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  Chapter 1


  Walk on the Wild


  ‖‖‖ The life which men praise and regard


  as successful is but one kind.


  Why should we exaggerate any one kind


  at the expense of the others? ‖‖‖


  Henry David Thoreau




  - 1 -


  I raked my fingers roughly through my hair, then dropped my hands to my face, pressing my palms against my dry skin. The dampness on my palms cooled my hot face a little. I could still catch a faint whiff of shampoo on my hands. It hadn’t even been forty minutes since I’d showered. The studio was close enough to my apartment that my short hair was still damp when I arrived.


  I hadn’t expected them to have a real office. The address surprised me. I’d pictured rusty stairs, red brick walls, and some shady apartment. In my head, it was the kind of place where people offered everything from in-call escort services to illegal drugs. I’d steeled myself to step into something ugly, but the office was in such a high-end villa that it made my resolve feel pointless.


  I stepped out of the taxi. A woman who had been sitting on the sleek granite stairs by the building entrance stood up.


  “Ed?”


  She called my name like she knew me, but I didn’t recognize her face. What was a woman doing here anyway? More importantly, how did she know my name? I eyed her warily. She just smiled, flashing all her teeth.


  “My name is Janine Keaton. Nice to meet you.”


  “Are you here for me?”


  “Yeah.”


  Before I realized it, I was already shaking her hand. Her small, soft hand was cool to the touch.


  “Wow, you’re really tall, huh?”


  Janine stared up at me as she said it.


  I never knew what to say in moments like this, so I said nothing. I just looked down at her silently. I was barely six feet tall, not exactly huge. I turned away from her gaze.


  “It’s hot, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Follow me. I’ll get you something cold to drink.”


  I didn’t respond and just nodded. Janine gave me a strange look and mumbled to herself.


  “Really come off as straight.”


  I wasn’t sure if she meant for me to hear that or if she was just talking to herself. Either way, I didn’t say anything because I was straight.


  The inside wasn’t flashy, but it wasn’t basic either. It reminded me of the apartments of the kind of New Yorkers who always seemed to be doing well, the ones I’d seen over and over on bodyguard jobs. The elevator opened directly into the studio. There was no hallway, no separate entryway. My first thought was simple.


  Someone’s rich.


  With no hallway in between, the space was pleasantly cool and full of natural light. The interior was styled well enough to land in a magazine.


  “Here, take a seat,” Janine said.


  I nodded and sat down on the couch. It was real water buffalo leather, not the cheap, faux stuff. The cushions were firm but comfortable. As I sank into the seat, the woman smiled.


  “What do you drink?” she asked.


  “Decaf.”


  I glanced at her, worried I might have come off as picky, but she didn’t seem to care. I liked coffee, but caffeine always made my heart race too much.


  She opened a cupboard and started making the coffee I’d asked for. Watching her back, I rubbed my dry face with my dry hands.


  Later, I found out how she knew my name. She recognized me the moment I got out of the taxi because of the photos I’d sent.


  It had been a week since I sent them. I’d overheard a conversation at the bar my coworkers and I sometimes stopped by after work when we were craving beer. The guys at the next table were talking, and it set everything in motion. One of them kept swearing up and down that he was straight as he tried to talk a friend or coworker into it.


  He said he had done a solo shoot for gay viewers a few days earlier, and the pay was good.


  “I used the money to get a new car. If you’re interested, let me know. I’ll hook you up.”


  The guy listening looked like he’d bitten something nasty. But he must have needed the cash, because even though he scowled, he kept asking questions.


  “Isn’t that risky? Like, what if you get caught doing something like that?”


  The first guy answered without much interest.


  “What risk? Who else is gonna watch it besides gays? And even if I get caught, it’s not like I’m screwing a dude. You know what my girlfriend said? She doesn’t care if I jerk off, as long as it’s not with another guy.”


  I didn’t hear the rest because we moved to a different pub. But I couldn’t forget the part about getting paid decently. He might not have convinced his friend, but he was getting through to me.


  On my way home, I thought about my shabby apartment with the lease almost up, and my car that stalled whenever it felt like it. I thought about the bank turning me down every time I tried for a small-dollar loan. I also thought about my measly paycheck, all of it going straight into debt, including an overdraft I could never pay down.


  Back at home, I searched online for the kinds of sites the guy at the bar mentioned. Most of them needed a subscription just to see the content. A lot claimed they were open to model applications and held auditions, but the sites were either sleazy or loaded with viruses. After seeing so many naked men, I started to feel nauseous. I closed everything.


  I kept scrolling through the search results, not sure if I should really go through with it.


  Then I found <GlennMcQueen.com>. It looked better than the rest. It wasn’t crawling with drugged-out guys. The models on GlennMcQueen.com looked clean-cut, even attractive. A lot of them were playing soccer or swimming in the thumbnails. At first, I thought I’d clicked the wrong link. But then I saw the bold yellow warning at the bottom of the screen.


  *This website contains nude images of men and sex-related content, including sexual acts between men. If you are under 18 years old or feel an aversion to any of the above, please leave the website.


  I was definitely one of those people who felt an aversion to it. Still, I clicked Continue.


  Men who claimed to be straight on camera were kissing other men. And that was it. Unlike the other sites, there were no explicit close-ups and none of the hardcore stuff.


  Thinking about how badly I needed the money, I told myself this site looked clean enough to try. After giving it some serious thought, I sent a short email applying to be a model. A few hours later, they replied and asked for three photos: a close-up of my face, a shirtless upper-body shot, and a full-body picture.


  I muttered under my breath, wondering if all that was really necessary. But I grabbed my phone anyway. I took a face shot, a shirtless upper-body shot, and a full-body shot with my clothes on. I looked kind of stupid in the photos, but I sent them anyway.


  After that, everything happened so quickly and smoothly that it led me here.


  As I quietly sipped the coffee Janine had made, she came over and sat across from me. Her hair was soft, light brown, and her eyes were green. She blinked and studied my face for a second before starting a conversation.


  “I know what you’re thinking. You’re right. I’m what you’d call a fag hag.”


  Her words caught me so off guard that I nearly scorched the roof of my mouth with my piping hot coffee. I hadn’t been thinking about her at all. She just blurted out that she was a straight woman who was into gay culture, like it was nothing. How was I not supposed to be stunned? But Janine seemed to think otherwise.


  “You don’t seem surprised at all.”


  “......”


  I was surprised, but it didn’t show. I didn’t feel the need to say anything.


  “I’m telling you now in case you’re wondering what a woman’s doing in a place swarming with men.”


  “Swarming?”


  “Oh, they’re all downstairs right now, but they’ll be up soon. They got held up moving some equipment, so I came up instead.”


  I nodded, and the woman spoke as she stood.


  “Wait here for a bit, I’ll be right back.”


  She took the elevator down which opened directly into the studio. She didn’t come back for a long time.


  I’d already finished my coffee. With nothing to do, I glanced around aimlessly, then got up. The studio was a wide open space with no walls. No lights were on, but the afternoon sun streamed through the glass windows, illuminating the whole floor. Sofas, couches, a bed, and other furniture were arranged in a way that looked cozy. But the place felt more like a model home than somewhere people actually lived. There was no warmth, no clutter.


  I walked slowly, brushing my fingertips over the surface of a luxurious wooden table, then across the stiff water buffalo leather couch. The TV was set up farthest from the window. Next to it stood shelves stacked with DVDs, Blu-rays, and books. I stared at the tightly packed books and pulled one out at random, checking the cover. Most were about filmmaking, some for beginners and others more advanced.


  Movie production, huh. Technically, gay porn is still a movie. It’s an adult genre, but it’s still a genre.


  I slid the thick book back into place. Next to it were rows of DVDs and Blu-rays, some I recognized, others completely new to me.


  The owner must be a serious film buff.


  It gave me a weird sense of kinship. It was the one thing we might have in common. I ran my fingers lightly along the DVD boxes, scanning the titles.


  Every single one had vulgar names. I was a bit of a movie nerd myself and knew plenty of directors and actors, but this collection was full of works I’d never seen before.


  One DVD called Raw caught my attention. On the cover, rows of fit, shirtless men stood in a vast field at sunset. There was something eerie and hollow in the image that stayed with me.


  On the back were small stills from the video. It was definitely gay porn. I was usually pretty unfazed, but even I couldn’t stay indifferent after seeing it. The tiny photos showed men tangled together. I returned the box to the shelf with a stiff expression.


  Right below it was another DVD, its cover more artistic than obscene. Thirteen men in suits stood against a dark background, arranged like The Last Supper. At the center was a man in a black suit with a blue colored skinny tie. Each one seemed to carry a personal story or burden, hinting at hidden tensions between them.


  One man stood out the most. He sat with both hands resting on a white table. His sorrow-darkened eyes and ironic smirk made his face delicate, complex. He looked like a Michelangelo sculpture, caught in thoughts I’d never be able to know.


  The title was Gigolo.


  A Last Supper-style poster, and the title was Gigolo. Maybe that hollow smirk was a deliberate jab at religion.


  Trying to find meaning in it, I flipped the box over, only to find, of course, a montage of orgy scenes.


  “...Hmph.”


  Maybe I was overthinking porn. I clicked my tongue and put the DVD back on the shelf.


  Below Gigolo was the most provocative cover I’d seen so far. A man with a round, perky ass knelt on the floor with his back to the camera, staring into the lens. He was wrapped in the arms of a handsome, muscular guy. The title was Addicted to Asshole.


  Addicted to Asshole, huh.


  “...Hmm...”


  My throat tightened as I let out a dry grunt. The title alone made me wonder how does someone even get addicted to that part of the human body? My eyes felt sore. I shut them briefly and massaged around the sockets. I didn’t have the guts to flip that one over.


  As I was putting the box back, something caught my eye at the edge of my vision. A white oval logo. Inside it were the words McQueen Entertainment. That same logo was on Addicted to Asshole, on Gigolo, on Raw—basically everything.


  They were all produced by the same company.


  Something clicked. GlennMcQueen.com. The site I’d visited a week ago. That McQueen had to be connected to McQueen Entertainment. This was a much bigger business than I’d thought. It explained how they could afford a massive, luxurious apartment on insanely expensive New York real estate.


  “So he’s a porn mogul.”


  I reached for more DVDs. Next to Gigolo was a familiar title. I hesitated. No way this was porn too. At this point, everything felt like stepping on a landmine.


  The title was Last Year at Marienbad by Alain Resnais.


  It was a cornerstone of La Nouvelle Vague, a film that changed how people approached cinema. Its short black-and-white scenes were hauntingly beautiful. The male protagonist’s philosophical, languid monologue had left a deep mark on me. I’d watched it multiple times. It was French and painfully hard to understand, even after repeated viewings. And even after all those viewings, I still wasn’t sure what the director was trying to say. Sometimes I thought even the director might have found it hard to explain.


  I was looking at Delphine Seyrig, the female lead, and Giorgio Albertazzi’s warrior-like profile on the cover when I sensed someone behind me.


  “Delphine Seyrig was undeniably beautiful.”


  A deep voice came from behind. I turned, feeling his gaze, and saw a tall man looking down at the DVD in my hand.


  “Personally, I liked Giorgio Albertazzi’s languid, lonely monologue more. His voice was quite sexy.”


  His tone was flat, face expressionless.


  Looking at him, I thought of the Gigolo cover I’d just seen. That same hollow, melancholy vibe suited the title.


  But in person, he gave off a different aura. His face was delicate, but there was a sharpness to him, like a statue chiseled from stone.


  “Glenn McQueen. You’re Ed, right?”


  The man introduced himself as Glenn McQueen. He seemed to be the owner of this apartment, GlennMcQueen.com, and McQueen Entertainment.


  “Yeah.”


  “You look better in person than you do in your photos. You’re attractive.”


  “Is that so?”


  The man tilted his head and looked down at me. I looked up, and his brows drew together.


  “Have you been waiting long?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Want some coffee?”


  “I already had a cup.”


  I stood awkwardly, unsure of what to do. He reached back and rubbed the nape of his neck, rolling his head slowly as he asked.


  “Ed Talbot’s your real name?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s not a good idea to use your real name. I suggest coming up with a stage name.”


  I hadn’t planned on using my real name anyway, so I told him the one I’d thought of in the cab ride here.


  “I’ve already come up with one. Tommy Ross.”


  “You don’t need a last name, but alright.”


  He shrugged and smiled. The vibe and expression he gave off weren’t exactly comforting. And he made no effort to put me at ease, either. As the owner, he could’ve said something—anything—to break the tension. I didn’t. Instead, he took the DVD from my hand, turned it over, checked the front and back, then slid it back onto the shelf.


  “I’ve been thinking this ever since I got your email. I was a little surprised you reached out, Ed.”


  He said it while scanning the shelves.


  “You probably noticed when you looked around the site, but Asian guys don’t usually apply for this kind of adult work.”


  “......”


  I just shrugged. I didn’t know what to say to that, and I didn’t feel like reacting. When I’d looked through the site, I saw hundreds of men. A few might’ve been mixed and racially ambiguous. But I didn’t see anyone who looked East Asian like me. I found myself wondering if Asians got sidelined in this line of work too. The man crossed the room in wide steps and sat where Janine had been earlier.


  “Why don’t you come here? I’ve got a few questions for you.”


  I sat across from him. He sat upright on the couch. The cushions were soft but firm. He rested a notebook on his lap, clicked a pen, and asked me.


  “How tall are you?”


  “Six feet.”


  “How long is your penis?”


  “...Six point seven.”


  “Cut or uncut?”


  I froze for a second. He was asking if I was circumcised. I avoided his eyes and stared at his pen instead. I’d been circumcised twelve years earlier. I recalled the pain I had to go through because of something my grandfather used to say. He believed a man’s junk had to be neat and pulled back to look presentable.


  “Cut,” I responded.


  The corner of his mouth lifted at my blunt answer. It was the first smile I’d seen from him. I revised my first impression. It might be rash to judge someone off the bat, but a guy who only smiled with one corner of his lips definitely felt mean in a way I didn’t like.


  I couldn’t imagine Glenn McQueen and me ever getting along. His presence was overwhelming, uncomfortable. And there was no reason for a guy like him to remember someone plain like me. He wasn’t my type either. Not even as a friend. I didn’t like men who stood out.


  “Have you ever done porn before?”


  “No.”


  “You do know which genre you’re entering, right?”


  The man had been jotting things down the whole time, but now he gave me a skeptical look. Did he think I’d come here without knowing?


  “Yes,” I nodded.


  As soon as I said that, the elevator chimed and doors slid open.


  “Glenn? When’d you get up?”


  “A minute ago.”


  “Why are you interviewing him like that? You’re so stiff and serious. Look at Ed. He’s all tense.”


  “You know I’m no good at making people feel relaxed.”


  He let out a dry laugh, which made Janine click her tongue.


  Janine wasn’t alone. Two men stepped out and started dragging heavy gear: lights, two huge cameras, and audio stuff like mics. I’d expected something more chaotic, maybe amateur. But this setup was larger than I expected. It looked surprisingly professional.


  I watched in silence. The curly red-haired guy glanced at me, then turned to McQueen.


  “McQueen, where are we shooting today?”


  “Set it up over there.”


  McQueen pointed with his chin toward the couch by the window that looked soft enough to sink into. Pointing with his chin looked arrogant, but the red-haired guy didn’t seem to care.


  “Ed, we’re about to start filming. You ready?”


  Janine asked, sitting next to me. I wondered if she was going to join the shoot too, but didn’t ask.


  “Yeah.”


  I felt someone’s gaze and turned to look. It was McQueen. When our eyes met, he shifted his gaze to the red-haired guy walking over with the camera.


  What was that?


  I frowned and touched my face, wondering if something was on it. I felt nothing.


  “Ed, look at me.”


  I turned toward the voice. Something white came at me fast. I flinched, and when I opened my eyes, a white sponge was patting my face.


  “You’ll look better on camera. I’m just evening out your skin tone a little.”


  The ticklish feeling on my face faded. The woman ran a comb through my almost-dry hair, brushing it back. She’d guided me earlier, and now she was doing my makeup. I still had no idea who she was.


  “Hey! Come here.”


  The red-haired man, still fiddling with the camera, shouted at me. I awkwardly walked over. He told me to sit on the sofa. I stared at the camera set up in front of me. Are we really starting now?


  “We’ll start in a minute, so get yourself ready.”


  A guy in a black beanie walked over to the redhead and checked the camera on the tripod. In a flat tone, he traded comments like, The exposure’s fine, but the curtains are a mess. Try securing them. Then he picked up a handheld camera.


  “All right. Let’s start. Everyone ready?”


  Glenn McQueen watched in silence, then pulled over a backless chair and sat where the camera wouldn’t catch him. He sat with his legs apart and folded his arms, looking at me like he was there to watch. Janine plugged the mic cable into the equipment and answered.


  “Yes,” she said.


  Glenn McQueen shrugged.


  “Let’s start, shall we?”


  ***


  The cameraman had asked me not to look at the camera or think about it. I kept my eyes on the bridge of McQueen’s nose. He told me to look him in the eyes, but I didn’t want to deal with the awkwardness of staring into a man’s eyes while I masturbated.


  After the hellos and small talk, I ran a hand over my jaw. I hadn’t thought much about it before the shoot, but now that the red light on the camera came on, my mouth felt dry. I placed my elbows on my knees, rested my chin on my hand, and waited for him to speak.


  “You feel nervous. And your throat feels dry, doesn’t it?” McQueen started.


  “Uhm... a bit.”


  He smiled when I said that.


  “How are you feeling right now?”


  “A bit confused.”


  “Your face says otherwise. You look very relaxed.”


  I shrugged and rubbed my jaw again. People had said I looked emotionless or indifferent. But just because it didn’t show, it didn’t mean I was actually comfortable. Still, there was no need to disagree with him, so I let it slide. He moved on.


  “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-four.”


  “Good. Where are you from?”


  “Uh, Queens.”


  “What are your hobbies or favorite sports, Tommy?”


  “For sports, I like snowboarding and surfing. I also lift weights, more out of habit.”


  “Sounds like you like solo activities. Either that, or you’re socially awkward.”


  I grinned. He got it exactly right.


  “A bit.”


  “What about hobbies?”


  “Movies. I like them. A lot.”


  “Hmm.”


  The man nodded and leaned forward, elbows resting on his spread knees, fingers laced together. He probably thought that even my hobby, watching movies, fit the profile of a socially awkward guy. I bit my lower lip to hide how awkward I felt, then stopped. It would only make me look nervous.


  A stream of harmless questions followed. What I wanted to be as a kid, what I was like growing up, what I was good at. I kept my gaze near the bridge of McQueen’s nose, but I could feel his gaze fixed on my face.


  “Do you remember how old you were when you first masturbated?”


  That question felt different from all the others.


  “Around thirteen, I think. Yeah, around that time.”


  I answered while running my palm over my dry cheek. I lifted my gaze from his nose to his eyes. His brows were slightly furrowed. He didn’t look pleased.


  “Hold on, Taylor, cut.”


  Glenn said, raising his right hand. Nothing had gone wrong, as far as I could tell. I looked at him. He just shook his head slowly.


  “I know this isn’t easy for you, but I’d appreciate a little more detail in your answers.


  His tone was soft, but his expression stayed stiff. I thought I’d done exactly what was expected, but apparently not. I nodded and tried to think of what else to say about the first time I ever masturbated.


  “Let’s try again.”


  The camera light turned red again. Glenn repeated the same question. How old I was when I first masturbated, what I felt that day, that sort of thing.


  I stared into his serious eyes, and that was when I kind of got it. He was trying to draw some kind of lewd, sexual energy out of me.


  “I was thirteen. I think I did it after watching naked women on some adult channel... I had a wet dream that morning. It was something I’d never felt before. That’s what I remember.”


  I forced the words out, fumbling through the pauses. The man chuckled.


  “I think most men can relate to that. Sure, the target might be different, women or men, but still.”


  He let out a short laugh. Then he moved on to the next question.


  “When did you have your first sex?”


  “Seventeen. At my girlfriend’s place. We were drunk and, uh... from what I remember, she made the first move. The next day, sober, I did.”


  That made him burst out laughing. After that, the questions kept coming. They got cruder, and they demanded a kind of blunt honesty that made my ears burn. I started to wonder if gay guys needed to know your entire life story just to get hard for you. The interview was meant to give them something to work with. Knowing that, I tried my best, but it still made me break into a nervous sweat. He asked about my last girlfriend and what she was like. I told him she was a petite Chinese-American. He nodded as if he approved.


  “Tommy, can you stand up?”


  I stood. Then he asked me to take off my shirt. As I started unbuttoning it, I became painfully aware that every eye in the room was on me. It felt like everyone was holding their breath. I regretted not wearing a T-shirt instead of this damn button-up.


  When I finally took it off, I just stood there. Glenn McQueen let out a low whistle.


  “Nice body.”


  “It’s part of my job.”


  I gave a short, awkward laugh.


  “Nice tattoo,” he added.


  His eyes moved to the left side of my chest, right above my beating heart.


  “What does it mean? It looks abstract.”


  “I had it tattooed when I graduated high school. It was what I wanted to be. Uh, later, when I got older, I just covered it up with a random design.”


  He didn’t press. He just kept staring silently at my torso.


  “Nice abs. And those thick, plump nipples. Great color, too. Red. They look suckable.”


  He actually said my nipples looked suckable. Was that a compliment or harassment? My face burned. He unclasped his hands and rubbed his stubbled chin.


  “Take off your bottoms too.”


  Even though it was a sexual request, his tone was flat. I felt a flush rise to my ears as I swallowed dryly. I took off my shoes and socks, then slowly pulled off my pants and briefs in a sluggish, almost indifferent way, and placed them beneath the sofa. I could feel the camera lens scanning me from head to toe.


  “Not much body hair.”


  My body hair wasn’t sparse or soft enough to deserve the comment, but I said nothing and just cleared my throat.


  “Tommy. Could you turn around and get up on the sofa on your knees?”


  I turned, and then Glenn McQueen made the most shocking request yet.


  “Spread your cheeks with both hands and show me your hole.”


  What the hell...


  Heat surged through me like steam from every pore. Gay sexual fantasies were far beyond anything I could understand. I hesitated, and then heard the man’s low chuckle. Slowly, like a rusty machine creaking into motion, I turned my stiff neck and looked at Glenn McQueen. He sat with his head tilted, legs crossed, arms folded.


  Do all straight guys have to go through this kind of humiliation just to shoot a jerk-off video for gay men? As I stared blankly at him, his smile deepened.


  Even if I hesitated, there were only two options. I could get up, delete the footage, and walk out now. Or I could do what they wanted, take the money, and leave.


  “Go on.”


  Urged by his voice, I turned and pressed my burning face into the back of the couch. I reached back, gripped my ass, and pulled it open. What the hell was I doing? Was this really the right thing? I stayed in that position, stewing in doubt, until the couch grew damp with my breath.


  “Good.”


  At his word, I let go, turned, and sat back down awkwardly.


  What uncomfortable request was he going to make next? As I sat frozen, he tossed something at me. It landed by my feet. A clear plastic bottle. The liquid inside shimmered. It was oil.


  “Let’s begin.”


  He didn’t say it outright, but I knew what he meant.


  I licked my dry lips and poured some oil into my hand. I grabbed my soft penis and started stroking it, slow and steady. With everyone watching in silence, I tried to work myself up by imagining a naked woman. My palm, slick with oil, grew warmer with friction.


  My breathing picked up. I lowered my eyes to watch my penis harden. As the arousal rose, I felt a strange sense of release from the suffocating eyes around me. I bit my lower lip, let go, then bit it again, eyes shut tight. My hand moved faster until I felt a firm grip around my wrist.


  “Let’s move to a different spot.”


  He pulled me by the wrist and led me to a bed with rust-colored sheets. I lay back in the position he wanted. The cameras, lights, and microphones were adjusted again. I poured more oil into my hand and focused on getting hard again.


  I didn’t want to think about how the camera was capturing my body. I closed my eyes, focusing on sensation to block out the heavy stares. The more friction built between my right hand and my cock, the more I had to suppress my ragged breathing. I clenched my jaw tight. Slowly, the orgasm that had felt so far away started to approach.


  It had been six months since I’d last had sex. Maybe two months since I last masturbated. The thick stream of cum that shot out was sticky and heavy. It splashed as high as my collarbone. I wiped it off with the back of my hand and slowly opened my eyes. I met the man’s gaze. My face flushed with embarrassment, and I quickly looked away toward the cameraman.


  “Could I get a towel?”


