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Chapter 1 - Interlopers 
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"SEE IF THE CHRISTMAS decorations are in one of the boxes in the basement," my wife called out to me. I'd been enjoying watching the game. Now I had to haul myself off the comfy couch and go down into the creepy basement to go through the mounds of boxes we hadn't touched since we moved in a few months ago. It was one of those old Victorian houses with all the odd doors and creaking staircases. The basement was the worst, gave me the creeps. It was dim and musty, like something out of a horror movie.

I stood at the top of the rickety stairs, looking down at the dark recesses beyond. If I admitted I was fearful of going down there, I would never hear the end of it from my wife or every one of our friends she would tell. But I'd seen plenty of horror films to know this is exactly how a character dies some horrible death at the hands of the monster lurking in the basement.

The wood creaked with each step down into the dim light of old incandescent bulbs I hadn't had a chance to change out with modern LEDs yet. I felt a draft and shivered. I'd had a couple of beers already, so I hung onto the flimsy railing, hoping it would hold my weight if I slipped.

Thanksgiving was barely over, and now she wanted to start with all the Christmas crap. I looked at the mountain of boxes stacked against the wall where the movers had left them, not knowing where they should go. We'd get around to going through them eventually. Most of the boxes contained her things from college or old clothes she couldn't bear to part with. I began to shift the boxes around, opening each one to check the contents before moving to the next. God forbid they be labeled with something like "Christmas decorations" on the outside to make this chore easier.

I took a box down and started sifting through it. Turned out to be one of my boxes from high school. I spotted the yearbook and started thumbing through it, looking at all the pictures of my old buddies who I'd lost touch with over the years. Sure, some were "friends" on social media, but we hadn't said an actual word to each other in over a decade other than to like or comment on the occasional post.

There was Bradley in his ROTC uniform, and there was Ben with his arm slung over his shoulder. We were inseparable back then. I sniffed back a sentimental tear. That's when I heard the music. I thought at first my wife had put on the radio upstairs. It was not her kind of music. I listened, trying to pinpoint where it was coming from.  It was like it was coming from behind the wall but as far as I knew behind that wall was solid earth. Could it be from outside? The closest neighbor was on the other side of a wooded area, so unless they were hosting a concert in their backyard, it couldn't be them. No, it was closer than that. Where was it coming from?

I listened closely, swinging my head side to side to pinpoint the source. Moving slowly, I crept along the boxes until it sounded the loudest. Maybe it was something in one of the boxes, maybe an old radio had gotten switched on inside the box. I shifted a few to the side, listening to each before restacking them. I saw a patch of wood between the boxes where there should have been brick. Was there a door back there?

I shifted a few more boxes, clearing the path to the door. It was definitely a door, an old wooden door with sturdy hinges and an iron lock. Was there another room behind this wall? I scratched my head trying to work out how this room fit into the architectural plans for the house.

The music was definitely coming from the other side. It was a song I hadn't heard in years. I forgot the title, but I instantly knew the melody.  Weird that I was thinking about Bradley and Ben just now because this was Ben's favorite song back then. Every time it came on the radio, he would start singing along. He was so off-key, but he didn't care.

I tried the glass doorknob that looked like etched crystal, but it wouldn't turn. I put my ear to the door and could hear the music louder now. Maybe it was some old radio in the closet that had switched on. I'd have to look for the key. Eventually, the batteries would die on the thing and it would stop. I was about to turn back to my quest to find the decorations when I heard something else that sent shivers down my spine. Voices, just audible over the music. I leaned closer to listen.

"Oh fuck, your dick is huge. It feels so good," I heard a male voice coming from the other side of the door.

"What the fuck? Who's in there!" I yelled.

"Yeah, just like that, your ass feels so good," came another male voice.

"This is private property, you are trespassing," I called out. Could there be a room beyond this door? Maybe a storm shelter with a door to the outside? Some neighborhood kids might be using it for clandestine sex. The house had been abandoned for a few years before we bought it to fix up. It was months before we were able to move in, due to the extent of the work needed. It probably had attracted all sorts of people who used it as a place to shoot up or fuck.

It's just that I had seen the blueprints during the rehab and I couldn't recall any room back there? Maybe a later addition not added to the blueprints?

"Whoever is in there, I will find the key. You'd better quit what you are doing and get the hell out of there," I yelled.

