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Chapter 1


[image: img2.png]


 


 


“AND yes, I do want fries and cola with that.”


The teenager in front of Luke turned back to his friends and grinned as if he had just quoted Shakespeare. Luke forced his features into a humoring smile instead of squeezing the contents of the ketchup dispenser over his head and turned to get the order. “Tonight I am going to get laid. Everything else is just so much bullshit,” he repeated in his head for the twentieth time that evening. He couldn’t look at his watch again yet—he’d challenged himself not to check the time until he served ten more customers and he was only up to six. These little games got him through the shift. And the shift would get him the money to hit a club and get laid. Luke turned his empty smile back on and greeted the next customer.


At 11:00 p.m., finally, it was over. He grabbed his stuff from his locker and ran to the bus stop. If he got out right on time and the bus was running just a little late, he could catch it. Otherwise, it would be another twenty minutes before he’d be heading home to wash the fast-food smell away, change, and hit a club. Tonight, he was lucky. As Luke sat looking out the window of the bus, he again went through the arguments for and against getting a car. Against: he could only afford something that would probably end up spending more time with a mechanic than with him, and parking in the city was a bitch. For: he would have a car, dammit! 


He’d been in England long enough now to get his head around the whole “driving on the wrong side of the road” thing, and he even thought he had roundabouts figured out (which was more than could be said for many English drivers). Bristol had a pretty good public transport system, but it still meant planning his time around someone else’s timetable. His car back home in Chicago had meant everything to him, even though it was a wreck. It was the most expensive thing he had ever bought, and it felt almost as if he had gained some entry into the whole “just like everyone else” life that he’d longed for.


Finally, it was his stop. It was a short two blocks to the apartment building where he lived, then three flights up. He started undressing as he walked to the bathroom, then turned the shower on to heat up while he cleaned his teeth (he had learned the sly tricks of his building’s plumbing the hard way), and was back out the door again within thirty minutes. His hair was still damp, but what the hell? He wasn’t in the mood to hang around.


Luke headed for Crush. It wasn’t the best club in town, but it was within walking distance (even when intoxicated) and attracted a clientele that was there for a good time with good music. As soon as he walked through the doors, he got the same buzz he always did. Sometimes he wished he could be more like the bored, disinterested type than a schoolboy in his first gay club, but Luke always got that rush—the lights, the music, the bodies, the dancing. He truly believed the world was a better place when he was in a club, and even a stint working the bar at one back home hadn’t convinced him otherwise.


Forty-five minutes later, Luke was on his second drink and starting to look around with more purpose. He’d managed to avoid someone he didn’t want to talk to (no one should have that much to say during sex) and speak to several other people he knew to varying degrees, as well as enjoy the dance floor. He’d been approached by a couple of guys while dancing but hadn’t been interested enough to take it further.


He had started to wonder if he should be a little more open to what was on offer when he spotted someone leaning against one of the walls. Luke caught something in the eyes and the shape of the face that he liked and maneuvered closer so he could get a better look. The man was quite a bit older than Luke, probably midthirties, and, it had to be said, looked a bit out of place. He had thick, short, dark hair and a pair of eyes that seemed to be able to look right through whatever they focused on. His face was serious, perhaps even sad. Then Luke got it—he looked as lost and lonely as Luke felt, although somehow he wore it with dignity.


Luke watched the man look down at his drink and then tip back the remaining contents of the glass. He was getting ready to leave, and Luke knew he didn’t want to let him go. He hated approaching men—he always felt stupid and ugly when they looked at him, but there was something about this guy that made it worth the risk.


“Hi.” As an opener, it was a classic, although perhaps more than a little unoriginal. Luke followed it with a smile and the realization that he didn’t know what to say next. He just managed to stop himself before he blurted out something about not having seen the guy at Crush before. It was true, but corny enough to kill his chances stone dead.


“Hi.” A slow smile back. “I’m Paul.”


“I’m Luke,” he replied, delighted that he had thought of something to say, before realizing that this still wasn’t enough to get them back to his place. This is why I always wait for the other guy to make the move, he thought.


Fortunately, Paul was able to pick up the slack. Still smiling, he asked “So why did you come over to say hello?”


“I….” 