  I muttered, reaching out. The red-haired guy tossed me a white towel. I turned my body away from their eyes and wiped the fluid from my chin. My breathing still wouldn’t settle, coming in shallow, uneven bursts.


  ***


  “Why do you look so spaced out?”


  Derek pressed a finger to my temple. I stared blankly at him.


  “I said, why do you look so spaced out?”


  He repeated the question. My brow knit on its own and I turned away to stare out the window. I didn’t feel the need to explain why I was so out of it. Even if I did, he wasn’t the kind of guy who would understand.


  “It’s nothing.”


  The irritation in my voice finally made Derek back off. Avoiding his lingering stare, I looked out the window at the sharp silhouettes of buildings cutting into the sky. When I’d woken briefly at dawn, the sky had been gray. Even now, in the middle of the afternoon, it was still dark. It looked like rain could come pouring down at any second, smothering the heavy, heat-soaked air.


  “Wasn’t today supposed to be outdoors?”


  “Were you listening to the afternoon briefing at all? They said there’s a promo event inside the building on 55th Street.”


  “They did?”


  I sighed and leaned my head against the window. Thin streaks of rain had already begun to trace slanted lines across the glass.


  On days like this, the risk of accidents rises sharply if an event was held outdoors. According to what safety consultants were always going on about, even a minor incident could spiral out of control once two factors overlapped. Disrupting the event would be bad enough. Getting dragged through the media and public backlash would leave the organizers with a stain they couldn’t wash away.


  I worked for MIP, a company that specialized in security services. Security work usually broke down into three areas: safety consulting for events, protocol and protection for VIPs, and on-site event security. I was mostly assigned to the last of those. Back when I was younger and didn’t know any better, I’d wanted to become an action star and trained in every martial art I could get my hands on. I never imagined that phase of my life would end up giving me another shot at something.


  “We’re here.”


  Derek’s thick, rough hand tapped my back. We must have arrived while I’d been lost in thought. I followed Derek with unfocused eyes and got out of the car.


  We stepped into the Mercedes-Benz U.S. headquarters building, which stretched between 55th and 57th Streets. Under the dazzling lights, the cars lined up inside gleamed as if they were wet. I slipped the mic into my ear and headed toward our team leader, Ash. Just as he’d instructed after the site visit earlier, Derek and I took up position by the side door on the northeast end.


  “Tragically...”


  The way Derek opened his mouth sounded oddly poetic.


  “Ash got caught. By Sarah.”


  “Caught?”


  A brief silence followed. I glanced to the side and saw Derek, sunglasses on, staring straight at me.


  “Did you forget already? Seriously? That arts major Ash was so into. The redhead.”


  I didn’t catch what Derek was getting at until I heard the edge in his voice. Ash’s wife, Sarah, had found out about the affair.


  “That’s bad.”


  “There’s a reason he hasn’t taken his sunglasses off all morning. Sarah threw a cup at him. Hit him right in the eye.”


  Ash, who led MIP’s Team 9, was our boss and Derek’s cousin. The fact that Derek could talk so casually about his cousin’s personal life said a lot about how long he and I had been friends. Ash had been married for five years. Once the honeymoon glow faded, he couldn’t rein in the restlessness he’d carried since his younger days. According to Derek, that was when Ash started making moves on an attractive red-haired college girl.


  I’d seen the two of them having dinner together once, so I knew what she looked like. A white woman with red hair and blue eyes. She had a kind of vivid, radiant beauty, like her vitality might evaporate into the air at any moment. She belonged to a world I’d never once been part of.


  Come to think of it, I knew someone else like that. Well, not exactly knew—and unlike the girl, this one wasn’t even a woman.


  Taylor, was it? The cameraman with red hair and blue eyes had watched the moving subject inside his frame with a serious expression the entire time. No interference. No reaction. He simply looked at me through the camera, quietly, like a voyeur. Thinking of Taylor naturally led to another face. Glenn McQueen. The tall man.


  They look suckable.


  That line stuck in my head like an ad jingle you couldn’t shake. The man who’d said my nipples looked suckable. Parts of my body I’d barely ever been aware of. My fist tightened on its own. I frowned as the uncomfortable memory sent a shiver of humiliation through me.


  Two weeks ago, that shoot hadn’t ended with just a single scene. After the masturbation shoot, Glenn McQueen had dragged me outside while I stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do with myself. Taylor, the other cameraman, and Janine Keaton—the only woman on the porn set—didn’t follow us out. Instead, a stranger I hadn’t seen before came with us, holding up a silver reflector panel and shining light on me.


  “I’d like it to be as natural as possible.”


  Adjusting the camera’s aperture, Glenn McQueen gave his instructions. Without even lifting his gaze from the camera, he addressed me as I crossed to the other side of the pool.


  “Shirt off.”


  I pulled my shirt off in one motion and tossed it to the man waving from across the shallow pool with the reflector.


  After taking a few shots, they had me strip off my pants in the pool and lie back against the wet blue tiles. For the last shots, they wanted me aroused. Under their watchful eyes, I flushed red and silently touched myself. Pose after pose, photo after photo, until the sun began to set.


  “Here.”


  Glenn McQueen handed me a large towel. I wiped the moisture from my cheek with the back of my hand and looked up at him. His gaze traveled slowly from the towel covering my erection to my torso, then to my face.


  “Do you want to see?”


  He pointed at the camera’s screen and asked. I scratched my cheek out of embarrassment and stepped closer. On the screen was a shot of me from the very beginning, the moment I took off my shirt.


  His finger kept swiping through the photos when it stopped at one. It was a close-up of me lying on the wet blue tiles, looking up at the camera. My eyes were slightly narrowed, dazzled by the reflected light. I remembered that moment. Glenn McQueen had been standing with his legs spread on either side of my body, looking down at me as he pressed the shutter.


  “This one’s got a good vibe,” he said, tapping the screen.


  The man standing next to him glanced between the photo and me.


  “The eyes... they look really... kind of lewd.”


  He smiled with a strange look, saying it right in front of me.


  “You don’t seem uncomfortable with the camera. Have you done modeling before?”


  “...I’ve done something similar.”


  I shrugged as I looked at McQueen. He lifted his eyes from the screen and glanced at me. His eyes were a light brown, nearly amber—sensual and unsettling.


  “Hmm. What kind of similar work?”


  He grinned, running a hand along his jaw. There was a strength and languid ease in his gaze, like a predator sitting at the top of some food chain pyramid. I felt a chill for no real reason as his eyes moved over me.


  “I’ve done a few camera tests.”


  I tossed the words out flatly, avoiding his gaze. Scratching the back of my neck, I grabbed the clothes I’d left on the sun bed. No matter how indifferent I usually was, I didn’t have it in me to keep listening to people talk about my naked photos.


  I turned down their offer to stay for dinner and headed down to the lower floor of the building. Janine had first led me in through a back entrance, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. When the elevator doors opened, the sight that greeted me was unexpected.


  The first floor was more polished than I’d imagined. Then again, polished here meant adequately decorated for a porn production company. Rainbow bands like the kind you’d see at a Pride parade ran along the interior walls, and beneath them, at regular intervals, were the logos of McQueen Entertainment. It seemed they had several subsidiaries. Besides the GlennMcQueen.com I’d filmed for earlier, I could see the logos of quite a few other companies.


  Nothing in the interior looked cheap or slapdash. That is, for a porn company. The fact that I felt the need to add that qualifier made my own thinking feel narrow.


  I walked over to the desk where Janine had told me to collect my payment. Sitting by the tinted glass wall was a man in a loud, patterned spandex V-neck t-shirt. He looked unmistakably gay.


  When I stood at the desk to get paid, the man, who had a phone wedged between his shoulder and ear, looked up at me. Avoiding his gaze, I tapped the edge of the desk with my fingertips. From the sound of it, he was arguing about the DVD cover design for one of their ongoing productions. I pulled out my phone while waiting for him to finish the call, but there were no new messages.


  “Oooh, Tommy Ross?”


  He was looking up at me now, the call finally over. The Oooh, a sound that didn’t quite suit a grown man, made my outer eyebrow twitch. Tommy Ross was the name I’d picked for the solo shoot.


  “Yes,” I replied.


  Leaning an arm against the high desk, he asked.


  “Want it wired to your account, or do you want it in cash here, mmm?”


  “I’ll take it now.”


  “Mmm, I figured. You looked like the type.”


  He pointed at me with his index finger like he was firing a gun and gave me a wink. He didn’t say much else, but there was something chatty about him. Strangely enough, he looked exactly like Jack Black. Not very tall, but stocky with a protruding belly, and a way of speaking that was oddly playful. When I glanced at him again, he rested his thick chin on the desk and looked at me.


  “How was the shoot today?” he asked.


  “It wasn’t all that bad.”


  I counted the bills inside the envelope he handed over. Twenty-five hundred-dollar bills. Twenty-five hundred, just as promised.


  “Mmm, next time, try something other than a solo episode. We pay double for that.”


  Jack Black held up two fingers and wiggled them. His tone was still flirty.


  “I’ll think about it.”


  I shoved the cash into my pocket, gave a short nod, and turned to leave. As I stepped toward the door, he tapped the desk loudly three times. I looked back.


  “McQueen messaged just now.”


  At the sound of the name, I turned fully toward him.


  “He said the vibe today was really good. Mmm. He says he’ll be in touch, so don’t ghost his call.”


  “In touch?”


  I ran my hand through my damp hair. My skin still felt dry and tight, so I rubbed my wet palms against it and looked down at Jack Black. His eyes narrowed.


  “Mmm, you’ve done a solo shoot now. Next time, you should try one with another guy.”


  ***


  “Why do you keep checking your phone?”


  I jumped. I’d been resting my cheek against the warm car window.


  “Me?”


  “Did that girl from the club message you or something?”


  Derek gave me a sly look, and I scowled.


  “It’s nothing like that.”


  I waved him off and sighed. He grinned. He was definitely gearing up to brag about his sex life.


  He started rambling about this British woman he was seeing. A woman from London who, he said, blew her nose like the Queen of England. They’d gone to see some weird show together. A sex show, apparently. One where a woman had sex with a horse.


  “Are you out of your mind?”


  I stared at him in disbelief. He smirked and shrugged.


  “She liked it more than I did. Honestly, I was kind of scared.”


  I chucked the pack of cigarettes I was pulling out from my inner jacket pocket at his face.


  “You’re disgusting.”


  “Hey! I was disgusted too, okay? At some point I even felt sorry for her, doing that kind of thing just to make money. But the girl I was with liked it so much, so…”


  Derek trailed off, his face twisting.


  “People will do anything for money.”


  Traffic slowed. Derek reached down to pick up the cigarette pack from the floor. I held out my hand and waved it at him, but instead of giving it back, he stuffed it into his own pocket.


  “For a second, I thought she was going to take the whole thing. If she had, that woman would’ve...”


  “Stop. That’s enough.”


  With a scowl on my face, I glared at him in the rearview mirror and shoved his head away. Derek just laughed, even as he winced.


  For someone with a job that made him sound stoic, Derek was anything but. He loved dragging coworkers out to bars on weekend nights or getting people into pool or poker bets. His topics were always the same. Women. Sex. Sports.


  Derek was a walking B-grade sex comedy. If God had granted him even a fingernail’s worth of insight, he might’ve upgraded into a black sex comedy instead. But God, unfortunately, chose not to waste His talents that way.


  People had always said Derek and I were completely different types. Derek could take the smallest detail and spin it into something loud and exaggerated. I, on the other hand, couldn’t speak until I’d sorted my thoughts out first. At one point in the past, I’d even stutter when I got too worked up. My mouth never kept up with my mind.


  Outside the window, darkness had settled over the road, but the city itself remained sleepless, lit up by neon. Night, in the true sense of the word, never came here.


  When I was a kid, I lived with my grandfather in a run-down public housing project. Our neighbor, Grandma Lingbao, who was Chinese, once told me about a place where the night never came. Long before China existed as a nation, long before even her grandmother was born, there had been a place called Bùyè Xiàn, southeast of Yángquán, during the Han Dynasty. They said the sun shone even at night there, so people called it Bùyè, the Sleepless City, and thought of it as something special.


  Until she died of complications from diabetes when I was twelve, she’d always doted on me, saying I reminded her of a grandson who’d died in an accident. I wasn’t Chinese, strictly speaking, but she called me Xiaoling, a name that sounded more like it belonged to a girl. Because I spent most afternoons with her after school, Chinese felt more familiar to me than the Korean my grandfather spoke.


  In any case, Bùyè Xiàn she told me about wasn’t far away. The tiny room where I left the light on so I wouldn’t fall asleep before my grandfather came home felt like Bùyè Xiàn itself. Only when he came home, exhausted and smelling of bleach and fabric, did that sleepless brightness finally leave the room.


  That habit stuck with me. Even now, I couldn’t sleep if there was even a small light left on. A lit night made it feel like I had to stay awake, waiting for someone. If Bùyè Xiàn still existed and I lived there now, I probably would never sleep.


  “You know what?”


  I rubbed my cheek and muttered.


  “In the western desert, there’s a place with complete darkness. What was it called again…”


  “......”


  “They turned the total darkness into a tourist attraction,” I said.


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Derek raised a brow in the rearview mirror.


  “You know how it’s bright everywhere now because of electricity? Apparently there’s a desert where you’re not even allowed to use flashlights. I kind of want to go.”


  “What’s there to see in the dark?”


  “Stars, I guess. There’s probably a lot you can still feel, even in darkness.”


  Derek slapped the steering wheel with a snort.


  “Wow, okay, Mr. Poet. You’re a little much sometimes.”


  Gripping the wheel with both hands, he shook his head, then glanced at me again, smiling. There was something almost affectionate in his look.


  “Do you still wear a sleep mask at night?”


  I nodded.


  “Weird how you’re so dull but that’s the one thing you’re sensitive about.”


  “Is that supposed to be an insult?”


  “You just need to have sex over and over until you hit that perfect orgasm. That way, when you collapse from the afterglow, you’ll finally understand why you can’t sleep with the lights on.”


  Why did everything with him always end up being about sex? I leaned against the car door and slowly raised my left hand, then my middle finger. Derek chuckled.


  “Want to hit the club next week?”


  “No thanks. What about that British girl?”


  The woman he’d just spent the entire ride talking about, the one who supposedly even blew her nose like the Queen of England. At the mention of her, Derek’s face twisted.


  “Are you nuts? How am I supposed to date someone who gets turned on watching a woman have sex with a horse?”


  “You said you liked her.”


  “She was staring at the horse’s junk like this.”


  He widened his eyes and stretched his lips into a grin as he looked at me. The look was hideous. I shoved his face away. He looked back at me just as quickly, still with that same creepy grin on. I couldn’t help but laugh. He joined in, cracking up beside me.


  While we talked and laughed about silly things, we had arrived in Flushing, Queens. The subway roared past somewhere nearby. As I stepped out of the car, Derek made a finger gun and went, bang.


  “Keep your schedule open the day after tomorrow.”


  “For what?”


  He blew imaginary smoke off the barrel with a puff of air.


  “Ash needs someone to lie for him.”


  “What do you mean lie?”


  “Sarah invited us both to dinner. She’s going to ask if Ash really is cheating on her. She doesn’t trust me, but... she trusts you.”


  Derek said, looking serious. I flipped him off.


  “He’s your cousin. You deal with it.”


  I turned away. Derek called my name from behind, but I ignored him, picking at my ear as I headed into the apartment building. I didn’t want to see Ash’s family fall apart either, but this wasn’t where I wanted to exercise my moral flexibility.


  I walked down the narrow hallway and opened my door. Heat rushed over my face. I threw open every window and gulped down cold bottled water from the fridge. I went into the shower with Empa, who hadn’t been bathed in months and looked grimy enough to leave streaks behind.


  I stood before the mirror, drying my hair with a towel, and the cat tucked under my arm. Empa looked like a poor little thing, his fur wet. In the mirror, I could see the poster of Bruce Lee behind me. He was once my idol.


  Empa kept scrabbling at the hollow near my hip with his sharp paws, missing his footing again and again. Seven years old, Empa was the only real comfort left to me out of the meager inheritance my grandfather had left behind. Although Empa didn’t like me, I was quite fond of him.


  Empa squirmed to free himself from my grip. When I let go of him, he meowed, as if scolding me, then trotted out of the room. I sat down on a single stool, hugging a threadbare cushion as I searched for the remote and turned on the TV. I wanted a cigarette, but I’d thrown my pack at Derek. I smacked my lips and flipped through channels without really watching. After doing it for a long while, I turned off the TV. Then, I looked at the pile of bills on the table.


  They were the price I paid for choosing to live as a functioning member of society instead of ending up homeless. Another small part of what my grandfather had left me, along with the cat. I let out a light sigh and looked at the phone lying beside them.


  There was a missed call. Someone must have called me while I was in the shower. Had Ash called too, to beg for help with Derek’s miserable little conspiracy? I picked up my phone with a bitter smile. It was an unknown caller. There were two missed calls, but I was not a social person. I didn’t feel like calling back.


  Just then, a message came in.


  「It’s Janine Keaton. Please give me a call when you see this message :)」


  The message was brief and polite.


  Janine Keaton wasn’t saved in my phone, but I didn’t have to think hard about who it was. I knew exactly who she was. I stared blankly at the message. Then my phone rang. It was Janine Keaton.


  ***


  Something felt different this time. I pulled my hand from my jaw and turned away from the camera. The camera kept following me, filming me the whole time.


  When I came here a few days ago to shoot the masturbation scene, they’d asked a few questions and gone straight into filming. But today, unlike the solo episode, the camera trailed me constantly, throwing small, casual questions my way.


  From behind the camera, Taylor asked.


  “You still look nervous. Want me to bring you something to eat?”


  “I might get sick.”


  “You ready to meet your fiancé?”


  “...Not yet.”


  I shook my head. Taylor chuckled, his shoulders bouncing.


  “Shy, aren’t you?”


  He turned the camera off and lowered it. Without giving me a chance to respond, he picked up a chocolate bar from the table and walked out.


  Janine Keaton, who had spent hours persuading me the night before, wasn’t here. She’d gone to the airport to pick up the man I’d be filming with.


  Janine was a smooth talker. She’d said that stepping into an unfamiliar world didn’t mean some great harm would come of it. It was just a different experience than most people had. She also claimed the response to the solo episode had been huge, that messages were pouring in from people desperate to see Tommy in the next one. Her tone sounded exaggerated.


  But none of her praise or persuasion meant anything to me. The only thing that gave me pause was the money.


  Five thousand dollars.


  Maybe that was too little to sell your soul for. I had no way of knowing how this decision would shape my future. Even so, I didn’t hesitate.


  Part of it was defiance. Not everyone who does drugs ruins their life. Trying to live like a saint wouldn’t earn me any recognition for my sense of purity, and shooting gay porn didn’t mean I had to walk around with a scarlet letter branded on my chest.


  Besides, nothing in my life had actually changed after the solo shoot two weeks ago. The only difference was that I’d managed to pay off five months’ worth of overdue government bills. That was it. The same moral flexibility that let me look the other way about Ash’s affair surfaced again.


  I had no paradise to abandon. No original sin that made me feel ashamed of myself. I didn’t need a long justification. The serpent had offered the fruit. I would bite into it without hesitation.


  So then, where was the head of the sly serpent who tempted innocent Eve for his own satisfaction?


  “Let’s shower first.”


  McQueen was looking right at me.


  For some reason, my throat tightened, and I had to swallow hard.


  “Kyle. That’s the guy you’ll be filming with.”


  McQueen’s Adam’s apple moved slowly as he spoke. My eyes flicked to it without meaning to, drawn by the loose yet taut motion. His amber eyes were fixed on me without blinking.


  “They say he’s almost here.”


  His voice was low and deep, the words rolling out in a slow drawl. He glanced at his watch. Long, thick lashes brushed shadows across his eyes as he blinked. Then he lifted his gaze again, the corner of his mouth curling slightly as he raised a large towel in his hand.


  “Shower.”


  He draped the large white towel over my shoulders and looked down at me with an impassive expression.


  “...Okay.”


  Even I was surprised by how tightly my voice came out. McQueen didn’t seem to read anything into it. He simply patted my shoulder and said something vague about not being too nervous. Scratching my head, I stood in front of the transparent shower booth he led me to. It was laid out like a communal shower, with several drains set into the floor.


  “Don’t get your hair wet.”


  McQueen said as he picked up the clothes I had taken off. He placed them on the table.


  “Come up to the third floor when you’re done. There’s something you need to see before we shoot,” he added.


  I stepped into the stall and turned on the water. A chill spread through the space. I glanced absently at the full-length mirror mounted on one wall. In it stood a man with his face flushed deep red, like a peach at the peak of ripeness. Even now, just moments before filming a porn episode, standing naked among people who were still fully clothed felt embarrassingly out of place. In the mirror, over my shoulder, Glenn McQueen was on the phone. The running water drowned out his voice.




  Following his instructions, I kept my head out of the stream and let the lukewarm water roll down my upper body. The water was lukewarm, yet it bit with a sharp chill. I pressed my wet palms to my burning face and let out a long breath that had been building in my chest. My mouth felt sticky with saliva, as if the sweetness of the forbidden fruit the serpent had offered still lingered on my tongue.


  ***


  Kyle showed up less than ten minutes after McQueen left to take the call. He flung open the door to the second floor as if it were his own place, his face bright and energetic.


  “Oh! No one’s here—oh. Never mind.”


  I flinched and turned around in the shower, my shoulders twitching. The guy who had walked in without knocking was drenched in sweat. The moment I saw the look on his face, I knew right away. He was the one I’d be having sex with.


  He was the man I was supposed to sleep with, but since he was just another guy, I felt no sexual spark at all. I stood there for a moment, watching the man I’d soon be holding. He lifted his hand and gave an awkward little wave.


  “Didn’t know someone was in the shower. Sorry.”


  I wiped the water from my face and stepped out of the stall, using the towel to cover my lower half. He stood still, sneaking glances.


  “You’re Tommy, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m Kyle. Well, not my real name. We’re filming together today, yeah?”


  I nodded. I hesitated as I tried to wrap the towel properly around my waist, then gave up and grabbed my clothes from the table. I could feel his eyes on me, but I grabbed the clothes from the table and pulled them on where I stood. When I turned around, Kyle had his arms crossed and was resting his chin on one hand.


  “Have you ever shot this kind of episode before?”


  “No.”


  “Have you ever watched gay porn?”


  “No.”


  “Wow... total newbie.”


  Kyle widened his eyes and gave me a dramatic look. I sighed.


  “Sex is sex, isn’t it?”


  I picked up the damp towel and wiped my arms. His brow lifted.


  “Fair enough. It’s all pretty much the same.”


  He agreed easily, then set his bag down by the stall and began unbuttoning his shirt. Tilting his head to one side, he told me.


  “Still, I’ve done this with guys plenty of times. I’ll lead. Don’t worry.”


  He gave me a teasing, mischievous look. I wondered if this was really something that needed leading, but I nodded anyway.


  “You’re older than I expected.”


  I looked at him, puzzled. Kyle kept unbuttoning.


  “On the website, it says you’re twenty-four.”


  He shrugged off his shirt and let it fall, then undid his belt. He stripped completely without hesitation and pulled the wet towel from my hands.


  “Just judging by your face, I’d have thought we were the same age.”


  Kyle smiled. At most, he looked twenty-two. I wasn’t sure if he meant I looked like an easy target or if he was trying to compliment me by saying I looked young. Maybe he was just rambling. I couldn’t tell, so I just nodded.


  “Ever tried anal with a woman?”


  At the blunt question, I frowned slightly and shook my head.


  “I figured as much. Watching your solo scene—man, you’re quiet.”


  The boyish face grinned playfully.


  “I’m not really a talker,” I muttered as he stepped into the shower.


  He chuckled softly. Kyle’s voice wasn’t high or shrill, and it carried no nasal twang. He was only a little shorter than me, with a flat chest and a strong jaw. A man, unmistakably.


  Since getting Janine’s call, my thoughts had been hazy. Seeing Kyle in person finally brought them into focus. Mentally, physically—nothing about him stirred me. And yet, I was about to have sex with him.


  Could I pull it off?


  I tried picturing Kyle’s face on the other side of the door while he showered. I had no clue how I was supposed to embrace a stranger like that. But one thing was clear. Penetrate, thrust, pull out—how different could it be? That’s it. No need to overthink it. I lightly slapped my cheeks with both hands and stepped out.


  The staircase was decorated like an art gallery. I glanced past the abstract paintings on the walls and looked over the railing. The spiral staircase coiled downward toward the basement.


