your rear, but I’m too angry to take it. I won’t do that to you.” 
 
    I wanted that. At the mere thought of it, I had to reach into the front of my jeans to arrange myself to stop my toe from being crushed between me and the wall.  
 
    Before I could tell him that’s what I wanted, he said, “So, you’re going to mess me.” And no way was I saying no to that. 
 
    He slapped my rear and then the weight on my back was gone. 
 
    When I turned around, he was making his way to the bed and stripping off his clothes. He grabbed lube and a condom from his bedside drawer and threw them on the bed. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t bottom for hook-ups.” I stripped off my shirt and undid my jeans. 
 
    “This isn’t a hook-up. It’s a goodbye idiot. And I figure I’ve wanted this for four years, so I’m going to get it before you move to Sydney, fall in love with some guy, and never come home.” 
 
    Can’t fight with that logic. My jeans fell to the floor, along with my boxers. 
 
    Approaching him, I wrapped my arms around him from behind and kissed the back of his neck. “There’s no way I’m saying no to you right now, but for future reference, an angry idiot sounds hot.” 
 
    “Well, piss me off again before you leave and you could probably get it.” 
 
    “That’s not a challenge you want to set for me. You know I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Are we chatting or are you going to mess me?” 
 
    I reached around him for the lube and squirted some onto my hand. Running it up his thigh to his cock, I started stroking. “Impatient much?” 
 
    His head dropped forward as he stared down at my hand slowly working him over. “Not impatient. Wanna come.” 
 
    “As I said, impatient.” I laughed. I released him and gave him a small push. 
 
    His knees and then his hands hit the mattress, but he stayed on the edge of the bed.  
 
    I stepped behind him and groaned at how sexy this man was. The muscles in his back were tight with tension, and his taut rear was pushing the limits of my self-control. 
 
    Was I trash-scared I was making a huge mistake? Idiot yes. But there was no way I wasn’t going to give Blair anything he wanted from me. 
 
    I meant it earlier when I asked Blair to move to Sydney—to be an actual couple. It might’ve been a spur of the moment idea, but there was nothing more I wanted than to be out with Blair as my boyfriend. But it wasn’t ever going to be a possibility unless I could get over my issues. Part of me hoped distance was a solution, but deep down I knew Blair was right. I was running away. 
 
    My hands trembled as they raked over Blair’s shoulder blades. Leaning over him, I trailed my lips from his neck and down his back, while my hands came to rest on his rear. 
 
    My whole body went from being ignited with lust to wanting to take things slow and make this last. My kisses were soft, and my grasp on his skin was tender. 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger here.” Even though his tone was playful, it felt forced. If I had to guess, it wasn’t the waiting that was getting to him but the intimacy. It didn’t belong with what we were doing here. This was an end, not a beginning. I needed to lock that trash up and take this for what it was. Just sex. 
 
    “Now, now, I thought bottoms weren’t pushy.” My tone was just as fake. 
 
    “Total fabrication. Now hurry the heck up and make me come.” 
 
    I reached for the lube, covering my fingers and dribbling some onto his back. 
 
    My finger trailed his crack, slowly down to his balls and back up again. I loved it when he shuddered, so I ran my fingers over him again. He let out a groan. When a finger breached his hole, his head dropped and he held his breath. He was so tight I was worried I was going to blow as soon as I entered him. 
 
    “More,” he mumbled. 
 
    I added a finger, and he groaned louder. His breathing became ragged as I stretched him. My hard cock ground against his rear cheek, searching for any type of friction, while I worked my fingers in and out. 
 
    “I forgot how good this feels. Idiot, baby,” he breathed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and savoured the nickname I’d missed coming from his mouth. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was doing it on purpose or it was instinct, but he rocked back onto my hand, taking my fingers deeper and harder. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he was panting. “I’m ready. I need it.” 
 
    My hand reached for the condom, and once I was suited up, I took my time applying lube. I was so close to coming, I knew I wasn’t going to last long. Gripping the tip of my aching cock, I pinched it almost to the point of pain to bring me back from the edge. 
 
    We both moaned in pleasure when I entered him. His rear was hot and tight. Stars appeared in my blurry vision. Buried to the hilt, I bent forward, landing my mouth on his shoulder. My hips made small thrusts as my lips trailed towards his neck. He shivered as my breath hit his ear. 
 
    “You feel so good,” I murmured. I only got a small moan in response. Pulling out to the tip, I thrust back in hard. 
 
    “Holy idiot.” His voice made my balls draw up. 
 
    I did it again. 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    I pulled myself upright and gripped his hips as I started a hard rhythm. Blair fisted the comforter with one hand while the other went to his cock. 
 
    “I wanna do that,” I said, my voice strained. “Come here.” I reached under him and pulled him upwards so his back pressed against my chest. 
 
    With the new angle, I had to go slower, but it was the perfect position for me to reach around to stroke him. He threw his head back onto my shoulder and then tilted it towards me so I could kiss him. 
 
    As soon as our mouths touched, I knew I was in trouble. One, because I’d forgotten how powerful his mouth was, and two, because I was barely hanging on as it was. His tongue owned me. So much so I didn’t even care when his hand reached up behind him and went to the back of my hair. I was lost. Gone. I was his. 
 
    Blair broke the kiss and started moving his hips. He moved up and down on my shaft, and I could no longer hold back a tremor.  
 
    “So close.” I needed to warn him. 
 
    “Me too … incredible.” He shuddered and tensed. 
 
    His rear gripped me tight, bringing me to the edge. 
 
    “Oh goodness,” I said as I thrust in again. 
 
    My hand went to his back, pushing him down to his hands and knees again. He continued to quiver, and he took over stroking himself through his orgasm.  
 
    I gripped his hips harder and lost all rhythm as I reached climax. My legs went weak as I convulsed inside him. The words “I love you” almost fell out of my mouth, but I bit them back. I couldn’t open that can of worms. Not now, not ever. 
 
    Breathless, sweaty, and a whole lot satisfied, I remained buried in him for as long as I could stand it before I had to collapse next to him from sated exhaustion. He lay on his stomach while I lay on my back, and after a few minutes, our breathing started to calm. 
 
    “Shower?” he eventually asked. “I’m lying in a pool of jizz.” 
 
    I laughed. “Can’t move.” 
 
    “I’ll let you blow me if you join me.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now? How can you already go again?” I grumbled as I turned my head to face him. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed me. “When it comes to you, I think I’ll always be ready to go. But hey, if your old man knees can’t handle it …” 
 
    “You did not just call me old.” 
 
    “Care to prove me wrong?” Challenge thrown. 
 
    “I guess we better grab that shower.” Challenge accepted. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    The familiar leg and arm draped across me when I woke up made me smile. Until I remembered two things. It was only one night, and he was leaving. 
 
    Not wanting to face the reality in that moment, I rolled onto my side and ran my hand up his thigh and palmed his rear. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” he mumbled without opening his eyes. “I’m spent.”  
 
    After our shower last night, where he proved to me his thirty-year-old knees could more than handle the tiles while he gave me a blowjob, we came to bed and then he was ready for another round. I couldn’t remember the last time I came three times in one night. Probably the last time Garrett and I were together. 
 
    I chuckled. “Me too.” 
 
    “The thing poking into my stomach says otherwise.” His eyes were still closed, but he was wearing a smile. 
 
    “Eh, it’ll go away in a minute.” 
 
    Garrett’s hand travelled up my arm and neck, and then he pulled my head towards his.  
 
    I tried not to let him kiss me last night because I needed to keep in control. And whenever his mouth was on mine, pathetic words like “stay” and “don’t leave me” threatened to come out. 
 
    The front door opening startled us both, but I was thankful for the distraction as I didn’t trust myself not to say those stupid words that would ruin everything. 
 
    “Who has a key to your place?” Garrett whispered. 
 
    “It’s probably Caity.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. 
 
    “We’re just friends. I promise,” I reassured him. “I gave her a key for emergencies. You know, in case I lock myself out or whatever. She seems to think coffee shortages are emergencies most days.” 
 
    “I hope you two are decent, because I’m coming in whether you are or not,” Caity called out. “And I brought the good coffee from the bakery!” 
 
    “I love you,” I yelled. “We’ll be out in a sec.” 
 
    We both sat up, and I rubbed my hand over my face. The door to my bedroom swung open, and Caity walked in. Garrett and I were covered with the sheet, but it didn’t stop either of us scowling at her. 
 
    She shrugged us off and placed the takeaway tray with three coffees on the bed between us and then took one for herself. “I told you I was coming in anyway.” 
 
    “You didn’t exactly give us time to get up and dressed though,” I argued. 
 
    “Maybe that was my intention.” She winked. “Who doesn’t want to see two hot guys naked?” 
 
    “Truth,” Garrett said with a smile. 
 
    “A girl’s gotta take her chances where she can.” 
 
    “How did you know I was still here?” Garrett asked. 
 
    “I live directly below. Like, I’m currently standing on top of my bedroom. I had to sleep on the couch thanks to you guys.” 
 
    Garrett blushed. 
 
    “You’re a horrible liar,” I said. 
 
    “Fine. I saw Garrett’s car in the visitor’s spot in the garage when I went to get coffee,” she said, but that didn’t erase the slight pink to his cheeks. “Plus, when I left last night, the testosterone was flying. I figured you were either going to end up having sex or one of you was going to get killed. If it was the latter, I’d need the extra cup of coffee for myself to deal with helping hide the body.” 
 
    “I can see why you keep her around, Rhodes.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I said. “He kills me, and you’d help him dispose of my body?” 
 
    “I would’ve helped you if it was the other way around,” she said innocently. 
 
    “But I feed you. And hang out with you all the time. He kills me and you don’t want revenge? Some friend you are.” 
 
    “Look at his face,” she said. “And his abs. Sorry.” Her eyes raked over Garrett, and he pulled up the sheet to cover himself more, but he had a giant smile on his face while he did it. 
 
    I shook my head. “Sell out your best friend for some abs. Your mother would be so proud.” 
 
    She grinned. “On that note, I’m going to let you two get dressed now. But if I hear any suspicious sounds, I’m coming straight back in to watch.” 
 
    Garrett’s mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    “She’s joking,” I said, nudging him. 
 
    “Or am I?” she called out as she left the room. 
 
    I climbed out of bed and pulled fresh boxers out of my drawer and jeans out of my closet. By the time I’d put them on, Garrett was still in bed, staring into space. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He shook his head. “I’m glad you have her.” 
 
    “We’re just—” 
 
    “I know you’re just friends, but knowing you have her won’t make me feel so guilty about …” 
 
    “Leaving me? I have plenty of friends, Garrett.” 
 
    “None that you can talk to about the real stuff.” 
 
    “Like you said last night, it’s only Sydney, right? There’s messaging and Facebook and even the phone. Apparently, these things make calls too,” I said, picking my phone up off the bedside table. “Crazy, huh?” 
 
    “Smart aleck.” 
 
    “You love my smartassery.” 
 
    “I think that’s my line.” Garrett’s smile made my chest ache. 
 
    “I think your attitude is contagious.” Especially when I was using it to cover up the fact I was freaking out on the inside. 
 
    “I should probably get going,” he said, climbing out of bed.  
 
    I wondered if he knew I was putting up a front. I wished I wasn’t relieved when he said he’d leave, but what happened last night already made it that much harder to say goodbye. We knew it was a mistake before it happened, and I wouldn’t take it back, but it made everything more difficult. 
 
    “I’ll see you before you leave, yeah?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m not leaving for a few weeks yet.” 
 
    I nodded, but something about his words, maybe the too casual way of him saying them, made me think he was lying. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    “I can’t believe my brother’s leaving tomorrow.” 
 
    Friday night pub night. Not exactly what I wanted to be doing on Garrett’s last night in town, but considering we were practically avoiding each other, I figured being with all of my friends would be helpful. But it wasn’t when Hunter kept harping on about him. 
 
    It was no surprise he hadn’t turned up to indoor soccer since he and Sam split. I went the first week after everything went down, but Sam hounded me with question after question about Garrett, and I felt too guilty to go back. Even if they were broken up when Garrett and I slept together, they’d only been apart a few hours before it happened, and Sam seemed way more cut up over the breakup than Garrett did. 
 
    “The Sydney office needed someone,” Gage said. 
 
    “Yeah, but he didn’t have to volunteer,” Pip said. “It was weird. He didn’t even hesitate to jump in and take it.” 
 
    “Not true,” Gage said. “There was a huge silence first because no one wanted it. He stepped up. That’s all.” 
 
    He threw me a look, but I was unsure why. My eyes narrowed, suspecting Gage knew more than he should have. 
 
    “You’re quiet, Blair,” Hunter said. 
 
    I pretended I wasn’t paying attention and had no idea what they were talking about. “Huh?” 
 
    “You seem closer to Garrett than I am these days. You do old man trash like play golf and stuff. You don’t have anything to say?” 
 
    It wasn’t as if we were hiding our friendship or anything, but I didn’t think it stood out enough to be noticed. I tried to pull off a nonchalant shrug. “It sucks, I guess, but if work asked me to move, I’d do it too. Just one of those things.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve always had a crush on Garrett,” Pip said. I tried not to choke on my beer. “Even back in high school.” 
 
    “Is that why you went out with me for like a week in ninth grade? You were trying to get to my brother?” Hunter asked. “Poor form, Pip. Poor form.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t hooked up with him,” Spencer said. “Everyone else practically has. Between the Erikson brothers, I’m surprised there are any women left for Blair and me.” 
 
