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      The prison uniform came off slower than I expected.

      I’d imagined it happening in one motion, ripping it off like a dirty band-aid, tossing it into a corner, maybe flipping it the bird for good measure. But in reality, I stood there for a solid minute, staring at it like it might bite me.

      Tan, shapeless, paper-thin. Faded letters on the chest. Elastic waistband that always dug into my hips. I had worn that uniform for 872 days. Slept in it. Ate in it. Fought in it. Got groped in it.

      It was the ugliest thing I’ve ever worn, and the most familiar.

      I stood in front of the bunk, barefoot on cold concrete, stripped down to my boxers. White, regulation issue, practically see-through. My release clothes were folded neatly on the top bunk. The hoodie still smelled faintly like my old laundry detergent, clean linen and something citrusy I couldn’t name. The jeans looked smaller than I remembered. Or maybe I’d gotten bigger in here. Hard to tell with prison food and a near-constant fight-or-flight response.

      The morning was quiet. Too quiet.

      No yelling down the tier. No shouts of “Freebird!” or banging on cell bars. I’d expected something more dramatic for my last few minutes, but all I got was the hum of fluorescent lights and the occasional cough from two cells down.

      My cellmate, Marvin, was lying on the lower bunk like a corpse at peace. Arms behind his head. Ankles crossed. He watched me with that same dumb grin he’d worn since the day they assigned me to this cell.

      “Damn,” he finally said, breaking the silence. “Gonna miss that view.”

      I didn’t respond. I was too busy trying to get my jeans over my thighs.

      Two years of squats and stress had apparently turned my legs into tree trunks. The denim resisted with every inch, and I muttered curses under my breath as I tugged.

      Marvin didn’t move. Just laid there, eye level with my crotch.

      “Shit’s poetic,” he said. “Like watching a Greek statue get dressed. If that statue had a criminal record and a really punchable resting face.”

      I yanked the waistband up in one sharp motion, zipping fast. “Could you not talk to me while I’m trying to reclaim my humanity?”

      “Don’t be like that, Brad. I’m feeling sentimental.”

      “You don’t have feelings.”

      He tilted his head. “Sure I do. Right now, I’m feeling mildly horny and devastated by loss.”

      I rolled my eyes so hard I nearly gave myself a migraine. I grabbed my socks next, sitting down on the metal desk chair bolted to the floor. The concrete was biting through the soles of my feet, and my toes were freezing.

      “Jesus,” Marvin muttered. “I swear I’m not gonna see a bulge like that again in my lifetime.”

      “Marvin…” I warned.

      “Like, thick and long? It’s rare. You’re like a unicorn. A dick unicorn.”

      “I’m leaving in five minutes. Can you at least pretend we were normal cellmates?”

      “We weren’t,” he said, smiling. “We were cellmates with benefits.”

      “That’s an extremely generous way of viewing things.”

      He shifted on the mattress below, one elbow propped up now, body angling a bit closer. I stood and reached for my shirt on the top bunk. I felt Marvin move before I actually saw it. His hand shot out fast from the side of the bottom bunk. He cupped me right between the legs like it was muscle memory.

      My whole body flinched like I’d touched an electric fence.

      “What the fuck, Marvin?!” I stumbled back, hitting the concrete wall behind me.

      Marvin just grinned wider and rested his hand back under his head. “C’mon. Just one last goodbye handsy. For old time’s sake. I’m grieving, man.”

      I pulled my hoodie over my head, hard, the cotton catching for a second on my ears. I was hot suddenly, flushed with anger, embarrassment, disgust.

      “We never had a thing,” I said, breath clipped. “It was survival. That’s it.”

      He sniffed. “Still counts.”

      “No, it doesn’t. You were a barrier to keep me safe from the other guys, not a boyfriend.”

      He looked mock-hurt. “Wow. That’s cold, Brad.”

      I shoved my feet into my sneakers like I was trying to kick-start my escape. “You’re the one who kept calling me Babycakes.”

      “I thought it was cute!”

      “I thought it was harassment.”

      He let out a little sigh, as if I’d broken his heart instead of just his delusion. “You’re really not gonna miss me at all?”

      “I’m gonna forget your name the second I walk out of here.”

      Marvin chuckled, unfazed. “You say that now, but once you’re back out there in the cold, cruel world, getting ghosted by dudes with daddy issues and weird fetishes, you’ll remember me. You’ll remember that I appreciated you.”

      “Appreciated my dick, you mean?”

      “Well. Yeah.” He shrugged like that was the same thing.

      There was a heavy pause.