  The building was a brownstone, standing tall among the clutter of the East Village. This was Manhattan’s East Village, yet the exterior looked more like something you’d see in an uptown wealthy neighborhood. It seemed like it had been built in the 19th century, but the modern elevator inside made it clear that the place had been renovated.


  As I climbed the stairs, I thought about Manhattan’s astronomical real estate prices, the kind people said were the worst they’d ever been. Whoever owned this place had clearly made a fortune off porn.


  Hugh Hefner came to mind, the man who founded Playboy. The image of the Playboy Mansion—its parties and women—briefly overlapped with McQueen Entertainment’s offices. But Glenn McQueen didn’t give off that kind of gaudy fantasy, the sort that flaunted money and women.


  Was that because he was gay?


  I scowled at the thought and scratched my neck. I reached the last step to the third floor. A short hallway with pale green carpet opened into a wide living room. Not sure which room to enter, I hesitated. Then I heard voices from behind the third door. Editing Room, the sign read. I knocked, and McQueen told me to come in.


  As I stepped in, a blast of cold air from the AC hit me. The sounds that had been spilling into the hallway stopped abruptly. It had sounded like a conversation between men, but McQueen tapped at his keyboard, pausing the playback. I glanced toward where he sat, but the monitor wasn’t visible from my angle.


  “Kyle’s here,” I said.


  “You met him?”


  “Yeah. He said he was going to shower, so I stepped out.”


  He nodded. There was something faintly amused in his eyes, and I found myself returning a small smile. McQueen responded with a deeper one, then gestured.


  “Have a seat.”


  He pointed to a small stool beside him. As I sat, I took a quick look around the room. True to its name, the editing room was packed with machines of all kinds. Cameras, lights, and sex props were neatly displayed in the built-in cabinets. The cameras on the shelves were bulkier than the one used for my solo shoot two weeks ago. They didn’t look recently used, but they were dust-free, clearly well maintained.


  The stool had no back and was barely larger than my palm. As I perched on it, McQueen tapped the monitor.


  “I called you in to show you this.”


  The screen displayed a paused video with the GlennMcQueen.com logo.


  “You strike me as pretty straight-edged, Ed, so I figured you probably don’t have much experience. It’d be risky to throw you in blind.”


  He shrugged casually.


  “So don’t feel pressured. Don’t get too uncomfortable. Just watch. You need to know what you’re supposed to do. This clip’s from a couple months ago. Chad and Lehnsherr. Both straight guys. Lehnsherr usually tops, and he’s pretty good at it. He’s the one on the left.”


  McQueen reached for the mouse and clicked play. Leaning back into his cushioned chair, he crossed his arms and watched.


  The men on screen looked about my age. Even though they must have met just a day earlier, they rubbed each other’s knees and thighs with easy familiarity.


  McQueen’s voice came through the video, asking simple questions—how they were feeling, what their first impressions had been, that kind of thing. The questions gradually turned more explicit, but neither man seemed flustered. They answered with wit and ease.


  I was a little surprised when they pressed their lips together without hesitation. They kissed passionately, without the slightest hint of reluctance. There was no exaggerated heat or fake chemistry. Feeling awkward, I lowered my gaze, wondering if McQueen had chosen this clip just to show off the explosive chemistry between the two. McQueen, who had been leaning back against the chair, turned to look at me.


  “Ever had a prostate massage?”


  “What?”


  “I don’t mean to sound dirty or anything.”


  At my reaction, McQueen let out a short scoff and continued.


  “It’s not as disgusting or painful as people imagine. It can actually feel pretty good. So there’s no need to worry that much. Besides, you’re topping, remember?”


  I must have looked visibly uncomfortable. As I nodded, embarrassed, he turned back to the screen. He sighed, ran a hand along his jaw, then pointed to the naked men entangled in the scene.


  “Most people don’t know this, but the nerve endings around the anus are extremely sensitive. More precisely, around the anal entrance.”


  His neatly trimmed fingernail pointed at the man pinned beneath a flurry of heated kisses. I tightened my grip on my knees without realizing it.


  “Not everyone can cum from it, so most bottoms time their climax by masturbating with their hands. Some can finish from penetration alone, but that’s rare.”


  As he spoke, he shifted his posture slightly. His firm upper arm briefly brushed my shoulder, leaving a trace of heat.


  On screen, Chad—who was bottoming—had Lehnsherr’s penis in his mouth. McQueen watched calmly, then spoke again.


  “A shoot can wrap up in twenty or thirty minutes sometimes, but that’s uncommon. We do more editing than most companies, so a shoot usually takes about an hour. What you’re watching now runs twenty-eight minutes, but the actual shoot took about an hour and ten.”


  I’d assumed sex between men wouldn’t be all that different from straight sex, but seeing it like this felt completely foreign. On top of that, sitting in a cramped room watching gay porn with an awkward stranger beside me was deeply uncomfortable. My mouth felt dry. I glanced at the half-empty water bottle McQueen had been drinking from, but I didn’t reach for it. I didn’t want to look anxious. Instead, I shifted my body slightly, trying to hide my flushed face from McQueen.


  Lehnsherr seemed to favor a dominant style. He yanked Chad’s head down until he’d taken him fully, only letting go once Chad’s face flushed red. Then he shoved Chad onto the bed, pinned his wrists, and kissed him. The hunger in the movement made me frown—then my face stiffened.


  Chad squirmed, the muscles in his ass tensed and hollowed, and his moans came out higher than before. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. A man who could lick another man’s ass so greedily without a hint of resistance.


  You’re telling me this man’s not gay?


  I started to worry whether my face looked too pale. There was no way I could do that. Even with a woman, I’d hesitate. And with a man? I sighed, maybe too obviously, because I felt McQueen’s gaze shift. He loosened his crossed arms and spoke.


  “We’re not going to demand anything that extreme. Not for your first time.”


  There was a trace of amusement in his voice. I forced down the lump in my throat and nodded. For a moment, I wondered if he was doing all this just to enjoy my reaction, but I dismissed the thought.


  On screen, the two men continued to tear apart every abstract idea I’d ever had about sex between men. When Lehnsherr finally pushed inside Chad, I stopped thinking altogether.


  “There’s something I should tell you in advance,” McQueen said.


  I glanced at him, my face burning. Our eyes met. His gaze dropped briefly to my flushed cheeks, then returned to the screen a few seconds later.


  “Porn is like any other kind of film. It packages unreality as something that feels real. The difference is that it packages sexual fantasy.”


  He frowned slightly and went on.


  “You might wonder why I’m giving you a whole lecture before a porn shoot. But as the owner, I want you to be responsive to what the audience wants. You do have a good vibe, Ed...”


  He trailed off, leaving the sentence unfinished. I was still watching his face when the door suddenly burst open.


  “BOO! What are you two doing in this tiny room? Plotting something kinky?”


  Taylor’s voice rang out as he barged in. Right as he shouted, Chad’s ragged moans blasted from the speakers. I stared at Taylor blankly, like I’d been caught doing something embarrassing, and swallowed hard.


  McQueen let out a breath and raised both hands in mock surrender.


  “Just boosting Tommy’s gayness with some intimate porn. Care to join us?”


  He wiggled his raised fingers as he smiled. Taylor burst out laughing and lifted his camera, carefully framing McQueen’s face and mine.


  “So what’s Tommy’s gayness score now?”


  McQueen glanced at me.


  “Probably below zero.”


  Watching the two of them trade lines, I forgot my embarrassment and let out a small laugh.


  “That’s a shame. I’m maxed out today.”


  Kyle was standing just beyond the door, rubbing a towel over his damp, brown hair. He leaned against the doorframe, brown hair still damp and mussed. Taylor swung the camera toward Kyle’s upper body.


  “McQueen, hurry up and raise Tommy’s gayness score. I’m already fully prepped.”


  Kyle popped open the can of beer in his hand. The way he drank it kept my eyes on him, and it looked refreshing. Taylor chuckled and turned off his camera.


  “Even Hades would have a hard time with this one.”


  “Tell me about it,” McQueen muttered.


  I wasn’t violently opposed to gay porn like they assumed. I just lacked the words to bridge the distance between us, and I didn’t feel the need to explain myself. I simply listened.


  On the screen, Chad and Lehnsherr were close to climax. Chad was constantly stroking himself while Lehnsherr thrust into him. In gay porn, the ass might be treated like a sex organ, but that didn’t change biology. Finishing without stimulation down there seemed unlikely.


  “Ed. About what I was saying earlier.”


  McQueen leaned back, arms loosely crossed again. I turned toward him.


  “Keep watching. Just listen,” he said.


  When I turned back to the screen, now filled with bare skin, he let out a light breath and continued.


  “If you’ve ever paid attention, you’ll know gay porn is everywhere. Hundreds of new titles come out every month. If you came here thinking you could just go through the motions, put it in and pull it out, and get paid for a one-off, I’d like you to be clear on what you’re getting into.”


  I wanted to look away, but he had told me to watch, so I did. Chad was bringing himself to orgasm while taking a brutal pounding. When thick cum burst from his cock, McQueen’s voice dropped.


  “Most people get into this business thinking porn is just porn. But it’s not that simple. People watch porn to satisfy their sexual desires. But in those thirty-minute clips, they also want to consume your state of mind, the version of you that’s compressed into that moment.”


  “Like voyeurs peeking at an illicit affair,” Taylor chimed in.


  McQueen slapped his knee and laughed softly.


  “You’re right. That’s the perfect way to put it. They’re not just watching sex. They’re stealing the intimate, sticky tension between two people. So, Ed...”


  McQueen emphasized my name as he turned toward me. His gaze was sharp. My throat tightened again. Keeping my eyes on the screen, I nodded. I couldn’t look away from the awkwardness I felt.


  “Yeah.”


  “Doing it mechanically wouldn’t be wrong. But ideally, I’d like you to see Kyle not just as a body, but as an object of desire.”


  On screen, Lehnsherr came on Chad’s stomach. Both of them were gasping for breath. That wasn’t the end. They kissed again, almost tenderly, touching each other’s spent cocks like lovers.


  “Gays don’t pay good money to watch porn made by guys who are repulsed by other men.”


  The video faded to black. There was nowhere left to look. The room fell quiet. I could hear nothing but the sound of restrained breathing around me. McQueen’s tone had been firm, so I answered just as firmly.


  “If it came across that way... I apologize. I don’t find it disgusting.”


  I met his eyes. He smiled faintly, eyes narrowing. I looked away.


  “Maybe I was a bit blunt, but I don’t think I’m asking for too much. I’m not telling you to fall in love with Kyle.”


  He let out a dry laugh. The darkened monitor reflected our faces like a mirror. In the glossy black screen, McQueen’s expression looked serious. I don’t know why, but I found myself stealing glances at his face.


  “McQueen, you didn’t say all this to me before.”


  The reflection of McQueen on the screen gave a short, crooked smile.


  “Felt like I should this time.”


  “Yeah... I get what you’re saying.”


  Kyle nodded, as if in agreement. McQueen smiled, a smile that felt oddly confidential.


  ***


  The shoot had been delayed. Maybe it was, as McQueen liked to say, for the sake of some chemistry. Either way, they left just the two of us—Kyle and me—alone on the second floor. Kyle was swinging a remote around, locked into a baseball video game. I browsed the massive wall of DVDs when he asked me a question.


  “What do you do for work?”


  Cheers burst from the game’s speakers. Game or not, Kyle had a decent batting average.


  “I’m a security guard.”


  “Whoa. So, do you meet celebrities a lot?”


  I shook my head. I could feel his eyes light up with curiosity.


  “Celebrity and VIP protection usually goes to people with more seniority.”


  “So what about you?”


  “I’m usually assigned to event safety.”


  “Ah... got it.”


  Kyle leaned back and swung the remote again, taking a solid cut like a batter at the plate. He spoke.


  “I paint. In a fishing village.”


  “You paint? In a village?”


  “It’s honestly a speck on the map. Have you seen that movie Great Expectations with Ethan Hawke and Gwyneth Paltrow?”


  “I have.”


  “Oh, you have? It’s an old one. That Ethan Hawke character, that’s basically me. I don’t know if I’m as talented, but I’m saving up to get into art school. I’m here to shoot porn, sure, but every time I come up to New York, it’s so... exhilarating.”


  Kyle’s eyes were bright, his expression innocent for his age. I smiled.


  “What about you, Tommy? Where do you live?”


  “Queens. Flushing.”


  “Lucky you. But Queens doesn’t really feel like New York, does it?”


  “Well... not all of New York is Manhattan.”


  As I watched him soak in his fantasy of the city, I reached for a DVD case at the edge of the shelf. The Wizard of Oz. The lion’s face looked oddly comical. Maybe he was bored of playing alone. Kyle quit the game and walked over, scanning the shelves with a dull expression. He stepped closer.


  “You staying over tonight?”


  “No.”


  He took the DVD from my hands, looked it over without interest, then handed it back.


  “Well, yeah, I guess you wouldn’t. You live nearby. I’m crashing here and flying back tomorrow. Want to hit a club tonight if you’re bored? I don’t want to just head back right away after coming all this way.”


  He leaned in and rested his chin on my shoulder. The slow, solid weight of it made me turn around. I could feel his firm chest against my back. We were nearly the same height, but he was slightly shorter, so I had to look down to meet his eyes. His pale blue eyes, light, almost like new spring leaves, stared up at me steadily. He lifted a hand and brushed back my stiff bangs, grown just long enough to poke at my eyebrows. His touch was so light it felt like a sigh. I found myself holding my breath, afraid to disturb it.


  Was this the chemistry McQueen had talked about? I stared at him awkwardly, and Kyle soon took a step back. He hesitated, then glanced at me with a strange smile. Backing away, he grabbed the waistband of his pants and spoke in a low, slightly restrained voice.


  “Ah… shit. I’m turned on.”


  My grip on the DVD case loosened for a moment. I almost dropped it but managed to grip it again. My mouth fell open. I stared blankly at Kyle’s back as he picked up the game controller again.


  ***


  I was back in the same room where I’d filmed my solo masturbation episode. What was different this time was the bedding, the fact that it was night instead of day, and that I wasn’t alone.


  There were also a few more people watching. The shoot had been delayed because a camera operator named Jennifer was running late. I was surprised to learn that, besides Janine, there were other women employed at a gay porn company.


  The elevator chimed, and as the doors opened, a dark shape burst out. Forcing his bulky body through the opening, the man wore a floral short-sleeved shirt and loose black shorts. It was Jack Black.


  “My, my... start, did you already? You, wait, haven’t?”


  He shouted in a mess of broken grammar, camera in hand, hurrying over. The room, which had briefly stirred with noise, fell quiet again. McQueen pointed at the clock, which read 7:35.


  “Don’t do this, Jen.”


  McQueen clicked his tongue like he was complaining and sprang to his feet. Jen. Was that short for Jennifer? I looked seriously at Jack Black.


  “Ugh, sorry,” Jack said.


  He pressed his palms together like a monk and bowed slightly, then scurried away from McQueen as he approached. He seemed fidgety and anxious. Kyle, who had been lying with his head on my leg, chuckled.


  “I told you not to be late. How many times is this now?”


  “Hey, don’t look at me like that. You look like the Grim Reaper.”


  Jack waved his hands at the now very close Glenn McQueen. Undeterred, McQueen approached Jack, who barely came up to his shoulder. His heavy gaze silenced Jack’s nervous whining.


  “Weren’t you supposed to be here by seven? Since you took the camera home, you should’ve been here by six at the latest.”


  “I know, but traffic—”


  “Traffic’s always bad at this time.”


  “Ugh, whatever! Just stop!”


  Jack’s lips twitched as he stole a glance at McQueen’s face. But McQueen wasn’t angry. He simply stared, heavy and quiet. Eventually, Jack slumped his shoulders and muttered a small apology. Only after hearing it did McQueen let out a sigh and return to his seat.


  Jack Black’s chaotic entrance was wrapped up quickly. To get the shoot started after the delay of more than thirty minutes, Janine switched on the strobe lights set up around the bed and sofa. The lights kept getting brighter, and I found myself squinting.


  The staff moved into their positions with practiced efficiency. There were six of them in total: Glenn McQueen, three cameramen, Janine Keaton, and a man carrying a reflector. Only now did the reality hit me. I had to show so-called chemistry with a man I’d only just managed to get past the awkwardness with, right in front of all of them.


  Maybe it was because of Kyle’s crude comment earlier—I’m turned on—but I could feel myself getting a little worked up too. It was awkward and strangely embarrassing, so I scratched the back of my neck for no reason. My throat felt dry from the tension, and I reached for the water bottle nearby.


  “Let’s start,” McQueen said.


  He was sitting cross-legged on a stool with his arms folded. I avoided his gaze as he followed my movement setting the bottle down and looked instead at Kyle, whose head was still resting on my leg. For a veteran who’d already shot around twenty episodes, Kyle showed no sign of nerves at all. He smiled and gave me a playful wink.


  “Rolling.”


  The room went silent. Seated behind three cameras, McQueen tilted his head and asked his questions.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Oh god, please. I just want to do it already.”


  At Kyle’s reply, McQueen chuckled softly.


  “Who’s the top and who’s the bottom today?”


  “Same as usual. I’m bottoming.”


  Lying down, Kyle lightly slapped my chest with his palm. The head that had been resting on my thigh shifted subtly closer, between my legs. McQueen turned to me.


  “Tommy, you look nervous.”


  “A little.”


  “How have you been since the last solo shoot?”


  His tone was friendly, like an old friend. Not wanting to show my nerves, I shrugged it off.


  “Working, resting. I’ve been fine.”


  “And you, Kyle?”


  “I rode my bike around the state border for a bit. Someone even recognized me. Please, don’t say hi if you see me!”


  Kyle laughed cheerfully, and McQueen laughed along with him.


  “What were your first impressions of each other?”


  I looked down at Kyle’s face.


  “I thought... he was cute.”


  If he’d been a macho type, maybe it would’ve been different. But with his short, rounded haircut and soft, downturned eyes, Kyle didn’t trigger any strong aversion, even though he was another man. I lightly brushed a finger over his eyebrow. Kyle twitched.


  “I thought he looked like a Tibetan monk. Doesn’t he seem kind of ascetic?”


  Kyle asked, looking to McQueen for confirmation.


  “Tibetan monk, huh? A sexy one, though. Any preferred position for being taken by this forbidden monk, Kyle?” McQueen asked.


  “Hmm... doggy?”


  Kyle answered seriously, scratching the bridge of his nose, while McQueen spoke with shameless ease. I tried not to judge them—or myself—for how crude the whole conversation sounded. If I didn’t, I knew I’d stiffen up and end up saying something stupid.


  The silence that followed came after McQueen’s next line, tossed out as casually as if he were ordering dinner.


  “Let’s start with a kiss.”


  My heart pounded like a teenager about to have his first kiss. I knew I was showing too much tension, but I couldn’t help taking a deep breath.


  Kyle let out a soft laugh, then pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was light, teasing. There was a taste I couldn’t quite put into words, but the strongest note was the mouthwash we had both spat out into the sink earlier.


  I wished I didn’t have to be aware of the reality that I was kissing another man. A flat chest. A swollen cock. Strong lips releasing rough, breathy sounds. There was plenty of proof that the person in front of me was male, but I tried not to let my thoughts interfere. The kiss went on—cautious, exploratory, silent.


  For a long time, my mouth had been used only for eating, speaking, and breathing. Now it began to bite and suck at another person. The rush of breath made the heat rise. When I pulled off Kyle’s shirt and tasted his skin, he pushed me down onto the bed and tugged at my clothes. What had started as the movements of a relaxed gentleman gradually picked up speed. Maybe McQueen’s lecture was doing its job. It wasn’t bad.


  When Kyle traced his tongue slowly down my chest, a breath slipped out of my mouth. I grimaced and hunched my shoulders. I didn’t resist, and he seemed to test my reaction as he grew bolder, using his tongue and teeth more freely, nipping and sucking. And in that damn moment, the thought that slammed into my head was that line. They look suckable.


  “Ugh!”


  Shuddering at the wet, smacking sensation, I finally pushed Kyle away. The thought of the silence that would follow if I stopped made my skin crawl. I sat beside him, unbuckled his belt, and pulled his pants down.


  I could feel his erection through the thin briefs. Just like Lehnsherr had done in the video, I stripped him and took him into my mouth without hesitation.


  To my surprise, the world didn’t end. Of course it didn’t. Taking another man into my mouth didn’t flip the world upside down. The anxiety I’d been bracing for turned out to be nothing special. Above me, I could hear Kyle’s excited breathing. Inside my mouth, there was only the sound of slick friction against wet flesh.


  With my eyes open, I licked him slowly. Then I accidentally glanced at a camera moving in close. McQueen’s instruction to ignore the camera came back to me, and the sudden self-consciousness made my face heat up as I looked away.


  The bed creaked. Kyle cupped my cheeks and pulled me up. Before I could gather myself, the kiss deepened, and my pants were being tugged down.


  The vivid sensation of being touched made my toes curl. Panting like someone completely drained, I saw McQueen approach.


  “Cut,” he said.


  Blinking through eyes damp with heat, I slowly lifted my gaze to him. He blinked just as slowly, his gaze calm. I found myself searching McQueen’s face for any sign of arousal.


  But even with the ache between my legs, the heat between Kyle and me felt cut off, like it had hit an invisible wall. McQueen looked down at me with a completely neutral gaze. He handed me a packet of condoms and a tub of lube.


  I sat up. Kyle had gone to get some water, leaving a hollow space beside me. The AC felt cold now. I rubbed my upper arm and looked up at McQueen. He seemed lost in thought. A moment later, he snapped out of it and said it out loud.


  “Your cheeks... like a kid’s... Hm.”


  He tapped his own cheek with a finger. He didn’t finish the sentence but I knew exactly what he meant.


  An ex-girlfriend of mine used to say only she should see my face in bed, playfully biting my cheek as she laughed. When I got aroused, the area around my cheeks, under my eyes, even the corners of my eyes turned red. There was no way it didn’t look crude, like a bad case of flushing. As I frowned, McQueen bent at the waist and brought his eyes level with mine.


  “You’re ticklish, aren’t you?”


  “Why... would you think that?”


  He ran a hand slowly along his jaw and continued what he was saying.


  “Because... you react to everything.”


  He whispered it, his voice catching slightly, as if something were stuck in his throat.


  Without hesitation, he straightened up again. The amber eyes that had been on me drifted away to the side.


  Tsk. Clicking his tongue, he took a few steps back, then turned and walked toward Janine.


  The moment he moved away, the pressure that had been bearing down on me vanished, as if the air itself had thinned.


  Something rustled inside me. Staring blankly at Glenn McQueen’s retreating back, I scratched the back of my neck, my skin itching.


  ***


  It was tight, wet, and warm.


  That was my simple, immediate impression when I slid inside Kyle.


  The heat I felt through the thin latex of the condom made me let out a low breath. Kyle reached up, found the back of my neck, and pulled me down to him, pressing his lips to mine.


  My whole body tingled. The instinctive urge to escape that sensation swirled through me like strong liquor, dulling my thoughts. As our lips met and I pushed fully into him, the fact that we were in front of a camera, and that Kyle was a man began to fade.


  There was no point in thinking. Faced with the simple act of pushing in and moving, thought became meaningless. In this narrow little world right before my eyes, only Kyle, the man opening himself to me existed. All I had to do was move, and stay faithful to the pleasure we were sharing. I tried to act as if my vision had narrowed until nothing existed but Kyle. But there were distractions everywhere, ready to pull me back.


  Kyle suddenly burst out laughing. My body tensed, and I looked down at him, but his eyes weren’t on me. They were fixed past my shoulder, on Jack Black filming us.


  “Whaaaaat? Why are you laughing?”


  Jack’s sulky voice came from behind the camera.


  “With the way you’re staring like that… how am I supposed not to laugh?”


  “No, I wasn’t!”


  “Yes, you were.”


  Kyle wriggled out from under me and walked over to grab a bottle of water. He chugged it.


  I looked down between my legs, where the heat had just been. The condom, slick with lube, glistened. As I withdrew from the hole that had been squeezing my cock numb, the air-conditioning hit my oversensitive skin with a sharp chill. I shivered.


  Unlike me, who just wanted to finish and rest, Kyle seemed in no hurry at all. He handed me the half-empty bottle. I took it and sipped, wetting my dry mouth.


  “Let’s do it standing next,” McQueen called out.


  Standing behind Jack Black and watching the playback, McQueen spoke to Kyle, who wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.


  “Let’s go all the way to the climax,” he added.


  Kyle nodded with the unbothered calm of a waiter taking an order.