    Gage chuckled but tried to cover it up by rubbing his jaw. What is going on with him? 
 
    “That’s all right,” I said. “If they go through all the women, I’ve still got men.”  
 
    I didn’t know what possessed me to say it. I didn’t even know it was going to come out until it already had. 
 
    But I’d decided in the last few weeks, since Garrett was running from his problems, I wasn’t going to run from mine. I sat there wide-eyed, wondering how they were going to react this time. 
 
    There was silence for a beat before Spencer spoke up. “Dang it. Who had this month on the calendar?” 
 
    “That would be me,” Reece said with a grin. “Pay up.” 
 
    All the others, except for Gage, put twenty bucks in the middle of the table, and Reece snatched it up. 
 
    “Did I miss something here?” Gage asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m wondering,” I said. 
 
    “Uh … well …” Hunter started. “We weren’t sure if you were serious or not when you told us about that guy a few years ago. And then you never mentioned it again. So, we didn’t know what to make of it. Then there was that time I caught you with a guy—” 
 
    “There wasn’t a—” There was no point in fighting it. He didn’t know it was Garrett, so I could at least admit to it. “Okay, yeah, there was a guy in my room.” 
 
    Hunter laughed. “I knew it!” 
 
    If only you knew who it was. 
 
    “So,” Spencer took over, “we decided as a group to wait until you brought it up again, seeing as you seemed pretty uncomfortable telling us the first time.” 
 
    “You were … I …” I bent forward and banged my head on the table. “I never brought it up again because you all seemed unsupportive and jerk-like,” I muttered into the wooden surface. 
 
    “Incredible. That’s on us,” Hunter said. “We were shocked. And then there was an awkward silence, and then it was too late to say anything. We messed up, but you have to admit you weren’t all that forthcoming either. It’s almost like you haven’t existed these last four years. We didn’t know how to bring it up without risking pushing you away further or sounding like jerks.” 
 
    “You guys never said anything,” I said, lifting my head. 
 
    “The one time I tried, you shut me down,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Because I was hiding a guy in my bed!”  
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “We felt bad,” Pip said, “but we didn’t know how to bring it up. Say ‘Oh, by the way, we’re totally cool if you’re gay’?” 
 
    “I’m not gay.” 
 
    “But you were in a relationship with a man,” Pip said, more as a question. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So … you were in a gay relationship.” 
 
    “I’ve always been bi.” 
 
    She threw her hands up in defeat. “I may be totally ignorant here, but I don’t understand the difference.” 
 
    “It means even if I have a boyfriend, that won’t stop me from checking out your rack.” I purposefully dragged my eyes to her chest. I laughed when she crossed her arms to cover up. “I don’t flip-flop between gay and straight depending on who I’m with. Whether I’m in a relationship with a man or a woman, I’m always going to be bi.” 
 
    “And we’re always going to be fine with it,” Reece said. “I’ll even shout you a beer with my winnings.” She started fanning her face with the three twenty-dollar bills in her hands. 
 
    “So, you guys were so cut up about how awkward I was to come out, that you felt you had to make a bet on it?” 
 
    “We bet on when you were going to say something about it again,” Spencer said. “Or introduce us to a boyfriend. At the beginning of each year, we pick months we think it’ll happen.” 
 
    Hunter shrugged. “It’s us. What did you expect? We figured you needed time to deal with whatever you were going through.” 
 
    “Maybe we should’ve said something,” Pip said, “but how do you even start that type of dialogue? We were worried we’d push you away.” 
 
    “It’s pretty easy,” I said. “‘So, sucked off any cute guys lately?’” 
 
    Everyone at the table laughed.  
 
     “Fine,” I relented. “I guess I should’ve trusted you guys enough to try to tell you again, but after my parents didn’t take it well …” My words died. All this time, they were waiting for me. 
 
    I should’ve been pissed, because it would’ve been so much easier if one of them had said something—anything to indicate they were okay with my sexuality—but I couldn’t be mad. In a weird way, I knew them betting over me meant they didn’t give a hoot if I was with a man or a woman. 
 
    “Do I get bonus points or anything for knowing for over a year?” Gage said, his tone light. 
 
    My eyes snapped to his. “You knew a year ago?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and studied me. “Oh … umm, I figured it out. I thought you knew.” 
 
    “Uh, no. I didn’t.” And I was sensing there was more to that story. 
 
    “Hey, guys.” Garrett appeared out of thin air. 
 
    I startled in my seat. “Uh, hey.” 
 
    “Come on, bro, you need to have a drink with us before you leave,” Hunter said. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll buy all you jerks one more round as a goodbye present to myself.” 
 
    Ah, that Garrett’s here tonight. He never came to pub night, but I guessed he was there to say goodbye to everyone. 
 
    I chugged the rest of my beer. “I’ll help you carry them over.” 
 
    “Or maybe Pip could help,” Spencer teased. “Weren’t you just saying how you’ve always had a crush on him?” 
 
    Pip blushed an insane beetroot colour. “I hate you, Spencer Crowley,” she muttered. 
 
    Garrett put on his womanising smile. “Naw, sorry, babe. I love working with you and everything, but you’re way too nice to be my type.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Hunter said. “You have an actual type other than breathing and female?” 
 
    Yes, breathing and male. 
 
    Garrett cleared his throat. “I’m gonna go get those drinks.” 
 
    I stood and went with him. “Finally managed to squeeze me into your busy schedule, huh?” I meant it to sound light and joking. It didn’t come out that way at all. 
 
    “We’ve both been good at avoiding each other.” 
 
    He was right. In the last three weeks, we texted and messaged the usual garbage, but we hadn’t managed to meet up. Not that either of us made much of an effort. 
 
    “We’re cool, right? We didn’t totally idiot things up?” The uncertainty in Garrett’s tone made any weirdness disappear. I didn’t want to end it the way it had every other time for the last few years. 
 
    “We’re definitely good.” 
 
    “Can you do me a favour then?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “My apartment. I’m renting it out instead of selling it. Could you help me keep an eye on it if I need it? I mean, I’m going through a real estate agent, so you probably won’t have to, but”—he took out a key and a swipe card to get into the building from his pocket—“I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded and pocketed them. 
 
    Garrett ordered drinks and a silence fell between us. 
 
    “Hey, does Gage know about us?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep. He figured it out after the Jess debacle.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to tell me that?” 
 
    “He promised he wasn’t going to say anything, and I figured you weren’t ready to come out to your friends again after they pretended it never happened the first time. I didn’t want to take that away from you, so …” 
 
    “Well, about that. I kinda came out again. Tonight. Like five minutes before you rocked up.” 
 
    “Serious?” His eyes widened. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a giant smile. “It went better than expected. I accidentally blurted it out. And they weren’t jerks this time.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. I’m happy for you.” His congrats was genuine, but I heard the pang of envy too. 
 
    We grabbed the two pitchers of beer off the bar and headed back to the table with seven glasses. 
 
    “So,” Hunter said as we sat down. “Guess who finally came out and admitted he likes guys?” He waggled his eyebrows at his brother. 
 
    Garrett smirked. “Well, I’m going to go ahead and say considering Blair’s bi, it must’ve been him.” 
 
    Under the table, his hand squeezed my thigh. When I turned my head to face him, he winked. 
 
    “How did you know he was bi? How did Gage know? I’m so confused,” Pip said. 
 
    “Well, I assume Gage knew because of his two dads, right?” Garrett asked, and Gage nodded. “I knew because after Blair broke up with Marc, he came looking for Hunter one night and found me instead. I took him drinking and he told me everything.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I know about this? About any of this … You have two dads?” Hunter asked. 
 
    Gage shrugged.  
 
    “Not into gossiping about your friends, Ryan,” Garrett said. “Although, I do find it sad that I know more about them than you do. Pull your head out of your rear every once in a while and ask your friends how they’re going. I know you’ve been busy with Cole’s trash the past few years, but come on, he’s a grown boy, and he needs to stand on his own two feet. You need to stop mothering him.” 
 
    “Are you seriously lecturing me right now?” Hunter asked. 
 
    “Well, you asked; I’m answering. I never said anything to you because that’s just the type of guy I am. It’s the same reason I never told all your friends that you wet the bed until you were seven. I’m awesome like that.” 
 
    “Shut up, I so did not. I don’t think.” Hunter looked pensive. 
 
    “Don’t think too hard there, little brother. Save all the hard thinking for when you have to stand in front of a camera in your underwear.” 
 
    “And here I was complaining you were leaving us.” Hunter shook his head. “I will not miss you at all.” 
 
    “I call trash.” Garrett held up his glass for a toast, which, of course, meant we all yelled “Rubbish” when our glasses clinked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Hunter said after he took a sip of his beer. “It sucks you’re leaving. I’ll admit it.” 
 
    If only they knew how close I was to admitting it too. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    Garrett left after two drinks, saying he had to be up early in the morning to hit the road. 
 
    His goodbye was anticlimactic. He hugged everyone and then left. That was it. 
 
    Four years of back and forth, and that was all I got? Four years of, fighting, and freaking out. The three Fs. Four Fs if you include failure. We failed to be what each other needed. 
 
    I sat sulking until midnight when I finally decided to call it a night. However, when I stumbled out into the cool winter breeze, I found myself getting into a taxi and giving the cabbie Garrett’s address. 
 
    Letting myself into his apartment with the key he gave me, I tried to find my way to his bedroom in the dark, but considering I’d only been to his place a couple of times since he bought it, I tripped over his furniture. 
 
    “Incredible,” I hissed as my shin caught on the edge of his coffee table.  
 
    I stumbled a couple of steps, and the next thing I knew, I was flat on my back with a hard wall of muscle on top of me, pinning me down.  
 
    “That’s one way to greet me, baby,” I ground out. 
 
    His strong grip released me, but he didn’t move off me. “Blair?” Garrett’s husky, sleepy voice, and the fact he was on top of me, made my toe harden in my jeans. 
 
    “Key works.” 
 
    “I thought someone was breaking in. What time is it?” 
 
    “Twelve thirty.” 
 
    He groaned. “I have to be up in five hours.” 
 
    “I’m not here to screw around. I just …” Why am I here? 
 
    “Come on.” He lifted off me and pulled me up, holding my hand as he led me to his bedroom. 
 
    He climbed back into bed while I stripped down to my boxers.  
 
    I rubbed my shin. “Why is your apartment full of furniture? Did you forget you’re moving tomorrow? Your coffee table attacked me.” 
 
    He chuckled as I got into bed next to him. “I rented it out furnished. Couldn’t be bothered to take it all with me. I’ll get new stuff while I’m there or find a place that’s already furnished.” 
 
    “You don’t have anywhere to stay yet?” 
 
    “The firm’s putting me up in a motel until I can find somewhere. I think I’m going to have to find a shared place. Do you know how expensive Sydney is?” 
 
    “I’ve heard,” I mumbled. 
 
    A leg draped over me and then an arm. The tension I’d been carrying around all night left me, and I relaxed with a content sigh.  
 
    I was determined not to fall asleep though. I needed that feeling to last. 
 
    What I didn’t take into account was the fact I’d had a few drinks, felt completely exhausted, and was in the arms of the man I loved but didn’t have the courage to actually come out and tell him. It wouldn’t have changed anything, and I knew that. 
 
    It felt like I’d blinked, and then I was being shaken awake by a dressed Garrett kneeling beside the bed. My body had betrayed my last few hours with him by sleeping. 
 
    “Sleep more,” he whispered. “I just didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.” 
 
    Before I had the chance to say anything, his lips were on mine. 
 
    His mouth was cold and tasted like toothpaste. When his tongue darted out to meet mine, his hand found the back of my head and tried to pull me closer. But before I could move, his hand and tongue were gone, and so was he. 
 
    He stood over me, and I leaned up on my elbows. 
 
    “We better not start that now. I need to get going if I’m going to make good time.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I kinda suck at goodbyes, so … uh … keep in touch? See ya later? Come visit? All of the above?” 
 
    “All of the above,” I said, my voice croaky from sleep. 
 
    “Lock up when you leave, but make sure you’re gone by nine. Mum’s coming to clean the place for when the new tenants move in.” 
 
    And just like that, Garrett was gone. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    May, 2015 
 
    The whole point of moving was so I could take the next step.  
 
    My entire department came out for welcome drinks, and we were all sitting grouped together at cocktail tables on high stools. While I chatted with everyone, I kept trying to come up with ways to casually slip “I’m gay” into conversation, but I was coming up empty. 
 
    How did normal, non-messed-up people come out? 
 
    A hand clamped down on my shoulder, and a guy pulled up the chair next to me. “How was the first day?” 
 
    When I turned my head, his green eyes glimmered with amusement. Perhaps at my gaping mouth.  
 
    “Uh, same trash, different location.” Hello, cocky Garrett. 
 
    Mr. Green Eyes smirked and held out his hand to shake. “Derek.” 
 
    “Garrett.” 
 
    “If I wasn’t in client meetings all day, I would’ve introduced myself sooner.” His eyes raked over me, from my arms to my chest and then back up to my face. “Okay,” he said, leaning in. “We need help settling a bet.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I drawled. If him checking me out had anything to say, I guessed I wasn’t going to have to figure out how to tell them all I was gay after all. 
 