      “I’m serious,” he added, a little softer. “You were… not the worst.”

      I didn’t know what to do with that. So I didn’t do anything. Just slung my duffel bag over my shoulder and stared out the bars.

      That’s when the footsteps came. Slow, echoing. Steel-toed boots on cement. Then the familiar jingle of keys.

      A CO appeared in front of the bars with a clipboard and a bored expression.

      “Mitchell. Let’s move.”

      Marvin sat up like he wanted a better look at my departure. His voice followed me as I stepped out of the cell.

      “Guess this is goodbye, huh?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “You’re gonna miss me when you’re out there, Babycakes. Don’t pretend you won’t. Who’s gonna call you thick in a respectful tone?”

      I kept walking.

      “Call me!” he shouted.

      I turned back just long enough to flip him off.

      “Fuck off, Marvin.”
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        * * *

      

      The clink of keys echoed down the corridor, the heavy footsteps of the correctional officer matching my own uneven strides as he led me through the sterile maze of the Queensboro Correctional Facility. The walls were a tired gray, scuffed and chipped, like the place had been scraped by life itself and left to bleed quietly.

      I kept my head down, one hand shoved deep into the pockets of my hoodie. The weight of my duffel bag felt oddly light compared to the invisible chains still wrapped tight around my thoughts.

      Passing through locked gates and security checkpoints, I felt like I was walking a gauntlet—a last parade of humiliation before I was spat out into the world.

      The reception area was brighter than the rest of the prison, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead with an anxious, impatient energy. It smelled faintly of industrial cleaner mixed with that unmistakable antiseptic sting that screams, you don’t belong here anymore.

      The first blow came before I even had time to breathe.

      “Strip,” barked a voice like gravel being dragged across concrete. 

      You’d think after nearly more than two years, they’d just let me ride off into the sunset with my sagging dignity intact, but no. Queensboro insisted on making sure I hadn’t smuggled a shiv or a souvenir out in my colon.

      The room was cold, gray, and about as welcoming as a root canal. In it stood a guard who looked like he’d been carved from nicotine and bitterness. He had a horseshoe of white hair, thin lips pressed into a permanent scowl, and a nametag that said “S. GUNDY,” which seemed wildly appropriate for a man who spent his career inspecting buttholes.

      “Clothes off,” he barked, like I hadn’t done this a hundred times before.

      I sighed and started peeling. Hoodie first, then T-shirt, then jeans. I hesitated slightly before dropping my boxers, because even when you’ve been in prison, even when you’ve done things to survive that you’d rather repress with bleach and therapy, there’s still something uniquely awful about having to stand buck-naked in front of a stranger who looks like he collects Civil War bullets for fun.

      He made me lift my tongue, run my fingers through my hair, wiggle my toes, and then turn around. And of course—of course—came the command that haunts men across penitentiaries nationwide:

      “Bend over and spread ‘em.”

      “Really?” I muttered.

      He didn’t even blink. “You could be hiding something.”

      “Like what? A harmonica?”

      “Bend.”

      So I bent. And spread. And tried to leave my soul somewhere outside my body for the duration. His gloved hand did what it had to do, and I tried not to imagine the therapy bills.

      When it was over, I stood there blinking back the sting of shame, butt cheeks clenching involuntarily, while Gundy snapped off the glove like he was bagging evidence.

      “You’re good,” he grunted, like I’d passed a test. “Dress.”

      “Thanks,” I said, voice dry. “Always dreamed of being validated by a man wrist-deep in my ass.”

      He didn’t laugh. 

      Shaking, I dressed with slow, deliberate movements, every fabric fold reminding me how small and vulnerable I was.

      A guard handed me a plastic bag containing my belongings. My wallet, my phone, and a few worn photos taped inside a small notebook. 

      “Let’s go Mitchell,” a CO snapped. “Don’t got all day.” I followed the guard out of the room and down a long hallway.

      The room they led me into looked like a community college office: beige walls, motivational posters curling at the corners, a desk littered with manila folders, a dented coffee mug, and a tiny plastic cactus. The fluorescent lights above buzzed with the kind of judgment only government buildings can afford.

      Behind the desk sat a woman in her early thirties. Ponytail. Wire-rimmed glasses. Smart outfit, professional, but not stiff. She wore a navy-blue blazer over a maroon top that was modest and pretty at the same time. There was something open about her face. Kind. Alert. Like she actually gave a shit.

      She looked up and smiled. Not the bureaucratic kind, either. It reached her eyes.