"Fuck, I'm gonna cum!" I heard one of them yell.

"Yeah, breed my hole bud," I heard the other moan. I listened to the sounds for a moment, hearing slapping skin against skin. It both intrigued and repulsed me. It was definitely two guys fucking. I could hear their deep voices uttering moans of pleasure. A mental picture formed in my mind of their young naked bodies pressing into each other. My dick began to stir. I've always considered myself straight, but the sounds they were making, raw grunts and moans, were doing something to me.

"What are you shouting about?" I heard my wife call from the top of the stairs. I found my hand had slipped into my boxers to grab my dick. I quickly let go of it, embarrassed that I'd gotten carried away.

"I think there are some kids fucking in a secret room down here," I said.

"What?" She called out from the top of the stairs. I quickly adjusted myself, trying to tamp down my growing dick, and turned to meet her as I heard her begin to descend the stairs.

"Did you find the decorations?" She asked impatiently.

"No, I heard music and then voices behind that door," I said, turning toward her, hiding my dick behind my hands, looking embarrassed.

"What door? What are you talking about?" She said, giving me a puzzled, then concerned look.

"That door," I said, pointing at the wall behind me. She gave me a look like I was from another planet. I looked back and stared at the wall that had previously contained the door, which was no longer there. The moaning and music were gone, along with the mysterious door.

"Maybe lay off the beers," she said, smelling my breath.

"I swear there was a door here," I said, feeling around the wall where it had been. It appeared solid with no trace of the door I'd just been eavesdropping on moments before. I looked around at the other walls, trying to find it, thinking maybe I'd gotten turned around, and it was on another wall. They were all blank, no hidden doors, no music, no grunts and moans.

"Quit fooling around and find the decorations, I want to start putting them up," Lynda said, heading back up the stairs, shaking her head in disbelief.

I found the box of decorations a few minutes later. I looked back at the wall, recalling the voices and imagining what they had been doing behind the door. Was I really picturing two guys fucking? I tried to shake the image from my head. I looked once more at the blank patch of wall, picturing the door there, but it remained blank. As I ascended the stairs carrying the box, I thought I could still hear the music, but I knew it had to be only playing in my head.
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Chapter 2 - Reception
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THE REST OF THE WEEK, I had that unsettled feeling. Did I have some kind of drug trip? I hadn't done anything in years, just some weed on a few occasions and mushrooms that one time, but never again. I'd heard of cases of tripping years later, but I assumed that was just a myth to scare people, like that old film Reefer Madness. I just couldn't shake how real it all seemed. Like a dream, you can't stop thinking about it days later, still wondering if it was real or a dream.

I realized the voices seemed familiar somehow. They rattled around in my head, repeating over and over. Maybe it was just the power of suggestion since I'd been looking at the picture in the yearbook, but I could swear it was Ben I heard. The other voice, well, that couldn't have been Bradley, but that's what face I conjured up when I thought about it. His low baritone echoed back to me through the years.

I knew for certain it couldn't possibly be Bradley, and it was highly unlikely it was Ben. I hadn't thought about them in years. Like many painful memories locked away until you stumble over them unexpectedly.

I checked my social media, looking up whatever happened to Ben. I knew what happened to Bradley. He was shipped off to Afghanistan during the war. He and most of his unit didn't return after their convoy ran over an IED. It had been a shock to everyone.

"He's gone," I'd heard Ben say on the other end of the line.

"What? Who?" I asked. We'd not seen each other since the summer after graduation. We hadn't talked in all that time, so it was a shock to hear his voice on the other end of the line.

"Bradley was killed over in Afghanistan," he managed to get out between gulps of air. I dropped to the chair at the kitchen table.

"Oh," was the only word I could find to say. I drew in my breath and felt tears welling up in the corner of my eyes.

"I just found out. I didn't know who else to call," he said, sounding like a lost boy desperate for someone to help him find his way home.

"I'm so sorry," I said. Growing up, the three of us had been best friends, but Ben and Bradley were inseparable. I assumed they must have stayed in touch while Bradley was deployed.

"I miss him so much," he said. I wanted to give him a hug. He seemed inconsolable.

"I do too," I said.

"Are you coming back for the funeral? He's being flown back tomorrow," he asked.