    “Yup. You see, I’m constantly losing my money because nearly every new person who’s recruited, I swear they’re gay. Perhaps it’s the optimist in me.” 
 
    When I hesitated to say anything, he continued. 
 
    “Or perhaps my gaydar is so broken they should recall my LGBTQ membership.” 
 
    I laughed and took a swig of my beer, trying to think of a good response. My gaze found his. His chiselled jaw and brown medium-length hair reminded me of Blair, and my mouth quirked.  
 
    “Oh, come on, I’m so right this time, aren’t I?” 
 
    The rest of the table wasn’t so interested in their conversations anymore and was eyeing me in anticipation. I smiled. “You finally won one, Derek.” I took another sip of my beer. 
 
    He stood on the footrest of his stool, making him stand tall above the group. “Suck it, ladies. This one’s mine.” 
 
    With a round of laughs, just like that, I was out. If only it was that easy every time. 
 
    It could be. At that thought, I told my inner voice to shut up and threatened to drown it in alcohol if it didn’t. 
 
    What I’d learned over the years was coming out wasn’t one big event. I’d technically come out five times already, just not to the actual people who deserved my honesty. Blair, Gage, my old workmates, Caity, and now my new colleagues. It was something I was going to have to continually do. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re a HR nightmare?” I asked Derek. 
 
    He sat back on his chair. “What, because I hit on the new guys and taunt all the women? Please, everyone loves me. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “You’re so modest after all.” 
 
    “And hot and awesome. The list goes on and on.” 
 
    Garrett Erikson, I think you’ve met your match. “Good to know.” 
 
    “What’s your deal, anyway?” 
 
    “My deal?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Leah tells me she asked you if a wife or girlfriend moved with you, but as she neglected to ask with the correct pronoun, can I assume you don’t have a boyfriend either?” 
 
    In retrospect, Leah cornering me today was the perfect time for me to say it, but did I realise that at the time? No, I froze. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah. Truth is, I’m not even out in Queensland. There were three friends who knew. And hook-ups. One secret boyfriend who dumped me for moving to Sydney.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Your family don’t approve?” 
 
    “It’s a long story I don’t like to get into.” I wasn’t going to tell him I’d never even tried to tell my family. Unless I included the stuttering chats that went nowhere. 
 
    Of everyone, I thought my family would be supportive. The only thing preventing me from telling them was fear. Blair thought his mother accepted him, only to find out she hadn’t that whole time. I didn’t want that type of heartache. In my mind, it was better not knowing at all. 
 
    “Guess we need to get more beer in you until you spill your guts.” 
 
    “That won’t work on me. My friends back home and I are the epitome of Australian drinking culture. To get me drunk enough to talk, I’d be calling in sick tomorrow. I’m not going to let myself do that on my second day.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’ll drag it out of you one day. So, where are you staying? You found an all right place to live?” 
 
    “Motel at the moment. Will need to find somewhere soon, though.” 
 
    His eyes widened and he smiled, as if a lightbulb went off. “I, ah …” His face fell. “Never mind.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was going to say I’ve been looking for someone to rent out my second room. I own a flat. It’s two bedrooms, two bathrooms, so you’d have your own space, it’s close to work, and—” 
 
    I winced. “I don’t think living with a co-worker is a brilliant idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was the reason I hesitated.” 
 
    “Say I leave the lid off the peanut butter for the millionth time, then you scream at me, and then you have to see me all day at work?” I shake my head. “Bad idea.” 
 
    “Well, that wouldn’t be a problem because I’m allergic to nuts.” He held up his hand. “And don’t even joke about the gay guy who’s allergic to nuts. Ha, ha, so funny, and so not original.” 
 
    “I was actually thinking that I hadn’t even moved in yet, and I almost killed you by buying hypothetical peanut butter and leaving the lid off.” 
 
    “That too. But, if you can live without your precious peanut butter—or any other nuts—and you want a cheapish room, the offer’s there. I’m an awesome roommate. Although, I’ve never shared with another gay guy before. I might be worried about you cutting in on my hook-ups.” He eyed me over once again. “Yeah, you’re right, this was a bad idea.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’ll think about it.” Living with the hot guy at the office was a horrible, terrible idea. I knew that. But from my few days of searching, I doubted I was going to get a better offer. All I could find were studio apartments or shared apartments in dodgy areas. 
 
    My phone vibrated in my pocket. I must’ve had a goofy smile on my face when I saw Blair’s name because Derek raised his eyebrow at me.  
 
    “I gotta take this,” I said, standing and making my way out of the bar. I hit answer as I exited the front and was out on the street. “Hey.” 
 
    “Please tell me you hate it and are coming home.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Sorry. I’ve only been here two full days. There’s nothing to hate yet.” 
 
    He sighed. “Was worth a try.” 
 
    “So, tell me if I’d be a complete moron to move in with the only other gay guy in my office?” 
 
    He was silent for a beat before he asked, “Is he hot?” 
 
    “And arrogant, and a little pushy, and”—I let out a loud breath—“yeah, pretty hot. He’s got that whole Ian Salamander thing going on.” 
 
    “You mean Somerhalder? Damon from Vampire Diaries?” 
 
    “I do not want to know how you know the names of characters in a teen TV show.” 
 
    “Caity makes me watch it.” 
 
    “I call trash.” 
 
    “Research? For my screenplay?” 
 
    “Incredible,” I singsonged.  
 
    “Fine, I love that show, okay?” 
 
    “That’s all I wanted to hear. And yeah. That guy.” 
 
    He whistled through the phone. “Don’t move in with him. Big mistake. It’s the same reason I know it’d be a dumb idea to date Caity. Don’t trash where you eat.” 
 
    “Moving in with him would probably ensure nothing happened.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You think I shouldn’t do it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s up to you. Just don’t be messaging me in a few months saying ‘So, I messed up and messed my roommate, who I also work with. Help me!’” 
 
    “I promise I will never text you those words.” 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    January, 2016 
 
    Garrett: 
I messed up and I messed my roommate. 
 
      
 
    Blair: 
FFS. To give you credit, you lasted six months longer than I thought you would. 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
U only gave me two months?  
 
      
 
    Blair: 
But you lasted eight. I think that deserves some congrats. *slow clap* 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
It wasn’t just a hook-up though. He asked to make a go of it.  
 
      
 
    Blair: 
And you said? 
 
      
 
    Garrett: 
Yes 
 
      
 
    It’d been coming for a while now. I knew he was going to meet someone one day. And the way he’d talk about his roommate on the phone, I suspected it would be him. I’d even spoken to Derek a few times on Skype. He had the habit of putting his arm around Garrett to lean in and say hi to me on the webcam.  
 
    Real subtle, jerk. 
 
    I was certain Derek had been after Garrett since the day he moved to Sydney. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was waiting around for. For him to realise he made a mistake? That he’d come back for me? 
 
    Fat chance of that happening considering he now had a live-in boyfriend. He’d no doubt spent the last few months flirting it up and having fun with his roommate while I sat on a couch with Caity every night, watching chick shows and not getting laid. 
 
    I’d lost all interest in anyone but my stupid best friend who moved eight hundred kilometres away. 
 
    I knew I had to reply with something. Another congrats or tell him I thought it was awesome. Heck, I should’ve thrown in a smiling emoji too. But all I could do was stare at the phone. 
 
    Caity walked through my front door, bringing my attention away from the screen. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t know what possessed me to do it, but whatever it was, I knew I’d hate myself for it the second I leaped from my couch and slammed my lips down on hers. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” She pushed me away. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Everything up.” At least I was honest. 
 
    “I can see that. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. Seemed like a good idea.” I ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    “Did something happen with—” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” I lied. “We hang out all the time, and every single day I have to tell myself to keep my hands to myself. Today, I didn’t feel like listening.” That was the truth.  
 
    I liked Caity. She was good for me. Perfect even. Great on paper and in person. She accepted me for who I was. I’d introduced her to my family at Christmas, and my mum loved her. She could give me everything my family ever wanted for me. And I knew I loved her. Ever since she moved in downstairs, she’d become my rock. She and Garrett were the two most important people in my life. But that was where the problem lay. No matter how much I cared for her, loved her, thought I should be with someone like her, she wasn’t Garrett. 
 
    Garrett. 
 
    “Do you mean that or are you just desperate for sex seeing as you’ve been celibate for almost a year?” 
 
    “It has not been almost a year,” I argued. 
 
    “Ever since Garrett left.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” I snapped. 
 
    “Uh, like you said, we’re together every day.” 
 
    I sank onto my couch. 
 
    “I’m not telling you no,” she said quietly. 
 
    My gaze flew to hers. “Huh?” 
 
    She started pacing the room. “I … Goodness, this is embarrassing. I’ve had a thing for you for, like, ever. But I didn’t think you were interested, and you were so hung up on Garrett, and—” 
 
    “You never said anything.” 
 
    “Because I knew what you’d say. That you’re in love with Garrett.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think it’s about time I got over that.” It was what I had to do or I was going to go crazy. 
 
    “I guess it’s better late than never.” 
 
    I scowled. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You have to admit you’ve been a cranky idiot these last few months. You refuse to go out except for pub night with your friends, you’re always on your laptop writing, even when I’m here, you barely eat anything—” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. I get your point.” 
 
    She stopped pacing and sat on the coffee table in front of me. “So, what now?” 
 
    “What do you mean, what now? I kissed you, and you pushed me away. So, the next move’s on you.” 
 
    She inched forward so she was right on the edge of the table. “I’m worried you’re not ready. That this has something to do with Garrett.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her petite hips, pulling her into my lap. “I promise. It doesn’t. I want this.” 
 
    Touching my lips to hers again officially made me a jerk, but even that wasn’t enough to stop me. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    “Nothing to do with Garrett, huh?” I was wakened by Caity’s yelling.  
 
    I rolled over to find her side of the bed empty. Disoriented, I sat up and saw her standing at the foot of the bed in the shirt I gave her last night to sleep in after we— 
 
    “Nothing to say?” she yelled again. 
 
    Squinting, I ran my hand over my head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She held my phone out to me with the screen display showing she was on a phone call with Garrett. 
 
    “What time is it?” I rumbled. The light was streaming in the bedroom window so it had to be morning. “And why did you answer my phone?” 
 
    She threw the phone on the bed next to me and then started rummaging for her clothes. “Garrett’s my friend too, jerk. And you weren’t waking up. Don’t even try to say I invaded your privacy.” 
 
    “Babe, what’s—” 
 
    “Don’t call me that. You don’t get to do that. Ever. You’re a liar, Blair.” Before I’d even had the chance to wake up properly, she was gone from my apartment. 
 
    A tiny but deep voice was calling out my name. I looked down at the phone and realised Garrett was still on the other end. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me why Caity’s chucking a hissy fit at me?” I asked as I picked up the phone. I had a fairly good idea, but I was hoping I was wrong. 
 
    “You slept with Caity? Dude, what were you thinking?” 
 
    “That she’s perfect for me and it’s about time I made a move.” 
 
    “Perfect for you how? She’s a great girl and I know you love her but not that way.” 
 
    “What would you know?” I growled. “You haven’t been here.” 
 
    A loud sigh came through the line. “You want to know why she’s pissed? Because I told her about Derek. You hadn’t answered my text about him, so I wondered if you were mad. Turns out you were just busy screwing your neighbour.” 
 
    I groaned. “This isn’t fixable.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Before we hooked up, Caity asked if my change of heart had anything to do with you, and I said no.” 
 
    “Did it? Have anything to do with me?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    “Rhodes,” he warned. 
 
    “I can’t do this right now. I’ve gotta go talk her down.” 
 
    “Blair—” 
 
    I had to hang up. This was one thing I couldn’t talk to Garrett about. 
 
    Pulling on jeans and a tee, I pocketed my phone on my way out and ran downstairs to the apartment below mine.  
 
    I knocked, but she didn’t answer. 
 
    “Caitlin, please,” I begged. 
 
    She threw open her door, and her eyes were red and puffy. 
 
    Idiot. I couldn’t handle her crying over me. 
 
    I went to step inside when she held her hand up to stop me. “Please let me explain.” 
 
    “Explain that you found out Garrett’s living with someone so you thought ‘Hey, I’ll give poor Caity a whirl seeing as she’s into me. May as well settle now Garrett’s taken.’” 
 
    “That wasn’t it at all. I didn’t even know you were into me until last night. I … I want to move on from him. I can’t do it to myself anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you use me to get over Garrett.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” I didn’t know how to explain to her that I did like her, that I did want to be with her, even though I had feelings for Garrett. I was always going to have feelings for Garrett. I didn’t have the words to explain myself. “I want to be happy. You make me happy.” 
 
    “Just not as happy as Garrett ever did.” 
 
    I mumbled the sad truth I never wanted to admit. “I don’t know if anyone will ever make me as happy as he did.”  
 
    “And that’s exactly what’s wrong with what you did to me last night. I’m not going to be anyone’s second choice. You should know that about me by now. And the fact you lied to get me into your bed only makes it so much worse.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I want us to be together.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Starting something on a lie will never work. You harassed us. Nothing will ever happen between us now.” 
 
    “Caity—” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Blair.” 
 
    She slammed the door in my face. 
 
    Idiot! 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    April, 2016 
 
    “Babe, I don’t understand why you have to stay in your room while your brother’s visiting. It’s two whole weeks,” Derek complained. Again.  
 
    I pretended I couldn’t hear him. He was in the kitchen and I was watching TV.  
 