      “Bradley Mitchell.” She said my name like she’d been practicing it. “Take a seat.”

      I dropped into the vinyl chair across from her, bag resting on my lap like a shield. She picked up a folder with my name on the tab and scanned it, eyebrows lifting as she read.

      “You look better than your file photo,” she said.

      I blinked. “Uh… thanks?”

      That blush started in her cheeks like a slow sunrise. She cleared her throat. “Sorry. That came out weird. I just mean, your file’s a mess. You, though… you look like you walked out of an ad for second chances.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And here I thought I’d been doing two and a half years in beige chic.”

      She laughed. Full-on teeth and everything. “I appreciate sarcasm. It usually means someone still has a working sense of self.”

      “Good to know my ego survived this hellhole.”

      She flipped a page, her gaze flicking between notes. “Let’s get through the basics first. You’re being released on parole, no priors, nonviolent charge, early release for cooperation and good behavior.”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “You’re required to meet with me once a week at the downtown parole office,” she continued. “First appointment is already on the books. You’ll check in, get evaluated, and…”

      “Pee in a cup?”

      “Exactly,” she said, smiling again. “Drug testing every visit. We also reserve the right to surprise test you wherever you’re living.”

      “About that,” I said, shifting in my seat. “Still figuring it out.”

      Her smile softened. “I figured. But I need that information ASAP. I have to know where to find you, Bradley. That’s not optional.”

      “Understood.” I hesitated. “Just there’s not a bunch of people lining up to take me in right now.”

      Brooke’s eyes lingered on me a moment too long. “I can imagine. But you’re resourceful. You’ll figure it out.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the way she said it, or the way her eyes flicked down to my mouth and back up again, but there was a definite shift in the air.

      “You’ll also need to complete your PSA assignment,” she added, pulling out a form. “Bradley, you’ve agreed to make a video for the New York Department of Corrections. You know, the scare kids straight stuff. You’re the cautionary tale.”

      “Right. The ‘don’t be like me’ speech.” I leaned back. “I’ll try not to traumatize the kids too much.”

      She grinned. “A little trauma keeps them off drugs.”

      I laughed. She did too, then she caught herself and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. That blush was back, and deeper this time.

      “You… really are different from what I expected,” she breathed. Then she reached out and laid her hand on mine.

      It was light, just fingertips at first. But it stayed there.

      “I think you’ve got a lot of potential, Bradley.” Her voice dropped. “Like, a lot. I hope you see that, too.”

      I blinked. Her hand was still there. Her thumb brushed my knuckles. That wasn’t standard parole procedure, I think.

      I swallowed, just a little surprised at the warmth creeping into my face.

      “Well,” I said, smirking. “You’re definitely the nicest person who’s touched me this morning.”

      Her blush exploded across her face. She yanked her hand back and laughed, mortified. “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s okay,” I blurted. “You’re good.”

      She bit her lip, then smiled again. Smaller this time, but somehow more real. “Just trying to make sure you land on your feet.”

      “Well,” I said, standing as the door creaked open and the guards returned, “I’m better at landing on my back, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      She choked on a laugh as I slung my duffel over my shoulder. One of the guards gave me a look like he didn’t get the joke, which made it better.

      As they led me out, I glanced over my shoulder.

      Brooke was still watching me. Still smiling. And still red in the face.

      And honestly? It wasn’t the worst start to freedom.

      Better to have a parole officer who blushes than one who breathes down your neck. And hey, she might’ve been a woman, but compared to Marvin, I’d give her a handsy any day of the week.

      Two more guards stepped into the office, breaking the moment.

      “Time to go,” one said.

      I stood, awkward and unsteady but free, and followed them out.

      From the exercise yard on the way to the gate, I glimpsed the elegant apartment building where me, Jack, and Liam once lived together.

      The city looked the same, but I felt like a ghost wandering through it.

      When we reached the front gate, the heavy metal doors swung open.

      The sunlight hit me like a shock, bright, harsh, and completely unfamiliar.

      I took a step forward, heart pounding in my chest.

      I was free.

      “What the fuck am I going to do now?”
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          Nico

        

      

    

    
      “Cut!”

      Laura’s voice cracked across the set like a whip. The overhead lights buzzed, the giant box fan in the corner kept humming like it had a personal vendetta, and somewhere behind the camera, Moira was snickering loud enough for me to hear.

      Laura stomped onto the set with that exasperated little march she did when she was two heartbeats away from losing her mind. Her high ponytail was frizzing at the edges, and she had a smudge of eyeliner under one eye like she’d rubbed her face sometime around hour five of this nonsense.