Paul tipped his head to one side as if he was curious to hear what Luke would come up with.


“I saw you and… I thought… I wanted to talk to you….”


“That’s nice. But I’m not looking for conversation.” The smile didn’t change, and Paul’s eyes stayed fixed on Luke’s.


“What are you looking for?” Luke asked.


Paul reached up and lightly drew his knuckles down Luke’s cheek. “I’m looking for someone to fuck,” he said quietly, never taking his eyes from Luke’s.


“That’s a relief, because I’m a lot better at fucking than I am at talking.” Luke’s smile grew into a grin.


Paul placed his hand on Luke’s hip and pulled him closer for a kiss. Soft, confident lips on lips. No grabbing or thrusting. Paul was roughly the same height as him, just a couple of inches taller. Luke silently congratulated himself on his choice. This was going to be good.


 


 


WHEN they arrived at Luke’s apartment, he held the door open for Paul and then followed him inside. As soon as it was closed, Paul pulled Luke close to him and started kissing him again, running his tongue over Luke’s lips and sucking them softly between his. Luke tried to lead him toward the bed without breaking off the kiss, tugging at Paul’s shirt and moving backward. Luckily, Luke’s flat was small, and it wasn’t long before he felt the bed behind his legs. Paul pushed him down so he was sitting on the edge of the mattress and then pulled off his own T-shirt. When Luke looked up at him with a smile, Paul smiled back and began unbuckling his belt. 


“Let me help you with that,” Luke suggested, and he took over while his mouth started to cover Paul’s stomach with kisses. 


So this is why I always do an extra ten sit-ups, Paul thought as Luke’s tongue flicked lightly over his abs. When Luke’s hands pushed down his jeans and briefs, Paul’s cock was ready for him. 


Luke had been in this situation enough times to know that not every cock fulfilled the promise its owner’s physique made, but there were no disappointments here. Paul’s cock was hard and straight, and a good size for jacking, sucking, and (most importantly) fucking. Yeah, it would stretch him, but his ass could use the workout.


Luke reached out to stroke the cock and heard a soft sound in Paul’s throat. There was always something about the first touch. His hand slid up and down the shaft as he looked back up at Paul. 


Paul wanted to fall into those eyes, that mouth, and he couldn’t move or look away as Luke licked his lips and bent his head down to take the tip of Paul’s cock into his mouth. Luke kept one hand firmly around the base so he could keep control and rolled his tongue round the head, slowly sucking Paul in as his mouth moved down before swirling his mouth back up again.


Paul could have stood there all night feeling that tongue and lips going up and down, up and down, but he wanted to touch Luke too much, to see what his clothes were hiding. He slowly pulled back and pushed his fingers into Luke’s dirty-blond hair, smoothing it back from his eyes.


“You’re wearing far too many clothes,” Paul told him. Luke smiled and quickly undressed while Paul pushed off his own shoes and removed his jeans and briefs. He lay down on top of the bed with Luke lying next to him and began to let his hands run over Luke’s slim body, slighter than his own. He had the easy tone of a fit young twentysomething, and a hard, good-sized cock to go with it. Paul looked back at Luke’s handsome face and stroked his cheek.


“I bet you’ve been told this a thousand times, but, fuck, you are beautiful.” A look came over Luke’s face that Paul didn’t understand—not the arrogant certainty he’d been expecting, more like confusion and doubt. He took Luke’s face in his hands and began kissing his full mouth again, moving his hands over his bare skin, taking ownership of his body. As he moved his hands lower, he felt Luke moving his hips, pushing his cock up to meet Paul’s touch. Paul’s grip was firm and sure as it worked Luke’s cock, as though he’d read Luke’s mind and knew exactly how he liked it. His thumb knew just how much pressure to place under the ridge to drag a moan from Luke’s lips, to make those eyes grow drowsy and unfocused.


He moved on top of Luke and dipped his head down to his tight nipples. Not all guys liked to be sucked and licked here, but the gasp from Luke’s throat told Paul that he was in luck. He made his mouth soft around the nipple and surrounding skin, sucking in long gentle pulses that fell into rhythm with his hand on Luke’s cock. Luke’s nipple became swollen and increasingly sensitized, ready for Paul’s firm tongue to flick and circle until Luke’s breathing was coming quick and shallow. He moved his mouth to Luke’s other nipple and repeated the motions. Precome had started to ooze from Luke’s cock, lubricating the shaft as Paul’s right hand continued working it and his left played with the swollen nipple that had escaped his mouth.