    “And don’t pretend you can’t hear me.” 
 
    Mongrel. I threw my head back on the backrest of the couch. “What part of none of my family know I’m gay don’t you understand?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s time you changed that?” he asked, entering the living room and putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I moved to Sydney so I wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    He shook his head. “This would be a great opportunity to get it out in the open. He can have your bed instead of our uncomfortable couch, and then I don’t have to go without sex for two weeks.” 
 
    “You want me to out myself so you can have sex? It’s only two weeks for idiot’s sake. And he’s not going to be here all the time. He’ll be working.” 
 
    “I’m not going to have you in our bed every night.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Can you at least call Blair and ask him what he thinks? Maybe he can talk some sense into you.” 
 
    That just pissed me off. “Contrary to what you believe, I don’t do everything Blair tells me to. And second of all, I can’t call him.” Because he hasn’t spoken to me for three months. 
 
    He cut me off ever since he found out Derek and I were together and he messed things up with Caity. She’d disappeared off the face of the earth too. She either deleted her Facebook account or blocked me because I couldn’t find her on there, and I never had her phone number because she was always at Blair’s—I never needed to call her. Blair wasn’t answering my calls, texts, or anything, and I didn’t feel right asking my brother about him. So I was completely in the dark about what was going on with him. Stalking him on social media was pointless because he wasn’t one to post much, and if he did, it’d be sharing a funny video or tweet. It was never anything personal. 
 
    It didn’t escape me that this was exactly the way I treated him for years, so I shouldn’t have been shocked by his behaviour. Payback was tough. 
 
    “What happened? Did you guys have a fight?” Derek asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “He stopped answering my calls.” 
 
    “He’s still hung up on you.” 
 
    “Can we not talk about this? I just want to get through the next two weeks with my brother visiting, and then we’ll go back to normal.” 
 
    “How can I not touch you in our own home for two weeks? Why can’t you just—” 
 
    “If you tell me to come out like it’s the easiest thing in the world one more time … It may’ve been easy for you, but that doesn’t mean everyone has great parents who accept you no matter what. I can’t …” I knew I was being unfair. I’d never even given my parents a chance to accept me. I stood from the couch. “I have to go pick Ryan up from the airport. Can I trust that you’ll behave while he’s here? I’m already stressed enough as it is.” 
 
    “I thought you said your brother’s name was Hunter?” 
 
    I shook my head, not even realising I’d said Ryan. “Force of habit. Hunter’s the name he goes by, but his first name is Ryan.” 
 
    “Can you at least try to tell him?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll try. But don’t hold your breath. I’ve been trying to tell him for years. It’s why I gave up. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “And why do you think that is?” he asked.  
 
    He was always on me about needing to sort my issues if we were going to have a future. If I were to be completely honest with him, I didn’t know if we had one. When I first moved to the city and started living with him, he was the best wingman I could hope for. We were unstoppable. Then we went from friends to lovers which usually worked out great, but we already lived together, so we were thrown into this full-on serious relationship, and I didn’t know if I was ready for that. He was already talking about meeting his folks and the rest of his family. I didn’t even want him to meet my brother.  
 
    I tried to convince Hunter to stay in a hotel—his expenses would’ve been paid by his agency—but he was determined to stay with me and catch up. 
 
    “I don’t have time to get into my issues with you.” I headed for the door. 
 
    “You never have time.” 
 
    “Two weeks, Derek. That’s all I’m asking for.” 
 
    “Two weeks,” he repeated. I was fairly sure I heard an underlying threat in his words. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    When I pulled into my building, my anxiety levels were high. I didn’t know what Derek was going to do or say to my brother. I was worried he was going to force my hand, and that thought alone made me start questioning whether I truly trusted Derek or not. What was I doing with a guy I didn’t even trust? 
 
    “I should warn you … although, I don’t know why,” I started. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “My roommate’s gay,” I blurted. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    I am too. I shrugged. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know why you had to warn me about that either.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m remembering how you jerks acted when Blair came out.” There, I brought him up. I’d been biting my tongue the whole way home. 
 
    “In our defence, he used to be a total manwhore like us, and then one day he blurts out he has a boyfriend. We were all shocked, but I wasn’t sure if it was the boyfriend part or the relationship part. And yeah, we may’ve acted like jerks, but we’ve apologised for it. He’s finally loosened up about it, that’s for sure.” 
 
    My veins turned icy. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, for a while there, he was barely going out. We all thought he was dating his neighbour because whenever we asked him to come out, he’d say no because he was hanging out with her. Then, a few months ago, they had a huge falling out or broke up or whatever. I’m not a hundred percent sure what happened, but Caitlin, Kaylee … what was her name?” 
 
    “Caity.”  
 
    “Yeah, her. Apparently, it got so bad between them, he had to friggin’ move. He lives with his parents again and is searching for a new apartment. But because his mother has issues with the whole liking dudes thing, he’s going out and hooking up a lot. I think he’s doing it to throw it in her face. I mean, it’s a lot. Guys, girls, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    My stomach churned. “That’s rough. I haven’t spoken to him for a few months. It’s like he fell off the face of the planet.” 
 
    Hunter laughed. “He seems to be having fun if that counts for anything.” 
 
    No, no, it doesn’t. 
 
    With a grumble, I helped Hunter with his bag and headed to the elevator to go up to my apartment. 
 
    Derek was in the kitchen when we walked through the door. “Incredible. No wonder your brother’s a model.” 
 
    Hunter did his coy, shy-guy smile he’d mastered over the years. “You must be the roommate.” 
 
    Derek’s face winced ever so slightly. Maybe it wasn’t enough for Hunter to notice, but it sent a scowl to my face. Derek covered with a smile and held out his hand for Hunter to shake. “I’m Derek. I work with Garrett.”  
 
    As Hunter went to dump his things in our living room, I mouthed a silent “Thank you” to Derek. 
 
    “You two have plans tonight?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Nah, I need to meet with my designers in the morning, so it’ll be an early one for me,” Hunter replied. 
 
    I stood there, knowing I shouldn’t leave them alone, but it was a risk I was willing to take. After what Hunter said about Blair, I had to fight the urge to make a very outing phone call in front of him just to get some answers. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a second. I need to make a phone call.” 
 
    Derek furrowed his brow at me, but I ignored him. 
 
    I went to my room and closed the door behind me. 
 
    My heart pounded as I pulled up Blair’s name on my phone. Blair always had a way of rattling me, and for some reason, not talking to him for three months only made it worse. 
 
    Maybe I should’ve tried harder, or maybe I shouldn’t have stopped calling and messaging when I did. Each time I shut him out, it was me who had to crawl my way back to him. Perhaps I needed to let him come to me, but what if he never felt the need? 
 
    I hit the call button and waited, half-expecting him to not answer. When he did, a lump formed in my throat. 
 
    “Heck, Hunter has a big mouth,” he grumbled into the phone. 
 
    “That’s what you greet me with, jerk?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m the jerk?” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” I asked. His tone was off, and his anger practically radiated through the phone. 
 
    “Only way I’d answer your phone call.” 
 
    “Dude, what is going on?” 
 
    “Did he tell you I live with my mother? Did he tell you because you went and got a boyfriend that I freaked the heck out, slept with my neighbour, and then lost everything? No wait, of course, he doesn’t know because that would involve you telling someone in your family that you’re gay.” 
 
    “Ignoring the fact you’re being a total jerk right now, I called to let you know that my apartment is up for rent if you want it. There’s an inspection this weekend with the real estate, but I’ll cancel it if you want to move in. I’m not the one who shut you out this time. This one’s on you. I’ll leave you to sort your trash out because it’s the favour you granted me, but just know I’m here, okay? If you need me, I’ll be on the next plane because I miss you.” 
 
    For a long time, the only sound to fill my ears was his loud, slow breathing. “I miss you too,” he mumbled. 
 
    The weight sitting on my chest eased. “I’m cancelling the real estate inspection.” 
 
    “Thank you.” His voice was still quiet. 
 
    “The tenants are due to move out in two weeks. Can you last that long with your mother?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Oh, and one more thing. Stop drinking your issues away before you become like Cole.” 
 
    He sighed. “Whatever Hunter said about my drinking, he’s wrong. I may be going out a lot, and it may’ve involved a lot of drinking in the beginning, but tonight’s the first night I’ve drank in a while. I knew Hunter would tell you what I’ve been doing.” 
 
    “So, you were expecting this phone call?” 
 
    “I was hoping for it,” he mumbled. 
 
    With a smile, I said, “Take care, Blair.” 
 
    “Now you’re rhyming. I’m not drunk enough for rhyming.” 
 
    I laughed. “I gotta go before Derek decides to out me to Hunter for taking too long.” 
 
    “Ugh, Derek. Good luck with that one.” 
 
    “He … he wants me to tell Hunter.” 
 
    Another sigh. “Well, you know you should. But you won’t, because you’re not ready. And if he doesn’t get that—” 
 
    The door to my room opened, and I turned to find Derek leaning against the doorframe with his arms folded. 
 
    “I gotta go. Night.” I ended the call before Blair could respond.  
 
    “You’re lucky Hunter jumped in the shower,” Derek said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I could hear everything while you were yelling at your ex-boyfriend. You miss him?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “You were listening in?” 
 
    “As I said, you were practically yelling. Not smart if you’re determined to stay in the closet.” 
 
    “I can’t tell a friend that I miss him?” 
 
    “A friend?” he asked. “Seems like a heck of a lot more than friendship between you two.” 
 
    “I’m here with you, not there with him,” I argued. 
 
    “Maybe I should be grateful you refuse to come out. From what you’ve told me, the only reason you and Blair aren’t together is because you won’t tell your family.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “It’s not?” 
 
    “No. We’re toxic for each other and only work as friends.” 
 
    Except no one, not even Derek, came close to making me feel how I did when I was with Blair.  I definitely wasn’t going to admit that to my already pissed-off boyfriend, though. 
 
    If I was being truthful, Derek was right. The only reason Blair and I weren’t together was because I didn’t have the guts to tell my family I was in love with him. I didn’t want to force Blair to be in the closet the rest of his life. 
 
    The fact I was okay with doing that to Derek didn’t escape me. 
 
    When I decided to leave Queensland, I had to make a choice between a life where I could be myself without Blair or a life where I was miserable and the only light was him. If there was a way to bring the two worlds together, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d do everything in my power to win Blair back. For good. 
 
    I wanted everything with him. Only him. House, marriage, kids—everything. But it was a pipe dream. 
 
    “I think you need to see someone,” Derek said. “Like a professional someone.” 
 
    “I think you need to drop it. Nag me in two weeks, okay?” 
 
    He stormed off and I tried to make myself care, but I didn’t. And that was when I knew Derek was right. I couldn’t live like this forever. 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    June, 2016 
 
    Working my way up a production company’s ladder was exhausting and often unrewarding. I was about ready to concede I’d be a PA for the rest of my life.  
 
    I had a few people I knew in the industry reading over my finished manuscript, and I was waiting on their feedback, which I hoped included a management rights cheque. 
 
    But until that happened, I was still everyone else’s jerk-boy. 
 
    After a sixteen-hour shift on the latest movie set, I was dead tired and ready for bed. 
 
    I didn’t even want to open my eyes to stumble through my apartment. It’d been two months since Garrett gave me his place. It was much nicer than the small pile of trash I used to live in. In a newer building, on the twelfth floor, it had three bedrooms and a large balcony. I almost felt guilty for taking it because I couldn’t afford the rent his previous tenants paid, but he insisted whatever I was previously paying would be fine. Said he owed me or whatever and wouldn’t accept it when I said I could find somewhere cheaper. Also, he pointed out he was good with his money and was ahead on mortgage repayments. It wasn’t surprising in the slightest. 
 
    Completely drained of energy, I had to force my feet forward. 
 
    “Hey, Rhodes. Miss me?” 
 
    Cure for exhaustion:  getting scared to death by Garrett-frigging-Erikson unexpectedly waiting in your apartment. 
 
    “Holy Mother of God, what are you doing in the dark?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Surprise.” 
 
    “Forget you.” I flipped the light switch and found him sitting on my couch—well, his couch—with a scowl on his face. 
 
    “That’s not a very nice thing to say to your landlord.” 
 
    “Neither is trying to kill me. A lot of twenty-seven-year-olds have heart attacks, right?” I grabbed my chest. 
 
    He stood and approached, wrapping me in a hug. “I couldn’t come home and not see you.” 
 
    I returned his embrace. “No, but a heads-up woulda been nice.”  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “What are you doing home?” I asked when he pulled away. 
 
    “Long story. Can I crash with you for a few days?” 
 
    “In your own apartment? You know you never have to ask, right? Give warning, yes. Ask, no. But does Derek know you’re staying with me?” 
 
    He cleared his throat and took an extra step back. “I’ll be in the spare room. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    I nodded, somewhat disappointed with his answer but expecting it. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t fantasised about this very thing happening. Although, the fantasies always consisted of him coming home and telling me he broke up with Derek, came out to his family, and was here for me. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t dwell on it like I once did, and I’d had a couple of dates over the last two months, but I didn’t feel right bringing any of them back to Garrett’s apartment. Well, that, and I wasn’t looking for hook-ups anymore. Although, shamelessly, I was still doing that too.  
 
    I’d been taking them back to Spencer’s place instead.  
 