      She pointed a French-manicured finger at Holden. Well…Bob. Real name: Bob Hildebrandt. Stage name: Holden Alcock, because branding is a cruel god.

      “Holden,” she said, hands on her hips like a furious school principal, “I know this is your last day working for us, but I need you to dial up the passion. Watching paint dry while someone read a tax manual out loud would be sexier.”

      Holden, lying on his back on the rented IKEA bed, gave her a lazy thumbs up. “Got it, boss lady.”

      Boss lady. Jesus.

      I sat back on my heels, still between his legs, and fought the urge to roll my eyes so hard they’d fly across the room. I liked Laura, and most of the people here. But Holden? No. I didn’t like Holden. I didn’t dislike him enough to wish him dead, but I wouldn’t send flowers to the funeral.

      I mean…he was nice. Sort of. In a “damp washcloth” kind of way. Pleasant. Forgettable. Flexible to an almost concerning degree. Like, circus contortionist flexible. I once watched him scratch the back of his head with his own foot during a stretch. Not cute. Not sexy. Definitely not the kind of thing I needed to picture when I was trying to fake my way through another afternoon of studio lighting and organic coconut oil.

      But hey—silver lining? After today, I’d be back to solo scenes until they found me a new partner.

      Or three.

      Laura clapped her hands twice. “Okay! Reset positions! Nico, on top. Holden, you’re on the bottom. Let’s finish this.”

      I sighed, repositioned myself, and leaned over Holden with all the fake bedroom eyes I could muster. The AC kicked on, rattling the ductwork above us. The smell of lube, sweat, and cheap vanilla-scented air freshener filled the studio. 

      “Action!” Laura called.

      We started again.

      Holden moaned like a man auditioning for a haunted house job. Long, drawn-out, and about as natural as botched Botox.

      I moved my hips, grinding slow and steady, trying to remember if I’d paid my electric bill. I had a set tonight at the Brooklyn Comedy Collective. Ten minutes. New material. The jokes weren’t finished, but they were percolating somewhere in the back of my brain like stale coffee.

      Joke one: Why did the porn star refuse to do missionary?

      Because after a decade in the industry, the only thing he believes in is doggy style and nihilism.

      Okay. Not bad. Needs a punchier tag.

      I shifted my weight, changing rhythm just enough to make Holden gasp like he’d been goosed by the ghost of bad acting past.

      Joke two: Things I’ve learned from adult film: lube solves most problems, eye contact solves the rest, and if the cameraman falls off the ladder mid-scene, just keep going.

      That one actually made me grin. My shoulders shook with the effort not to laugh.

      And then came joke three.

      Joke three: My career path was either to be a porn star or youth pastor. Honestly? The skill set is the same. Lots of fake enthusiasm, plenty of awkward silences, and you’re constantly pretending not to notice when people cry.

      I snorted.

      Out loud.

      Mid-thrust.

      Right into Holden’s ear.

      He jumped like I’d tased him, and Laura’s voice sliced through the studio again.

      “Cut!”

      I froze. Holden froze. The sound guy actually dropped his mic boom onto the floor with a thud.

      Laura stormed toward us again, rubbing her forehead like she was developing a migraine with my name tattooed on it.

      “Nico,” she said, drawing out my name like she was considering using it in a curse. “Were you running jokes in your head again?”

      I flushed. Warmth spread from my ears down to my neck like a sunburn of shame.

      “…Maybe.”

      Laura shook her head and let out a long, dramatic sigh worthy of a community theater production of Les Mis. “Baby, I love you. You’re talented, gorgeous, and you’re charismatic as hell. But please. Focus. Give me fifteen more minutes of serious top energy and I’ll let you out of here in time to bomb at your open mic.”

      I grinned sheepishly. “It’s not an open mic. I got booked for a spot.”

      “Even worse. Now make me proud. Or at least make me something usable for the website.”

      I gave her a lazy salute, repositioned again, and did my best to clear my head of jokes, existential dread, and the temptation to improv a monologue about bad acting and worse moaning.

      Fifteen more minutes.

      Then I’d head straight for the subway, pray the L train wasn’t delayed, and go bomb onstage like the professional disaster I was born to be.
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        * * *

      

      The L train screeched along the tracks like it was trying to shake us off. I had one earbud in, blasting some low-fi beat with enough bass to rattle my brain, but it still wasn’t enough to drown out Nessa and Moira holding court three seats down. 