“If you’re going to fuck me, you’re going to have to do it soon.” Luke smiled but his eyes were dark. It had been a long time since anyone had given him this much attention, and done it so well, but he really wanted this guy inside him.


“Where do you keep the lube?” Paul asked, his voice low, and Luke reached over and opened a bedside drawer. Paul caught a glimpse of condoms and a few other items that were certainly interesting, but grabbed the lube and pumped some out onto his fingers, working it between them and ensuring they were completely covered. He pumped more onto the tips of his first two fingers and moved down between Luke’s legs. Paul felt Luke flinch a little as the cold lube came in contact with his skin, but soon he was pushing insistently against Paul’s fingers as they worked the cold lube around his hot little hole. Paul wanted every nerve awake and begging for more.


“Inside me. Please,” Luke murmured, and Paul pushed past the tight muscle with first one, then two fingers, and began easing deeper, pressing against the soft walls until he found the prostate and heard the sounds from Luke’s throat grow more intense. Once he could feel Luke was okay with the stretch, he withdrew his fingers, quickly replacing the two with three, twisting and pushing as he ground them in, watching the intensity on Luke’s face as he gripped the pillow under his head and bit down on his lip. He seemed to want to hold Paul’s gaze, but the sensations kept forcing him to close his eyes.


Paul slipped his fingers out and grabbed a condom from the drawer. He wanted this guy so much, was so aware of the strength of his desire to be fucking that tight ass that he had to keep reminding himself to take it slow; he didn’t know how fast Luke could take it. Luke had rolled over onto his stomach, waiting for him. For a second Paul thought about turning him over—he really wanted to watch Luke’s face while he was fucking him—but then he decided anything that would use up valuable seconds before he could get his cock into that ass wasn’t worth it.


Kneeling between Luke’s open legs, he pressed the head of his cock against the lubricated hole and felt Luke give under his weight. The tightness hugged him so snugly he had to push harder, leaning forward over Luke’s back and supporting himself with his arms on either side of Luke. 


Luke felt the pressure and fullness moving deeper and forced his hips back against Paul. Sweat started to prickle on his forehead as he took more and more, until he finally felt Paul’s balls against his ass. 


Paul took a moment to just enjoy the squeeze all around him, leaning down closer to move his lips over Luke’s nape. Slowly, Paul started rocking inside Luke, drawing sighs that grew into moans with each stroke. He used his weight to drive the thrusts by pushing down on his hips and then shifting back to his arms. 


Luke felt Paul in him, on top of him, whispering to him, and knew he had needed this so badly. A tension in him that he had hardly known was there opened and relaxed as Paul fucked into him. 


Paul felt Luke’s body taking each thrust and gripping him, and he pressed himself down over Luke’s back, skin against skin, his mouth against Luke’s neck, his ear. “Ahhhh, it’s so good, so good,” he whispered between thrusts.


The pitch of Luke’s moans changed as Paul focused his attention. Luke’s hand reached for his cock, with its throbbing pulse. It only took a few strokes before Luke felt the overpowering force pushing his senses higher and harder until there was nowhere left to go and it exploded through him, and he splattered come over the sheet beneath him. As Luke regained awareness, he felt and heard Paul moaning his climax against his throat as he took his last thrusts into Luke’s now-aching ass.


Paul got rid of the condom and curled around Luke on the bed. Luke was surprised, but not in a bad way. He was so tired of being alone and of feeling like an outsider. He would have liked to blame it on living in a new country, but he’d felt this way his whole life. Lying here with this guy—Paul—for a few minutes let him put down that weight and feel close to someone. Paul’s breath was warm and calm on his neck, and he closed his eyes and relaxed into him. In moments, he was asleep.