  Kyle helped me to my feet, then positioned himself facing the wall, hands braced against it. As the cameramen moved to their spots, I glanced at them, then pressed a light kiss to Kyle’s damp, rounded shoulder. I slid my hands around his firm waist and buried my face in his hair. When I entered him again and felt his body loosen, Kyle let out a single breath.


  Heat flooded my body, and my toes curled inward. I nipped lightly at his shoulder and let my hands slide down, gripping his hips and pulling him back toward me.


  As the thrusts continued, Kyle’s moans came closer together, and I felt the muscles around me tighten and twitch. As Kyle’s body began to tremble with his orgasm, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold back either. I pulled out, ripped off the condom, and started stroking myself fast. Kyle, who had been standing with his back to me, turned around.


  “Ah...!”


  Then, he dropped to his knees in front of me. Sweat glistened on his flushed face as the thick, cloudy fluid splashed over it. He accepted it without the slightest hesitation, even parting his lips.


  In that moment, I finally understood what bareback meant. The term came from rodeo, riding an untrained horse without a saddle. I understood why so many men preferred porn without condoms, and why the final shot so often ended with someone finishing on the other’s face. Looking at Kyle slick with my cum, I felt as if I’d conquered an untrained horse.


  Kyle rose to his feet and grabbed the back of my neck, pulling me in. When our lips met, an unpleasant taste spread through my mouth. I tilted my head slightly, careful not to let the camera catch the expression on my face. Kyle slowly stroked the back of my neck, his tongue tracing along the inside of my lips.


  “Um... sorry to interrupt,” McQueen’s voice cut in.


  Kyle was still chewing gently on my lower lip. Kyle looked at me for a moment with heat-darkened eyes, then shifted his gaze toward McQueen. Following that slow movement, I turned my head as well and saw McQueen watching the two of us.


  “Should we leave you two alone?” McQueen asked.


  “Mm... yeah, that’d be nice.”


  Kyle gave a playful grin, wiped his face with a towel, and leaned in to kiss my sweaty back.


  “Let’s go shower.”


  He said it with a refreshed expression, as if the heat had finally drained from him. Standing in front of that calm, unbothered look, it felt like I was the only one embarrassed by what had just happened. I covered my flushed cheeks with one hand, grabbed a towel from the table, and followed him.


  ***


  Was the man in front of me, drunk and shouting with a bottle in hand, really the same person who had just let me finish on his face without flinching?


  Kyle’s face, flushed from alcohol, overlapped with the image of him drenched in pearly cum. I shook my head to drive the memory away and took a sip of my Scotch. It was watery now. Most of the ice had melted.


  Maybe it was because we’d have sex together, but something between us had softened. It felt like we’d clawed along the same dirt floor and crawled out the other side. That kind of shared experience gives things a strange sense of meaning. We hadn’t killed anyone. We hadn’t done drugs. All we’d done was let ourselves be consumed for someone else’s entertainment.


  I’d been planning to go home after the shoot, but Kyle and Janine stopped me. Kyle had been talking about clubbing all afternoon, so that part wasn’t surprising. What caught me off guard was that Janine agreed. The three of us had ended up forming an unexpected bond. It felt like a strange combination, but I didn’t turn them down. They already seemed close, calling each other by name.


  “It’s way too expensive. But what can I do? I really liked the place.”


  Kyle rambled about the rent. Janine scoffed at the country boy stubbornly insisting on living in Manhattan, full of vanity and wide-eyed ambition.


  “Go ahead then.”


  “What was that look? That sounded like you’re already sick of me.”


  “As if. I’m just sincerely respecting your decision to blow all your money on rent.”


  Kyle said he didn’t care if the room was tiny or crowded with four or five roommates. He just wanted to soak in the thrill of the city.


  He didn’t seem to be filming porn out of desperation. At just twenty-one, he said he filmed maybe once or twice a month, sometimes more, sometimes less. He didn’t seem like someone crushed by survival.


  “I don’t care anymore. I’m just going to live my way.”


  Kyle drained the bottle in one long pull, then suddenly froze.


  He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and stood up. His eyes were fixed on a brown-haired woman scanning the room for an empty spot. She wore something like a leopard-print slip, the fabric clinging to her sweat-damp collarbones.


  Drawing in a lungful of the murky air, Kyle tracked her restless movements with impatient eyes. I hadn’t thought he’d come to the club just to dance, but it had been less than thirty minutes since we’d arrived.


  “Catch you later.”


  Whether we’d really meet again, I didn’t know. He said it without a trace of regret, pulling his cap low as he stood. He walked straight toward the woman in the leopard-print dress. He could sleep with men without hesitation, but his instincts clearly pointed toward women.


  I searched the crowd for Kyle’s back as he disappeared, then reached for my glass. The drink that had once been cold was already lukewarm. The club was stifling.


  “Well, even the most disgusting things start to feel normal if you endure them long enough.”


  Janine’s voice slipped through the pounding beat. She was smiling that sly, unreadable smile. I couldn’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, and I couldn’t quite grasp what she meant.


  “By the way, Kyle’s totally straight,” said Janine.


  The comment came out of nowhere. I hadn’t ever thought otherwise.


  “He’s shot around twenty episodes so far, including this one. And after each shoot, he always comes to a club like this. With me. With the guy he filmed with. All three of us, every time.”


  “......”


  “After the first two to three times topping, he only takes bottom roles now. He’s good-looking and he feels things back there pretty well, so McQueen always wants him as a bottom. Kyle’s not gay, but he wants the money. Must be a tight spot to be in. Coming to clubs afterward is his way of proving to his scene partner that he sleeps with women. Funny, right?”


  I looked back toward the crowd, toward where Kyle had disappeared. The idea of him staging that exit, vanishing with a woman to prove his masculinity, left a bitter taste in my mouth.


  I drained the rest of my glass. All the ice had melted, diluting the Scotch until the alcohol barely registered. A woozy haze settled deep in my head.


  “Earlier... what did you mean?”


  Janine fell quiet for a moment, as if retracing her own words. Then she let out a soft sound of realization.


  “Oh, the part about getting used to disgusting things?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, that applies to a lot of situation, really... but in this case, I’m talking about porn.”


  Tilting her head, Janine lifted her glass.


  “When Kyle first started, he practically screamed straight in every scene. But now... well, you saw it for yourself.”


  She grinned and downed her drink in one go. Crunching the small shards of ice between her teeth, she went on.


  “At this point, he’s kind of hard to label as an amateur.”


  “An amateur?”


  “We usually separate amateur actors from professionals. Guys like you, who do short online episodes, are considered amateurs. Once you sign with an agency or start appearing in long-form productions, you’re classified as a professional. Kyle had been doing this long enough that calling him an amateur didn’t quite fit. McQueen’s asked him a few times if he wants to try longer shoots, but he always turns them down. Most people would move on to long-form by now. But Kyle isn’t gay, so he won’t go that far.”


  Janine leaned closer, her voice dropping slightly.


  “It wasn’t as bad as you thought, was it?”


  She rested her chin on her interlaced fingers and studied me.


  If all I’d done today was cook pancakes, I might have nodded. But porn wasn’t something you could brush off as trivial. Still, it wasn’t heavy enough to crush me either. And I wasn’t sure I’d lived hard enough to claim I deserved an easier path.


  “I’m not sure.”


  I said, staring into the bottom of my empty glass. I fidgeted with it, turning it between my fingers. Janine’s hand brushed mine, a light tap that made me glance up. She was smiling.


  “Well, don’t overthink it. You had fun and made money, right?”


  Her grin was as playful as the oversized sunglasses perched on her face, and I decided to stop spiraling. In a club packed with people swaying to the beat, brooding and thinking too hard wasn’t going to change anything. She was right.


  “You want to head out? It’s kind of loud in here to talk.”


  “Sure.”


  “My treat. Well... technically, it’s McQueen’s card.”


  I stood up with her. Outside, a long line stretched down the block, people waiting to get into the club. We passed them, scanning the area for somewhere to eat, and eventually stepped into a place nearby called Acme.


  “You been here before?” she asked.


  “A friend lives in East Village, so I come by sometimes.”


  “I love this place. The portions are huge, right?”


  A waitress passed by and shot Janine a curious glance. She was probably wondering why anyone was wearing sunglasses at midnight.


  “I especially like the cheese meatloaf here.”


  “I like it with mashed potatoes on the side.”


  “Perfect. I love that too.”


  With no debate at all, Janine ordered right away. While tearing the bread into small pieces, she looked up and asked,


  “So, how long have you lived in Queens?”


  “A while.”


  “And before that?”


  “I lived in Brooklyn too.”


  “Where in Brooklyn?”


  I looked at Janine. The questions just kept coming. It felt like I was being grilled. I let out a small laugh.


  “Clinton Hill.”


  “No way. Me too! I’ve lived there forever. We seriously might’ve run into each other.”


  She was grinning, almost giddy. The sight gave me a strange feeling. I didn’t bother adding that I’d lived in a low-income housing project in Clinton Hill. Still, she wasn’t wrong. We might have passed each other more than a few times. With so many schools in the area, though, it was unlikely we’d gone to the same one.


  The food arrived in large, generous portions. Janine speared hers with her fork and took a big bite.


  “Which elementary school did you go to?” she asked, as if the real questioning was just beginning.


  After taking a sip of water, she looked at me more intently.


  “Merritt Elementary...”


  “No way. Me too!”


  I couldn’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, but I could picture them widening as she stared at me. Her voice pitched up a little.


  “Do you remember Mr. Garrett Byrne?”


  “Garrett Byrne... the science teacher?”


  “Yes! Oh my God. Wait, were you in the 46th graduating class? I saw that we’re the same age.”


  “...I transferred out before graduation. But yeah, if I’d stayed, yeah. Probably.”


  “......”


  “......”


  A long silence followed. Then, Janine finally took off her sunglasses. She squinted a little, studying my face.


  “Looks like we really might’ve been in the same year, huh?”


  She stared at me, her eyes full of curiosity. Maybe a bit too much. I turned my head a little, scooped up a bite of meatloaf, and chewed, answering with a slightly choked voice.


  “Guess so.”


  Another silence settled in. This one awkward and heavy. Janine set her sunglasses down on the corner of the table and let out a sigh. She stared off into the distance, trying to retrace something in her mind. Her brow furrowed.


  “But I really don’t remember seeing you.”


  “I was there for about three years... Then I transferred.”


  “Still. Three years is a long time. I feel like I should remember you.”


  “I kept to myself. Mostly.”


  “Then do you remember seeing me?”


  I thought about her question for a moment, then slowly shook my head.


  “Yeah? Well, I don’t remember seeing you either.”


  “Maybe...”


  “Maybe?”


  “I think it was because I didn’t speak English well back then. I had to take separate language classes.”


  “You mean the ones for immigrant kids? Or... the ones for kids with learning difficulties?”


  Her voice had dropped, like she suddenly realized she needed to tread carefully. Still, she said it all the way through, and I couldn’t help letting out a small, dry laugh.


  “The ones for immigrant kids.”


  “I see.”


  “Yeah. Other than those classes, I didn’t show up much. I skipped school a lot.”


  Janine cut off a thick slice of meatloaf with her fork, stuffed the oversized bite into her mouth, and chewed until her cheeks puffed out. After swallowing, she spoke again.


  “Ed Talbot, right?”


  I nodded. She looked faintly puzzled, probably wondering why my last name wasn’t Takahashi, Lee, or Yeo.


  I didn’t remember her at all, but if we really had gone to school together, this was our first reunion in about fifteen years. I never would have expected to run into a former classmate like this. Janine scanned my face for any trace of the past. Then, as if giving up, she shrugged.


  “Do you know Nick Luke, by any chance?”


  Nick Luke. A name I still remembered clearly after all these years. He’d stood out among hundreds of students. Tall, bulky, and always picking on me. Or rather, back then, it didn’t feel like teasing. The fear I felt was no different than being bullied by a gang member.


  “Yeah. I remember him.”


  “And Regina Cunningham? I heard they got married.”


  If the Ed Talbot I was had a crush on Regina, it would’ve ended as a sad, one-sided story. But the reality wasn’t like that. The blonde girl with that icy attitude lived in a world far removed from mine, like some fairy from another species. I didn’t have much interest in her.


  Still, I had one memory involving her. Nick had ordered me to cut the ribbon off Regina’s pretty skirt and bring it to him. I remembered carefully snipping the knot with scissors. I remembered Regina crying and pointing at me. Her face was tucked away in my childhood memories too.


  That same boy, who once made his lackeys ruin a girl’s skirt out of some twisted kind of love had actually ended up marrying her. I couldn’t decide whether that was romantic or not. I just stared at Janine, at a loss for words.


  “Aren’t you curious how they’re doing now?”


  Her eyes looked like they wanted me to say yes. I put a piece of meatloaf in my mouth before answering.


  “I guess I am,” I said.


  “Really? I don’t keep in touch with Regina, but I’ve heard a lot. You know the brand Kisjy? She got scouted as a designer and director there. Isn’t that insane? And she’s still so young.”


  Janine clearly had a lot she wanted to say about them. She pushed out her lips and took another bite of meatloaf. It looked like it went down hard, so I quickly poured water into her glass.


  “Thanks.”


  She gulped it down, wiped her lips with a napkin, and kept going.


  “I heard from Regina’s friend that they got an apartment in Midtown. Ten grand a month in rent. Their salaries are insane. Nick got into some law firm recently. Sounds like a pretty good place. What was it again? Debevoise & Plimpton?”


  I watched Janine quietly as she poured it all out, chatting like someone who’d just run into an old classmate. She seemed to have forgotten how we’d actually reconnected. If you wanted to call it fate, you could. Two elementary school classmates reuniting more than a decade later, one a porn company manager, the other a one-off performer. Hearing about people from the past made me reflect on my own life.


  As expected, silence soon returned. I chewed in silence and refilled Janine’s empty glass with water.


  “You drink a lot of water,” I said.


  “Hmm?”


  “Drinking too much water while eating isn’t good. Cold water’s even worse.”


  I left her with that bit of advice and set down the pitcher. Then, for no real reason, I poured more water into my own glass, even though it was nearly full.


  Janine watched me in silence. A moment ago she’d been explaining the size of Debevoise & Plimpton. Now her expression slowly hardened as she stared down at the cooling meatloaf. Holding her knife and fork, she looked at it for a long moment, then lifted her head and looked at me again. If she’d gone back and forth between the dead animal on her plate and my face and thought of something, that was probably just me overthinking it.


  Still, her tense face forced a smile.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought all that up.”


  “It’s fine.”


  “......”


  “It’s just... I haven’t heard those names in so long. It feels kind of surreal.”


  Watching her, I pushed the last bite of meat into my mouth. Janine hadn’t even finished half her plate. She looked at me and shrugged.


  “Well, we’re young, right?”


  Yeah. Youth was all we had loaded.


  I gave a faint smile and raised my hand to call the waitress. Looking over the menu, I ordered a heavy, greasy mac and cheese, the kind that could make your stomach feel slick just thinking about it. Partly for Janine, who hadn’t even finished half her meal. Partly just to put McQueen’s card to use one more time.


  Even though my stomach was full, it still burned like I’d been starving for days. I was hungry.


  ***


  The fans crammed into the tiny Greenwich Village club looked like they’d completely lost their minds. He was a rock singer who’d once enjoyed real fame, long since forgotten by the public. But to his fanatics, he still seemed to be something more than a fallen idol.


  The junior members of Team 9, assigned to event safety and guarding the rocker, were all silently cursing their team leader, Ash, for stuffing them into this cramped West Village club. All in their heads, of course.


  It was already past 1 a.m. The crowd thrashed under garish psychedelic lights. It wasn’t even club music, but I still worried the building might collapse. Luckily, the venue was on the lowest floor. The odds of some fanatic pulling a gun like Mark David Chapman were low, but that didn’t mean we could relax.


  Then a scream blared through the mic. I flinched and turned my head as Derek’s voice came through the earpiece.


  - Some bitch stepped on my foot. I’m going to find her and kill her. And she was wearing heels!


  Derek was furious. He said he’d almost fired his taser by reflex, and the others offered halfhearted words of sympathy.


  As the show reached its peak, the building turned into a sauna. Sweat soaked my back, my shirt clinging to my skin. I watched the crowd reach for the ceiling, losing themselves beneath harsh, bloody lights.


  It was nearly 2 a.m. This recreation of hell was finally drawing to a close.


  After herding the overheated, still-excited crowd outside and reporting to Derek, who was acting as team lead, the job was finally done. We turned in our batons, guns, and tasers. Too exhausted even for beer and peanuts, we exchanged tired goodbyes.


  I rode the subway home, resting my heavy head against the smooth metal pole and closing my eyes. Sweat cooled as it ran down my back in the muggy heat. I lifted my sleeve and sniffed. The sharp smell made me wince.


  We sometimes worked in plain clothes, but only in special protective assignments. For a grunt like me, constantly bounced around event security, a black suit was basically a uniform. Thanks to my grandfather, who’d worked at a dry cleaner’s, I knew my way around laundry, ironing, and basic mending. But sharing a communal laundry room meant professional cleaning at home was out of the question. While mentally tallying this month’s dry-cleaning costs, the train pulled into Flushing.


  I passed rows of Chinese signs and went home. I loosened the tie choking my neck and peeled off the pitch-black suit. After hanging it carefully on a hanger, creases intact, I finally felt human again. Compared to the suffocating basement club with poor air circulation, my narrow room felt like paradise.


  I showered quickly. The heat eased. I opened a can for the cat, then grabbed a beer from the fridge. Since I didn’t have to go in until late tomorrow, I planned to laze around. My body felt like the sticky canned tuna the cat was licking, soaked in fatigue. Instead of sleeping, I opened YouTube and clicked on comedy clips to bleed off the aimless anger that had built up during the day. Living as an ordinary person who laughs at internet jokes wasn’t exactly happiness, but this fragile, barely maintained peace was all I had.


  I turned my head and saw a stack of bills and flyers spread across the table. I’d brought them in when I got home. Mixed among them were bank statements and notices listing what I owed to Chen’s loan sharks. I ignored everything else and picked up the statement. I knew exactly what came in and what went out, but I still opened the envelope, checking for unnecessary losses.


  The first thing that caught my eye was a five-thousand-dollar deposit under Janine’s name. I stared at the number. Untaxed money, earned through sex. I waited for something to surface inside me. Guilt. Shame. Anxiety. None of it stuck.


  Sleeping with a man hadn’t turned other men into sexual objects. That nightmare hadn’t happened. Nothing in my daily life had changed. But for $5,000 to appear in my account, something must have changed online. And I needed to see what that was. I opened the GlennMcQueen.com website.


  Without bothering to read the warning, I went straight to the main page. After I clicked Enter, my sluggish computer began loading newly updated images. A relatively tame photo of Kyle and me, shirtless indoors, appeared. Beneath it was a short block of text I realized I had never really read before, even though I’d clicked around the site more than once. It was a preview of the video.


  [When J called to persuade Tommy, he reportedly agreed without hesitation to film a two-way episode. Given the shyness he’d shown during his solo shoot, his consent came as a surprise to the entire staff. Still, when he arrived at the studio apartment for filming, he still carried himself with quiet humility and visible nervousness, as if he were reconsidering his choice.


  As Kyle put it, he gave off the air of a Tibetan monk, restrained and ascetic. At the same time, he looked like a boy playing with fire, visibly confused and burdened by guilt over his own actions. When Kyle leaned in to kiss him, Tommy squeezed his eyes shut, trying to compose himself.


  But once Kyle, experienced and attentive, pressed his body against him, they began to merge into a smooth, unbroken flow. As Kyle traced Tommy’s chest with the tip of his tongue, Tommy twisted and squirmed like an inexperienced boy. Their kisses grew intense, filled with raw desire, and Tommy, as if starving, took Kyle’s cock into his mouth. Kyle grabbed the back of his neck and yanked him closer, his face tightening as pleasure overtook him.


  Unable to wait any longer, Kyle spread himself open, and Tommy shoved his hard cock inside with rough urgency. Unlike Kyle, who attacked boldly and obscenely, Tommy hesitated, yet surrendered his solid rationality to the pleasure he could no longer resist. ...As Tommy’s hard cock thrust into Kyle’s pulsing, wet hole, Kyle kept screaming—Harder!—with desperate eyes. ...Embarrassed yet helpless before the overwhelming pleasure, their sex was passionate and undeniably compelling. The unexpected chemistry between them brought a fresh thrill to the staff watching the shoot.]


  I must have swallowed my beer the wrong way. It went down my throat, and I couldn’t stop coughing. Hacking and wheezing, I reached for a tissue and ended up stepping on the cat’s tail. Empa hissed and arched his back, claws flashing, but I rushed past him into the bathroom. I tore off a wad of toilet paper and wiped up the beer I’d sprayed across the floor.


  Even then, the coughing wouldn’t stop. I coughed until my stomach cramped, and only after a long while did it finally subside. When I touched my face, it was burning hot. Damn it. They’d written it all out in such brutally explicit, mortifying detail.


  I glanced toward the window. Even through the fogged glass, I could tell how red my face had become. My head throbbed, like I’d been struck from behind.




  - 2 -


  The word hipster comes from hop or hep, old slang for opium. It was once used to describe jazz obsessives, but today it refers to a certain type of young, white, middle-class people. Some say that as times changed, hippies were replaced by hipsters.


  By dictionary definition, they’re known for acting like they know everything, acting like they know nothing, leaning into cynicism, and trying hard to look cool. They’ve become a cultural code, a kind of generation living through this era. But around me, they were rare. Practically nonexistent. The people I worked with cared about weight training, supplements, sex, beer, poker, and grinding themselves down day by day.


  People who took life slowly and spent money enjoying it felt like a distant species. Then, like a fragment of an alien meteor falling from the sky, someone completely outside my world appeared.


  I’d suspected it from the moment I heard the word fag hag, but Janine lived inside a very solid version of her own world. A few days ago, she told me she’d grown bored with conservative, ordinary culture and had chosen gay culture as an alternative. I couldn’t understand what she meant.


  Janine Keaton liked gay men, admired them even. She loved vintage clothes and unusual sunglasses. She’d graduated from art school, majoring in sculpture, and said her place was filled with strange busts.


  I didn’t know how she’d ended up in the gay porn industry or how she’d come to hold the title of manager. All I knew was that she wasn’t an ordinary person. Since last night, we’d spoken on the phone several times and grown unexpectedly close. That closeness seemed to please her. That morning, she called and decided we were having lunch, without bothering to ask me.


  I was leaning against a red brick wall, reading, when I looked up and saw her. Janine was strutting through the steam rising from a manhole cover like some kind of mythic warrior princess. She wore black skinny jeans and strappy heels that looked like something a gladiator might wear, emerging mysteriously through the white vapor.


  She grinned when she saw me and nudged her zebra-patterned sunglasses up with one finger. Another whimsical pair, of course. She’d changed her hair too. Her blonde ends were streaked with candy pink here and there. Her loud outfit drew eyes without effort.


  “Have you been waiting for me?” she asked.


  She smacked her gum and gave me a light tap on the shoulder.


  “Not really,” I said.


  “I almost didn’t recognize you in a suit.”


  “I came out between shifts.”


  Unlike her, who had weekends off, I often worked them, which was why I was still in a suit. Buttoned to the collar, tie perfectly knotted, I must have looked stiff. Janine lowered her sunglasses to look me over and whistled.


  “Damn, lookin’ sharp today.”


  “Hardly.”


  I shook my head and checked the time. I still had nearly an hour before I needed to return. A long line had formed at the nearby Whole Foods, packed with people grabbing lunch. I slipped the book I’d been holding into my bag and looked down at her.


  “Let’s eat,” I told her.


  “What book is that?”


  As we walked, she pointed at my bag.


  “What kind of book gets that worn?”


  “It’s... An Actor Prepares—”


  “Oh, Konstantin Stanislavski?”


  The name coming from her mouth stopped me short. I looked down at her, surprised.


  “It’s a famous one.”


  She shrugged casually and smiled up at me, amused that I’d frozen. Just holding An Actor Prepares felt like having an impossible wish exposed.


  “What’s up with that book? You must have read it for a long time, look at that, it’s all torn and ripped.”


  “I just... read it whenever I got bored.”


  “That? I don’t think it’s something you pick up just because you’re bored.”


  Janine breathed out a short sigh. She reached out to start pulling me, standing still until this point.


  Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares was a classic, something anyone who wanted to act read at least once. Maybe it lingered with me because I’d once wanted to be an actor but never truly learned how. Or maybe I was too aware of that failure.