"I don't think I can make it," I said. I regretted it instantly. It was just that my job was crazy at the time and money was tight. Lynda and I were saving up to buy a house and start a family. We were all the way on the opposite coast now. To buy a plane ticket and take off a week from work would have been impossible. But I kicked myself for years afterward for not taking the time to go and see my friend off.

"Let me talk to Lynda, maybe we can figure something out," I said, trying to find some way to walk back what I'd said a moment ago.

"Hope to see you there," he said before he hung up. I think he sensed that I wouldn't be able to make it. Besides the money and work commitments, I also hated funerals. I'd been to too many. They all felt like a sham. Some priest proclaiming they were in a better place now. It didn't sit well with me. There was no better place, there was just nothing. It was better if they were still with us here, now. We didn't make it to the funeral and when I tried to call Ben later to apologize it went straight to voicemail.

Ben seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth after that. His profile didn't have any recent updates, and my holiday greetings went unanswered. I felt silly cyberstalking him after all these years. We were very different people now. The last time I had seen him and Bradley was at our wedding. They'd come stag, but it seemed like they were getting along really well with my cousins, Stacy and Jules. I'd seen the four of them leaving together, but I'd not gotten a chance to chat with them much. I didn't want to know if they hooked up. I was too busy to find out.

I put down my phone and tried to focus on work. I was home alone. Remote work was nice since it gave me these times on my own. I answered a couple of emails and worked on some code, but my mind kept wandering. The sound of skin slapping on skin and the moaning. The memory of my hallucination or whatever it was continued to haunt me. I needed to get laid. My dick, half-hard, pressed into my leg, working its way down the leg of my pajamas. Another advantage of working from home. If I wanted, I could work naked except for the video conference calls.

I checked my calendar. I had some time before my next meeting. I just needed a stress-relieving break. I stood and went to the kitchen to fix some coffee. My half-hard cock rubbed against the fabric of my pajamas, making it harder. I was ashamed to admit it, but between meetings, I would sometimes rub one out just so I could focus on work again. I reached inside my pajamas and scratched my thick pubes, running my fingers down to the base of my growing member. I couldn't get the idea of the two guys fucking behind that door out of my head. I grabbed my phone and brought up a porn site.

It was nice to have the house to myself. I pulled out my dick and stroked it idly as I searched for something to watch.

My wife did not approve of porn, thinking it degraded women. I didn't think that. They made a living on it. It was one profession where women usually earned more than men, but that was never going to be a winning argument with her.

I sat down on the sofa and clicked on a video, streaming it to the TV. As I watched a beautiful, big-busted blond suck a massive cock, I stroked my cock rapidly, picturing it was her sucking my dick. I had some time, so I edged myself rather than popping too quickly. I backed off and instead of skipping ahead to them fucking, I watched as she licked up his shaft and took his thick head in her mouth. Suddenly, the image of Bradley's cock popped into my head out of nowhere. I'd never seen his hard dick before, but I'd seen it soft during gym class. It seemed like the rumors that he was hung like a Shetland pony were true. I felt weird thinking about a dead man's cock, even more so than thinking about cock in general.

"Fuck," I said, trying to skip ahead in the video, only to hit an ad that sent me off into the dregs of the internet. The screen went blank. But that's when I heard it. That music again. I looked around, trying to pinpoint the source. It was definitely the basement again, I was sure of it. I was naked, but I didn't bother to get dressed. My dick was leaking and covered in lube. It would get all over my clothes if I got dressed now.

I went to the stairs and looked down into the dark. The music was still muffled but louder now. I felt weird going downstairs naked with a rock-hard boner leading the way, but I had to know if the door was there again. This time I hadn't been drinking. Maybe I could finally resolve whatever this was that had been bothering me all week.

There it was, the door just like it had appeared before, in the middle of the wall that had been blank. It looked as if it had always been there, there was even dust in the door jamb that seemed like it had been building up for years. Could it be some twisted prank? I looked around to see if anyone was there, but I was alone. At least for the moment, I was alone, until I heard voices.

"They seemed nice," I heard one say.

"OK, whoever is back there, I'm warning you," I shouted.

"Yeah, Stacy was all into you," another voice said, clearly not hearing a word I said.

"I bet Jules would have gotten into your pants," the first voice said.

Stacy and Jules? That was another strange coincidence. I'd just been thinking about the wedding. Could the two I was hearing really be Ben and Bradley? The thought struck me as true, though it defied everything I thought I knew about the universe, time, and space.