 


 


PAUL lay next to Luke’s sleeping body and gave himself five more minutes. After that, he would definitely—definitely—get up and go home. He was very aware of all the points where his body and Luke’s came into contact, and he liked lying there imagining the things that he could do to make Luke moan again. It had been a while since he had felt like this, as if he had found a door that led from the real world into a room where he could just “be.” He would love to fall asleep next to this man and love fucking him all over again in the morning, but he’d never get to work in time. Could he call in sick? That wasn’t really him. He was Mr. Responsible, Mr. Reliable, never Mr. Impulsive.


So then what was last night? Paul had always told himself that he would never set foot in a club after he was thirty. He didn’t want to be an annoying old queen like the ones he and his friends had laughed at when they were heady with being young, gay, and out. When you believe you’re invincible, it’s easy to laugh at other people’s frailties. Paul had been so sure that he was going to be one of the lucky ones, and for a while he had managed to have the dream—a “life partner,” his one and only—it was just that the dream had been cut short. Was this all that was left for him? Hanging around clubs and going home with random young men who wanted a quick novelty fuck with an old guy? Thirty-odd more years of this was too depressing a thought, until he looked back at Luke. Okay, it was hard to feel sorry for yourself when you had just fucked something that delicious. Had he really told him he was beautiful? Thirty-six years old, and he still didn’t understand how to play it cool. At least he wouldn’t have the embarrassment of seeing him again.


Very slowly he peeled himself away from Luke and slipped out of the bed. He considered waking him, but Luke seemed deeply asleep and maybe it would just be awkward, anyway. That meant that he had to feel around in the dark for his clothes and try to dress without making a sound. The absolute worst thing would be for Luke to wake up and see him half dressed, sneaking out like a letch. He found his clothing one piece at a time, trying to make sure it wasn’t Luke’s before putting it on.


Luke slowly eased out of his dream and back to reality. Someone was moving around in his bedroom in the dark. His brain caught up with his senses, and he remembered the man he’d brought home last night. A quick check of the bedside clock told him it was 4:37 a.m. He had a choice to make—let him know he was awake and risk awkward exchanges as he delayed him mid-escape, or let him slip out without a word and never see him again. He tried to remind himself of all the times he’d wished a guy would hurry up and go, and be grateful that he didn’t have to work out how to lose this one. But he thought he’d had a connection with this one that Paul clearly hadn’t felt with him. A tiredness came over Luke that had nothing to do with it being the early hours of the morning. He was so tired of it always being so hard, so complicated. It almost made him wish he was still in Chicago with Kit. Almost, but nothing would ever be quite that bad. He lay still with his eyes closed and let Paul go on his way.


Paul caught the change in Luke’s breathing and his stomach plummeted. Why didn’t I wake him when I had the chance? Now he’ll think I’m a total asshole. But it seemed that Luke had just been disturbed in his sleep and was now fully embroiled in his dreams again. Thanking whatever higher powers might exist, Paul quietly edged out of the bedroom door and closed it as softly as he could behind him.


They had left the light on in the living area in their hurry to reach the bedroom, and Paul looked briefly around at the sparse room. Luke’s fresh American accent had curled around his words, and the apartment had the feel of a place where someone stayed rather than a home. He had to admire Luke’s tidiness. It looked as though Luke was one of the few people who really could live in one of those minimalist apartments that always looked so good but was ruined as soon as someone left a sweater over a chair or a pen on a table. Paul smiled. It was probably just as well they hadn’t gone to his place.


Then he realized why he was hanging around. He didn’t want to go. Once he left, it was unlikely he would see Luke again, and if he did it would be an uncomfortable acknowledgement that Luke would probably ignore. He briefly considered undressing again and returning to bed, but had to admit that was not an option. His eyes fixed on Luke’s phone. Next to it was a small pencil pot and notepad. Without giving himself time to overanalyze or doubt what he was doing, he scribbled down a quick note, remembered to add his phone number at the bottom, and left before he could change his mind.


Once Luke heard the door to his apartment shut, he got up to use the bathroom and get a glass of water. On the kitchen counter, he saw a piece of paper left out, and when he picked it up he saw it was a note from Paul.


 


Luke


I’m sorry I have to leave without speaking to you. I start work early and I have to get home first. I really enjoyed being with you last night. If you ever want to meet up again, call me. I hope you do.