    Spencer’s love life was as screwed up as mine lately, so we bonded over the fact we were both messed up. At least I didn’t knock up an engaged person like he did. 
 
    He knew about my relationship with Garrett, but he didn’t know it was Garrett I was talking about. Garrett was referred to as the big, complicated mess. 
 
    Spencer was the only one of my friends I felt completely comfortable around. And that’s only because he actively asked about my life and inserted himself in it. He even offered to go to a gay bar with me to show how okay with it he was. The others were supportive now, and I knew I didn’t have to hide anymore, but I still felt weird talking to them about guys. 
 
    Old habits died hard. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked Garrett.  
 
    He was standing there, hands in his pockets, looking nervous and boyish. And it was weird for him to turn up like this. 
 
    “It’s good.” His voice was rough. “Why were you home so late? Hot date?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I wish. Long day at work. It’ll be long again tomorrow. You want me to call in sick or something?” 
 
    “Do you want me to ask you to call in sick? You look exhausted.” He smiled. “I’m all good. I have trash to do tomorrow, and then I’m going up to Brisbane to see my parents tomorrow night. Hunter’s introducing us to his girlfriend. I was going to stay with him until I found out Cole also has a girlfriend.” 
 
    Laughter escaped me. It was weird to me that both Hunter and Cole were taken. 
 
    “What are they drinking over there? It’s commitment central.” Garrett shuddered. “Maybe there was a manwhore death curse placed on the apartment or something. I don’t want that bad juju on me.” 
 
    I wanted to bring up the fact everyone would be as shocked about finding out he had a boyfriend, but I kept my mouth shut about that. “Sara’s cool. You’ll like her. Paige too, from the little interaction I’ve had with her.” 
 
    “Do you know I introduced Sara and my brother? It was years ago on one of the nights you and I weren’t on speaking terms. I wanted to get away as soon as possible so I didn’t have to pretend to be straight, and I pushed her onto him. But instead of going home, I sat there all night stewing over the fact I couldn’t touch you. So I drank. A lot. Then when I stumbled out of the bar not long after you left, I was lucky enough to run into cops walking the strip. I’m sure you probably heard how that ended.” 
 
    “The first drunk tank accident? I never heard the full story.” 
 
    “Not much to tell. When I say I ran into them, I’m being literal. I fell into one, and clearly I’m not small. Knocked the poor guy right over. Pretty sure they made the right decision in cuffing me.” 
 
    “Wait, that was the night Hunter met the tattoo girl, right? I didn’t realise that was Sara. Man, that group just got more incestuous.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Paige is Sara’s best friend. Paige is dating Cole who was married to Reece, who recently married Paige’s dad, but that’s getting annulled because Reece slept with Spence and now they’re having a baby together. I can’t even keep up.” 
 
    “Wait … Reece married Paige’s dad? As in, Cole’s dating his ex-wife’s stepdaughter?” He laughed. 
 
    “Told you; totally incestuous.” 
 
    Silence fell, and his smile faded. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “Everything’s good.” 
 
    I wasn’t convinced, but I was also exhausted so I didn’t push. I’d get it out of him tomorrow. “I should get to bed. I need to be at work in eight hours for another huge day.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me crash.” 
 
    As I walked by him, I flicked him on the side of his head. “It’s your apartment, doofus. Just don’t scare the trash outta me next time.” 
 
    “I make no promises” is the last thing I heard from him before I shut my bedroom door and collapsed fully clothed onto my bed. 
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    - GARRETT - 
 
    I was going to throw up. No, I was going to run away. 
 
    I had steps—proper ones suggested by my therapist who I started seeing right after moving out of Derek’s place two months ago. 
 
    All I wanted to do last night was tell Blair why I was back. It took everything I had not to blurt the words I was there to say. I couldn’t. Not yet. 
 
    If I told Blair the truth—that I broke up with Derek right after Hunter’s visit, and I’d been living in an overpriced, overcrowded dump of an apartment with three other guys since—I knew we’d end up in bed together, and that wasn’t what this was about. 
 
    Derek might’ve been right that I needed help, but he didn’t understand I needed it for me, not him, and I wasn’t going to be pushed into it. 
 
    “Garrett?” The voice sounded exactly the same as it did in high school. 
 
    I stood from my chair inside the small café I asked Jeremy to meet me at, still shocked he agreed to see me at all. 
 
    It was weird, standing there with a few feet between us. I wasn’t sure whether I should’ve reached out to shake his hand or what, but he took the decision away for me when he sat in the chair in front of mine. 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to come,” I said as I sat back down. My voice was hoarse, and I had to clear my throat. 
 
    “I have someone outside. Just in case.” 
 
    “You didn’t trust me?” I knew I had no right to be pissed, but it cut me all the same. 
 
    “Do you blame me?” 
 
    “No.” I took a sip of my coffee. “You want anything? My shout.” 
 
    “I’m good. I’m not staying long, so say whatever it is you need to say and I’ll be going.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Why did you meet me if you’re not willing to hear me out properly?” 
 
    “Because I felt guilty about yelling at you on the street a few years ago. It’d been over ten years since all that trash went down between us. Seeing you brought it all back, but that doesn’t mean you deserved it.” 
 
    “I deserved it. I probably still deserve it.” 
 
    “It took me a long time to understand why you did what you did in high school. But I get it. You had the same fear I had every single day, but you protected yourself from it by putting all the focus on me, and I can’t hate you for that. I want to but I think that’s unfair.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have outed you,” I said, my voice cracking. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever done in my entire life, and I still haven’t forgiven myself for it.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s about time you let it go?” he said, surprising me. “Have you ever thought about what your friends would’ve done had you told them the truth? That you kissed me? Do you think they wouldn’t have beat the trash out of both of us? By doing what you did, at least one of us was saved the trouble. I was practically already out; there were already rumours about me. What you did was wrong, but it saved you—” 
 
    “You think what I did saved me?” I yelled and then lowered my voice. “I’m still in the closet. I can’t come out because all that day did was instil fear in me so great I can’t even find the words to tell my parents that I’m gay. I pretended to be straight for nine years after high school, and I’ve hidden my sexuality for the last five. What I did didn’t save me. It didn’t save either of us. Maybe if I had the guts to tell them the truth back then, we could’ve at least gone through the same thing together, and I could’ve accepted who I was. You wouldn’t have tried to kill yourself, and maybe I wouldn’t have been miserable for these last fourteen years trying to hide who I am.” 
 
    Jeremy let out a whistle. “Idiot, Garrett. That’s a lot to be carrying around all these years.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    He sighed and took out his phone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Telling my friend he can leave and then you’re buying me coffee.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Thirty-one-year-old Garrett needs to stop punishing himself for what a scared seventeen-year-old Garrett did.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Just like that. But you need to know a few things. First of all, I never tried to kill myself. That was a rumour that spread around after I left school. That’s not to say I didn’t think about doing it, but I had supportive parents who I was open with and they fought for me; I was one of the lucky ones. Because of what your friends did to me, the school made a special allowance where I was able to finish my last semester at home, do my exams in the principal’s office so I didn’t have to interact with other students, and—” 
 
    “Why didn’t we ever get in trouble? Why didn’t you rat us out?” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “They wanted me to. My parents accused the school of discrimination over the fact I was being segregated from the other students even though I was the victim, but the school kept reminding them that it was the only way to keep me safe if I refused to tell them who my abusers were. I genuinely feared for my life, and at that point, I was happy to study from home and not have to see anyone. I wasn’t going to give up anyone. It wasn’t to protect you; it was to protect myself.” 
 
    “You should’ve told them,” I mumbled. 
 
    “If I could go back in time and tell myself to do it, I probably would, but I was too scared back then to do anything.” 
 
    “Our school brought in a zero-tolerance policy after you left.” 
 
    He smiled. “At least something good came of my nightmare.” 
 
    “I really am sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    “That’s the last one you get. You don’t need to apologise again, okay? If anyone should apologise, it’s the ones who actually laid a hand on me.” His face brightened. “Ooh, funny story. I ran into Belinda from school a few years back. Apparently, one of the twins got done for drug dealing and went to prison for a while. I was pretty happy to hear that.” 
 
    I wasn’t shocked that was where the twins ended up. They were doing that trash at school too. “Not all that surprising, to be honest. But I do need to apologise, because what I did to you was just as bad as what they did.” 
 
    “The metal pins in my arm would probably agree with that, but I guess I never thought about how that whole thing affected you. I certainly didn’t think you’d still be thinking about it fourteen years later. You’ve got to move on, man. If I can, you can.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “And … while we’re at it, I guess I should thank you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Marc. Had I not ran into you guys, I’d probably still be with that cheating wanker. That may’ve been another reason I yelled at you that night.” 
 
    “Nothing happened between me and Marc. We went on one date, and when he found out I knew his ex, Blair, he didn’t want anything to do with me.” 
 
    “Still, he went on a date while he had a boyfriend. I knew him before we got together; we were friends, so I knew what he was like in a relationship. I was there when he cheated on Hayden with Blair. But I thought he was going to be different with me. Stupid, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not stupid. You just wanted to believe you could be the exception.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what everyone wants? To be someone’s exception?” 
 
    I went to open my mouth but nothing came out. 
 
    Blair was my exception. I would do anything to make that man happy. It may’ve taken me a long time to get here, but I was ready. I just hoped I wasn’t too late. 
 
    Jeremy and I talked for most of the afternoon. He told me about his new boyfriend who wasn’t a cheating jerk, and I told him about Blair. When we parted, we left as friends, and I felt lighter than I had in fourteen years. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    I knocked on the guest room door at my parents’ house. “Better be decent.” I let myself into the room. “Dang, you are.” My brother and his girlfriend were dumping their bags in the corner. They were staying overnight, but I was heading back to Blair’s after dinner. 
 
    “Don’t be creepy,” Hunter said and pushed me in the chest. 
 
    I pushed back and we started wrestling, trying to tackle each other to the ground until Sara shrieked when we got too close. 
 
    We pulled apart and I grinned at her. “Hey, sis.” I wrapped her in a hug. “I can call you sis, right? Little Ryan’s first girlfriend.” 
 
    “Well, I beat you. You’ve never had a girlfriend.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him why I’d never had a girlfriend but now wasn’t the time. Tonight was about Sara and my brother. She was the first girl he’d ever brought home—the first person he was ever serious about. 
 
    “Nah, I had heaps of girlfriends when I was in school,” I said. 
 
    “So did I. They don’t count,” Hunter said. “You’ve never had an adult relationship.” 
 
    With a woman. “By choice.” 
 
    “I’m sure you just haven’t met the right girl yet,” Sara said. 
 
    “Pfft. I doubt any girl will ever have the goods to make me want to settle down.” That’s for sure. 
 
    “And that’s my brother,” Hunter said, shoving me outside and slamming the door. 
 
    “Mum sent me up to get you because dinner’s ready,” I yelled. 
 
    When we sat down to dinner and Mum asked how my brother and Sara met, and he lied, I felt I needed to do the big brother thing. 
 
    “Naw, why you lyin’?” I turned to Mum. “Sara’s the girl you called a skank when you found out about Ryan’s tattoo four years ago. Because he got it for her. I introduced them at a bar.” 
 
    Oh yeah, my brother’s girlfriend hated me, but her scowl was so cute all I could do was laugh.  
 
    “You’re that Sara?” Mum asked. 
 
    Mum was so pissed when she found out about Hunter’s tattoo, even though he was twenty-three when he got it. She kept saying he put his job as a model in jeopardy for a skank he had one night with. 
 
    I sat back and enjoyed the show of my brother having to explain himself.  
 
    God knew he’d have his payback soon when I came out. He would be the one sitting there while I sweated telling Mum and Dad that I was in love with a guy—one of his best friends, no less. 
 
    When we finished up with dinner, Mum took Sara out on the veranda to chat. Poor girl.  
 
    While Hunter and I did the dishes, he nudged me. “Thanks for that, bro.” 
 
    I grinned. “You expect any less from me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “So … I’m … ah, thinking of moving back.” Should I tell him now? Over the sink? No wait, there’s access to knives. 
 
    “That’s cool. It’d be good to have you back.” 
 
    “Aww, you love me, little brother. Admit it.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    I put him in a headlock, rubbing my soapy hands over his hair as I gave him a noogie. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be mature and trash now you’re in your thirties?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah.” 
 
    After the dishes were done, Hunter and Sara headed to bed because they were going on location for one of Hunter’s photoshoots early in the morning. 
 
    “I’m gonna head out,” I said, poking my head into the living room where Mum and Dad were watching TV. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t,” Mum said, gesturing for me to sit.  
 
    I sighed and threw myself on the couch next to her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Were you really going to come home and not tell us you were here?” Mum asked. I knew this was coming. I’d messaged my brother about coming up here for a visit, but I hadn’t planned on seeing my parents. Hunter ratted me out. 
 
    “I’m only here for a few days. I wasn’t planning to come to Brisbane.” 
 
    Mum pursed her lips. “I know you’re a grown-rear man, and you don’t need your mother hounding you all the time, but sweetie, you live in an entirely different state, and …” She started getting teary. 
 
    “What your mother is trying to say”—Dad took over—“is you come to Queensland, you see your parents. You don’t want us to come to Sydney to visit, you don’t come home for Christmas, and when you do come home, we have to hear it from your brother.” 
 
    “I haven’t invited you to Sydney because I live in a flat with three other guys. There’s no room—” 
 
    “What happened to living with Derek?” Mum asked. “We don’t even know where you’re living.” 
 