      Nessa and Moira worked with me at Boys On Film, the adult film studio where I spent most of my daylight hours pretending to enjoy myself on camera. Nessa was one of our talent managers—a six-foot-tall, red-haired Bronx hurricane in platform heels, with a psychic ability to detect drama and romantic tension from a hundred yards away. Moira ran hair and makeup, with eyeliner so sharp it could cut glass and a voice that could wake the dead. Together, they were chaos in lipstick form. Loud, nosy, and endlessly entertained by my personal life.

      Moira was already halfway into a story about some guy she’d hooked up with who, apparently, had a tattoo of Tweety Bird on his inner thigh. Nessa was wheezing with laughter, pounding her fist against her knee like she was trying to restart her own heart.

      “And I said to him—get this—I said, ‘What is this, Looney Tunes or a cry for help?’” Moira cackled.

      Nessa nearly choked. “Bitch! Stop! You’re gonna get us kicked off this train!”

      A woman across the aisle shot them a dirty look. Moira winked at her like she was doing charity work.

      I pulled my beanie lower over my ears and kept my head down, staring at the scuffed floor between my sneakers. My heart was doing double Dutch in my chest, and I kept running my set list through my head like I could cram jokes in at the last minute and magically become…well…good.

      This was one of my first real bookings. Not just an open mic. Not just five minutes before a room full of other sad comics and two drunk tourists looking for the bathroom. A real show. With a real audience. And actual money at the end of it.

      It wasn’t much money, but still.

      If I pulled this off…

      If I kept pulling it off…

      Maybe I wouldn’t have to fake-orgasm on camera anymore for a living.

      That thought alone kept me breathing.

      The train jerked, announcing our stop with a metallic whine and the unmistakable voice of a disinterested MTA conductor who sounded like he hated everyone.

      “All right, bitches, let’s roll!” Nessa announced, like she was leading troops into battle.

      She tried to stand up in her skyscraper heels—black patent leather with rhinestone straps that wrapped around her calves like a bedazzled boa constrictor—and immediately wobbled like a newborn giraffe.

      “Oh, shit—whoa—fuck, hold up—”

      Moira caught her by the elbow. I grabbed her other arm instinctively.

      “Jesus, Ness, what the hell possessed you to wear these?” Moira asked, steadying her.

      Nessa swatted at her hair like she was being filmed for reality TV. “I didn’t buy ‘em! Chesty Adams left them at the studio like six months ago. Never came back for ‘em. I swiped ‘em from wardrobe.”

      Moira burst out laughing. “Oh, my god. You’re wearing abandoned stripper shoes?”

      “Wardrobe clearance, baby,” Nessa said, striking a pose that almost sent her face-first into a pole.

      I bit back a grin. If nothing else, at least I’d have my personal laugh track at the show.

      We half-walked, half-dragged Nessa up the stairs and onto the street. The Brooklyn night was sultry, humid, and sticky with the smell of car exhaust, halal carts, and old beer.

      The club wasn’t far—just a block and a half. Brooklyn Comedy Collective, tucked into a brick building that looked like it used to sell hardware or secondhand TVs. The entrance was a skinny black door covered in faded stickers and flyers for punk shows and improv classes nobody wanted to take.

      Inside, it was dim and cramped, with mismatched chairs and a low ceiling that made the whole place feel like somebody’s unfinished basement. The air smelled like cheap tequila and poor decisions.

      Perfect.

      I ditched the girls at a corner table near the front. Moira was already ordering drinks. Nessa was asking the server if they served Red Bull and vodka in buckets.

      Backstage, if you could call it that, was a six-by-six storage closet with a cracked mirror, two broken stools, and a Sharpie graffiti wall full of comic signatures and bad drawings of genitalia.

      I paced, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans, willing myself to chill out. My hands shook just enough to annoy me, but not enough to stop me.

      A little tequila would’ve helped. Just one shot. Just enough to take the edge off. But no. No time.

      From the overhead speaker, the announcer’s voice buzzed:

      “Give it up for your next comic… Carol Barnes!”

      Polite applause. More like clapping out of social obligation.

      I checked the set list taped to the wall by the door.

      I was next. Great.

      Carol’s set lasted maybe seven minutes. I heard her muffled voice through the wall. Some bit about dating apps and her cat’s IBS. Tough crowd. Barely any laughs.

      When she came offstage, Carol brushed past me, eyes glassy and wet, her hand swiping under her nose like she was about to cry.

      Awesome. Tonight just kept getting better.

      I bounced on the balls of my feet, rolling my neck, doing that little pre-show pacing thing comics do when they’re trying not to throw up.

      The announcer’s voice crackled again:

      “Next up… Nico Steele!”