"She was nice and all, but ...," said the one I was identifying as Ben, lacking any better label.

"But?" Said the one that sounded like Bradley.

"But ... I ... well," Ben stammered.

"But you're gay," Bradley filled in the gaps.

"What?" Ben said.

"I figured that's what you might be trying to tell me," Bradley said. I had no inkling that Ben was gay. In the sparse social media posts I'd seen from him, he'd been with a woman. There were pictures of them together in his feed if I went back far enough. If whoever this was that sounded like Ben was really the Ben I knew.

"What we did ..." Ben said.

"I know I said it was just a phase, just experimenting, but I guess that wasn't really true," Bradley said.

"We never talked about what happened," Ben said.

"I know we both got a little weird about it before I shipped off to basic," Bradley said.

"So are you?" Ben asked.

"I don't know, maybe? I've fooled around with a few guys," Bradley admitted.

"I have too, but ..." Ben said, trailing off. They stopped talking, and now I could hear something wet.

"I've been wanting to kiss you like that ever since," Bradley said.

"Same," Ben said.

"I have to be back on base tomorrow, but I have a few hours before I need to leave," Bradley said.

"I've got a hotel room here for the wedding," Ben said.

"I didn't book anything, I figured I'd get a few hours' shuteye in my car and then take off," Bradley said.

"You wanna come back to my room," Ben asked shyly.

"I've been waiting for you to ask me that all evening," Bradley said.

I heard rustling and footsteps and a key in a lock. It was like I was watching a movie with only the sound on and no picture. I heard more wet kissing and the rustle of clothing. My mind filled in the gaps as I pictured them stripping off their clothing.

"I've missed this," Ben said.

"I've missed this too," Bradley said, followed by a smack that sounded like skin on skin.

"You have no idea," Ben said breathlessly.

"I have some idea," Bradley said, then I heard another wet slurping sound.

"Oh fuck," Ben whimpered.

Was I really listening to my old friends giving each other head? I couldn't wrap my head around it. Was it really them I'd heard fucking the other day? The images had been planted deep in my brain and I found it impossible to exercise them. I looked down and to my amazement, my dick was still hard and leaking.

I didn't hear much more dialogue from them, but from the few sounds I heard I could imagine them naked on a hotel bed, Ben kissing Bradley then what sounded like him sucking his dick. Fuck! I was throbbing thinking about them. It felt so wrong intruding on this intimate moment but also so incredibly hot, like when I heard my roommate in college fucking his girlfriend in the other room.

I would sit in my bed and pull out my dick and listen to her whimpering as he pounded her wet pussy through the paper-thin walls. Inevitably, I'd cum all over my chest as he grunted and filled her with his cum.

Now I found myself stroking my dick, listening to something very different happening on the other side of that inexplicable door. I heard a new sound intrude on the sounds I was lost in. A loud beeping sound. I turned to look for the sound, realizing it was my phone, left upstairs on my desk. I could hear the vibrations as it rang out throughout the empty house.

Instinctively, I went to climb the stairs, then looked back momentarily. I froze. The door was gone, and with it my friends and the scene of passion just out of sight.

"Are you joining the meeting?" My coworker asked when I picked up my phone.

Shit! I was late for my next meeting. How did an hour pass so quickly?

"Sorry, time got away from me. I'm joining now," I said, hanging up and tapping my laptop to wake it. I donned my headset and sat down at my desk about to join the already-in-progress call when I realized I'd not gotten dressed. I had been seconds from humiliating myself in front of my coworkers.

Still shaking but fully dressed this time, I clicked the button and joined the call. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3 - Fortress
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"ARE YOU OKAY?" ONE of my partners Anthony asked. With him and our other partner Hank, we'd grown this consulting firm into a multi-million dollar company. 

"Yeah, why?" I replied.

"You seemed distracted during the meeting," he said.

"I've got a lot on my mind," I said.

"Anything you want to share?" He asked.

"No, just feeling a little off, hope I'm not getting sick," I replied. There was no way I could tell anyone about whatever it was that was happening to me. Maybe I was suffering a mental breakdown. Or schizophrenia? I Googled the symptoms and instantly regretted it.

"Hope you aren't, we have that presentation Friday," he said.

"I know, I'll have it done," I said.