  Reading a book I’d never really use probably did count as intellectual posturing for someone like me. Those sentences once set my heart on fire. But that was a long time ago, and the passion I had for acting had long since faded. Now, the words were just faint echoes on the page.


  “If you’re interested in that kind of books, you should ask McQueen sometime,” said Janine.


  I looked down at the back of her head as she led me, pulling my arm. She turned to look at me.


  “He’s got stacks of theory books like that in his office.”


  Janine said as she pushed her sunglasses up. They were a bit big for her. Janine and I were reflected in the glass walls of the stores. There was Janine, dressed loud and flashy like a celebrity. And beside her, there was me, in a pitch-black suit, standing like her bodyguard. Both of us wore dark sunglasses as we watched the people eating inside. Janine, reflected in the glass, twisted her lips into a frown.


  “Jeez, it’s hot. Should we eat in the shade instead? There’s no seating inside anyway.”


  “Sure.”


  Even then, it took another twenty minutes before we got our food to go. Since I had to head straight back for my shift after lunch, the menu Janine and I chose was modest at best.


  “Ugh, I’ve gained so much weight.”


  Janine complained as she poked at her salad with a plastic fork. There was barely any dressing on it. She pinched the flesh on her arm, chewing on a few sad greens, and frowned.


  “You must have been really skinny before.”


  “Hmm?”


  “You’re still slim.”


  “Oh wow, you know how to flatter a woman.”


  I wasn’t trying to flatter her, but I couldn’t think of a decent response, so I stayed quiet. Instead, I picked up a few of the thick shrimp marinated in mango sauce and placed them on top of her plastic bowl.


  We managed to take shelter in the shade from the blazing sun, but that didn’t mean the heat rising off the Union Square steps had gone anywhere. I took off my jacket and placed it next to me. Then, I loosened up my tie. The icy, grainy texture of the slush slid into my mouth through the straw.


  For some reason, Chen’s words came to mind. He’d once said that eating cold food on a hot day only cools you down briefly. It stimulates the sympathetic nervous system, and in the end, it actually raises your body temperature.


  When we were kids, Chen used to show off like that sometimes.


  “I noticed it before as well, but you really do eat fast.”


  Janine said this while looking at my drink, already almost empty.


  “It’s a habit.”


  “Not a great one.”


  “You should chew your food thoroughly.”


  “Huh?”


  “You don’t have to eat fast just because I do.”


  “I wasn’t planning to.”


  Janine laughed. She looked like she was in a good mood. Or maybe, she was the type of person to be in a good mood all the time.


  I took off my sunglasses, slipped them into my shirt pocket, and rested my arms across my raised knee. The sunlight reflected on the smooth, gray floor was blinding. I squinted, scrunching my face, and watched people walking their dogs. Janine, who had scraped up the last bits of greens from her sparse lunch, edged a little closer to me.


  “You’re really filming next week?”


  “As long as the guy isn’t a jacked-up hulk.”


  “Is that just personal taste, or a moral line—like not wanting to sleep with someone who makes you too aware he’s also a guy?”


  “...Both.”


  Janine burst out laughing. I could never tell whether she laughed easily, or whether there was simply always something to laugh about. She always looked like someone whose life was filled with nothing but good moods. Digging into her small bag, she pulled out a cigarette.


  “Want one?” Janine asked.


  I shook my head, so she stuck the cigarette between her own lips instead. Click. She lit it with an old, rainbow-colored Zippo and drew in a long drag that made her cheeks hollow out. She blew the smoke away in the opposite direction, rested her chin on my shoulder, and smiled, still holding some of the smoke in her mouth.


  “Ever think about bottoming?”


  A question like that, coming from a former classmate.


  I frowned at her, sighed, and shook my head.


  “That’s how it usually goes in straight episodes. You do a solo, maybe top once or twice, then they want you to bottom.”


  Maybe it was because of her job, but Janine never bothered to soften uncomfortable topics. Not that it mattered much anyway. Once the video was out there, topping or bottoming wasn’t a big difference. Any moral argument was already irrelevant. The only thing left was a matter of face.


  “Not interested.”


  She lifted her chin from my shoulder and took another long drag.


  “McQueen just asked me whether you’d be okay with bottoming. I was only asking because of that.”


  The way she muttered it, almost like an excuse, made Glenn McQueen’s face float into my mind. What the hell had he been saying about me all this time? I let out a long sigh.


  “That thing.”


  “What thing?”


  As she crushed the cigarette underfoot, Janine glanced back at me over her shoulder.


  “That… who the hell writes it?”


  She tilted her head, puzzled, then took a sip of her slushie through the straw.


  “Writes what?”


  “The thing on the site... the pr—”


  A crease formed between her brows. Unable to keep avoiding her gaze, I finally forced the words out.


  “The... preview.”


  Her frown slowly eased. The curve of her lips deepened, and soon she was grinning broadly, teeth showing.


  “You read it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh boy.”


  She let out a low chuckle and fiddled with her straw.


  “So? What’d you think?”


  “What?”


  “The preview. What did you think?”


  Something about how pleased she looked made me hesitate before answering.


  “Who on earth writes that stuff?” I responded.


  Janine only laughed.


  “Does it really have to be written like that?”


  “Oh, honey, you don’t really know how the game is played in this genre.”


  She set the cup down and turned fully toward me. Taking off her sunglasses, she hooked them onto the pocket of my shirt. She took both my hands in hers.


  “That sleazy little preview you read? Glenn McQueen, yours truly, writes it. Seriously, really. He’s a genius at luring people in. There’s something about how he does it, something cloying that stirs up people’s desires. And when he’s on camera himself, he’s just…”


  Janine’s voice dropped, filled with emphasis. She fluttered her fingers noisily in front of my face, like she was playing an invisible piano.


  “He drains the soul right out of whoever’s watching.”


  The wriggling fingers came to a stop. As they fell away from my line of sight, Janine’s serious face emerged.


  “They call him Hades McQueen. Hades, as in the god of the underworld. Really suits him, right?”


  Hades, the god of the underworld, was also the one who delivered the riches of the world below to humankind. In that sense, the nickname fit him perfectly.


  I’d assumed Glenn McQueen was simply the owner of several porn companies. It turned out he was also a performer. A few weeks earlier, a long feature-length porn titled Gigolo had caught my eye among the DVDs lining an entire wall of the building. The cover showed a group of men posed around a long table draped in white satin, evoking The Last Supper, each wearing a solemn expression.


  “Does Glenn McQueen shoot episodes like the one I did?”


  “Nope. Glenn doesn’t film for GlennMcQueen.com anymore. He’s a professional actor, so he doesn’t do amateur content. He used to, though.”


  Janine wrapped her arms around her knees and went on.


  “When GlennMcQueen.com first launched, he filmed quite a few episodes to promote the site. Similar to the one you did.”


  “Sounds like there are a lot of subsidiaries.”


  Thinking of gay porn as part of a broader strategy, I asked. Janine nodded.


  “If you get bored, check out the McQueen Entertainment website sometime. There are at least five subsidiaries. Honestly, I don’t recommend it for your mental health, but anyway. The episodes Glenn shot for promotion only went up to the first twenty or so. They upload two videos a week, so the site’s been around a long time. The episode you did, Ed, was number 712.”


  Two episodes a week meant that for at least seven years, countless straight men had been consumed for gay pleasure


  I wondered where all those men were now, the ones who had stood in front of the camera for their own reasons. Thinking of men drawn to money like moths to a flame, I looked out at the people in the park.


  “But seriously, he’s different.”


  Janine poked my side, pulled my sunglasses from my front pocket, unfolded them, and put them on.


  “Two years ago, Glenn even appeared in GQ. Not a solo feature, but still, three pages. A gay porn actor turned owner showing up in a magazine like that is honestly unbelievable. I’ll show you the issue sometime. I was stuck worrying about my career back then, and seeing that article made me join the company. But seriously, he usually acts like he doesn’t care about stuff like that. Once filming starts, though? There’s something different, like the vibe’s thicker, richer. This is just between us, but if Glenn slept with women, I’d probably want to try it at least once.”


  Leaning in close, Janine whispered. The afternoon sun beat down hard through the humid air, and her shoulder pressed against me felt warm. I looked at her and let out a quiet sigh, careful not to embarrass her.


  “Looks like you really like collecting sunglasses.”


  Janine nodded slowly, like a rusty machine catching up to my attempt to change the subject. Then, she forced a bright smile.


  “I love them,” said Janine.


  She cleared her throat and pulled another cigarette from her bag.


  “What about you? Got any collections?”


  “None.”


  Unlike her, I wasn’t someone who got obsessed with anything.


  “Yeah, that’s probably better. Hobbies like that just burn money.”


  She took my lack of hobbies as a virtue and lit her cigarette. Maybe it was because I’d gulped down a cold slushy under the blazing sun, just like Chen used to warn me about. Something in my system felt overstimulated, and suddenly my throat was dry. Despite the scorching heat, Janine had barely touched her slushy. When she noticed me looking at it, she held it out to me.


  “Thanks.”


  “But what’s zis thing about your... camera test? Like... what’s zat even about?”


  She asked around the cigarette clenched between her lips, her words slightly slurred. I turned toward her.


  “Did someone tell you you’re good-looking and you should be a movie star?”


  I nearly spit out the slushy I’d been holding in my mouth, barely managing to swallow it. I shook my head hurriedly,


  “How’d you find out?”


  “McQueen told me. He said that you’d done a camera test.”


  That reminded me of the first day I shot a solo episode. I had casually opened up to McQueen. Actually, I didn’t even consider it opening up. I never thought it left any impression on him.


  “I just kind of fell into it. I used to want to be an action actor.”


  She hugged her knees tighter and took a long drag, then asked me.


  “You mean like Bruce Lee?”


  “Yeah.”


  The Bruce Lee poster I’d taped to my wall in elementary school was still hanging across from my bed. Even though his name didn’t carry the same weight for me anymore, I kept putting it back up every time I moved. Out of habit.


  “If acting’s your dream, you can keep at it. You’re still young.”


  “I’m happy with what I’m doing now.”


  I could’ve gone into a long explanation, but it felt like too much effort. Janine seemed to draw her own conclusions from my short answer. She ground out her second cigarette against the pavement.


  “I used to think I’d be a rock singer when I was younger. I was Goth. My mom wasn’t happy though, telling me, Why do you only get into weird stuff? but whatever,” said Janine.


  She shrugged, slid down her sunglasses, and looked at me. Narrowing her eyes, she gave me a playful wink.


  “Whatever. Choosing freedom over nagging pretty much means volunteering to be an ungrateful daughter.”


  ***


  As usual, I woke before dawn and went for a jog in the nearby park. I heated up one of those sketchy three-for-a-dollar Chinese canned meals, showered, and still had time left over. I couldn’t just head to the East Village that early for no reason. So I read the library book I’d borrowed and killed nearly two hours before taking the subway.


  The door was open when I arrived, but no one was at the front desk. After wandering around, I went up to the second floor and found Glenn McQueen watching a movie. I opened the door without thinking, saw how absorbed he was, and checked my phone.


  It was 9:33 AM. Too early, maybe. I stayed where I was, leaning against the doorframe with the door slightly ajar.


  The movie McQueen was watching was a Japanese film called Nobody Knows.


  A woman and a young boy move into an apartment. They greet the neighbors, who aren’t thrilled about the kid’s noise, and drag a huge trunk inside their cramped apartment. They shut the door, unzip the trunk, and reveal the other three children they’d been hiding from the landlord. The children, never registered at birth and cut off from the world, live a kind of fragile happiness until their mother disappears after falling for another man. After that, their lives slide into tragedy.


  No one knew they existed. More accurately, no one wanted to know. I wasn’t any different. Turning away from the world’s misery didn’t require much guilt, as long as I told myself it wasn’t my responsibility.


  Outside, dark clouds gathered as if rain might fall at any moment. The room was dark, no lights on, and the heavy heat and humidity lingered inside. Glenn paused the movie at the moment a flowerpot fell from an apartment above. He stared at the frozen image, the pot suspended in midair.


  Janine’s words came back to me. She’d called him a genius at stirring men’s desire. His nickname was Hades, wasn’t it? The god of the underworld, the one who brought wealth up from below. Hades, son of Cronus and Rhea, was said to have a noble face and a perpetually dark expression, hair falling over his brow.


  The blue glow of the TV washed over Hades McQueen’s profile. He looked like he was staring past the screen, at the wall, lost in thought. Unaware that I was standing there, he stared blankly ahead.


  Seeing him like that made me think of the underworld he ruled, the five thousand dollars that had found its way into my bank account, and the preview he’d written. Glenn McQueen had a strange presence, sure. But at the end of the day, he was just a man who tossed out obscene lines without hesitation. Stuff like calling someone’s nipples suckable or telling him to spread his ass. He was a pimp running a massive brothel with countless men under him. Thinking of him that way made me feel a bit better. Cowardly, maybe, but better.


  I must have sighed without realizing it. Glenn McQueen’s face slowly turned toward me. When our eyes met, the blue TV light reflected in his amber eyes, making them glow white. He half-sat up, then sank back down, blinking slowly with glassy eyes, staring at me.


  “You’re here.”


  McQueen spoke.


  “Guess I got here early.”


  I walked over and wiped the sweat from my hands on my pants. I sat down on the water buffalo leather sofa. It was firm, almost stiff. McQueen crossed his legs, turned the paused DVD off completely, and flipped to a loud variety show.


  “How’ve you been?”


  “Good.”


  “Not sure if you heard, but the episode with Kyle did well.”


  “Yeah.”


  At my stiff answer, McQueen let out a quiet laugh. He didn’t seem to care much that I was there, but being alone with him made the awkwardness creep in.


  McQueen turned his attention back to the screen. Once again, it hit me. He was terrible at doing anything that might put someone at ease. If it weren’t for the circumstances, he and I would never have crossed paths. We’d never be sitting together on an expensive water buffalo leather sofa. Neither did I have the talent for socializing. And Glenn McQueen, more than anyone, was the kind of person I didn’t know how to deal with.


  No one was going to call, but I reached for my phone anyway. I leaned forward and rummaged through the bag on the floor. I felt McQueen’s gaze over my shoulder. I got my phone out, only to check the time.


  “I have a complete collection of Stanislavski. You can borrow from me if you want.”


  He was staring straight at me now, his chin propped on his hand. His face felt too close, and I shifted back slightly.


  “I saw an acting theory book in your bag. Take mine. I don’t mind, as long as you return it.”


  I was trying to find a response to his sudden kindness when he pointed at the wall packed with DVDs.


  “You can borrow movies too, if there’s anything you want. Just don’t download them illegally. I... really can’t stand people who pirate stuff.”


  McQueen chuckled. Apparently, porn gets pirated just like regular movies.


  “I don’t download.”


  A burst of laughter spilled from the TV. In the dark room, the flickering light painted McQueen’s face in restless colors. I scratched the back of my neck.


  “There’s a DVD rental place near my apartment... I’m a regular there, even got VIP membership. I rent sometimes, but I don’t download. If you get unlucky, you can end up paying a fine. Also, the guy working there is an old classmate, so I stop by now and then. Anyway...”


  Why would I share a story like this? It was boring, with no plot, no ending. I swallowed the sigh that wanted to come out and repeated, as if that was the only conclusion I could reach.


  “I don’t download.”


  McQueen’s eyes widened a little. He stared at me for a moment, then let out a laugh, air escaping through his nose.


  “That’s… a good habit.”


  It sounded like he might be teasing, but there was still laughter on his face.


  “Janine told me you used to want to be an action actor. Was it something I wasn’t supposed to know?”


  “No.”


  “When you work here, you end up talking about our starring actors sometimes. But you, you surprised me.”


  McQueen kept looking at me, chin still resting on his hand. I couldn’t tell what about me made it so surprising that I’d once wanted to be an action star. McQueen offered no explanation. He just kept looking at me without blinking. If staring like that was his habit, he must have been misunderstood more than once.


  I was about to drop my gaze to escape the awkwardness, but after watching me for a long moment, McQueen turned away first. He spoke as he flipped the channel of the game show no one watched.


  “You don’t have that macho action-star vibe. If anything, a role in a drama would suit you better.”


  The channel stopped on a comedy show where top stars did idiotic skits. Laughter burst from the TV. The audience on the screen laughed. McQueen seemed to be watching, and not watching. Even at the funny parts, nothing in his face moved. For a second, I wondered if he meant I looked weak, but it didn’t seem like that.


  “What do you mean—” I began.


  McQueen was turning back toward me when the door suddenly flew open.


  “What are you two doing alone in the dark? Looks suspicious.”


  A man I’d never seen before leaned against the doorway. The bluish fluorescent light overhead spilled onto his blond hair, casting a pale glow.


  “I said, what are you doing,” he repeated.


  He looked at McQueen with an unlit cigarette hanging from his lips. McQueen glanced at him.


  “What are you doing here at this hour?” McQueen asked back.


  “What, am I not allowed to come? I’ll show up when I feel like it.”


  Clicking his tongue, the man reached along the wall and switched on the lights. The sudden brightness made McQueen frown.


  “What about the kid?” he asked.


  “The old lady next door is looking after her.”


  The man chewed on the cigarette filter. He walked over to the sofa, his hands in his pockets. His eyes flicked to the clock, then past me to McQueen. He sat on the sofa opposite us, crossed one leg over the other, and pulled out a lighter.


  “I heard you’re going to England.”


  “That’s how it’s been decided.”


  “Take me with you.”


  McQueen only frowned. He didn’t answer. The man didn’t care. He blew out a stream of harsh smoke.


  “Take me with you to the shooting in England.”


  “The roles are already set.”


  “Come on, let me be your scene partner.”


  The man had a lovely smile. The way his eyes curved was disarmingly charming. There was no ashtray, so he flicked the ash onto the glass table. McQueen scoffed, glancing at his hand and falling ashes.


  “I’ll bend over for you. You’ve got to let me make a living. Me and the kid.”


  McQueen lifted his head. The laughter was gone. He stared at the blond man, dry-eyed and unblinking.


  The man kept smiling, but somewhere in that smile I could feel a thin, cynical blade. From their exchange alone, it sounded like he was a professional bottom, and also someone raising a child.


  The tension between the two men was so sharp, it felt like it was wearing me down too. I wiped my sweaty palm on my pants and stood up. There was no reason to sit there and endure it.


  When I closed the door behind me, their prickly standoff was cut off at once. I suddenly remembered that I’d left my phone in the room. Going back in just to grab it felt pathetic, so I kept moving, heading down the staircase that curved in a spiral like a snail’s shell. Through the thick glass ceiling overhead, the sky was heavy with dark clouds. Thin strips of raindrops pelted the glass. The heat, thick with moisture, made sweat trickle down the back of my neck.


  Every painting along the stairwell was an abstract piece in pale, washed-out colors. In a building steeped in overt sensuality, this staircase felt oddly calm, as if it were floating apart from everything else. It made me feel calm as well. I sat on the stairs and looked at the art pieces.


  Then I heard a door slam open. I turned and saw the blond man rushing out, his steps hurried. His face was flushed and twisted, like someone who’d just been humiliated. Just like his features, his curses were just as bold. A string of profanities was coming out of his mouth when he stopped and turned to look at me. His frantic pace slowed. Something unreadable and faintly rancid flickered across his face.


  Pale, sharp-edged, and strangely beautiful. The man left behind an image like a still from a Nouvelle Vague film before disappearing down the stairs.


  I stared blankly toward the main entrance where he’d disappeared. If I hadn’t felt a sudden chill touch the back of my neck, I might have stayed there, staring after him for a long time.


  “Ugh!”


  I flinched at the cold sensation. A thin laugh followed.


  “Babe, what are you doing here, zoning out?”


  It was Janine. The word babe and her sweet tone felt awkward, like they’d landed on the wrong person.


  “Got no one to hang out with or something?”


  Her exaggerated teasing made me frown slightly as I stood up. She was up a step yet still shorter than me. I looked down on her. I pushed her forehead lightly with my palm.


  “Stop making fun of me,” I said.


  Janine flashed a crooked smile and let out a soft laugh. It tickled somehow, like a spring breeze.


  Today she was wearing a white blouse and black leather laced tight like a corset. Aside from the little robot brooch on her chest and the skull necklace hanging from her neck, she looked as feminine as ever.


  “You’re here early.”


  “Too early?” I asked.


  “No, perfect timing, actually. I need to move something. Can you help me?”


  She needed help carrying several massive panels from the fourth floor down to the building’s entrance. McQueen hadn’t come out of his studio, and the other guys hadn’t shown up yet either. With them gone, it was just the two of us. We ended up doing their share of the work. Janine couldn’t have done this alone, but she managed it with me. We got into the elevator, each holding one end of a large panel.


  “I’ve been meaning to move these for a week, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.”


  “No one helps you?”


  “Haven’t even asked yet. But the moment I saw you, I figured, why not now?”


  I pressed the button for the first floor. Janine leaned against the elevator wall with her arms crossed. I felt her gaze settle on my fingertips.


  “The tip of your fingers—”


  “Stubby, right?”


  I stole the words right from her, clenching and unclenching a fist. My fingers were neither long nor short but the stubby tips made them look childish, though.


  “Only the tips are stubby. The rest of you isn’t.”


  An ex once said the only cute thing about me was how my hands didn’t match my face. I didn’t know about cute, but my grandfather used to say hands with short nails were made for a lifetime of work. Just like he had said, my life had been a continuation of labor, I thought. As I did, I looked at my hands, spreading the fingers. The elevator chime chimed. We’d reached the first floor.


  I could tell the panel was heavy for Janine, so I lifted my end a little higher to take some of the weight off her. We set it down against one wall of the lobby. Janine studied the large panel the way someone might look at a piece of art.


  “At least it’s moved now. I’ll have Taylor hang it later.”


  “What’s the one next to it?”


  Where I pointed, several close-up photos of men’s faces were displayed. The poster was titled Perfection.


  “It’s basically a DVD poster from something we shot a while back. It’s been sitting here for almost two years now. We used to swap the panels out every year, but everyone got lazy.”


  True to the title, the poster showed a lineup of strikingly handsome men photographed against a stark white background. At the center was Glenn McQueen, eyes half-lowered, long dark lashes casting shadows. Beside him stood a blond man, chin lifted, wearing a faintly arrogant expression. It was the same blond man I’d just seen locked in tension with McQueen.


  I studied his eyes as they stared out past the edge of the poster. A pure blue, without a trace of brown.


  “McQueen directed it. It sold like crazy two years ago. It swept the awards,” Janine said.


  “Awards?”


  “I know it sounds strange, but there are award ceremonies in this industry too. GayVN. They give out everything from Best Cum Shot and Best Bottom to Best Film and Best Director. Funny, right?”


  It was, but Janine looked so serious that I didn’t laugh. If this was where she’d found pride and purpose, I didn’t want to mock it. Even if Best Cum Shot was, objectively, hard not to find ridiculous.


  Looking at the porn posters lining the lobby brought back memories of sneaking adult movies at a friend’s place, always hiding from adults. Flat, interchangeable acting that bulldozed any hint of real emotion. Unbearably dated camera work. To me, adult films were nothing but stories that recycled worn-out clichés on the verge of being thrown away, all in service of exaggerated sexual display.


  I wondered what would be so different in McQueen’s movies. Had he really tried to break free of the usual porn formula, aiming for something closer to perfection, as the title suggested? I thought of the shelves in his office, packed with film theory and classic cinema.


  Still, no matter how carefully made, once men’s sex was involved, it would remain porn. Nothing more. Nothing less.


  “Want some gum?”


  Janine dug through her pocket and pulled out a small paper pack. I chewed cherry-flavored bubble gum, staring at the younger version of McQueen on the poster.


  “Do you think it’s any good?” I asked.


  “It’s… decent. A bit experimental, maybe. But it still delivers on what the genre’s supposed to do. Want to borrow it?” To watch?”


  “I’m good.”


  “Oh, have you seen the profile of the man you’re shooting with today?”


  “Yeah.”


  The man who’d requested to work with me was named Luke. He was thirty-one, and unlike Kyle, he was gay.


  “He’s getting here in four hours. Says he has to leave right after. He’s a real estate broker, and has a meeting with a client in the evening.”


  “Real estate broker?”


  “Yeah, a pretty successful one in New York, actually.”


  I must have been staring at her like an idiot. After a moment, Janine winked.


  “He said he only wants to shoot if someone exactly his type shows up. How should I put this… Luke has very specific tastes. When a guy he likes appears, he asks to be cast. It doesn’t happen often, but people like that exist.”