    I was getting frustrated but only because I felt guilty. “I’m thirty-one years old, for idiot’s sake.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Dad said. 
 
    Our eyes locked and we both smirked. 
 
    “Garrett,” Mum said in that exasperated, motherly tone of hers. “We just want to know how our son’s doing. Are you seeing anyone? Do you like your life in Sydney?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing anyone. Working with my ex … roommate is hard because we didn’t exactly part on amicable terms. I like Sydney, but I’m trying to come home. There’s …” I let out the loudest breath I’d ever heard. “There’s someone back here who I want to be with.” 
 
    The plan wasn’t to come out to my parents. I figured Hunter would be easier first. But they were right there, asking about my life, and after the afternoon with Jeremy, I didn’t want to put it on hold any longer. 
 
    “What’s her name?” Dad asked. 
 
    “Uh …” I wrung my hands together. “Well, there’s something you guys need to know.”  
 
    I couldn’t say it. I needed to, but words failed me. 
 
    Mum smiled at me. “I think the correct question here should be what’s his name? Am I right?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “You already know?” I croaked. 
 
    Her smile didn’t waver. “Oh, honey, not for sure. Call it mother’s instinct. I suspected, maybe, when you were younger, but then you seemed like you were into girls when you were a teen and in your early twenties. Like really into women.” 
 
    “You were about to call me a manwhore, weren’t you?” I managed a small smile. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. 
 
    I breathed in deep. “You’re upset.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, no, not at all, sweetie. I love you … we love you. I just wish …Goodness, this is going to sound so selfish. This is about you, not me.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. She was going to bring up the grandkid thing. I knew it. Just like Blair’s mother. I held my breath. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve failed you as a parent because you thought you couldn’t come to us and tell us. I never wanted you to feel like you had to keep something like this a secret for so long.” 
 
    I pulled back in shock. “Wait … that’s your issue? Not the whole grandbabies thing that you’ve been hounding me about for years?” 
 
    “You think I’d force grandbabies over your happiness? What kind of parent would do that?” 
 
    “It happens,” I mumbled. 
 
    She sniffed and wiped her nose. “I’m sorry if it felt like I was hounding you about it.” 
 
    If I really thought about it, she didn’t do it that much. It wasn’t like she was calling me every other day and asking if I’d met someone. But every time she did bring it up, it made me bristle, which made it seem like it was all the time. 
 
    Dad was silent, and I was scared to glance in his direction because I wasn’t sure what I’d see when I looked into his eyes. But I was forced to when he started talking. 
 
    “We don’t care if you like guys. Even I’d turn for that Thor fella.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. My dad never ceased to amaze me with some of the trash that came out his mouth. 
 
    “And,” Dad added, “We’re sorry if we ever made you feel like you couldn’t come to us.” 
 
    That killed my laughter. “It had nothing to do with you guys,” I said quietly. “It was more my own issues. I’ve spent so long not accepting myself, there was no way I thought someone else would. I needed to get to this point on my own. And while it took a idiot load longer than it should’ve, and while I’ve been hiding it a long time, I didn’t know for sure until about five years ago. I had an inkling in high school, but—” 
 
    “Then that awful bullying mess with that boy happened,” Mum said. “I remember thinking that hit you hard. It was one of the first things that made me think you might’ve been gay. Maybe I should’ve said something to you back then—when you were in school.” 
 
    “You could’ve tried, but I doubt I would’ve told you the truth. Maybe you should’ve though. I was so scared I didn’t even let myself think about it for nine years. Not until …” 
 
    “Until?” 
 
    I had to pause to rebuild some courage to tell them about Blair. “You know Hunter’s friend Blair? The guy who rents my apartment?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “He’s … uh, bi. I don’t know if you knew that or not.” 
 
    “We’d heard something about that from your brother,” Mum said. 
 
    “He’s the one who helped me through all this. I can’t say I’ve treated him all that well over the years, but no matter what, he’s always been there for me.” 
 
    “Is he the one you want to be with?” Mum asked. 
 
    “If he’ll have me. He still thinks I’m with Derek though. I haven’t told him—” 
 
    “So your roommate was actually your boyfriend?”  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I would’ve loved to have met him, you know,” she said. 
 
    My heart swelled and I was about to get emotional, so I had to shut that trash down. “You can pester Blair … if I can win him over. I have to get out of Sydney first. There’s still twelve months left on my contract at work, but I’m going to take a meeting with my old boss while I’m here and see if there’s anything available back at my old office with Pip and Gage.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it all works out for you,” Dad said, standing. Then he yawned. “And I’d love to sit up and talk some more, but I’m beat. I’m off to bed. You coming, missus?” 
 
    I stood too. “Oh, uh, one last thing. Hunter doesn’t know yet. About me, or the fact Blair and I were a thing.” 
 
    “What? I thought he’d be one of the first people you’d tell,” Mum said. 
 
    “That was the plan, but you cornered me first.” I smiled. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay the night?” she asked. 
 
    “Nah. I’ve got that meeting in the morning. I’ll tell Hunter another time.” 
 
    She stood and hugged me. “We love you.” 
 
    Dad came in for a group hug. “Always.” 
 
    ***  
 
    September, 2016 
 
    It was official. I was back in Queensland. It took three months, but my old office where Gage and Pip worked put in for my transfer because someone quit. I got the phone call last week that they’d welcome me back as soon as possible, and I started packing before I’d even hung up the phone. 
 
    I contemplated calling Blair, but I knew how much he loved being surprised. I couldn’t help laughing at that thought. He was going to hate me but not for long. 
 
    There was one thing I had to do before I went after Blair. 
 
    The plan was to come out to Hunter when I visited a few months ago, but there was some drama where Sara got pissed off at him and disappeared for two weeks. He wasn’t exactly in the right frame of mind when I left. I refused to do it over Facebook or on the phone, so my first stop when I arrived home today was to go see him. 
 
    A brunette girl—who wasn’t Sara but kinda looked like her—opened the door when I knocked. 
 
    “Uh … I’m looking for my brother?” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. 
 
    She jumped on the balls of her feet. “You have to be Hunter’s manwhore of a brother.” 
 
    I laughed at her bluntness. “So glad my reputation had preceded me. You must be Paige. Cole’s girlfriend?” 
 
    “Incredible, the resemblance is almost uncanny. So, this is what he’d look like if he shaved his beard.” 
 
    Cole appeared behind Paige and wrapped his arm around her waist. “’Sup, Garrett. Hunter’s not here.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Sara’s,” Paige said. 
 
    Cole furrowed his brow. “You okay?” 
 
    I must’ve looked worried or something. “Just need to talk to Hunter.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    I threw him a half-smile. “Be at pub night tonight and you’ll find out.” 
 
    “You never come to pub night,” Cole said. 
 
    “Well, I do now. Also, get everyone to go. Everyone. No one’s going to want to miss it.” 
 
    “Ooh, intrigue,” Paige said. 
 
    I grinned. “Can I grab Sara’s address?” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I knocked on the door of a middle apartment in an oldish, run-down apartment block. 
 
    My brother answered it. 
 
    “What, you live here now?” I asked. 
 
    “What … what are you doing home? And here?” 
 
    “I missed you too, brother.” 
 
    He stood aside and let me in. “Sorry. What’s up?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Okaaay. Sit.” 
 
    I tried to ignore the pinch in my gut and the urge to vomit as I sat on his girlfriend’s couch. “Okay. So. Umm … wow, I thought this was going to be easier with you, but it’s really not. Where’s Sara? Are we alone?” 
 
    “Her parents called and needed help with something. They just live up the road. What’s going on? You’re kinda freaking me out here.” 
 
    My mind froze. I had no words. I didn’t know how to say it—to make him take it seriously and understand. Palms sweaty, I ran my hands over my denim-covered thighs. 
 
    “Garrett—” 
 
    “I’m gay,” I blurted. 
 
    I was waiting for it. The “whatever, jerk” or the “how is that even possible when you’re such a manwhore?” I could almost see the words ticking over in his brain, but he sat there silently and didn’t move. He wasn’t even blinking. 
 
    “Don’t shut down like you did when Blair came out. Talk to me.” 
 
    My brother’s eyes met mine. His lips were pursed, his ears red, and true panic started to settle in my chest. 
 
    “Well, first of all,” he started. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    “You made me think you were dying or some trash.”  
 
    The cushion next to him came flying at my head, and I ducked out of the way, barely avoiding a collision with my face.  
 
    He relaxed back into the couch with a giant sigh of relief. “Seriously, I was sitting here thinking to myself Incredible, my brother has cancer. Then you turn around and say something so …” 
 
    I was waiting for whatever he was going to say. Did he think it was gross? Wrong? What? What was he going to say? 
 
    “Obvious.” 
 
    That was not what I was expecting to come out his mouth. 
 
    “Obvious?” I croaked. 
 
    “Okay, not obvious. I’m not going to pretend I knew. But as soon as you said it, it made sense. I haven’t seen you with a woman in years. You still say stupid trash and act like a manwhore, but—Derek … your roommate. I felt vibes between you guys, but I thought he had a crush on you or something. I didn’t think—” 
 
    “I wanted to tell you. So many times I’ve come close to telling you. I’m sorry for not having the guts—” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologise, Garrett. I get you needed to do it in your own time. I mean, I’m kinda pissed you felt you had to keep it from me. Okay, the more I think about it, the more I’m super pissed because I don’t understand how you could think I was some close-minded jerk.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that. I don’t know how to explain it. I guess I just didn’t want to face it. It was easier not to. But that’s not an option now if I want to move home and live the life I want. Are … are you okay with it?” My heartbeat was in my throat. 
 
    “Don’t make me throw another cushion at you, jerk. Of course, I’m okay with it. I don’t know if you know this, but I work in the fashion industry; I know a few gay guys.” 
 
    “None of them are your brother though.” 
 
    “I one hundred percent do not care who you do. But trash, thinking back, you sure did one heck of a cover-up show. I thought you were banging a different chick each week for a while there.” 
 
    I smirked. “I haven’t been with a woman in over four years.” 
 
    “Crazy.” He shook his head. 
 
    “There’s something else you should know, and it breaks all kinds of bro-code.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “Okaaaay …” 
 
    “I’m in love with your best friend. Kinda always have been.” 
 
    “B-Blair?” he sputtered. “You were with Blair?” 
 
    “On and off for about five years now. It ended when I ran away to Sydney.” 
 
    He let out a loud whistle. “Do I have to kick his rear? Get all brotherly and be all ‘Why’d you idiot things up with my brother?’ Because I’d do it. For you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing. “Trust me, if anyone deserves that, it’s me. I screwed everything up between us. He’s the reason I’m home. If you’re cool with me going after one of your friends?” 
 
    “Do whatever makes you happy.” 
 
    “Do you really mean that? Because Blair makes me happy. I don’t even know if he’s single or if he’d want me back, but I want to go for it.” 
 
    “Well, I can help with half of that equation. He’s definitely single, the rest is up to you.” 
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    - BLAIR - 
 
    “Why are you trying to cock-block me?” I asked Hunter. 
 
    “I’m not,” he lied. “I just really want a beer.” 
 
    “Okay, I know he’s lying,” Sara said. “That’s his lying voice.” 
 
    I laughed. “Man, you are so screwed. Your girlfriend knows when you’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Hunter said. 
 
    “What I want to know is why—” 
 
    My life, which was constantly on a tilted axis, finally righted itself for the first time in three months when he walked through the doors of the bar. 
 
    I was frozen to the spot, still standing next to our booth when Garrett approached. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge the others. Not even his brother. 
 
    “Blair Rhodes, as I live and breathe.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Don’t you live in Sydney?” 
 
    “Not anymore. I’m back. For good.” 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    “More specifically, I’m back for you.” 
 
    My mouth went dry. I glanced around at the two tables where my friends sat, staring. All of them were in a state of shock except two:  Hunter and Gage. 
 
    Hunter knows? With the way he was grinning, I’d say he more than knew. 
 
    “If you’ll have me?” Garrett said, bringing my attention back to him. His arrogant smirk was in place, but his eyes were vulnerable. 
 
    Garrett’s out? Did everything I want for the last five years just fall into my lap? 
 
    “I … I …” I couldn’t talk. 
 
    Garrett smiled. “You’re freaking out. Okay, understandable.” He turned to the two tables. “Little announcement, ladies and gentlemen. Turns out, I’m not so much of a manwhore. Turns out, I’ve been hiding the fact I’m gay for the last five years. And it turns out, I’m in love with Blair Rhodes, and I’ve probably just given him a heart attack.” He faced me. “A lot of twenty-seven-year-olds have heart attacks, right?” He winked and then went back to the others. “Any questions?” 
 
    “About time you two got your trash together. I swear to heaven,” Gage said. 
 
    “You knew?” Pip whined and shoved him. 
 
    “Umm, no?” He winced, prepared for another shove. 
 
    “Liar,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “But … you’re … and you …” Sara started. “I’ve seen text messages where you’re all”—she lowered her voice to imitate a guy’s voice—“‘Come on, bro, let’s find some pussy.’ I mean, this was only a few months ago when you came to visit.” 
 
    “That sounds like Garrett.” I laughed. 
 
    Garrett smiled. “All for show, honey.” 
 
    Her brow creased and she shook her head. “Trippy.” 
 