"Thanks," he said before ending the call.

I sat there, trying not to let all the crazy thoughts swirling around my head overwhelm me. I got up to make myself some coffee and realized the tv was still on and frozen on the porn I'd been watching. I was glad Lynda hadn't come home and seen that. I felt my balls ache for release, but I was too weirded out by what was happening to think about jerking off.

I put on my running shoes and slipped into my joggers. Nothing like a good run to clear my head. I stretched against the porch railing then made my way to the dirt path that ran behind the houses on our street. I enjoyed the solitude and ability to get out of the house for a bit.

I stopped at my turning point in the woods to catch my breath. There was a small gully beside the path that reminded me of place where Bradley, Ben and I had built a fort when we were younger. We'd used a similar gully and covered it with wood and branches to create a hideaway. I remember finding it was still there years later. It was our senior year in high school and Bradley, looking the oldest of the three of us, had managed to buy a six-pack of beer. I'd stumbled onto my dad's old copies of Playboy and Hustler. I'd smuggled a few out of the house and met them at the old fort, where we drank and thumbed through the magazines. It was clear we were all hard from the tents forming in our shorts.

I started my play list again and headed back down the hill, remembering all the good times we'd had those summers. Riding bikes around the neighborhood, sneaking into the neighbor's pool in the middle of the night for a quick skinny-dip.

I was heading to college and Bradley to basic training, while Ben had gotten a job. None of us were particularly well-off. I'd only managed to get into college by the skin of my teeth and a load of debt. Bradley's plan was to use the GI bill to go to school once he got out of the Marines.

I got back home and stretched on the steps of the porch before stripping down as I made my way to the shower. It was only after I got out of my shower that I realized I'd not brought up the load of towels I'd run earlier. I did my best to dry off with a hand towel before making my way down the basement stairs. I was naked, but that was not uncommon for me on my days alone when I didn't have video meetings. I liked the freedom when it was warm. When it was cold out, the house was far too drafty for it.

I stood at the top of the stairs, feeling a growing dread. The run had helped bring some distance and clarity to what had happened earlier. I had almost convinced myself that it was all just my imagination. Of course, what did that say about me that I was imagining my old best friends fucking?

I got to the bottom of the stairs and looked at the blank bit of wall. No door. No voices. I was almost disappointed. I turned the corner and headed to the laundry room. I grabbed a still-warm towel from the dryer, luxuriating in its warmth in the cool basement. That's when I heard something.

"Look at the titties on her," I heard a voice say.

"Check out this one, she's giving the guy a blowjob," Ben said. I didn't recognize the first voice, but I was sure that was Ben. I'd just been recalling a similar time in the fort when we'd been checking out the nudie magazines.

"Wow, it barely fits in her mouth!" The unidentified voice said.

"Kinda like mine," Bradley chimed in.

"Always bragging," the third voice said. It sounded familiar. In fact, the whole conversation sounded familiar. Then it hit me. The voice was higher-pitched than I was used to because I was used to hearing it echoing around my head. It was me. A younger me.

"Has Lynda given you one yet?" Bradley asked.

"A what?" My younger self said.

"A blow job, has she ever given you one?" Bradley asked.

"Oh yeah, all the time. She can't keep her mouth off it," I said.

"Bullshit!" Bradley said.

"OK, fine. No, she hasn't, but she's put her hand down my pants," I said.

"That's a start. Have her pull it out and put that beast in her mouth or, better yet, in her wet pussy," Bradley said.

"We just started dating. We're getting there," I said.

I remembered feeling embarrassed, both because of my lack of experience and because at that moment I had the most incredible boner in my shorts that I was desperately trying to hide. I'm sure we all had them and were just as embarrassed for our buddies to see. Except maybe Bradley, who seemed happy to show off.

"Oh shit, I've got to get home for dinner," my younger self said. I recalled getting up and keeping my hand in front of my boner to avoid the embarrassment of them seeing it poking up through my shorts.

"Can we keep these here?" Ben asked.

"I don't think my dad will miss them. I took them from the bottom of the pile," I said.

"Cool," Bradley said, flipping through more pages.

I heard footsteps as my younger self made his way out of the fort and down the path toward home.

"Did you see he had a boner?" Bradley said after I'd left.

Ben giggled nervously.

"I bet you have one too," Bradley said.