  I didn’t know what it was about me, in the solo episode or the scene with Kyle, that had stirred someone like Luke. Still, it felt strange. I couldn’t believe that there were people who would engage in something like this even if they didn’t need the money.


  “Don’t think about it too hard. He’s not the type to cling on.”


  That hadn’t been a concern, but the way she studied my face carried a trace of worry.


  “To be honest, Lehnsherr said he wanted to shoot with you too. But that’s for later…”


  She let the sentence trail off. The name Lehnsherr felt vaguely familiar. I was trying to remember where I’d heard it when a scream erupted from the lobby.


  “I’m done! I’m going to quiiiittttt!”


  Jack Black burst through the lobby doors in full meltdown. For a split second, the sound of rain poured in with him. The downpour outside had intensified.


  Jack stood there with both hands clamped over his ears, frozen in a posture of surrender.


  “Hi, Jen.”


  “Oh. Uh, uhmm... Yeah... Hi.”


  Jack Black glanced back and forth between the clock on the wall and Janine. He hadn’t seemed to have expected that someone might be in the lobby. He flinched and stopped where he was. Black makeup had smeared beneath his eyes. He looked like he’d been crying for a while.


  “Your makeup—”


  “Don’t look!”


  He pouted, face flushed, and turned away. He ran toward the elevator like a sulking child. He disappeared behind the closing elevator doors.


  Janine leaned back on the wall. She popped the bubble she’d blown, gathered the pink gum back into her mouth, and chewed before turning to me.


  “Isn’t he adorable?”


  “......”


  “I mean Jen.”


  She fully turned toward me.


  “I’m working on a full-body statue of him right now. Steel frame, poured cement over it. It’s completely set. All that’s left is attaching the mosaic glass. Once it’s finished, I’m putting it in the lobby. I’m going to name it Blinded by Madness.”


  I looked down into Janine’s clear green eyes. There was a quiet seriousness and pride in her voice that told me she wasn’t trying to be funny.


  Using Jack Black as artistic material was one thing. Hearing the title made me question her entire artistic universe. But artists were like isolated islands. Someone like me wasn’t meant to understand them.


  “Jack… I mean, Jennifer doesn’t seem to be in a great mood.”


  “Jen’s boyfriend is a gay porn star. He’s filming in London soon, and the co-star this time is someone Jen really doesn’t like. Last time, Jen was on set and completely lost control. He cursed during the take and it got picked up on the audio. McQueen blew up, and they had a massive fight. Honestly... Watching it from the side was… incredible.”


  “......”


  “Love makes everyone a little crazy. But a man blinded by jealousy? That’s a whole different level. When the emotional balance is off, the one who cares less holds all the power. And when they use that power to hurt the other person, the one who loves more doesn’t just get hurt. They feel defeated. Some people can say, Screw this, I’m done, and walk away. Jen never does. He crashes all the way to the bottom. And every time he loses his mind like that, I just can’t look away from him. Just look at today. He ran through a downpour without even grabbing an umbrella.”


  I couldn’t follow every word once she got going, but one thing was clear. Jack Black was Janine’s source of inspiration.


  Janine blew a big bubble with her gum and popped it in the silence. She gathered the gum stuck at the corner of her mouth and started chewing again, then nudged my side with her elbow.


  “I really like you.”


  The words came out of nowhere. I looked down at her. She looked up with an affectionate gaze.


  “No one else in this world listens to me rambling about my insanity.”


  Janine laughed, her shoulders shaking with her arms crossed. Even she must find herself funny. After laughing for a good while, she let out a long sigh. Tilting her head, she rested it against my shoulder and lowered her eyes to her toes, painted with black polish.


  “I can’t believe I wasn’t friends with someone like you back in school.”


  She wiggled her toes, then looked up at me again. She gave my back a light smack, then said something I couldn’t really agree with.


  “Ed, you’re a great guy.”


  ***


  Luke Challender, a real estate broker and a firmly middle-class gay man with very specific tastes, looked a little different in person than he did in his profile photo. Maybe it was the close-cropped haircut, but he looked much younger than thirty-one.


  “When you called me last week,” McQueen said, “you sounded pretty worked up.”


  “Did I?”


  Luke smiled and slowly shifted the hand resting on my knee.


  McQueen sat on a small stool with the camera, filming in Jack Black’s place. Jack, blind with fury, had stormed back out into the rain after his fight with McQueen. Luke smirked. He picked up on the hidden mockery behind McQueen’s playful laughter.


  “You told me your junk down there throbbed for the first time in a while.”


  “I don’t think I said it in such a raunchy way.”


  “What was it then, pulse?”


  “Hmm.”


  Luke lifted his left hand and folded down the fingers of his right one by one, leaving only the middle finger standing. He waved it at McQueen with a grin. Luke had already shot seven episodes. Being close in age, he and McQueen seemed comfortable with each other.


  “What was it you liked about him?” McQueen asked.


  “First off, his body... And just overall… he’s gorgeous.”


  The hand that had been on my knee slid higher along my thigh. Luke tilted his head and looked up at me. His downturned eyes gave him a gentle look, but the way they curved carried a quiet, almost careless seduction. He had the kind of face you could pass on the street without a second glance.


  He arrived right on time at two. The moment he stepped inside, he slipped his Rolex off his wrist. When Taylor moved in to film some behind-the-scenes footage, Luke didn’t bother acknowledging the camera. He simply turned his head and found me sitting on the sofa.


  When he reached out to shake my hand, he felt like a young, well-put-together businessman. So well put together, in fact, that the idea of having sex with him on camera felt faintly unreal.


  He seemed like the type who wouldn’t crumble even if the world knew he’d done porn.


  “Any body part you have a fetish for?” McQueen asked.


  “Hmm... Ass?”


  McQueen smirked at Luke’s response.


  “What kind of ass?”


  “Enough meat to grab onto, not saggy but with enough muscles. If the torso is short, even better. Makes the ass stand out.”


  To me, an ass was just an ass. The man with meticulous taste about ass laughed, poking me in the side with his elbow.


  “Someone like Tommy?”


  The way he said it was casual. The unease still fluttered in my chest, but his words carried no pressure, only a restrained kind of flirtation. I rubbed my dry lips with my palm to keep myself from sighing.


  “And you?” McQueen asked. “Anything you like, Tommy?”


  “I wouldn’t call it a fetish,” I said. “But I like nice hands.”


  “Why?”


  “Because mine are ugly.”


  At his prompting, I brought my hands forward from where they’d been braced behind me on the bed and spread my fingers. They were rough, thick with calluses. My nails were clipped short, making the already rounded fingertips look even stubbier.


  “They’re cute.”


  McQueen said, smiling crookedly. It was the second time I’d heard that today. I still couldn’t get used to it, so I curled my fingers into fists and hid my hands again.


  Luke smelled strongly of musk. Unlike with Kyle, there was no time set aside to build any kind of emotional lead-in before filming. He was dressed in a suit, probably because he had a client to see later that afternoon.


  A strong perfume and suit, his masculine appearance was enough to remind me once again where I was, and who I would be having sex with. I was also reminded of what McQueen had told me two weeks ago—No one watched gay porn to see a straight man looking disgusted.


  When I kissed the back of Luke’s neck, he wrapped his arms around me. I hooked my finger on his tie and pulled it. As I did, I nibbled the thin skin of his neck. His Adam’s apple pressed against my lips. His chest was flat and firm, with none of the softness I was used to. Out of habit, my hand started to drift toward his chest, the way it would with a woman. I caught myself and moved higher instead, undoing the buttons of his shirt.


  While my own arousal built slowly, Luke showed no hesitation or embarrassment. He panted, breathing out warm breath and pushed at my shoulders with damp palms. I tried to crush the lingering sense of judgment about having sex with another man in front of a camera. Maybe my effort amused him. Smiling, Luke climbed onto me and brushed a light kiss against my forehead. When our lips met, I tasted the mouthwash we’d spit into the drain just moments earlier.


  Luke unbuckled my belt and tugged my briefs halfway down, his hand searching before closing around my cock. As I bit lightly at his ear, almost tearing at it, he gave me a brief kiss and slid downward. His tongue traced the tip. Pleasure made my hips twitch, and I squeezed my eyes shut.


  It felt as if something warm and formless had wrapped around my entire body. When I opened my eyes again, the camera lens was right there, angled down at me. I followed it upward, searching for the owner of the long, well-shaped fingers gripping the camera. At that moment, strong pressure wrapped around my penis. Between my flutters of blinks, I saw the camera moving quickly to get a close-up shot.


  “Ah!”


  McQueen looked down at me with cautious eyes. I felt my entire body melt, like I was trapped inside a jar of warm honey.


  Luke was good at giving head. So good that it was too sweet like honey. My eyes stung as I shut them again, then opened them to find McQueen still there, the camera steady in his hands.


  My throat felt dry like I had swallowed a fistful of coarse sand. With the lens trained on me, there was no way to hide my flushed face. Instead, I pulled Luke closer, drawing him up toward me. As I kissed along his neck, the camera tracking the movement, Glenn McQueen stepped back, retreating from my side.


  ***


  “Here.”


  Luke was tying his tie when he held something out to me as I towel-dried my hair. It was a lime-colored business card with purple shimmers. Just as Janine had said, he really was a successful real estate broker, with an office in Chelsea. His real name was Levi Lehman.


  “I heard you live in New York.”


  He glanced at me as he slipped his wallet back into the inner pocket of his suit.


  “If you ever feel like grabbing a beer, give me a call.”


  Was this meant to be an invitation? I looked at him for a moment, then tucked the card into my back pocket.


  “Sure.”


  He would have known the answer wasn’t sincere. Sleeping with him didn’t mean I intended to let him into my life. Levi Lehman smiled, shrugging. He reached out, gave my shoulder a light pat, then glanced at his watch, as if to keep his offer from looking too small.


  “I’m running out of time. Please excuse me.”


  With an easy smile, he turned and left. Just like Kyle, the man I’d shot an episode with last week, I had the feeling I’d never see him again.


  All staff members were in the editing room. Janine had stepped out to get ready to leave, and I paced the room, waiting. Outside the window, rain kept falling into the thick darkness. Inside, the bookshelf glowed faintly with its small lights. Standing at the edge between shadow and light, I reached out, hoping McQueen hadn’t only offered his books and DVDs out of politeness.


  I started with Stanislavski’s My Life in Art. Everything was neatly organized, so it didn’t take long to find. I pulled out the book and flipped through the pages when the door opened. Light from the stairwell spilled in.


  I felt around the wall and flipped on the light. When our eyes met, he smiled without a sound and tilted his head slightly toward the shoulder. Glenn McQueen’s slanted gaze passed over me, then settled on the book in my hands. The smile at his lips deepened.


  “Do you have... a minute? There’s something I want to tell you.”


  He stepped closer. He was tall enough that his shadow swallowed mine completely.


  He reached out to pull out the book right next to me. His sleeve slightly brushed my chest. Maybe it was the cold, but goosebumps rose along my skin. I rubbed my upper arm slowly and waited.


  “You might find it uncomfortable.”


  “......”


  “I got a call from Lehnsherr a few days ago.”


  He spoke as if choosing his words carefully.


  “He said he wants to shoot with you.”


  Lehnsherr. I’d already heard the name from Janine. And even before that, it had been lodged somewhere in my memory, like a small thorn I couldn’t quite pull out. Now I remembered. He was the man in the video McQueen had shown me a week earlier. The way he’d handled Kyle had been…


  “Have you ever thought about trying bottom?”


  ...quite tough.


  I looked up at McQueen. If Janine hadn’t mentioned it beforehand, I might have been too stunned to respond.


  “No need to take it so seriously. Bottoming is just one kind of sexual preference. You don’t have to feel pressured—”


  “Still.”


  My voice came out tighter than I meant it to.


  “Right now, I don’t think I can.”


  Only after speaking did I realize how vague that sounded. Instead of never, I said not now. I exhaled, about to correct myself, when McQueen’s hand came down on my shoulder.


  “I know what you’re thinking, Ed. But bottoming isn’t what you imagine it to be. It’s not about sacrificing yourself, or becoming weak. If the discomfort comes simply from the idea of receiving, then like I said before, it’s just one form of sexual preference.”


  He stopped short, as if he’d slammed on the brakes mid-sentence. Then he smiled, like someone trying to gloss over the thin logic of his own argument. It struck me that the smile of a man with such a strong presence, trying to hide his embarrassment, was unexpectedly appealing. I looked at him without saying anything.


  “Bottoms get an extra five hundred. But for you, I was thinking of offering six thousand. It’s quite a sum.”


  The hand gripping my shoulder tightened. Watching him replace weak reasoning with a concrete offer, I nearly snapped back, Do you really think I’d do something like that just for money? If I hadn’t immediately realized I was already doing something very similar for money, it would’ve sounded ridiculous. Meeting his smiling eyes, I felt a dull ache press against my chest. I let out a breath and looked down.


  Six thousand dollars. That was what Brad Pitt had been paid for Thelma & Louise. Even accounting for how long ago that was, it wasn’t a small sum. Brad Pitt had risen to stardom on six thousand dollars and that film. For me, it felt like all that waited was the bottom.


  “Did you,” I said.


  “......”


  “Did you ever do it?”


  I couldn’t reconcile Glenn McQueen with the word bottom, but I asked anyway, out of something close to defiance.


  McQueen stared at me blankly for a moment, then let out a short, surprised laugh, like he found the question amusing. The smile on his face soon faded.


  “Well... Let’s just say that there are exceptions.”


  He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret, then smiled again.


  “I’m someone with very clear sexual preferences.”


  There was something indecent about the smile threaded into that whisper. With one corner of his mouth lifted, he withdrew the hand from my shoulder. If the elevator chime announcing Janine hadn’t rung just then, I wasn’t sure how I would’ve handled the end of that gaze.


  “Let’s go. Everything’s done,” said Janine.


  “Okay.”


  “I’m calling it a day, McQueen. Ed, hurry up.”


  McQueen looked down at me with a faint smile, then nodded at Janine. I turned away from his lingering gaze and walked toward her. I must have looked off. Janine gave me a questioning look, but I didn’t want to rehash the atmosphere I’d just come out of, or the conversation that caused it.


  Down in the lobby, I pulled out my umbrella. Only when I stepped outside did the thought hit me.


  What kind of face suited a straight drama?


  I wanted to know what McQueen meant by that.


  “What is it? Did you forget something?”


  Janine turned to look at me as she opened her umbrella. Cold rain splashed up from the marble steps, soaking my pant legs below the knees. The rain that had started in the morning showed no sign of letting up. It wasn’t worth making her wait just to go back for an answer to a question I wasn’t even sure I wanted.


  “Nothing. Let’s go.”


  I opened my umbrella and stepped into the rain. Night had already settled in thickly. Under the soles of my shoes, blue reflections of water shattered and scattered, as if I were walking across a rough, storm-dark sea.




  - 3 -


  The one hiding inside the high-end villa complex was the day’s main figure—a girl under legal protection. Dressed in a pink silk dress and white flats, the child looked as though she’d stepped out of a painting, yet a faint shadow crossed her face.


  That afternoon, she was to testify in court against her mother’s lover, the man who had killed her mother. The midday sunlight scattered softly across the sheen of her dress. I’d been assigned to protect her for four days now, and she hadn’t said a single word to me.


  As I stepped on the accelerator and headed toward the civic center packed with government offices, Derek, in the passenger seat, was crunching on sugar-coated peanuts. The sharp crackling sound felt intrusive in the silence; maybe feeling awkward himself, Derek turned and offered the paper bag to the girl in the back seat.


  “Want some peanut?”


  He wasn’t a cop or a soldier, and dignity wasn’t exactly part of our job description. But watching him, sugar dust on his lips, offering peanuts to the child was painfully undignified.


  She stared at the white paper bag for a moment, then turned away without a word. Nia, sitting to her left, clicked her tongue at Derek’s sheepish grin.


  The car carrying the lawyer, the child psychologist, and four guards rolled to a stop before the courthouse. I reached into my pocket to check the stun gun we’d been issued. It wouldn’t do much in a real emergency, but only Nia and our team leader, Ash, were licensed to carry firearms.


  Fair enough—we weren’t police—but I knew there were other reasons I wasn’t trusted with one. My high-school buddy Derek’s occasional idiocy tended to drag me down to his level.


  The girl vanished inside, flanked by state security instead of our private agency. After Ash and Nia followed her into the superior court, Derek and I leaned back against the granite columns outside. The pillars, towering like those of Apollo’s temple, rose above us. Derek nudged me with his elbow.


  “They’re getting divorced.”


  He didn’t say who, but I knew. Ever since Ash’s affair with that red-haired college girl had come to light a month ago, things hadn’t been the same.


  “So superior court today, family court next week?”


  Derek exhaled, his face darkening. For all his daily complaints about Ash, blood still ran thicker than irritation.


  “Guess it’s final, then.”


  “Yeah. It’s not like it was his first time. Why can’t the bastard keep his zipper up?”


  The irony wasn’t lost on me. Derek had no business condemning anyone’s lower half. Ash Hardin and Derek Hardin. The Hardins were born flirts, through and through. I thought of that family trait before saying quietly.


  “Sarah’s been patient enough.”


  “Sure, but couldn’t she forgive him one more time?”


  “…….”


  “Couldn’t she?”


  A deep line furrowed between his brows. Maybe he was hurt, but it wasn’t something to say to a guy whose second girlfriend had left to marry someone else. I looked at him, debating whether to punch him or pity him, and finally sighed.


  “For most women, sex and love are one and the same.”


  And most people don’t really share love, do they? Especially not when sex is involved. I didn’t add the last thought out loud. Because if anyone knew that sex didn’t always mean love, it was me. I pulled my phone from my pocket, pretending to check the time just to stop thinking.


  “Wonder if Ash’ll even have any alimony left to take.”


  Derek clicked his tongue and folded his arms. From the way he muttered that he’d never get married, it seemed his cousin’s divorce had left him with the bare minimum of wisdom. I smirked and turned on my phone. A new message had come in.


  “What’s with your face?”


  “Got a text.”


  “From who?”


  “Marlon Brando.”


  Derek’s face twisted at once. His arms fell to his sides. Fishing a cigarette from his pocket, he looked around and muttered.


  “I hate those guys. Don’t hang around them.”


  “…….”


  “They’re snakes.”


  I only smiled at his gruffness. Not exactly snakes, I thought—closer to fully grown vipers.


  “If he calls, I go. Not like I have a choice.”


  I groaned the words half-heartedly, and Derek let out a long sigh. Holding the unlit cigarette between his lips, he glanced around again.


  Ash was always warning us about the complacency that crept in when bodyguards got too comfortable. He used to say unease should be a habit, that a guard’s sense of danger was part of the job description. But when the person you were supposed to protect disappeared into a courthouse or a school, it was impossible not to let your guard down. Derek drew a lighter from his chest pocket, sighed again.


  Just hearing the name Marlon Brando, that nostalgic old actor, seemed enough to make him crave nicotine. He didn’t dare light up in front of the government building, just chewed on the filter instead. I plucked the cigarette from his lips, stuck it between mine, and clapped him on the back.


  “Come on. Let’s get back to the car. Too hot out here.”


  ***


  On the film site W.Film, The Godfather was described like this:


  After emigrating from Sicily to America, Don Corleone rises from hardship to rule the underworld as a mafia boss. Through wealth and influence, he solves the problems of those who come to him, earning the title “The Godfather.”


  It was past ten when we left the building where we’d been drinking with the crew who fancied themselves the Marlon Brandos of Chinatown. I got off the bus near Soho, wading through the crowd toward the narrow streets ahead.


  The Chinese, known for their fierce attachment to real estate, often pooled together by the hundreds to buy entire buildings. Their territory had already spread past Soho into the old Italian quarter, yet, ironically, Chinatown’s crime rate was one of the lowest in all New York. That was thanks to the local big brothers, the Chinese versions of Don Corleone, who handled their own security.


  Walking through it felt less like America and more like a fragment of some glittering Chinese metropolis. I passed rows of signs written only in Chinese characters and stepped into a building crowned with a garish red neon glow. Despite its shabby exterior, the interior glittered with giant porcelain urns and gold-leaf carvings. C·i·餃, read as C JIAO, was a dim sum restaurant run by Cheng’s crew and always packed to the brim.


  Aside from the cashier at the counter, every employee spoke only Mandarin. The white customers fumbled helplessly, unable to order a thing. I weaved through the noise and steam of the dining room, slipped through an emergency door, and climbed to the fifth floor.


  Suoqi was leaning against the wall, cigarette between his fingers, phone pressed to his ear. The heat had undone him; his shirt hung open, revealing a scrawny chest that looked ready to fold in on itself.


  “Yeoun?” he said my name, one that hardly anyone used anymore.


  The old woman next door, Grandma Lingbao, once gave me a Chinese name, Xiaoling. My mother, gone since I was five, left me another: Yeoun.


  Officially, I went by Ed, but in Chinatown and in the crumbling apartment blocks of Brooklyn, the Chinese called me Yeoun. They said they liked the way the name rolled off the tongue, the way it lingered on the palate.


  Counting the alias I’d recently used, Tommy, I had four names in total. My four names sorted people by world—by which one they belonged to, and how they came to know me.


  The only one who ever called me Xiaoling, the name borrowed from her dead grandson, was old Grandma Lingbao next door. She was far from a respectable woman, but I loved her all the same. I wanted to be her grandson so badly that I tried to pass for Chinese.


  As the years wore her down, dementia took its turn. Even when she soiled her underwear, left trails of urine across the living room floor, and mistook me for her long-dead boy, our strange little friendship didn’t change. But it still had an end. After she was sent off to some faraway nursing home in California, we lost touch. Since the day she died, no one has ever called me Xiaoling again.


  I pushed open the door, brushed aside a beaded curtain of green jade, and stepped inside.


  Cheng’s men sat around a round table, shouting over a game of mahjong. The one who’d summoned me—Cheng himself, the so-called Marlon Brando of Chinatown—was nowhere to be seen. The weight on my shoulders eased just a little. I pulled out a chair and leaned against the wall.


  One of the players spotted me, smacked a scrawny boy on the back, and told him to fetch something from downstairs. I half expected the kid to bring Cheng, but he came back instead with a steaming plate of dim sum, straight from C JIAO.


  “Eat,” he said.


  “...That’s a lot.”


  “Figured I’d pile it up for you since you pay on time.”


  Getting lectured about money by a kid barely out of school. The boy, Yowi, was proud to call himself part of Cheng’s crew. I stared at the food long enough to make him fidget before picking up the plate. I chose the smallest xiao long bao, bit into it, and caught sight of his shoes—sneakers covered in repeating Gucci logos. No doubt that those were smuggled fakes from Cheng’s suppliers in China.


  “Where’s Cheng?” I asked, still looking at his feet.


  “Not coming tonight. Got called to San Francisco. Something to bring in.”


  He didn’t have to explain. Whatever it was, it would be contraband. That was their world: no details, no questions.


  I swallowed the burst of hot broth slowly, then picked up another dumpling with deliberate patience. C JIAO hired undocumented cooks straight from the mainland, which was why it tasted like home, just not mine. The boy hovered nearby, then dragged up a chair and started eating with his hands.


  By the time the plate was nearly empty, the door opened and Suoqi walked in, finishing a phone call. His pink floral shirt hung open, fluttering as he fanned the sweat from his chest. His narrow, birdlike eyes swept the room. He told the mahjong players to bring the ledger.


  “What’s this, Yeoun? You’ve put in five grand last week, and another this week.”


  “…….”


  “Hit the lottery or something?”


  It wasn’t funny, but Suoqi burst out laughing anyway. A big, hollow sound that wheezed out of him like air escaping a tire. A harsh, braying laugh that sounded almost like a horse trying to imitate a man. He was the kind of man who bragged about his balls. Since his Triad days in Hong Kong, he’d run more girls than most men met in a lifetime, and he knew every back-alley deal in the sex trade.


  “Something like that,” I said.


  “So you’ll be square soon, huh? Best to pay it off fast.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Drink, then? Got some sweet girls tonight.”


  “I’m tired,”


  I shook my head and continued,


  “Cheng’s not here, so I’ll just sign and go.”


  “Aw, don’t be like that. You skip out, I’ll just take the kid instead.”


  Suoqi let out that horse-like laugh again, pointing at Yowi. The boy looked older than he was—barely fifteen, despite the way he carried himself.


  “Sure, I’d love to,” Yowi said. “But if I do, my mom will come at me with a knife.”


  Laughter rippled through the room. Everyone knew his mother, Cheng’s cousin, meant it when she said things like that.