Paul Blackwell


 


His mobile number was jotted at the bottom of the note.


Luke read the note several times, and each time made him smile just a little bit more. He took it back into the bedroom with him and was soon fast asleep.




Chapter 2
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LUKE woke up late, but soon had a smile back on his face. As he showered, he remembered Paul’s touch on his skin, on his cock, the way Paul had fingered him until he’d ached for more, and he knew he’d have to jerk off before a day at work. He began rolling his semi-erect cock between his two hands as good feelings flowed through him, and then he gripped the base firmly with his left hand and lightly rubbed his right palm over the head. Luke closed his eyes and imagined Paul was standing there watching him. It wasn’t long before precome was covering his palm. He rubbed it over the shaft before encircling it with his thumb and forefinger and worked them up and down. In his mind, he saw Paul lasciviously licking his lips, and then Luke was moaning as strings of come shot out of his cock. Luke leaned back against the cold tiles. His erection was gone, but his thoughts of Paul weren’t. I hope you do. Why did those words keep coming back to him? Maybe because they sounded so uncomplicated and honest. If only life were really like that.


When Luke arrived at work, the smell of stale grease turned his stomach and he felt a familiar tension tighten his muscles. He’d been grateful when he’d first gotten this job. Although Bristol was the biggest city in the south of England, it hadn’t been easy to find work when he arrived. There were plenty of low-skilled jobs available in London, but he soon found out why. There was no way you could live in the city on the wages they paid. Bristol had seemed like a good alternative and he hadn’t regretted the move. His job was boring, but he’d worked at places like this before and usually you could have a laugh during the quiet times. Plus it was something he knew he could do easily, and that had given him the confidence to go for the job.


Things had seemed all right at first, until one of the girls who worked there had gotten the wrong idea and hit on him. She was only seventeen, and Luke remembered how that felt, so he’d tried to explain that he wasn’t interested as gently as possible, which included telling her he was gay. It wasn’t something he flaunted or hid, and he tended to assume that anyone who wanted to know could work it out pretty quickly. Unfortunately it turned out that she had been bragging to the other staff and telling them she was going to nail Luke. They wanted to know what had happened, and she had given them a full account.


As in every other place like this that Luke had worked, there was a manager who kept his distance from the staff wherever possible, and only came out of his office periodically to complain. The real “bosses” were always the most dominant personalities, often people who had been working there the longest. They set the schedules and told everyone else what to do, and most people were happy enough go along with it. 


Here, those people were Brian, Ross, and Kelly, and it turned out they were suffering from a severe case of homophobia. They were full of not-so-hilarious ideas for jokes at Luke’s expense, such as squirting lube all over the inside of his locker, sticking gay chat line ads on his locker door, or shouting warnings whenever any of the male staff had to get past him. 


At other times, they would pretend to be consumed by curiosity about his sex life and ask question after question, which was clearly intended to humiliate and embarrass Luke. Instead, anger at their bigotry simmered. He supposed he should be grateful that he didn’t get a lot of the references as he still wasn’t completely up on English slang. You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to work out the underlying meaning, though.


“Hey, Kelly, is it just me, or is gay-boy walking funny today? Do you think he’s had a cock stuck up him all night again?” Brian called out loudly when he saw Luke. Kelly laughed like this was the funniest thing she had ever heard. Although this was the type of greeting Brian offered on a regular basis, today Luke could feel a hot blush on his cheeks. Shit! If they thought they had hit a nerve, he’d be in for one hell of a shift. He quickly made himself very busy replenishing the napkin dispensers, until he was back in control. Then he put his hand on the pocket containing Paul’s note and smiled to himself.


 


 


PAUL sat down at his desk with a cup of coffee and quickly glanced over his plans for the afternoon. Three children drifted into the classroom, wanting him to sort out a dispute over a game they were playing, but it was quick to solve and they were soon on their way again. He couldn’t resist any longer. He dug out his phone and checked messages and voice mail. Nothing. Of course not, he told himself, trying to cover his disappointment. It was only lunchtime; even if Luke were going to call, he would probably leave it for several days at least.