      I stepped out into the lights, forcing a grin like my rent depended on it. 

      The crowd stared at me. About forty people. Hipsters in beanies. A group of drunk finance bros in the back. A few lesbian couples near the front. And, dead center, Nessa and Moira, already waving like maniacs.

      “All right, let’s get this out of the way,” I said, grabbing the mic. “Yes. Nico Steele is my real stage name. But… uh… different stage.”

      A few chuckles. Good start.

      “I know some of you are sitting there thinking… he looks familiar. Did I go to high school with him? Did I meet him at a bar? No, babe. You saw me naked on the internet.”

      Bigger laugh. Nice.

      “That’s right. I’m one of the rare artists who can say I make money by literally shaking my ass. And not like… metaphorically. Like actually shaking my ass. On camera. For money. More than a bank teller makes, by the way. And with better benefits. No 401k, but you should see our dental coverage. Gotta keep these teeth pretty for the cum shots.”

      The lesbians in the front row howled.

      I kept rolling.

      “People ask me all the time, ‘Nico, what’s the hardest part about being in porn?’ And I tell them, honestly… it’s keeping a straight face when your scene partner is making sex noises that sound like a dying lawn mower.”

      That got Moira laughing so hard she slammed her hand on the table.

      “And let me tell you, if you’ve never stared deeply into the dead eyes of a man named Bob, while pretending to passionately make love to him for a website called Manhammer… you haven’t truly lived.”

      The place erupted.

      By the time I wrapped my last joke, a bit about lube being the true universal solvent, I was sweating, wired, and practically vibrating with relief.

      Applause hit me like a wave.

      Real, actual applause.

      I stepped off stage with my heart in my throat and a grin so wide my face hurt.

      Maybe—just maybe—I wasn’t completely fucked after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Bradley

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the cracked ceiling of the Chelsea International Hostel and wondered, not for the first time, how my life had gotten this fucking dire.

      The mattress beneath me was thin enough to fold like a tortilla. The scratchy sheet twisted around my legs like it hated me personally, and the smell of mildew mixed with someone’s off-brand Axe body spray lingered in the air like a middle finger. My bunk was wedged against the wall, top level, because of course I got stuck with the top bunk.

      Below me, some guy from God-knows-where snored like a dying lawnmower. Another dude walked past, swaying a little, his flip-flops smacking the floor like wet slaps. Probably drunk. Or high. Or both.

      I pulled my blanket tighter, staring at the screen of my phone. Jack’s number was still saved from two years ago. So was Liam’s.

      I hadn’t called either of them since…

      Well. Since I got arrested.

      I swallowed hard. The familiar pit of shame burned in my throat like cheap whiskey.

      They’d had every right to cut me off. I wasn’t just some casual disappointment. I’d been actively reckless. Selfish. Dealing out of the apartment we shared like it was no big deal. Like I wasn’t putting them both in danger.

      God, thinking about it now made my stomach turn.

      They’d both looked at me like I was a stranger the day I got hauled out in cuffs. Jack wouldn’t even meet my eyes. Liam… I’d never seen him cry before.

      I ran a shaky hand over my face and let out a slow breath, trying to gather what little scraps of dignity I had left.

      I couldn’t keep living like this.

      The hostel was cheap, yeah, but it still drained my pathetic savings account faster than I could refill it with sketchy day labor jobs and under-the-table cash gigs. I shared the room with four other guys, none of whom I knew, and all of whom smelled like BO and desperation. The Wi-Fi barely worked unless you sat near the stairwell, and even then, it felt like you were catching a signal on borrowed time.

      I pulled out my phone and opened the browser.

      Maybe I’d just… check in on them. Not call. Just look. See what they were doing now. Maybe they’d moved. Maybe they’d left New York entirely.

      I typed in Liam’s full name first.

      That led me down a rabbit hole of social media pages I didn’t have the guts to click on.

      Then I searched for Jack.

      Same deal. LinkedIn popped up.

      But then I saw it.

      Boys On Film Media & Management

      Huh?

      I clicked the link with trembling fingers.

      At first I thought it was some kind of indie production company. The homepage had sleek graphics and a logo that looked expensive as hell.

      But then I scrolled.

      And my heart just… stopped.

      Oh my God.

      It was porn.

      They owned a porn company.

      Liam and Jack.

      Mr. Valedictorian Jack. The guy who once spent three weeks creating a color-coded study schedule for the LSATs.

      And Liam. Sweet, nervous, “blushes when someone says the word blowjob,” Liam.