  I opened the ledger, signed next to the entry dated July 24, the payment I’d sent two days ago. Beside the list of repayments sat a photocopy of my ID, my social number scrawled across it like collateral.


  “Already heading out?”


  “Gotta. No reason to stay.”


  Suoqi smacked his lips, disappointed. The wet sound alone made me feel like meat caught between his teeth.


  I pushed past the curtain and stepped into the corridor. The air outside was heavy with smoke, but it still felt cleaner than inside. If Cheng had been here, he’d have turned the place upside down over the smell, but he wasn’t. Behind me, the rhythm of Mandarin chatter and the rattle of mahjong tiles faded. I took the stairs down two at a time.


  For a debtor among gangsters, I was treated better than most. They were ruthless men, bloodless in every other sense. But to me, they sent up plates of dim sum. As long as I kept paying, they never had to bare their claws.


  ***


  I’ve always thought of myself as calm by nature, but McQueen’s preview made it hard to keep my composure.


  At least I didn’t choke on my beer and spray it across the monitor like the first time. Still, when I saw him describe shoving a penis into an anus with verbs like drive or drilling, I nearly coughed myself to death.


  Once I stopped coughing, I decided I might as well look through the rest of GlennMcQueen.com. I didn’t read all seven hundred fourteen entries, but a pattern emerged soon enough. The men who filmed those porn episodes usually started as tops—one or two scenes at most—and sooner or later each of them shot at least once as a bottom.


  Which meant Janine’s suggestion that I should try it once wasn’t something to take too seriously. McQueen had told me to do it too. Just another line he probably fed to every guy. Like offering a cigarette. Slightly harmful, but tempting enough to try. Or maybe it was his way of saying: if you don’t want to, quit this blind hustle altogether.


  I’d already crossed a moral line the moment I logged onto Glenn McQueen’s site; perhaps it was time to stop before crossing one I couldn’t come back from. And yet the word but kept circling in my head. I couldn’t let go of that easy money.


  I stared blankly at the word WARNING flashing in yellow letters on the homepage. Come to think of it, it had been there from the very first click, a quiet warning I’d ignored. That once I crossed the line, I’d fall; that even a small temptation would sway me easily.


  My mind felt too vague, too blurred for even me to read. The only thing clear was that my thoughts had lost their way.


  ***


  I rearranged the furniture mostly because I wanted to make my palm-sized room feel a little bigger. By the time I moved the bed and wardrobe to the wall opposite the window and hung the freshly washed curtains, it was already eleven.


  I wiped the sweat off my chin with the back of my hand and wandered into the living room, wondering what else there was to tidy. That’s when Empa started crying. He must’ve rolled into some dusty corner. His fur was streaked with grime. After a small wrestling match in the shower, claws and all, it was already half past eleven. I dried his fur, then sat there wondering what to do next.


  - What are you doing?


  Janine’s call came while I was sitting on the floor, the phone wedged between my shoulder and ear as I rubbed ointment into the scratch across my foot. I realized I probably looked like a woman painting her nails while gossiping on a couch. Empa had gone wild in the bathroom, clawing at me until the wound stung deep.


  “Putting on some ointment,” I said.


  - Huh? Ointment? For what?


  “Got scratched while washing the cat.”


  - You have a cat?


  “Yeah.”


  I’d had Empa for a while, but people never saw me as someone who kept a cat. Most people were surprised when I said I did. Janine’s reaction, though, was different.


  - Perfect!


  I froze with the cap of the ointment in my hand.


  - Does your cat like treats? I’ve got tons. Want some?


  “...If you’ve got a cat, you can keep them.”


  - No, no. There was this guy who asked me to take care of his cat for a year. My ex, actually. Then he came back and took the damn thing, left me with piles of cans. Can’t toss them, can’t give them away, and I don’t have it in me to get another cat.


  As she talked, Empa jumped off the windowsill where she’d been watching the street and, to my surprise, settled on my lap. His chin rested on my stomach, purring softly. In the shaded quiet of the room, I looked into his amber eyes and said.


  “If you really don’t need them, I’ll gladly take them.”


  I stroked the back of his neck, and he meowed—a soft, girlish sound, though he was male. Janine lowered her voice, feigning seriousness.


  - Then report to the equestrian statue at Union Square by twelve-thirty. I’ll be holding the cat treats hostage.


  If I had to name Janine’s best quality, it was her effortless sense of play, no matter the situation. Mine was the opposite; I was hopeless with humor. I’d pause to think about her jokes, then answer with the most boring line possible.


  “Yeah.”


  Janine laughed on the other end of the line. Laughing at an answer like that—she must’ve been in one of those moods where she just wanted to laugh at everything.


  As I’d guessed, she hadn’t called me out just for the cat treats.


  I waited for her under the equestrian statue at Union Square, sitting on the railing around the flowerbed. The sun was too bright, so I reached into my bag for sunglasses. That’s when I saw Janine walking from a distance.


  She wore a long black tank top with a rhinestone skull glittering across her chest, and leggings splashed with colors like a Jackson Pollock painting. Her wrists jingled with noisy accessories, every detail of her outfit different from the last time I saw her. Janine, I thought, was the kind of person who expressed parts of herself through what she wore.


  Compared to her, I looked painfully plain. Unlike Janine, I’d never had the desire to reveal myself through clothes. When she spotted me, she waved. The only things she carried were a small bag and a camera hanging from her neck.


  “I left the cans at work,” she said. “It’s close to the park anyway. Didn’t want to lug them around all day. Oh, you let your bangs down?”


  Before I could even ask about the treats, she was already talking a mile a minute. Her pace was so quick that I had to replay her words in my head before I nodded.


  “I don’t, usually.”


  “Really? Makes you look younger.”


  She clasped her hands together and tilted her head up, studying me with that bright, unblinking gaze. I put on my sunglasses to block the sun—and her eyes.


  Janine told me that an idea had struck her early that morning, in that hazy moment between sleep and waking. She didn’t want to lose it, so she rushed to start working, only to realize she was short on materials.


  While thinking of anyone who might be off work today, she said, I’d come to mind first. And thanks to the cat treat hostage, she’d succeeded in getting me out of the house. From the statue down two flights of stairs—barely the distance of a single block—her words poured like shrapnel.


  “I’ve been stuck on how to lay the mosaic tiles on Jen’s statue,” she said. “But I think I’ve got it now. I’ll paint another image over the full-body statue with the mosaic. It already tells a story in sculpture, but I want to add a second layer, a doubled message.”


  According to her, Jack Black had met Glenn McQueen long before the company ever existed. Both were college students in New York back then. Jack had recognized McQueen, who was already shooting porn at twenty, from across campus.


  Jack hadn’t come out yet, not even to himself, and McQueen hadn’t planned to make porn his career. So their first meeting was awkward for both of them.


  Three years later, they ran into each other again at a harbor porn festival. By then McQueen had founded his company, and the man introduced to him was that same chubby, half-closeted guy who’d once recognized him back in college.


  Jack had graduated with a degree in visual media and wasn’t the shy kid anymore. He wore a blonde wig, heavy makeup, and a red slim dress that wasn’t all that slim on him. That reunion became the start of their partnership. In the gay community, their collaboration was famous; their films quenched the thirst of people who were tired of the genre’s cheap aesthetics and hollow stories.


  “Of course, they don’t actually like each other,” Janine concluded.


  She received a bag from the clerk at the counter.


  The bag was filled with porcelain mosaic tiles, heavy enough to pull her arm down. I took half the weight from her hand, and we stepped outside together. Laden with the tiles, we jaywalked across the street and walked downhill under the heat until we finally reached the Chinese restaurant she’d mentioned.


  Janine slumped into a chair, exhausted by the radiating summer pavement, and gulped down cold water.


  “God, summer’s the worst.”


  I nodded, taking off my sunglasses and slipping them into their case. I hated working outdoors in the humidity and heat just as much as she did. For all our complaints about the heat, we ended up ordering steaming dim sum, fried rice, and soup noodles.


  “It’s too hot to be carrying all this. Let’s head back to the office after we eat. It’s cooler th—ow, damn, that’s hot.”


  Janine set down the dumpling that had burst in her mouth and gulped her water.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, burned a little, but I’ll live. Anyway, once we’re done, let’s go to the office. That’s where your cat treats are.”


  “I thought it was your day off.”


  “It’s fine. Our office is basically McQueen’s place. He uses the entire fifth floor, but the rest of the building’s open. Staff come and go all the time, so it’s usually open till evening.”


  The spiral staircase at the center of the building came to mind. Janine once said that if you followed the gleaming white steps all the way up, you’d find Glenn McQueen, the king of his porn empire at the top. That remark had cleared up something I’d wondered before: the massive brownstone in the middle of the East Village wasn’t owned by a collective at all, but by McQueen himself.


  “I ran into him this morning, actually,” Janine said. “In the lobby. Remember the panel we moved last week? He and Taylor were hanging it up on the wall. The place feels different now.”


  It had been about ten days since I’d last heard her talk about Glenn McQueen. When she mentioned leaving the cat treats at the office, the unease I’d felt came from that same thought. It had been over a week since he’d asked me to bottom, and I still hadn’t given him an answer.


  “Too hot out anyway,” she said. “Let’s spend the afternoon at the office. Watch some DVDs on the second floor or something.”


  I didn’t see the point, but there wasn’t a better plan.


  “Yeah, okay.”


  Janine smiled, chewing on her now-cold dumpling.


  “Haven’t heard from him?”


  “Who?”


  “McQueen.”


  The way her smile tightened told me she already knew the answer.


  “No.”


  “Hmm, really?”


  “Is it because of the bottoming offer?”


  She froze for a moment at the bluntness of it, blinking at me before moving another dumpling onto her plate.


  “Don’t think too much of it,” she said. “He asks everyone who’s ever done a shoot at least once. It’s kind of a ritual.”


  I picked up another dumpling, not even noticing how hot it still was. After a long pause, she asked hesitantly.


  “Did it bother you?”


  “No. Just...”


  “…….”


  “...I never thought about it.”


  I popped the last piece into my mouth with a small laugh. She poured a little soy sauce onto the small plate in front of her, then onto mine. I could feel her gaze on me as I bit into the dumpling, pressing it down against my tongue.


  “How’ve you been since you transferred schools?”


  Janine suddenly changed the subject.


  “I keep talking about myself, but you never do.”


  Her eyes were too earnest. I smiled helplessly, having nothing much to say.


  “Nothing special. Even if you’d gone to my new school, you probably still wouldn’t have known me. Just like back at Merit.”


  “Tell me the most tragic moment in your life.”


  “What?”


  “Exactly what I said. Hmm… I’ll start with mine. When I was in middle school, my dad got divorced for the third time, and I accidentally found out why. He was screwing around with a college student next door until my stepmom caught them. The funny part? That college guy was the one I had a crush on. No wonder he always smiled at me with that guilty look. Tragic story, sure, but not a bad setup for a porn or a dark comedy, right? I’d call it The Guy Next Door.”


  She kept talking without pause. I looked at her seriously, but she went on, still with that faint smile on her lips.


  “When I said I got into gay culture because I was bored with the mainstream, that was a lie. The world’s not that boring. The real reason was bigger than that. I wanted to throw myself into what I hated most. Because if I didn’t, I’d never understand my father, the man who went all the way to the Netherlands to marry another man. Yeah, he screwed it all up by cheating, but I actually liked his third wife. So yeah, as far as rebellion goes, I might’ve gone too far, ended up in porn because of it. Funny thing is, after a while, I really did turn into a fag hag.”


  She smiled, sad and tired, scooping up noodles stained red from the broth. She twirled them around the meat, stuffed her mouth full, and kept talking through her chewing.


  “I used to hate this job, but I got used to it. It turned into a guilty pleasure. Disgusting, but weirdly enjoyable. What I mean is, if you ever end up taking the bottom, it’ll be the same for you.”


  “…….”


  “The guilt, the disgust… It all gets familiar in the end.”


  She gave a short laugh and popped a piece of dim sum into her mouth. Was she telling me to quit before I got used to it, or to hang on until I did? I drank the water in front of me, thinking about her words. Janine watched me lick my cracked lips and said.


  “Ever had a tragic experience?”


  “What?”


  “You’ve been listening to me this whole time. Fair’s fair. You should tell me yours.”


  With a teasing smile, Janine set her chopsticks down on the plate. She crossed her arms on the table and tilted her head slightly. I looked at her smooth forehead, the thick black headband pulling her hair back from her face.


  She probably wanted to know why I ended up in porn, but without poking at my pride. And I had no intention of explaining the pathetic string of events that led me here. I didn’t have a story as dramatic as hers, like a father who cheated with the college kid next door and then actually married him.


  Me, I was just someone who made peace with shooting porn somewhere between mild guilt and just-bearable pain.


  “If you can call it a tragedy… Maybe when the old lady next door got sent off to a nursing home in California.”


  It was a huge tragedy, really. But the life of an unremarkable person can sometimes be summed up in a single line. Janine looked at me the way the Little Prince looked at the sheep in the box. But she was no Little Prince, so she couldn’t see what I’d hidden inside.


  “I was really attached to her,” I said.


  If she hadn’t turned into such a frail, baby-like version of herself, maybe I could’ve stayed with her a little longer.


  After she left, what came was a brutally lonely adolescence. Janine thought about it for a while, as if trying to figure out why that would be my greatest tragedy. Then she let out a small laugh, scrunching her nose.


  “You’re kinda cute, you know that?”


  ***


  The cat treats turned out to be way more than I expected. So much that I actually wondered how I was supposed to carry them home. Tuna, salmon, beef, chicken... Empa was going to have the kind of feast he’d never even dreamed of.


  “You sure I can take all this?”


  “Just take it. Don’t go eating the cat’s treats. They’re not for you, no matter how good they look.”


  Janine replied as she transferred the cans from a flimsy plastic bag that would’ve ripped halfway up the stairs into a sturdy cardboard box. Glenn McQueen, standing nearby, snorted.


  “Lame joke. Bit harsh, too.”


  Janine pouted.


  “Don’t you have work to do?”


  Instead of answering, Glenn McQueen held up the book in his hand, waving it at her.


  He stood there, looking down at the two of us packing the box. Usually he was dressed neatly—pressed shirt, casual slacks. But today he was wearing a sweat-stained white tank and loose track pants. I hadn’t noticed before, but under his shirt, his upper arm, shoulder, and the left side of his chest were covered in a dark indigo tattoo.


  As his eyes followed the growing stack of cans, his hand froze mid-motion, halfway through brushing back his damp black hair. Our eyes met.


  His thick eyebrows twitched. I thought about looking away, but that would’ve made it seem like I’d been staring. Still, I said nothing, lowering my gaze to the box full of cans.


  “You said you bought a movie, right? Should we watch it today?”


  “It’s not new. It’s an old one.”


  “What is it?”


  “Mala Noche.”


  Mala Noche—Gus Van Sant’s first feature film. Translated, it meant “Bad Night.” I must’ve flinched, because Glenn asked.


  “You saw it?”


  “...Yeah.”


  “Oh wow. That boring one? Guess your taste in movies isn’t exactly ordinary.”


  He rested his chin on the hand still holding the book and looked down at me, smiling like he was entertained.


  “Let’s watch it together. One more time.”


  He smiled, stood up, and left.


  The room was stifling without air conditioning. He told us to wait upstairs and then went up.


  Almost an hour later, he came back into the wide, open hall on the second floor. He was wearing a black shirt and faded jeans now, carrying a tray with wine glasses on it. Sliding into the seat between Janine and me, he crossed his legs. His bare arm brushed mine. It was cool, as if he’d just taken a cold shower.


  “It’s called sparkling rosé strawberry,” he said. “I had some wine left, so I tried making it. Give it a taste.”


  He handed us each a glass filled with fruit, then picked up his own. Steam curled faintly from the crimson drink. He took a sip, just enough to wet his tongue, then pressed the remote.


  The curtains were drawn, and the room was dim. The afternoon heat had pooled inside, trapped by the sun that had pressed against the wide windows all day. The heat in the room made it a strange experience, watching Gus Van Sant’s black-and-white film. Three men shared the screen. One a white gay man, one an undocumented Mexican, and one caught somewhere between them.


  Maybe because Van Sant himself was gay, he didn’t handle homosexuality the way most commercial films did, loud and grimy, heavy with self-pity. Here, being queer wasn’t a statement. It just was. Their romance unfolded quietly, as if it belonged there, without needing to explain itself. On the monochrome screen stretched endless two-lane highways, and plains so vast they seemed to swallow the men whole. Watching those images, I turned my head.


  Glenn McQueen wasn’t watching the movie. Technically, he was watching the reflection of it, the one mirrored upside down on the glass table. He was seeing the same thing we were, and yet not the same thing at all.


  I looked at the tilted angle of the wine glass he hadn’t touched in a while, the long fingers wrapped loosely around it, and the slow blink of his lashes.


  I didn’t know him well, but I’d seen that look before—the vacant stare that meant he’d slipped somewhere far inside his own thoughts. He could laugh and talk easily in a crowd, but he always seemed like someone who could walk away at any moment. Like now, sitting beside us but not really here, watching a film and somehow not watching it.


  What could hold down a man like that? If there was something—or someone—he gave that quiet intensity to, what would it be?


  Just before the wine tilted far enough to spill onto the carpet, he lifted the glass. He left the glass, still nearly full, on the table and turned his head. He’d noticed me watching him.


  In the dim light, his amber eyes glinted like glass against the black-and-white shadows. Something rustled inside me.


  ‘Bored?’


  He mouthed. I shook my head. He smiled with his lips alone, then turned back to the screen. Tapping Janine’s shoulder, he said playfully.


  “Oh, here it comes. The sex scene. Finally made it through the boring part.”


  ***


  When Glenn McQueen announced he was buying dinner at a nearby restaurant, Janine screamed in delight.


  And I ended up getting a little too drunk. Part of it was because I didn’t stop Janine from constantly refilling my glass, but mostly it was because something inside me felt restless. So restless it annoyed me. I just wanted to drown it in alcohol. I couldn’t even name what was making me feel that way.


  By the time it was close to eleven, I was sitting in the passenger seat of his car, drunk, weighed down by bags, and pushed into going by Janine, who said it was fine to ask him for a ride. After dropping her off in Brooklyn, he ignored my half-hearted protests and kept driving toward Queens.


  “Want me to lend you my ID?”


  The light turned red. He eased on the brakes and looked at me through the rearview mirror.


  I blinked at him, not sure what he meant. My head was spinning from the wine.


  “Aren’t you curious?” he said. “How the episodes you filmed before got edited?”


  “Well, I guess I am… but I don’t really want to see them.”


  He laughed softly at my answer.


  “Yeah, I get that.”


  Then he turned his attention back to the road. The navigation said it’d be at least another thirty minutes to his place. Even through the haze of alcohol, I hated how my silence kept feeding the awkwardness between us—how I kept letting it stretch on, hiding behind the excuse that I wasn’t good with words.


  There was one thing I could’ve said, though. I could’ve asked what he’d meant, back then, when he said I looked more like a dramatic actor than an action one. But it had been over a week, and remembering that now would’ve seemed strange. So instead, I leaned my head against the lukewarm window and stayed quiet.


  “Got a question for you. If you keep taking the top role, are you planning to keep shooting episodes too?”


  “I… don’t really know.”


  I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and glanced over. Glenn McQueen gave a dry little laugh.


  “How about shooting next week?”


  I stared at him.


  “Remember that guy Lehnsherr I mentioned before?”


  I’d known this was coming the moment we ended up alone, but hearing it out loud hit like cold water. My head cleared instantly. I lifted my head from the window and looked at him in profile.


  “You’re probably wondering why I’m bringing it up again. Though honestly, Janine didn’t seem like she’d say anything. Guess it’s not easy to bring something like this up with an old classmate.”


  Expressionless, he ran his thumb slowly over his lips. Then, catching my face in the rearview mirror, he went on.


  “Just think about it. I’m not trying to pressure you. We turn here, right?”


  He pointed to a flickering red neon sign with half the bulbs burned out. His hand traced the road ahead. We’d have to drive a long way down the road that ran past that building before we got to my place.


  “Yeah. Make a left.”


  He didn’t say anything more about it after that. He just switched on the radio as the car sped down the long, straight road. Some old dance track, years out of fashion, filled the silence.


  I wiped my damp palms on my pants again and leaned my head against the window. His glassy eyes flicked toward me—half-lidded, the way they got when I was drunk.


  Bottom, huh. He’d said it like nothing. Like someone talking about balloons, not bodies. Then again, for someone who made a living out of sex, if an ass carried the kind of weight that required repentance, that would be the real tragedy.


  I glanced at his profile again, focused on the road ahead. Janine’s words came back to me. The pleasure laced with guilt. But Glenn McQueen didn’t seem like the kind of man who felt guilt about pleasure. Not even the corrupted kind.


  I tried circling back to the so-called sanctity of my own ass, but in my drunken haze, I couldn’t come to any kind of conclusion. I was too drunk, too stupid for that.


  ***


  A heavy weight on my shoulder shook me awake. Light flickered through my blinking eyes, flashing like bursts of gunfire.


  My head throbbed. I frowned, trying to figure out where I was, when a calm male voice reached me.


  “Is this the right place?”


  A man’s face filled my vision. I flinched and pulled back; his eyebrows twitched.


  ‘What the hell is Glenn McQueen doing in front of me…’


  It didn’t take long to piece it together. A quick glance around told me everything. I was in his car, parked somewhere in Chinatown, the kind with old, crowded apartments lined shoulder to shoulder.


  “Yeah. This is it.”


  He smiled with quiet relief.


  I must’ve fallen asleep on the drive to Queens. I remembered thinking about his offer the whole way, but I couldn’t recall a single thing I’d actually decided. When I reached for the seatbelt, my hand felt strangely sluggish.


  Right. I was drunk. Soaked in it, really. That thought made me laugh, but the pain that followed wiped the smile off my face. Through the rearview mirror, our eyes met.


  “So you really want to see me sleep with another man?”


  I muttered it slowly, with a sigh. His brows twitched again. My breath reeked of alcohol. Saying something like that so easily, I had to be drunk. I gave a small, foolish laugh.


  In the mirror, his face turned. Now he wasn’t looking at my reflection. He was looking straight at me. I lifted my heavy head to meet his gaze. He looked at me as if I were something odd, something he didn’t quite know what to make of.


  “…Well.”


  “Mm.”


  “In the end, I suppose that’s what it comes down to.”


  It felt like my face was wrapped in something thick and stiff; I could barely move the muscles. Still, I forced a smile and let out a long breath. When I stepped out of the car, I stumbled on my first step, exhaling slowly to steady myself. I hadn’t paid for it anyway, but it was the first time I’d ever gotten this drunk on wine. Expensive or not, maybe I shouldn’t have kept accepting every refill. My head throbbed again, and I winced.


  “C-could you… open it?”


  My tongue was thick, the words slurred. He frowned, trying to make sense of what I’d said. Then, realizing what I meant, he popped the trunk.


  “Pretty heavy load for someone drunk.”


  Glenn McQueen muttered, rubbing his chin. I staggered toward the back of the car and pulled out the boxes filled with cans.


  Janine must’ve had at least a dozen cats—or maybe she just fed one cat like it was twelve.


  I set the two large boxes down with a thud and slammed the trunk shut. Dragging them across the ground, I pushed them toward the entrance of the building and stood there, swaying. Sweat slid down my back in the sticky heat.


  “Get home safe,” I said.


  “…….”


  He didn’t answer. From inside the car, he just looked up at me through the window. Then the door swung open, making me stumble back a step.


  Without a word, he strode over and lifted the boxes I’d left at the foot of the stairs. He looked up at the row of narrow, rail-like tenement apartments pressed together like train cars.


  “What floor?” he asked.


  “Uh… I’m fine, really.”


  He adjusted his grip, tightening his arms around the heavy boxes. The strain made his wrists tremble.


  “I’m fine—”


  “Just focus on walking straight.”


  I really was fine. No, if anything, it just made me uncomfortable. But I swallowed the words hanging in my throat and finally told him to follow me.


  Had he known it was a fifth-floor walk-up with no elevator, he probably would’ve turned the car around. Still, he followed in silence, then passed me on the stairs as I clung to the railing and dragged myself up step by step.


  By the time I made it to the fifth floor, he’d already set the boxes down in the narrow hallway and was fanning himself with one hand. The hallway light flicked on with a pop, then went out again. In the dimness, he wiped the sweat from his chin with the back of his hand.


  “Can I get a glass of water? God, I didn’t think there’d be no elevator.”