Paul hated this. Hated not knowing if the other person felt an interest or if he was out on his own. As far as he knew, Luke had forgotten his name by now and the note he had left was rotting in Luke’s garbage can. When he thought back, he remembered there had been many fantastic things about being with his long-term partner, Craig, but he had quickly taken for granted the feeling of always knowing there was someone there for you. Someone who understood, someone who could argue with you and yet stay with you, someone you didn’t have to guess with—you just knew, and if you didn’t, you just asked. There was no way round it—“dating” totally sucked. He knew he had to move on—people kindly reminded him of this most days, and his loneliness was finally pushing him to take the risk of reaching out again. Unfortunately, that didn’t make Mr. Perfect suddenly appear.


Nicki put her head round the door. “Hi. I need to pick your brain! Do you have any idea how I can get my lower group to understand equivalent fractions?” Nicki was a new teacher and Paul was her mentor. He’d resented being given the additional responsibility at first, but it turned out that her enthusiasm and freshness were just what he’d needed to give his teaching a lift, while his experience helped hers along.


“Sure. Have you tried folding up a piece of paper into different parts?” And Luke slipped to the back of his mind again.


 


 


LUKE closed the door to his apartment behind him, checked the bolts were in place, and relaxed. He knew the tiny flat wouldn’t seem like much to most people, but it was the most important thing in his life. A place that was just for him, with a secure lock on the door. When he first came to England, he’d had to make do with youth hostels, and although some of them were surprisingly good, he had usually shared a room with at least one other guy. That always reminded him of his time in foster care, and made him paranoid about his things going missing, or worse. One of the main reasons he had taken his current shitty job was so he would have a regular income and could look for his own place.


His flat was made up of a tiny “bathroom,” which was actually too small for a bath and only had a shower, a bedroom that could just hold a double bed and a single wardrobe, and a slightly larger room which had a basic kitchen unit at one end and a saggy couch in the middle. To Luke, it was heaven. He had scrubbed the place with every cleaner he could find before unpacking his small collection of possessions and calling it home. He was still waiting for it to really feel like that.


After showering away the smell of the burger bar, he pulled on a baggy T-shirt and sweatpants, tipped some cereal into a bowl, and booted up his netbook. When the machine had finally finished whirling and humming, he logged into his e-mail account and checked his messages. Along with all the usual crap, there were two from guys he was kind of friends with from Chicago, and the one he’d been hoping for: a message from Brooke.


He’d met Brooke when he had been working as a washer at a Mexican restaurant and she had been a waitress. She was older than him, with two kids (neither of whom seemed to have a father), and she smoked and drank more than was good for anyone. Luke had very little in common with her except the fact that they were both limping through life with a few more hurts than they could handle. It hadn’t taken long before they were the closest thing to family in each other’s lives.


Brooke wasn’t much of a writer, but she was the one thing he really missed from home. He opened her mail and started to read.


 


hey babe hope u r ok and still fuckin yor way thru englend!!!! life here is shit but u no that!!! bennie got a prise in scool 4 riting but im pretty sure hes my kid (just jokin) and tina is singin a bit on her own in the show on friday wish u were gonna be there cause I no I’ll just blub the hole time gonna vid it 4 u (her singin not me blubin!) that peece of shit we dont talk abowt came round work and was askin afta you no 1 nos shit so no 1 said shit I didnt no to tell u or not but I have and I hope ur ok I met a guy!!!!! hes probly no good but ur not here to tell me so im going out with him on sataday I’ll give you all the detayls!!!! babe I miss u but im savin som mony evry week so I can com c u 1 day take care of u caus I cant from here but send u lov anyway xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx


 


Luke read back over the message several times, first to make sure he had decoded Brooke’s spelling correctly, and then just to imagine she was there, talking to him. He hoped this new guy would be an improvement on her usual choices but wouldn’t bet on it. That was one thing they shared—lousy taste in men. It sounded as though Kit had come around to the restaurant, but Brooke was right when she said no one knew anything; no one but her, anyway. Luke had finally managed to crawl away from Kit, and it was Brooke he had crawled to, Brooke who had looked after him until his bruises had faded enough for him to go and sort out his passport and visa and get on a plane. It didn’t matter what Kit found out now, but Luke couldn’t have faced seeing him before he left. Even now, just thinking about him made Luke’s stomach cramp.