And Ben giggled but didn't fess up.

"It's okay, see," Bradley said. I assumed he must have flashed Ben his hard dick.

"Shit! Put that thing away," Ben said.

"He needs some air," Bradley said.

There was a pause.

"Bet you could use some air about now," Bradley added.

"I don't know. He could come back," Ben said.

"Bet he would just join us if he did," Bradley said.

"You think he would?" Ben asked.

"All guys jerk off. Anyone who says otherwise is lying," Bradley said. And now I could hear the subtle sounds of skin smacking in the background as they turned the pages of the magazines and stroked their cocks. I couldn't believe it. After I'd left, they'd started jerking off. Now I had this weird thought that I wished I had stayed and joined them. What the fuck was I thinking? I didn't want to jerk off with a guy, did I?

"Let me see," Bradley asked.

"Huh?" Ben said. I heard rustling and then Ben gasped.

"You've got a nice one," Bradley said. I could only imagine what was happening.

"Yeah, no contest here," Ben said.

Fuck, they were jerking each other off? I couldn't believe my best friends had jerked off together. They had never let on what happened after I left.

"It's not as big as mine, but it's still a decent size," Bradley said. I heard Ben gasp.

"You can touch mine if you want," Bradley said.

It was quiet, and my ears strained to hear even a hint at what was going on behind that door. I could only assume they were stroking each other's dicks. Given what I'd heard from behind the door the past several times, I gathered this must have been how it all started. To think it was my doing, bringing the porn mags.

A few days later, we had a massive storm that washed out our fort and with it the dirty magazines. We never had another opportunity to test Bradley's theory that I would have joined them. At the time, I probably wouldn't have, but now, now, I wasn't so sure. One thing I couldn't deny was how hard I was just listening to them through the door.

"You ready?" I heard a voice from upstairs.

"Fuck," I said under my breath, running back to the laundry before she opened the basement door to look for me.

"I was getting a towel," I yelled up, grabbing one to wrap around my waist.

"OK, but hurry up," she said.

"Be right up," I said, grabbing the basket of laundry to hide my boner that was inadequately hidden by the towel, before heading to the stairs. The door was gone once again. I looked at the wall with a sense of loss for a more innocent time or maybe less innocent, knowing what had really happened. Did I know? I was treating this door, this probable figment of my imagination, as if it was an oracle of truth.

"What are you doing?" Lynda said, seeing me in just a towel.

"I was out for a run, and all the towels were in the wash," I said.

"Well, hurry up and get dressed," she said.

"Dressed for?" I asked, racking my brains to recall what plans we had for the evening.

"Don't tell me you forgot! We're meeting Beth and her husband Ryan for dinner," Lynda said. It was now finally clicking. Beth was Lynda's best friend. They'd been best friends in high school. They were in town on vacation, and we'd planned to meet up with them. I think I forgot because I was not looking forward to it. Beth was a bore and just got under my skin with her better-than-everyone attitude. All her posts were about how amazing her life was, her hot husband, her beautiful kids, their perfect house, the exotic places they were always jetting off to. No doubt dinner would be at some overpriced restaurant where the food looked better than it tasted.

I nonetheless ran upstairs and got out my best outfit, though I doubt either of us would appear in their feed. We were not glamorous enough for them and might bring down their following. If I made us late for dinner, Lynda would never let me hear the end of it. Thankfully, my dick had begun to deflate at the mention of dinner with Beth, and I could fit into my slim jeans. She had her outfit picked out and was already shimmying into it when I emerged from the guest room, where most of my stuff was. Closet space was a premium in an old house like this, and Lynda's wardrobe took up all the space in the master bedroom.

"Zip me up?" she asked, turning to face the mirror and check her makeup.

My fingers grazed her soft skin as I pulled the zipper up her lower back.

"That tickles," she said. It had been a few weeks since the last time we'd been intimate, and I was feeling it. I rested my hands on her shoulders, looking at how the dress flattered her figure in the mirror. She worked just as hard as I did to keep at bay the midlife middle. She did Pilates in the morning on her way to work, but occasionally she would run with me.

I kissed her softly on the neck, knowing it was pointless to try now, but my balls ached from lack of release. Maybe after dinner if I played my cards right and the drinks were flowing. I adjusted myself and then finished buttoning my shirt, letting the events of the day fade as if they'd just been a dream that I'd woken up from. 
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Chapter 4 - Pseudoscience
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"I CAN'T BELIEVE YOU said Beautilife is a scam," Lynda said, slamming her keys on the end table by the door.