    “Anything else? Have I stunned the rest of you into a catatonic state?” Garrett asked. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and turned him to face me. “Are you really here? Like, is this really happening right now? Did you just come out?” 
 
    He took a step towards me, not even caring that we were in a crowded bar and anyone could see. This wasn’t the Garrett I knew. He was confident, and there was no fear in his eyes. “Oh, it’s happening,” he whispered. 
 
    “Derek …?” 
 
    He shook his head and spoke low. “Broke up with him months ago. I was going to tell you the last time I was home, but I didn’t want you to think I was there for a rebound idiot. I didn’t want to fall into our old routine when I was trying to put my life together. I’ve spent the last few months working on it so I could come home and be with you. I’m out. My parents know, and I came out to Ryan this afternoon—” 
 
    “That’s what was so important,” Cole said. “I thought you were dying. Or got gonorrhoea. One or the other.” 
 
    Garrett snorted. “No wonder you and my brother are friends.” 
 
    Hunter grinned. “I said the same thing. Well, not the gonorrhoea part, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t cross my mind.” 
 
    “So, this is actually happening?” I asked again. I couldn’t fathom it. It wasn’t sinking in. 
 
    “I love you, Rhodes.” 
 
    I didn’t know which girls it came from, perhaps all of them, but there was a collective feminine “Aww” that came from the direction of the tables. 
 
    “You don’t have to say it back. All I want is a chance.” 
 
    I reached up and flicked the side of his head and laughed. “I’ve always loved you, you doofus.”  
 
    Before I knew it, his mouth was on mine—soft, with that perfect amount of stubble. 
 
    The kiss was quick, broken up by wolf-whistles and cheering. Not only from our friends but the whole bar. 
 
    Garrett pulled back, but he was smiling. Surprisingly. “I forgot we’re in public,” he whispered. 
 
    Old Garrett never would’ve had the guts to even touch me in public. Yet there he was, kissing me and not even caring that anyone was watching. 
 
    In a perfect world, no one would’ve batted an eyelid at two guys making out. No one cheered when straight couples did it, but I had to remind myself that cheering meant the world was at least headed in the right direction. I just wished we could get there faster. 
 
    When we pulled apart completely, our friends were standing from the booth. 
 
    “This calls for drinks,” Hunter said and left for the bar. 
 
    Reece whined. “Stupid baby.” She pointed to her growing belly. “I’m super happy for you guys, but I’m so frickin’ exhausted. I actually don’t know if this is happening right now or if I’m in a sleep-deprived hallucination, but if it’s real, I’m totally happy for you guys … I already said that, didn’t I? Ignore me. Crazy pregnant lady needs to go home to sleep. And check on Cody. We left him with Spencer’s niece.” 
 
    Spencer rolled his eyes. “Hailey’s perfectly capable of looking after an eight-year-old, but come on, I’ll take you home.” He leaned in to me and gave me a man-hug. “So, he’s the bro-code-breaking, complicated mess?” 
 
    “Been understating our relationship, Rhodes?”  
 
    “Something like that,” I mumbled and looked down at my feet. 
 
    “Spence,” Reece whined from the doorway. 
 
    “I better go,” Spencer said. 
 
    Garrett laughed. “So you had a one-night stand and knocked up your friend’s ex-wife, huh? And people thought my reputation was bad.” 
 
    Spencer smiled. “You should know that nothing is as it appears to be.” He turned his head to Reece, and then he leaned in to us. “There’s way more to it than that.” 
 
    Garrett turned to me. “You’re right. This group is way too incestuous.” 
 
    Pip bounced up beside us. “So, Gage just told me you’re coming back to work with us? That’s awesome. You were always fun to have in the office. I swear Gage only knows how to be serious.” 
 
    “Heard that,” Gage yelled from the booth. 
 
    I turned my head towards Garrett. There was something about his eyes I’d never seen before. It was the first time he appeared truly carefree. There was no more fake Garrett. He was no longer scared and no longer hiding. 
 
    I grabbed his hand and headed for the exit, pausing to call out over my shoulder, “We’ll be back in a few. There’s some stuff I want to talk to him about without you nosy idiots listening in.” 
 
    Garrett laughed. “You’re already starting to talk like me. In my experience, it’s not nice to call people idiots. Especially at places like Parsons’ Media. Do you know they send HR to talk to you about trash like that? I’m surprised my old firm didn’t fire me before I walked away. I actually named one of my co-workers Dipshit because I couldn’t be bothered to learn his real name.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Please tell me HR told you to be more sensitive. That would’ve gone down well.” We made it into the alleyway behind the bar. “And speaking of going down …” I reached for his belt and tugged him towards me. 
 
    “Why’d you pull me out here?” 
 
    “Like I said. I have stuff to say.” 
 
    “Are you having doubts? Because I totally get it. I’ve screwed you over so many times and—” 
 
    I smiled. “No doubts. Okay some, but that’s not what I brought you out here to say. I was thinking more along the lines of I need your cock in my mouth, like, right now.” 
 
    “Idiot. Here?” His eyes darted around. 
 
    “Not ready to be that out?” I chuckled. 
 
    “What if someone walks by?” 
 
    “Come fast.” I wiggled my eyebrows up and down. 
 
    He slammed his mouth on mine and pulled me against him. His tongue darted out, and I couldn’t hold in my groan.  
 
    His kiss was needy and claiming, the complete opposite to the soft, loving one he’d given me minutes ago.  
 
    This was how I remembered Garrett:  the firmness of his mouth, his demanding tongue, and the burning of him branding me. 
 
    “On second thought, maybe this was a bad idea,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because now all I want to do is take you home and forget you instead. Do you think our friends will notice if we don’t go back in?” 
 
    He kissed me again, just as frantic and needy. “If you hurry up, we can totally pull off BJs in an alley, have a few drinks, and then idiot when we get home.” 
 
    “I love how your brain works.” I pulled him farther down the alley and into the shadows so someone walking towards the bar couldn’t see us. 
 
    I backed him up until he was pinned against the wall of the pub.  
 
    “Idiot, I’ve missed you.” He pulled me closer and his mouth was back on mine. 
 
    “Missed me or my mouth?” I murmured against his lips as I undid his fly. 
 
    “Both,” he said with a grin. His hands were all over me, exploring, down my chest, over my abs, sending heat to every part of my body. I didn’t know if I’d survive long enough to make him come. 
 
    Sinking to my knees on the dirty concrete ground, I was in too much of a hurry to take my time. My hand pulled his hard length out of his boxers. I couldn’t even bring myself to admire the view of the glistening head before I gave his velvety skin one hard pump and then buried him to the root in my mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuuck.” His hips bucked.  
 
    I moaned, savouring his taste under my tongue as he moved in and out. 
 
    “Dang it,” he choked out. 
 
    Incredible, I was close to coming and he hadn’t even touched me. My toe was agonisingly hard behind my zipper. 
 
    I sucked Garrett down with hollowed cheeks as I reached for my own cock, freeing it from the confines of my jeans. Stroking lazily, I tried to ease the tension building in the base of my groin, but touching only made it worse. I leaked into my hand and moaned again. 
 
    “Blair,” Garrett breathed. He was close. “Gonna …” His whole body trembled as he spilled into my mouth. “I love you.” He kept thrusting until he had nothing left, finally pulling himself out of my mouth as he sagged against the wall. 
 
    I stood and blanketed his body with mine, kissing him and sucking on his tongue with the same amount of fervour as I had on his cock. 
 
    His hand went to the back of my head as his tongue met mine thrust for thrust. 
 
    “Your turn,” he rasped. 
 
    “Seriously going to come in less than a minute,” I whispered. I was so painfully hard, all I wanted was release. 
 
    “Bet I can get you there in thirty seconds.” He crouched down where he was, taking me into his mouth. 
 
    I leaned my palms on the wall in front of me as I tried to control my breathing. 
 
    His mouth was wet and eager, driving me crazy, and sending me close to the edge almost immediately. He delivered on his promise, deep-throating me like a pro and having me coming down his throat in what was probably only thirty seconds. 
 
    When he stood, his smug grin made me smile. 
 
    “We better get back in there,” he said. 
 
    I nodded, tucked myself away, and zipped up my fly. “Ten bucks says one of the first questions they ask is who bottoms.” 
 
    “You’re on. I think I have more faith in your friends than you do. They wouldn’t ask that … would they?” 
 
    “You’re sweet. Naïve. But sweet. They haven’t got the whole PC thing down yet. But they’re trying.” I stepped forward and kissed him again, softly this time. When I pulled away, I pursed my lips. “This isn’t real. You’re not here and you’re not out of the closet. You’re still living with Derek in Sydney, and I’m still a miserable jerk.” 
 
    He laughed. “If I’m not really here, blowing yourself in an alleyway is a talent.” He wrapped his arm around me and brought me against him, bringing his lips close to mine. “You cared about me when I thought no one else ever would. It took way too long for me to get over myself, and I’m so sorry for that. But I’m here, Blair. This is real.” His mouth closed over mine, and the kiss held more meaning than anything else I’d ever experienced.  
 
    With flushed cheeks and a satisfied grin, I led Garrett back into the bar and pulled him into the booth next to me. We were all squished around the one table now Reece and Spencer were gone. 
 
    “Did you guys just—” Hunter started but then held up his hands. “You know what, I didn’t want to know about my brother’s sex life when he was straight, and that’s not going to change now. Never mind.” 
 
    We laughed. 
 
    “Which one is the top—” Paige started. 
 
    Cole nudged her. “Not appropriate, Shortcake.” 
 
    “Boom. Pay up,” I gloated to Garrett and then turned to Paige. “Although, I wasn’t expecting that to come from you. You seem so innocent.” 
 
    Cole snorted. 
 
    “If anything, I was expecting that question from Pip,” I added. 
 
    “Are you guys going to get married now?” Pip asked. “See, I can ask normal questions.” 
 
    I laughed. “Considering we’ve officially been together for”—I checked my watch—“oh, fifteen-ish whole minutes, I’m going to go with no.” 
 
    “Naw, come on,” Garrett said. “It’s really been five years in the making, right? I reckon we could civil ceremony the heck outta this relationship.” 
 
    “Well, with that romantic proposal, how could I resist? It’s not even legally recognised here.” 
 
    “We could fly to New Zealand and do it,” Garrett said. 
 
    “We could,” I said. “Or maybe we could wait until you’ve been in a relationship for more than a few months. See if you make it a year.” 
 
    He spoke low. “I’m not going anywhere this time, Rhodes. I promise.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him. So bad. But that didn’t stop the small part of me that stayed wary. I’d give everything to Garrett, and I’d give us a fair shot at a real relationship, but I wasn’t sure it’d be enough to keep the worry away. I hoped time was all I needed to build that type of trust. Maybe everything would be easier now he was out. 
 
    “Where you going to live now you’re home?” Hunter asked his brother. 
 
    “Well, I can’t exactly kick my boyfriend out. Guess he’s just going to have to put up with me.” 
 
    “Live together?” I asked. 
 
    “I drank the Kool-Aid while I was at Cole and Hunter’s place earlier. I’m tellin’ ya, commitment is in the water over there.” He smirked. 
 
    “Incredible. I better stop drinking it then,” Paige said, making us all laugh. 
 
    Cole wrapped his arm around her. “Don’t mind this one. She’s a commitment-phobe.” 
 
    “Am not,” she protested. 
 
    “Move in with me then,” he retorted. 
 
    Her eyes went wide and she didn’t answer. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” Cole said and then pointed to her. “Commitment-phobe.” 
 
    “You want to live with me?” I asked Garrett, again with the same shocked tone I’d used since he arrived at the bar. 
 
    “I want everything with you. And I get you’re going to be hesitant because I’ve ran off so many times before, but I promise it’ll be different this time. No more hiding, no more sneaking around, and definitely no more watching you date girls.” He shuddered. 
 
    “What about guys?” I joked. 
 
    “Not on your life.” 
 
    Yeah, I could live with that. 
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    - GARRETT - 
 
    March, 2018
Eighteen months later … 
 
    Blair was a natural at this baby thing as we held our newborn nephews. 
 
    “I still can’t believe my brother procreated,” I said. “And twins. Goodness, there’s two little replicas of him.” 
 
    “I can hear you, you know,” Hunter called out from the kitchen of his and Sara’s new house. 
 
    “Wasn’t trying to be subtle,” I yelled back. Baby Garrett squirmed in my arms at my loud voice. I started bouncing and rocking him again. “Shh, baby.”  
 
    He squawked. 
 
    Blair laughed. “Looks like he takes after his namesake.” 
 
    “Shut the fu—” 
 
    “Language,” Sara chided as she slowly waddled her way into the nursery. 
 
    I gave Blair the finger instead of swearing in front of the infants who wouldn’t have known the frigging difference anyway. But I wasn’t going to mention that aloud to the hormonal woman. I thought it stopped once they gave birth, but Hunter warned me that must’ve been a myth or something. Sara was battier than ever. 
 
    She winced and grabbed at her stomach as she sat on the rocking chair in the corner. 
 
    “Sore?” Blair asked. 
 
    She nodded. “C-sections aren’t fun. Just FYI.” 
 
    “We’ll remember that for when we go to have our kids,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    Blair glared at me for being a jerk. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. 
 
    The baby thing might’ve come up once or twice. He still refused to marry me because it wouldn’t be legally recognised, but he was on board with the baby thing. 
 