When Luke had first met Kit, he had just turned twenty. Kit was only a few years older, but he appeared to be everything Luke longed to be himself. Kit was supremely confident, seemed to know everything, and was sexy as hell. Luke had been grateful that Kit had chosen him, and he hadn’t had the sense to hide it. At first Kit had shown Luke warmth and even tenderness, getting Luke truly hooked before things had started to change. Kit began to criticize him more frequently, and Luke blamed himself for getting so much wrong. Then Kit explained to Luke that he just wasn’t enough to satisfy him sexually, so he needed to fuck other people. Finally, he convinced Luke that it was his fault when Kit’s anger overwhelmed him and he left Luke bruised and shaking. At that time, two things were clear to Luke: all the faults in the relationship were down to him, and he couldn’t face life without Kit. Now, whenever he thought of Kit, he felt one thing—shame. Shame at letting Kit beat him, shame at all the things Kit had said to him, shame at the things he had done to try to please him. Ultimately, Kit had taught him that there were worse things than being alone, and it was a lesson he wouldn’t forget.


Luke took Paul’s note from his wallet and read it again, although he could have recited it by heart. Would he call him? The safest thing would be to throw it away, find someone new to fuck, keep moving and keep to himself. It seemed a waste, though, when Paul had fucked him so well he still got hard thinking about it. He decided to leave it for a few more days, and if he still had an ache for Paul’s cock, then one more time couldn’t do any harm.


 


 


PAUL somehow found space to dump his bags of books in his hallway and pulled the door shut behind him. He couldn’t avoid it. He was royally pissed off. He’d been friends with Steve since his last year of school, and Steve had been one of the first people he’d told he was gay. Of course, this had been made easier by the fact that Steve was already out, and one of the few gay people Paul knew at the time. Since then they’d gone through a lot together (including sleeping with each other twice—both times they agreed they had made a mistake), changing from teenagers to twenties to thirties. He had found Craig, Steve had found Rich, and before they knew it they were inviting each other over for dinner like old married couples. Only now there was just Paul, and the shock of a partner’s death was something Paul hoped Steve would never have to understand.


Like a lot of his friends, Steve had given Paul a huge amount of support and love to help him get through that time. People talked a lot about the friendships women had, but Paul had learned that friendships between men (gay or straight) could be just as powerful. Somehow it seemed that people could tell what he needed then, but now it was different. Now he found his friends grating on him, not understanding where he was.


Steve had called him and asked if he wanted to meet up for a drink after work to catch up, which had sounded great and was, at first. Before long, it had slid toward the usual “you need to get back out there” lecture, and Paul had felt sparks of irritation massing inside him. These conversations tied him in knots. He knew he had to move on, dammit, he even wanted to, but it wasn’t as easy as people in cozy couples imagined. When he tried to talk about the difficulties, it was taken as evidence that he was still mourning Craig, and while there were times when losing Craig was still painful enough to make him forget to breathe, that wasn’t the biggest problem anymore. It felt almost like a game of musical chairs. The music had stopped but Paul didn’t have a place, and everyone else had moved on to a new game. There had been a time when pretty much everyone he knew had been single; now it was the reverse.


Paul had even told Steve about going to the club, but that was interpreted as another bad move on his part. “Is that what you want to go back to, one-night fucks? Jesus, Paul. You’re not twenty-five anymore. What happened? Did you end up with someone?” Paul wished he’d never mentioned it. He could tell already that going on to describe Luke (young, hot, and hadn’t called him since) would only give Steve more fuel. What was the point in saying he’d felt something between them, that Luke had reminded him that he was still alive, that Luke had given him that ache of wanting to know more about someone that he hadn’t been sure he would feel again?


And so he’d ended up agreeing with Steve, acting as if he bought into all his lecturing bullshit, knowing that Steve would go home happy and repeat the conversation back to Rich, oozing self-satisfaction (probably after great couple sex, as well). He, on the other hand, still had a load of tests to mark, a silent phone, and an empty bed. He stabbed his frustration out on the plastic lid of a microwave meal and watched the clock count down the seconds. When his phone rang, his first thought was that it would be Steve, continuing his great advice, but he didn’t recognize the number. “It’s not him, so don’t even think it,” he told himself before taking the call.