"I didn't say it was a scam. I just said it sounded like a pyramid scheme," I said.

"Same thing," she said, leaving me at the door to head upstairs to change. I knew I was in the doghouse and not to even bother going to the bedroom to continue this discussion.

To say dinner did not go well would be an understatement. We got there late, through no fault of mine. Traffic was bad, but of course, I was the one to be blamed for not being ready to leave the moment she got home. They had already ordered and were in the process of doing a photo shoot of their first course and cocktails. The fact that they didn't even bother to wait for us annoyed me. I quickly ordered a drink which wasn't on their special menu, but the clueless waitress didn't know if they could make it. Lynda looked embarrassed for me for being so out of touch with modern cocktails and cuisine as I tried to decipher the menu without the aid of my phone to translate.

It only got better from there when they started to go on and on about their latest venture, Beautilife, some kind of cosmetics and health product line they hocked to their followers. Having settled for straight whisky when they couldn't figure out my drink order, I was a bit more sloshed than I had intended to be.

"It's got green muscle extract and a proprietary blend of amino acids that plump up lips and fill in wrinkles, it's amazing. You just have to try it," Beth gushed.

"What do any of those things have to do with skin care?" I asked.

"It's laboratory tested," Ryan replied.

"What does that mean, they tested it for what?" I asked critically.

"It's science," Beth said. I rolled my eyes.

"That's not science, it's just a lot of buzzwords and nonsense," I said.

A pain in my foot told me I should shut up and that any hope of some relief for my blue balls tonight or any night in the near future was nonexistent. I shut up and tried to enjoy the slim, undercooked, over-seasoned slice of meat that was costing me more than most people made in a day.

"It sounds interesting. I'd love to give it a try," she said.

"Here, take this sample. I swear by it," Beth said, handing a small vial of the stuff to Lynda from her oversized purse.

"Can I get another?" I asked when I flagged the waitress down. Lynda gave me a cold stare. I knew I was over my limit on alcohol, but it was all that was going to make the rest of the evening bearable.

I sipped my whisky as they continued to perform their much-honed marketing spiel. I shut up and let them jabber away, letting my mind wander, not taking in the words they were saying.

Beth, with her puffy lips, and Ryan, with his Botoxed forehead and perfectly trimmed beard. Objectively, they were two perfect specimens of both sexes. What they needed with the extra augmentations, I didn't know. The cost of the pursuit of perfection is often the very flaws that make someone attractive in the first place. Who really wants a Barbie and Ken doll? I could only wish he was also hung like Ken, but I'd seen him in a Speedo and knew that was definitely not the case. He had a more than ample package. Another reason to hate him. I don't know why I was so critical of them. They seemed happy. Maybe that was why. I was not happy, and being around overly happy people just threw a 20,000-watt spotlight on my own unhappiness.

I bet they didn't touch the snake oil they were selling.

"So you'll come to the seminar tomorrow?" Beth asked. I looked around like I'd missed some critical details of the conversation.

"What seminar?" I asked.

"The one they've been talking about at the convention center," Lynda said, her annoyance at me growing.

"Yes, we'd love to come," Lynda said, turning back to Beth.

"Perfect," Beth said, smiling serenely.

Apparently, they were not here on vacation but rather some convention for the stuff. Lynda was delighted to give up a Saturday to be sold some sack of lies and marketing, while I, on the other hand, thought putting my hand in a blender sounded more appealing. How had my life come to this? I wished I'd never married her.

If I was truly being honest, this was not the first time I'd had that thought. But it was occurring more often recently. Little things got on both our nerves too quickly. We both knew I was right that it was some kind of scam they were running. No one has that much money through truly honest work. And I never saw them do any work, and yet, they could afford all of that.

The waiter brought the check, and Beth and Ryan sat back, not even pretending to reach for their credit cards.

"Dinner is on us," Lynda said. "It's been so good to see you again."

I was going to object, but she turned to me and thrust out her hand for me to place my card in it. I tried not to look at the check, noting far too many digits. We said our goodbyes and got to the car. Lynda looked at the state I was in and took the keys. One more thing to annoy her, having to drive us home.
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