    It took a good twelve months before he considered committing to any type of future with me. It was his way of protecting himself if I ran away again. I didn’t know why twelve months seemed to be the magic number, but perhaps it was because neither of us had relationships that had lasted that long in the past. He’d been more relaxed these last six months, and I felt as though we were already married. 
 
    I was committed to him, and that was never going to change. He just needed a little convincing at first. 
 
    I may’ve been getting a bit pushy on the baby subject though. I wanted everything with Blair, and I was never known for my patience. Blair was the patient one for putting up with my trash for so long. 
 
    The thing was, it was going to take a long time to get everything we needed. Legislation for same-sex adoption in Queensland only passed in 2016, and the hoop jumping to adopt was still ridiculous. With the surrogate route, we needed an egg donor and a surrogate, and unlike other states where commercial surrogacy was legal, altruistic was our only option. We needed someone to volunteer to carry our baby with no offer of financial compensation. Good luck with that. 
 
    “You guys want a baby?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Are you offering one of yours?” I quipped. “Maybe we’ll take East. Baby Garrett’s loud.” The baby squawked in my arms again. 
 
    Sara laughed. “No. I love you, dear brother-in-law, but you cannot have one of my children.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Worth a shot.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you let Hunter name your baby East,” Blair said. 
 
    “I know! He Kanye’d me,” she said. 
 
    “Hey, at least your last name isn’t West,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True. But in all seriousness, I’d be willing to donate my eggs if you guys were definitely wanting the baby thing. I wouldn’t feel right carrying the baby—especially if it was biologically mine—but at least the cousins would share DNA if you used my eggs.” 
 
    Blair and I both stopped rocking, and the twins started getting antsy and squirmy again. 
 
    “For real?” I asked, ignoring the little whimpers coming from the boys. 
 
    “For real what?” my brother asked as he came into the room. 
 
    “Your wife offered us her eggs,” I said, stunned. 
 
    “I told you not to bring that up until they mentioned something about the possibility of a family,” he scolded Sara. “They don’t need that kind of pressure on them.” 
 
    “Garrett mentioned a baby!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “You guys have actually discussed this?” Blair asked. 
 
    Hunter took an upset baby Garrett off me to try to calm him down. “We’d do anything to help you guys. If it’s what you want anyway. I told Sara she shouldn’t push.” Amazingly, baby Garrett settled immediately in his father’s arms. I wanted that. 
 
    “She wasn’t pushing,” I said. “She took me by surprise is all.” 
 
    “Well, if you find the right oven, take my wife’s eggs. You guys would make awesome dads,” Hunter said. 
 
    “I dunno …” Blair hesitated. “I get the feeling I’d always have to be the strict one. Idiot, Garrett’s like a child himself sometimes.” 
 
    “Language,” Sara said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Blair muttered. 
 
    “You’d be strict, but you’d also be nurturing,” I said. “When little Beckham is crying over losing his or her soccer game—and yes, our kid will be named Beckham, and yes, he or she will play soccer, and you can’t argue with me on that—you can be the one to tell them it doesn’t matter whether they win or lose. I’ll be crying into my coffee while hiding in the car so the kid can’t see my disappointment.” 
 
    Blair smiled. “I can picture it right now. Except no way are we calling our child Beckham.” 
 
    “Come on. Can’t you just imagine a little girl running around in soccer cleats named Beckham? Fu—fudging adorable.” 
 
    Sara laughed. “Goodness, they remind us of us,” she said to Hunter and then turned to us. “Solve that problem by having twins, and then you get to pick a name each.” 
 
    “No way,” Blair said. “Sorry. The twins are cute and all but—” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted, “does that mean you chose to name one of the babies Garrett?” I asked Sara. 
 
    She shrugged. “I liked the idea of naming one of our kids after the guy who introduced us.” 
 
    “I think I just fell in love with you.” 
 
    She laughed. “Funnily enough, that’s one of the first things Ryan said to me after we met. But you should know something about baby Garrett. You know how you refuse to call Ryan by his middle name like everyone else does?” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t do it either,” I argued. 
 
    “Well, we decided to middle name Garrett. Just like Ryan. You were actually holding Tobias. Garrett Tobias Erikson.” 
 
    “No. Don’t do it! Garrett is an awesome name. Who needs a nickname?” 
 
    Hunter laughed. “Come on, Toby. Mumma needs to feed you.” He handed the baby to Sara who proceeded to whip her boob out. 
 
    I turned my attention to Blair who was still holding East. “Well, that settles the name debate. There has to be a kid named after me out there somewhere. Screw Beckham, our kid is going to be called Garrett.” 
 
    “What if it’s a girl?” Blair asked. 
 
    “Still Garrett.” 
 
    He sighed. “How about we play a game of golf to settle it? Winner gets to pick the name.” 
 
    “How about you find a surrogate first,” Sara said. 
 
    “Hmm,” I grumbled. “Good point.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    May, 2018 
 
    “I’ll go get you a beer,” Blair said, squeezing my shoulder in a reassuring gesture.  
 
    I slumped down in the booth at Friday night pub night, which had become a sad little event lately with it only being me, Blair, Pip, and Gage. The rest of our group had kids now. Everyone except us.  
 
    Pip and Gage didn’t count. They were both single. Although, why they hadn’t hooked up yet was beyond me. They obviously loved each other and had been best friends for years. I didn’t get it. I knew Gage had trouble trusting women after some trash went down back in Virginia, but that was when he was a teenager. He was almost thirty now. 
 
    My brain laughed. How long did you hold onto your trash from high school? 
 
    I sighed loudly. 
 
    “What’s up?” Gage asked. 
 
    “Surrogate trash,” I mumbled. We hadn’t told anyone we were seriously looking into the kid thing now. Sara was willing to give us the eggs, so we just needed someone to carry the baby. We started looking right after Sara made her grand gesture. 
 
    “You guys are having a baby?” Pip practically squealed. 
 
    “No. That’s the problem. We can’t find a surrogate we like, and there aren’t many options out there.” 
 
    Blair came back with our drinks in time to hear my last sentence. “Correction, we can’t find someone Garrett approves of. He’s already an overprotective dad, and we don’t even have the kid yet.” 
 
    “The whole process is so impersonal. They all seem nice, and I think they’re doing a great thing volunteering to help couples become parents, but I want to feel comfortable with the woman carrying our child. I don’t think that’s a lot to ask.” 
 
    “Were you looking for egg donation too or purely oven related?” Pip asked. 
 
    “Why is a woman’s uterus always referred to as an oven?” Blair wondered aloud. 
 
    “Sara said she’d donate her eggs.” I ignored my partner’s pointless question. 
 
    Gage cocked his head to the side. “Wouldn’t that mean the twins would have biological cousins who were also biologically their sibling?” 
 
    I smiled. “We thought of that. We’re gonna use Blair’s … seed.” 
 
    Blair shuddered. “That’s a horrible word. Can’t we stay clinical about this? It’s sperm.” 
 
    “Spunk, jizz, cum—” 
 
    “You’re so ready to be a dad,” Blair said. 
 
    Gage looked pensive.  
 
    “What?” I asked him. Of everyone—except Blair—he was the one person who knew me more than the others. He’d become my best friend over the years. My only friend, really. 
 
    “Just surprised. You’ve wanted to be a dad for a while, I figured …” 
 
    I shrugged. “Blair’s biological child will be as equally mine as it is his. You of all people should know that.” 
 
    “I know. Sorry. I don’t know why I jumped to that conclusion.” 
 
    “Although,” I added, “it will be a shame he or she is going to miss out on all these awesome Erikson genes.” 
 
    Blair punched me in the arm. “Cocky much?” 
 
    “Dang gay.” 
 
    Blair shook his head. “That’s still not a thing.” 
 
    “I’m making it one.” 
 
    While Blair, Gage, and I sat there talking trash as usual, I began to relax and push the surrogate thing to the back of my mind. We weren’t in a rush, but I wanted it so bad. 
 
    “Have you heard back about your screenplay?” Gage asked Blair, which made my boyfriend glare at me. He hated when I told people about it, but it was because I was proud of him. And he was actually getting somewhere. 
 
    “I’ve sold one. I’m working on a few others,” Blair muttered quietly. 
 
    “Incredible, really?” Gage asked. “So, you’re going to have a movie? That’s awes—” 
 
    “I sold it, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to get made. Still needs to be green lit by a studio and assigned a director, blah, blah, blah. I’m not getting my hopes up just yet.” 
 
    “But still. You sold a manuscript,” Gage said. “That’s an achievement in itself.” 
 
    “For about a year’s worth of wages working as a PA,” Blair pointed out. “We’re not exactly shopping for mansions.” 
 
    “But imagine if you can do that every year,” I said. “When the baby comes, you can work from home, pump out a few more, sell those, and you’ll never have to fetch someone coffee ever again. Well, you know, except for me, because you love me. And I’m less cranky with a coffee in my hand.” 
 
    “And more cocky after you’ve drank it,” Blair pointed out. “I don’t know which is worse. Cocky Garrett or cranky Garrett.” 
 
    Pip had gone uncharacteristically quiet for her. Normally she’d be on top of a snipe like that with a snarky comment. I usually couldn’t shut her up at the office. 
 
    “Pip,” I said, kicking her under the table. “What’s up with you?” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” she blurted. 
 
    “Do what?” Blair asked. 
 
    “I’ll be your surrogate. If I’m good enough to meet his royal highness’s standards that is.” She bowed at me. 
 
    Blair and I, like a few months ago when Sara offered us her eggs, sat stunned by her generosity. 
 
    “Pip, no,” Gage said. “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “Why’s it crazy?” I asked. 
 
    Gage flustered under my stare. “It’s just … I don’t know. Crazy. It’s generous but crazy.” He turned to her. “You do realise what that would involve, right?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I paid attention during sex ed at school, Gage. Who knows, this might be my only chance to carry a baby seeing as the world of dating is trash. I’ll probably die a spinster.” 
 
    “And you’d be okay giving the baby up after carrying it for nine months?” Gage asked. 
 
    I was surprised how against this he was. Although, he was asking a valid question. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be my baby. If it was biologically mine, I’d probably have issues with it. I couldn’t see myself giving away my eggs like Sara—that to me seems more generous than letting them rent my womb for nine months.” 
 
    “It’s not a apartment, Pip,” Gage snapped. 
 
    Blair shifted in his seat. “It’s a really generous offer, and I don’t think you realise how much we appreciate it, but you should think about this longer than over drinks at the pub.” 
 
    “If you’re serious about it though,” I added, “we can give you all the info we have, and you make a decision after that. I’d love for you to do it, but there’s absolutely no pressure, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “I am serious. I love you guys. You’re one of my favourite people to work with, and I’ve known Blair since we were kids. Send me the info, and I’ll read over it.” 
 
    Gage, who I couldn’t recall ever seeing angry, looked as if he wanted to murder me. He threw back the rest of his beer and stood from the table. “I’m out. I’ll see you two in the office on Monday. Blair, see you next week.” He walked out before we even had a chance to respond. 
 
    “I better go see what’s up his rear. Especially considering he’s my ride.” Pip shuffled out of the booth. 
 
    I stood and hugged her before she could run off. “Thank you for even considering this.” I kissed the side of her head and then she left. 
 
    When I sat back down, Blair squeezed my thigh under the table. “Don’t get your hopes up like you have with the others.” 
 
    “It’s different this time. She’s the one.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. She might read over everything and decide against it. Or she might realise how much strain pregnancy puts on a person’s body and chicken out. Or Gage might pull rank on her and forbid her to do it.” 
 
    I laughed. “The fact you think Gage has any pull over Pip is hilarious. He tries to get her to do stuff at work, and she basically tells him to mess off.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. That girl is in love with Gage, but he’s always kept his distance. If he told her not to do something this big, she’d listen.” 
 
    “Okay. I won’t get my hopes up.” I wasn’t going to admit it was too late for that. 
 
    “It’ll happen for us,” Blair said. “I know patience isn’t your strong suit, but I have faith it’ll happen. Whether this Pip thing works out, or we have to go a different route, we’ll get our baby.” 
 
    “Your mother will be pleased when we do,” I scoffed. Blair’s mother still had her issues, but she was trying to accept us. The passive-aggressive comments were still a problem, but they got to Blair more than me. Blair worried her comments would make me run away. I was confident enough in our relationship to know it didn’t matter what she said. Plus, his dad and I got along great. He’d often lean in and whisper for me to ignore her trash, which would make me laugh. I think even he was hoping she’d be over it by now. 
 
    “Goodness, I’m not telling her a thing until it’s set in stone,” Blair said. 
 
    “Good plan.” I could see her going from distant to overbearing in the blink of an eye if it involved a grandchild—something she’d always wanted. 
 
    “What about your parents? Are you going to tell them?” he asked. 
 
    “They’ll probably find out if Sara has to go through all that fertility stuff. I don’t think they’ll be as overbearing though seeing as they have East and Toby to dote over already.” 
 
    He took a sip of his beer. “Do you ever wonder how our life ended up like this?” 
 
    “Here he goes getting philosophical again.” 
 
    Blair laughed. “All I’m saying is, seven years ago when I turned up on your doorstep heartbroken and messy, had someone told me that one night would’ve changed everything for me, I would’ve told them they were crazy. I’m in love with Garrett-frigging-Erikson, and we’re going to have a child together. It’s nuts.” 
 
    “It’s perfect, Rhodes.” 
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