      They were running an adult entertainment company.

      And not just running it. Thriving.

      There were headshots of models, men, mostly, all bronzed and muscular and grinning with that practiced porn-star charm. There were links to interviews with Liam and Jack talking about “brand expansion” and “sex-positive representation in media.”

      I dropped the phone on my chest and just… stared at the ceiling again.

      Of all the plot twists my life could throw at me, this was definitely in the top three.

      I thought about Marvin, my old cellmate. The one who spent months being way too into me and way too vocal about it. Marvin thought I had the dick of death. In fact, he said I had a porn star cock on multiple occasions.

      The idea wormed its way into my head before I could stop it.

      Maybe… Maybe I could find work with them.

      Not on camera. Jesus. No way. I wasn’t about to have sex with strangers on film just to make rent.

      ... Or was I?

      I pressed the heel of my palm to my forehead.

      Focus, Bradley.

      I mean… I had a degree. Law, for fuck’s sake. Never took the bar, but still. I wasn’t bringing nothing to the table. Maybe they needed help behind the scenes? Contracts? HR? Hell, I’d sweep floors if it meant I didn’t have to share another bathroom with four strangers and a questionable brown stain near the drain.

      I picked up the phone again. My thumb hovered over Jack’s contact.

      Would he even answer?

      Would he cuss me out? Hang up?

      Maybe. Probably.

      But I didn’t have a choice.

      I closed my eyes, counted to three like I was about to jump off a bridge, and hit dial.

      The line rang twice.

      Then three times.

      I was already mentally preparing for voicemail. Maybe that’d be better, honestly. Safer. I could leave some pathetic, rambling message and then throw my phone in the East River and never check for a callback.

      But on the fourth ring…

      Click.

      “Bradley?” Jack’s voice came through, hesitant and soft, like he wasn’t sure if he was answering a scam call or hearing a ghost. “Is this… really you?”

      I froze.

      My throat closed up like it was physically rejecting words.

      My mouth opened, but nothing came out. No air, no sound. Just static in my brain and panic in my chest.

      Jesus Christ, Bradley. Say something.

      The silence stretched long enough that I could hear Jack shift on the other end. A little rustle of fabric, maybe a chair squeaking.

      “Okay… uh… I’m gonna hang up now.”

      “No!” I blurted, my voice cracking like a teenager with bad allergies. “Wait. Jack… it’s me. Bradley. Can we… Can we get together and talk?”
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        * * *

      

      I stood across the street from the building, staring up at the faded brick like it was the ultimate boss in some cursed video game. My stomach twisted in on itself.

      This was it, the home of Boys On Film Media & Management.

      Somehow I’d imagined it would look… sleazier. Dark windows, sketchy signage, at least a questionable neon light or two. But nope. From the outside, it just looked like any other old building in Chelsea. Unassuming. Boring, even. Like, a dentist’s office or some nonprofit nobody donates to.

      Which somehow made this whole thing feel even more surreal.

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans for the fifth time and took a shaky breath. I could still turn around and walk right back to the hostel, curl up on my terrible mattress, and figure something else out.

      But… I couldn’t.

      Desperation has a way of dragging you forward even when your pride’s screaming at you to stay put. I took one step toward the door.

      “HEY!”

      A slap cracked across my face so fast I’d swear I saw stars. I stumbled back with a yelp, hand flying to my cheek.

      Standing in front of me, wearing five-inch heels and a scowl sharp enough to cut glass, was Nessa Martinez.

      Her bright red hair was pulled up in a high, messy bun, and her gold hoop earrings swung with violent enthusiasm as she pointed a finger right at my nose.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?!” she shouted, loud enough to make a guy walking his dog across the street do a full double take. “You should be in jail! Dealing drugs in my apartment building?! Oh my fucking God, you little shit!”

      Her hand came up again, ready for round two.

      I flinched. “Wait! Wait! Please! I’m so sorry!” I threw both hands up like I was surrendering in a hostage situation. “An appointment… I have an appointment! With Jack and Liam! I swear!”

      Nessa froze mid-swing. Her mouth dropped open, like she was trying to compute the level of stupidity it would take for me to lie about that.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered, rubbing her temple like I was giving her a migraine just by existing.

      “I’m not! Please don’t hit me again,” I added, flinching out of pure self-preservation.

      She narrowed her eyes, giving me a look that could peel paint off the walls. “Unbelievable,” she said finally, then turned on her heel. “Follow me. And try not to do anything stupid between here and the elevator.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I mumbled, trailing behind her like an ashamed golden retriever.