“Hi. It’s… um… Luke. Luke Kearsey. From the other night….”


It was him.


“Hi!” Okay, way too excited. Keep it calm, keep it casual, Paul told himself. “How are you?”


“Fine… um… I saw your note. I don’t know, maybe if you still wanted to get together sometime…?”


“Yeah, yeah, that would be great.”


“I work evenings sometimes, but tomorrow I’m off. You’re probably busy already.”


He could play games and pretend he was busy, or…. “No, tomorrow would be good. How about something to eat? Do you like Italian?”


A few minutes later their plans were set and Luke was gone.


Paul stood in his kitchen, grinning like an idiot. Luke had called. Paul remembered the taste of his mouth, the blueness of his eyes, the squeeze of his ass. Paul wanted him now. Tomorrow was too long to wait. He looked over at the stack of papers he had to mark and sighed. Well, whatever rubbish his class had come up with, they were all getting good grades tonight!




Chapter 3
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LUKE stopped at the corner and took a couple of deep breaths. He could count how many “dates” he had been on using one hand, not including Kit (and he definitely didn’t include him). You met someone, they let you know they were interested, you had sex with them, the end. He didn’t like follow-ups. People had all kinds of expectations and hopes when they met you for the second time, and Luke knew what disappointment looked like. He wasn’t interested in watching it spread over the face of the person he was trying to impress. His brain had told him again and again that this was a mistake, but he ached with loneliness, and it was that ache that had brought him here.


He appreciated it was cheating, but he had made sure he was ten minutes late because there was no way he was going to wait around on his own. Even then, if Paul wasn’t already there, he would go. He didn’t need any more humiliation in his life. However, as he approached the restaurant and glanced in through the window, he could see someone who he thought might be Paul at the bar. He smiled and realized how much he wanted Paul to be there. He took another breath and walked in.


Paul hadn’t been surprised to arrive before Luke, as he always tended to be early in an attempt to make sure he wasn’t late. He ordered a drink at the bar and decided to sit facing away from the door so he wouldn’t be grinning aimlessly at everyone who came in. Instead, he enjoyed his drink and indulged in some “people watching” while trying not to be too obvious. He homed in on a couple who were clearly together, but seemed to be desperately trying to appear as if they weren’t. They didn’t speak and rarely made eye contact. Was it the awkwardness of a blind date or a longer relationship in its death throes?


“Hi.” Paul turned around and saw Luke standing behind him, smiling a little hesitantly. He was just as gorgeous as Paul remembered, with those too blue eyes and hair that couldn’t decide whether to be blond or brown. He felt all the blood rush to his groin as he smiled back and tried to push away the flashback of being inside Luke’s ass.


“Hi. It’s good to see you.” He saw Luke’s face relax and the smile reach his eyes. He caught the eye of a waiter, who escorted them to a table and presented them with menus before leaving them to make their choices. 


Luke glanced around and saw that the restaurant was about half full, mainly with couples but one or two bigger groups as well. Most of the couples were male/female, and he wondered how straight this place was. He was glad to see that it wasn’t uncomfortably upmarket and that he had gotten the dress code right—no jeans and T-shirts, but no need for ties either. He flicked his eyes to Paul, who was checking out the menu, so he quickly did the same. The prices weren’t too bad, but this was definitely going to put a dent in his weekly budget. He looked back at Paul—it was worth it.


They ordered their food, and Paul suggested a bottle of wine, which Luke had absolutely no idea about but agreed to in a way that he hoped seemed knowledgeable. As the waiter left, Paul leaned forward and softly said, “I’m really glad you came. I was hoping I would see you again.” How could Paul do that—just say what he thought like he knew it was always going to be okay? Luke tried to triple-check everything before he opened his mouth, but with Paul there was no self-doubt. Where did that kind of easy confidence come from? Luke wasn’t sure whether it was admirable or foolish, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to drop his guard.


He shrugged in a way he hoped appeared casual. “I don’t really know that many people in town yet.” When he heard it out loud, he sounded a lot colder than he had been aiming for.


Paul sat back, but moved the conversation on smoothly. “How long have you been in England?”
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