      Inside, the building was nicer than I expected. Exposed brick walls, industrial lighting, and a smell that was more expensive cologne and coffee than sweaty sex scenes.

      The elevator doors dinged open, and we stepped inside. Nessa hit the button like it owed her money. I stood in awkward silence next to her, resisting the urge to apologize again just for breathing. I stepped off the elevator behind Nessa, still rubbing my cheek like maybe I could erase the sting—and the humiliation—before I had to face Jack and Liam.

      The reception area was smaller than I expected. Exposed brick walls, low industrial lighting, a potted plant that was definitely fake, and a big front desk that looked like it belonged in the lobby of some hipster start-up.

      And sitting behind that desk…

      Dimitri.

      Jesus, of all people.

      I hadn’t seen him since the day I got arrested. Back then, he’d been the security guard for our old apartment building. I still remembered the look on his face as the cops cuffed me and dragged me through the lobby like the world’s dumbest criminal.

      Now here he was, looking even bigger than I remembered. Same broad shoulders, same buzzed haircut, same unimpressed glare like he was one deep sigh away from throwing me out.

      His thick eyebrows launched halfway up his forehead the second he spotted me. Next to him sat an older man I didn’t recognize. Gray hair combed back neat and tidy, a pressed sweater over slacks, legs crossed at the ankle like he had all the time in the world. He was perched casually on the edge of the desk, tapping one ringed finger against his knee like this was just another Tuesday.

      The man glanced at me, then muttered something in what I think was Russian. Dimitri gave a short laugh, like whatever was said had been both accurate and brutal.

      Nessa groaned and pointed at me like I was something she’d found stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

      “Petyr, Dimitri, don’t start,” she warned them both. “Apparently, Jack and Liam have lost their goddamn minds and scheduled a meeting with him.”

      I gave Dimitri an awkward half-wave. “Hey… long time no see.”

      Dimitri tilted his head at me, gave a slow, dry smile, and in careful, accented English said, “This… will be interesting.”

      The man named Petyr let out a long, dramatic sigh and reached for a clipboard resting next to him like it was a loaded weapon.

      “As the Studio Compliance Officer,” he said, straightening his back like he was giving a press conference, “I should have been informed about this appointment.”

      Then, with an exaggerated flourish you only see in bad courtroom dramas, he yanked a pen from behind his ear and started scribbling furiously on the clipboard.

      I blinked at him.

      Studio Compliance Officer?

      Okay… apparently, he was somebody important.

      Dimitri just sat there, arms crossed, watching the entire exchange like it was the most entertainment he’d get all week.

      Nessa rolled her eyes so hard I was amazed she didn’t sprain something. “Oh, please, Petyr. Nobody tells you anything because all you do is write fake violations on that clipboard like you’re building a case for HR, which—spoiler—you’re not.”

      Petyr paused mid-scribble to give her a look that somehow managed to be both wounded and superior.

      “Come on, jailbird,” Nessa barked, grabbing me by the arm and dragging me toward the hallway. “Let’s go before Petyr writes you up for existing.”

      I stumbled after her, trying not to trip over my own feet.

      We walked past a row of offices, each with open doors and half-glimpsed people inside. Some were typing on laptops, some shouting into phones, and one guy with pastel pink hair appeared to be organizing sex toys.

      Then, midway down the hall, I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Through a wide glass doorway on the left, a scene was being filmed on a brightly lit set.

      A woman dressed head-to-toe in tight black leather sat on the edge of a low platform bed with a shirtless man draped across her knees.

      She held a riding crop in one gloved hand, smacking him across the ass with gleeful precision.

      “Beg for it, you worthless little worm!” she barked, her voice sharp enough to cut drywall. “Tell me how much you love being my pathetic plaything!”

      The guy moaned dramatically, wiggling like he was auditioning for a soap opera and a torture porn flick at the same time.

      I stood there, wide-eyed, frozen in the middle of the hallway like my brain had short-circuited.

      Nessa doubled back, grabbed my sleeve, and yanked me forward hard enough to nearly pop my shoulder out of its socket.

      “Eyes front, genius,” she hissed. “You wanna gawk? Get a subscription.”

      I stumbled along after her, cheeks burning.

      We turned the corner, and she pushed open a door that led into what looked like a shared office space. Two desks. A whiteboard covered in scribbles and calendars. A sad little ficus plant dying in the corner.

      This was it.

      Jack and Liam’s office.

      Nessa pointed at a cracked vinyl chair against the wall. “Sit your ass down and don’t move. I’m talking to them first.”
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