  Breathing hard, face creased, he tugged at his shirt to cool off. By the faint light leaking from the hallway, I managed to slide the key into the lock and push the door open.


  “Here.”


  He took the glass of water from me and looked around the room. It was small, barely bigger than a studio, but for the rent, it wasn’t bad. Even had a separate bathroom, which was more than you could ask for at that price. Of course, it was nothing compared to his mansion in the middle of Manhattan.


  “The cat?”


  “In the room.”


  Glenn McQueen turned his head toward Empa’s dark silhouette on the windowsill. His eyes moved into the unlit room, tracing its shadowy edges. He drank his water slowly, like someone sipping hot coffee rather than cold water, and said.


  “Nice place. Pretty tidy.”


  I let out a quiet laugh, but my head felt heavy, and I dropped my gaze. Only after the light in the entryway went out did I realize I still hadn’t turned on the light inside the room. As I walked over to the switch, my side brushed against his. He was standing in the narrow living room.


  My eyes were level with his lips. He’s tall, I thought vaguely, my gaze drifting toward his jaw before I stumbled back and sat down on the small stool by the wall. If I’d been completely drunk, I would’ve passed out on the bed by now. But I wasn’t that far gone. Just enough to know better than to fall asleep in front of a man who’d just stepped into my apartment for the first time.


  “Thanks for the water,” he said, setting the glass down in the sink.


  He smiled, and I thought he was about to leave, so I started to get up to see him out. But instead, he pulled the other stool across from me and sat down.


  “Mind if I catch my breath for a minute?”


  “…Go ahead.”


  “There’s a Bruce Lee poster in your room.”


  He pointed toward the dark interior. I followed his gesture. The Enter the Dragon poster hung on the wall.


  “You said you wanted to be an action actor, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You must’ve been good at sports.”


  “Sort of.”


  “So you’ve seen all the Bruce Lee movies, then. I liked Enter the Dragon too. Do you have the DVD?”


  “No.”


  I answered automatically, wondering why he was suddenly being so talkative. Maybe it wasn’t out of character. Maybe it was just me seeing him through my own assumptions.


  After a moment, he stood up again. He glanced at his watch, eyes widening a little, and I followed his gaze to the wall clock. It was well past eleven. No wonder my eyelids were so heavy.


  “Got a pen?”


  “Next to the computer.”


  “Just in case, I’ll give you the ID and password.”


  “ID?”


  “glennmcqueen.com.”


  That snapped me out of my drowsiness in an instant.


  He walked past me into the room and switched on the light, ignoring my protest. Pulling a receipt from his wallet, he scribbled an ID and password on the back, set it down, and straightened up.


  “I’ll leave it here. Take a look if you feel like it. Well, then.”


  He gave a brief nod, turned to go. When I started to follow him to the door, he waved me off. The entry light flicked on. He opened the door and stepped into the hall, the hinges creaking and clanking behind him. Just as he was about to close the door, his movement slowed. His gaze dropped, landing somewhere near my chest.


  “Still—”


  His lips stretched into a tight, closed smile.


  As I looked at that deepening grin, he lifted his head. There was something almost amused in his eyes, and I couldn’t look away. I stared blankly at the man’s eyes, glinting with a playful light.


  “If I really wanted to see it, would you show me?”


  His laugh was dry, nasal, barely more than a breath. Before I could process what he meant, he gave a short wave and the door clicked shut behind him.


  When I finally woke with a hangover pounding through my skull, his face was the first thing that surfaced. I reached up, groping for my sleep mask. Once it came off, the darkness thinned into the blue of dawn. In that pale light, Glenn McQueen’s face surfaced in my mind—smiling faintly, lips curved at the edges. I stared blankly at the white wall across from me, his image still hovering like an afterimage behind my eyes.


  Why was his face the first thing I saw at dawn?


  Trying to connect it somehow to the pounding in my head, I closed my eyes and pressed my fingers into my temples. My exhale carried a faint trace of alcohol.


  “…Mm.”


  The motion stopped. My body froze, as if I’d turned to ice. The spell broke only when I couldn’t hold my breath any longer and let it out in a rush. For a moment, I almost wished I could just stay like that. Still. Breathless. Gone. But I’d never heard of anyone killing themselves by holding their breath.


  “Shit.”


  It came back to me. The drunken words I’d thrown at him, asking if he really wanted to watch me fuck another man, and that flicker in his face, like he was staring at something strange. He’d looked at me like I was broken.


  “Christ.”


  I groaned and sat up, breath rough, angry at myself.


  What the hell had I been thinking? Even drunk, that wasn’t me. Where the hell had that line come from? A bitter laugh escaped me.


  “Unbelievable.”


  I laughed again, dry and shaky, my shoulders trembling. The bathroom was dim and blue, humid despite its pale light. When I looked in the mirror, a tired man stared back. The forced, self-mocking smile on his face slowly faded to nothing.


  I rubbed at the dark stubble around my mouth and pushed a hand through my messy hair. Then I stripped off the clothes I’d passed out in and turned on the shower. The cold water hit my chest, and a shiver ran down my back. As the stream poured over me, I watched my black hair cling to my skin in the mirror until I couldn’t bear it anymore and shut my eyes.


  ***


  Ben gave me a look of pity, his eyes lingering on the patchy apricot dressings clinging unevenly along my jaw.


  “What’d you shave with, your foot? Looks like it.”


  I wasn’t amused, but the guys packed shoulder to shoulder in the car sure were. The loudest laugh came from Derek, the one I’d known the longest.


  “Even shaving with your foot would’ve turned out better than that.”


  “Told you to buy a decent razor.”


  “Just get it lasered, man. It’s cheaper than you think. Hey, babe, want me to ask my sister where she got her armpits done?”


  They all cracked up at their own jokes. I ignored them and leaned my face against the window. Thanks to their help, my mood sank even lower.


  The event was held at a memorial near Battery Park.


  It was for families of fallen soldiers—solemn, heavy, quiet. Under a white tent, elderly men with white hair stood in silence, heads bowed. I stood off to the side with my hands behind my back, unmoving under the sun.


  The middle-aged man reading the speech beneath the soaring black eagle statue had lost his father before his first birthday. Half a century later, whatever grief had once filled this place seemed worn away. Hardly anyone cried anymore. No celebrities, no news cameras, no one worth mentioning—just a ceremony passing quietly. Other than keeping out the tourists trying to wander in, there wasn’t much trouble.


  By the time the sun that had been beating down on my head began to dip, the ceremony was ending, families laying flowers before the stone walls engraved with the names of the dead. After filling out a few forms I needed to report to Ashe, I headed to the parking lot where Ben was waiting.


  Down by the harbor beside the park, lines of people were waiting for the ferry to Staten Island or the Liberty tour. Among the mix of tourists and wannabe New Yorkers playing tourist, a few Hispanic women stood out—hot pants, high heels, legs that caught every eye. I smacked the back of Derek’s head as he openly ogled them.


  “That used car thing you mentioned,” I said.


  He turned, wincing, and shot me a glare.


  “What about it?”


  “The guy who buys used cars. Introduce me.”


  “Selling your car? You that short on cash?”


  “Not really… I just don’t drive it anymore.”


  “Your car’s worth about as much as scrap metal. Hell, you’d probably make more selling it by the pound.”


  “Come on, that’s harsh.”


  “Face it. Your car’s a piece of junk.”


  I stared back at Derek, who was looking at me with that pitying expression, until it was so ridiculous I couldn’t help but laugh. He elbowed me in the ribs and grinned.


  “Got a girl or something?”


  I blinked at him, caught off guard.


  “Why are you so busy every weekend?”


  “...Work.”


  “Work?”


  “Yeah. Just busy. ...And I’ve been looking for a new place.”


  “What about rooming with that guy I mentioned before?”


  “Your college buddy? I’ll think about it.”


  “What’s there to think about?”


  “Beats having no brain like you.”


  Derek let out a loud laugh at that. He ran a hand through the brown hair falling over his forehead, then smacked the back of my head with his palm, just like I’d done earlier. I barely caught my sunglasses before they hit the floor. I thought about punching that idiot grin off his face, but didn’t. Around Derek, I could never quite manage to stay civil. Maybe because we’d shared our teenage years.


  “Mad at me?” he said, jabbing me in the ribs again.


  I knew the affection hidden behind his teasing eyes. With a sigh, I flipped him the finger and climbed into the van.


  He slid in beside me.


  “Let’s grab a beer later. Cheer Ash up too.”


  “If he’s paying.”


  “Don’t worry about that. The guy’s been swiping his card like crazy lately.”


  Derek snickered, and I couldn’t help laughing with him.


  It had been a week since Ash officially became a divorcé, and his temper was at its peak. I’d heard the co-op apartment he and Sarah had bought together got repossessed. Losing a Manhattan home, a place most people couldn’t buy in a lifetime, would drive anyone off the edge.


  The van felt like an oven in the summer heat as we drove back to the office. I had to listen to Derek brag about the new Brazilian girl he was seeing. Apparently, she’d come to New York looking for love, and said Sex and the City had changed her life. Derek, who couldn’t stand shows like that, had somehow lucked out thanks to one.


  Coming to New York for love was about as pretty a trap as it got for a woman dating someone like Derek. She’d figure it out soon enough. That kind of romance only existed on TV.


  Later, we ended up at a club with Ash, who was already drunk. Coincidentally, it was the same place I’d gone a few weeks earlier with Janine and Kayle. I followed Derek, Ash, and Ben down the entrance stairs, glancing around. The inside glowed with fluorescent paint splashed across the steps, heavy hip-hop pulsing through the speakers. Under the flashing strobe lights, a sea of bodies moved to the beat.


  “I’m so sick of women.”


  Ash glared at the crowd, his voice sharp with hysteria. The air between his words reeked of alcohol. Ben, unwilling to babysit Ash once he started getting sloppy, had already escaped with a beer bottle in hand.


  “You know what they say,” Derek said with a sly grin, patting Ash’s shoulder. “You get over a woman with another woman.”


  Ash clicked his tongue and shoved him away. Derek’s lightheartedness—treating divorce like just another breakup—only irritated him more.


  “Do I look like I’m here to pick up women?”


  “Then dance, man. Jesus.”


  “Coming to a club was a mistake. I just want to sit at the bar and talk, that’s it. I just need someone to talk to.”


  “I’ve been listening for two weeks straight. I’m done, man. Talk to the wall if you have to. Why’re you still playing boss out here?”


  I took a drink, watching the two big guys bicker like kids. Derek and Ash kept at it, their voices rising as they pushed each other’s buttons. Sure enough, drinking never mixed well with anger.


  “Where are you going?”


  Derek called when I set my empty bottle on the bar and turned away. He must’ve thought I was about to ditch Ash too, the way Ben had. His eyes begged for rescue.


  “Bathroom.”


  “If you ditch us, you’re dead.”


  “Got it.”


  I crossed the floor and headed for the restroom. As soon as I stepped inside, the pounding bass fell away, leaving my ears ringing in the sudden quiet. I splashed cold water on my flushed face and wiped it dry with the hem of my white T-shirt. When I lifted my head, patting my cheeks lightly, a familiar face stepped into the room.


  Kayle. My heart dropped.


  Was he here again, trying to prove his manhood after another shoot had bruised it? His presence hit like ice pressed against the back of my neck.


  “Hey.”


  Kayle pointed at me like he was firing a gun.


  “Wow, long time no see. How’ve you been?”


  He came right up, grinning, clapping me on the shoulder like we were old friends. I looked down at him, at the way he smiled like he’d just run into an old friend, and finally answered.


  “Yeah.”


  “What brings you here?”


  “My coworkers wanted to come.”


  “Right… that’s right. You said you worked security, didn’t you?”


  Kayle grinned, flashing perfect teeth.


  “Janine’s here too. She said you guys went to elementary school together, right? Small world.”


  He clapped his hands together, laughing. I smiled faintly. The world did feel small. Running into Kayle at a club had already proven that.


  “If you’re not busy, wanna come say hi to Janine?”


  I’d seen her just yesterday, but there was no reason not to. I nodded.


  “Cool. Wait here. I just need to take care of something.”


  Kayle gave a quick grin and tapped between his legs with a laugh. When I stepped back out, the beat of the music hit me hard again.


  I pushed through the crowd and slipped into a glass-partitioned area off the stage. The muffled sound made my ears feel like they could finally breathe.


  Just as I expected, Janine wasn’t sitting alone. The man across from her was one I recognized immediately. The same one Kayle had needed to prove himself against. When our eyes met, he gave me a small, knowing smile.


  “Nice suit. You here with work?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Think you can stick around for a bit?”


  “I’ll have to leave soon.”


  “Your face…”


  Her eyes went to the bandages on my jaw, and she reached a hand toward me. I thought of Derek and his lecture about laser hair removal, and let out a soundless laugh as I sat beside her.


  My tie felt too tight, like it was strangling me. Through her sunglasses—white, with sharp wings at the sides—Janine seemed to be counting the dressings one by one.


  “Something to drink?”


  “I already had some.”


  “You were pretty drunk last night. You okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  To be exact, I woke up with a hangover, and a solid dose of shame to go with it. Still, I made it out in one piece. It seemed Glenn McQueen hadn’t said anything about me. Still, the image came back. The way he’d looked at me, like I was something strange. I shook my head, trying to scatter the lingering trace of his smile.


  Janine covered her mouth with her hand and leaned closer to me.


  “They shot together today.”


  Across from us, Lehnsherr and Kayle were sitting back on a red plush couch, talking.


  “Pretty good chemistry, actually,” Janine said, trying to sound offhand.


  Because she almost never said things like that, I found myself staring at the two men across the room.


  Kayle was twenty-one, and Lehnsherr, mid-twenties at most. Both straight, supposedly. But from experience, I knew that it didn’t mean much. Chemistry didn’t care about labels. It was almost midnight, and there was Kayle, laughing easily in a club, killing time with another man.


  “Guess he’s not out to prove his masculinity tonight.”


  Janine thought about that for a moment, then laughed and smacked my knee.


  “Kayle’s not looking to pick up girls tonight. He doesn’t have to. He already knows Lehnsherr.”


  “They’ve worked together before?”


  “No. They’d met, but this was their first shoot. We don’t usually pair the same people again unless they’re doing a flip-flop scene, switching top and bottom. So, unless you bottom and Kayle tops, you won’t be paired with him again.”


  She looked a little flustered, like she was trying to explain something she’d rather not.


  “Flip-flop?”


  I asked, looking at Janine. It clearly didn’t mean the kind of sandal you slip on between your big toe and the next.


  “It’s when they switch roles, top and bottom, during the shoot. And seriously, do I have to be the one explaining this? Don’t ask me stuff like that.”


  She pouted, and for a second, I almost found it cute.


  I was tired from being on my feet all day, and the hangover from yesterday still hadn’t fully left me. I pressed the cold glass sitting in front of Janine against my eye, letting the chill seep in.


  “Hey, Tommy.”


  Kayle had been sipping a martini, but now he set the glass down and leaned forward over the table. The distance between us shrank, but with the heavy beat pounding around us, I could barely make out his voice. So, I leaned in too.


  “I saw the video you did with Luke,” he said.


  Lehnsherr, sitting beside him, chuckled under his breath. He’d seen it too, apparently.


  “Didn’t Hades tell you to bottom?”


  “…He did.”


  “Then do it. With this guy.”


  Kayle grinned and shoved Lehnsherr’s shoulder toward me. Lehnsherr lifted his arm, steadying his glass before it could spill. I didn’t respond to Kayle’s tone—it was almost like he was trying to broker a hookup.


  “Better than doing it with the stiff ones,” Kayle said with a snicker. “He’s good.”


  Lehnsherr took a small sip from his glass, the liquor rippling near the rim, but the way he looked over the top of it gave away a different kind of intent. His lips curved slowly into a smile behind the glass. He looked like the kind of man Hitler might have called an ideal Aryan. Blond, blue-eyed, built.


  “I’d been curious to see you in person,” he said, extending a hand.


  The handshake was firm, his palm rough with calluses. Light blond hair, thick pale brows, blue eyes, a tall, solid frame—you could almost sketch out his personality just from how he looked. Even in a plain white V-neck and dark jeans, he stood out.


  “You’re a bit thinner than I expected,” he said, almost appraisingly.


  I pulled my hand back from his. I already knew his name, but I wasn’t sure if I should act like I did.


  “Guess I should introduce myself as Lehnsherr, huh? You can just call me that.”


  “…I’m Tommy.”


  “Oh, I know. I’ve seen your videos.”


  Lehnsherr grinned, teeth flashing. He might not have known my real name, but he’d know my stats. Height, dick size, whether I was cut. And I knew his. At that point, it felt like we knew everything that mattered about each other.


  “I’ve seen yours too.”


  “Oh, really?”


  Lehnsherr sat up, eyes bright. The way he looked at me made me uneasy. Porn wasn’t something people usually talked about like a résumé.


  “How was it?”


  “You were… good.”


  “And?”


  His reaction threw me off.


  “Pretty… intense.”


  He smiled, satisfied.


  “Yeah, I can be a bit intense.”


  Then, he turned to Kayle.


  “Wasn’t it too much for you?”


  Kayle and Janine burst out laughing. I was the only one not in on the joke.


  “Got anything lined up?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Shoots. You’re the new face. This is when they work you the hardest.”


  “…Nothing scheduled yet.”


  “What about Sunday? Works for me.”


  He smiled kindly as he said it. I shrugged, unsure how to answer, and Lehnsherr leaned in closer. Just as he was about to speak, Janine slapped her knee.


  “I’m going on location soon. Want me to bring you something?”


  She leaned forward between me and Lehnsherr, her voice a little too bright.


  “Location?”


  “The U.K. The agency there signed me for a couple of shoots. It’s a series. Should be fun. I’ll be gone about ten days. Anything you want?”


  Kayle’s eyes lit up.


  “I’ve got one. Can I say it?”


  “A postcard with the Thames on it? Or maybe Buckingham Palace?”


  “Just say you don’t wanna get me anything.”


  “Well, I don’t exactly not want to… but sure, think whatever you want.”


  Janine laughed, shaking her head. Then she turned back to me.


  “How about you? Want anything?”


  I shook my head.


  “No.”


  “Okay.”


  She nodded as if that settled it. It felt like she’d stepped in deliberately, cutting off Lehnsherr’s polite but awkward offer before I had to respond. She’d once told me over the phone, back when I first took the job, that venturing into this unknown world wouldn’t ruin me. That it wasn’t the kind of danger people imagined. The woman who’d said that, who’d once encouraged me to try something new, to enjoy it. She didn’t seem to exist anymore. I stood up, feeling like there was no comfort left in staying here.


  “Leaving already?”


  “I’ve got people waiting.”


  If I stayed any longer, Derek would start complaining about me ditching Ash and leaving him to deal with the mess. As soon as I stepped out, the noise from the floor hit me like a wall.


  The packed, swaying crowd looked like a pot of thick soup at a full boil. Even with the air conditioning pouring down from the ceiling, heat clung to my skin; sweat ran from my forehead down the back of my neck. Passing the speakers, the bass became something physical, pounding through my body. My steps quickened with the beat. Then a hand caught my shoulder and spun me around. It was Lehnsherr.


  The colored lights flickered across his face as he leaned in. He said something. I could barely hear it over the speaker’s roar.


  When I didn’t respond, he moved closer. His dry lips brushed my ear.


  “Didn’t get to mention it before. Let’s do a scene together next week.”


  I flinched and stepped back, a shiver running through me at the tickle of his breath against my ear. I didn’t want to react, but Lehnsherr knew exactly what he was doing, poking on purpose just to see me twitch. An uncomfortable smile slipped out, born of some strange mix of shame and disbelief.


  “I’ll think about it,” I said.


  “Come on. If you’re gonna do it, better to do it right. And with someone good-looking.”


  He laughed softly, his breath hot against my ear. I shivered.


  He wasn’t wrong. If I had to do it anyway, I’d rather do it with someone easy on the eyes. I looked at him—confident, certain of himself—and gave a small nod. Whether he took it as a yes or no, I couldn’t tell. Either way, he looked pleased as he stepped back, tapped my shoulder with his fist, and said.


  “See you next time.”


  I watched him go, his figure swallowed by the restless crowd in seconds.


  If his tone or expression had carried even a hint of real warmth, I might not have believed Janine when she said he was straight. Both Lehnsherr, who’d shot around ten episodes, and Kayle, with more than twice that number as a bottom, talked about sex without shame or hesitation. Kayle’s habit of picking up women to reaffirm his masculinity was a separate issue, but the way both of them spoke so easily, almost cheerfully, about sex and work, it left me uneasy.


  Still, there was something grounding about it. Their casual indifference felt like proof that there was nothing to be guilty about.


  Maybe that was what I wanted: some kind of justification, however fragile, a reason not to feel crushed by the idea of earning money through sex. I stood there for a long time after Lehnsherr disappeared into the crowd.


  By the time I got home, it was past two in the morning. I lay awake, waiting for sleep that wouldn’t come, until I finally gave up and turned on my computer. Maybe Glenn McQueen had seen this coming. Whether out of curiosity or defiance, I would end up on his website eventually.


  I spent time watching interviews, behind-the-scenes clips, men talking, laughing, fucking. Watching gay porn myself was jarring. Almost unsettlingly so. And I was glad for that. Because no matter how many times I came back to it, I wanted it to stay that way. Something foreign, something that didn’t quite belong to me.


  Two days later, when I called, Glenn McQueen’s voice came through after a long dial tone. Hearing that faint trace of laughter in it brought back what Lehnsherr had said, that they work you the hardest when you’re new. But I already knew better. From the moment I’d stood in front of the camera, I’d stopped believing there was any paradise to leave behind, or any original sin to feel ashamed of.


  - All right, Sunday at four.


  A low hum resonated through the receiver. As expected, Glenn McQueen didn’t ask why I’d made my decision. His tone was businesslike, yet there was something quietly reassuring in it. I smiled soundlessly, listening.


  To him, I was just another moth. One of countless foolish ones drawn to the flame.




  - 4 -


  What had brushed against my ears through the night wasn’t Empa’s whining or the radio I’d forgotten to turn off before bed.


  Rain was pounding outside the window. I stared down at the gray sprawl of Chinatown, blurred like it was trapped in fog, and reached toward the windowpane. When I wiped it with my palm, the glass squeaked, leaving my hand damp with rainwater. It was raining hard, but the air wasn’t any cooler. Just thick, humid heat. A lukewarm bead of sweat slid down the back of my neck.


  I sat blankly on the bed for a while before standing up. Then it hit me—what day it was. I stirred cocoa into a cup, holding the teaspoon in my mouth like a cigarette.


  The cocoa went down cold and sweet. I opened a can of treats for Empa. Ever since I’d started giving her wet food, she hadn’t touched her kibble. It worried me a little.


  “You’re getting spoiled, you know that?”


  He meowed and flicked her tail against my wrist while I patted him back as he ate. I crouched beside him, watching him finish the treat while I nursed the last of my cocoa, which was nothing more than melted ice by then. After pouring the rest down the sink, I stepped into the shower. The moment I turned on the water, Empa scratched at the tile in protest and bolted out of the bathroom.


  When I came out, clean and towel-dried, the rain was still coming down. I didn’t have much to wear, so I threw on a plain black shirt, dark jeans, and a pair of worn-out black Converse.


  The rain wasn’t falling so much as crashing down, driven at a slant by the wind. By the time I reached the subway, my shoes were soaked through, squelching with every step. The train was packed and smelled faintly of wet clothes and old metal. By the time I finally got off in the East Village, I felt like some miserable member of the Fellowship trudging off to destroy the One Ring.


  When I opened the office door, Janine looked up from her desk. Maybe it was the downpour outside, but she seemed calmer than usual. No makeup, purple-rimmed glasses, a loose button-down. If not for the streak of pink dye at the ends of her blond hair, she could’ve passed for a librarian.


  “You made it?” she said.


  “Yeah.”


  She was printing out the schedule for the feature shoot she was producing in the U.K. As the printer spat out page after page filled with tightly packed time slots, Janine took the pen from between her lips and held it in her hand.


  “Everyone’s up in the editing room on the third floor. Since we’ll be in the U.K. for a while, we shot two weeks’ worth of episodes in advance. You were supposed to film yesterday, but both you and Lehnsherr said you were busy, so we pushed it to the weekend. I’m swamped this morning. Why don’t you head up to the second floor and wait there?”


  She gathered the fresh stack of pages, slipped them into a folder, and sat back down. I remembered the synopsis she’d told me about over lunch once.


  It was about a man breaking free from the vanity of the gaze and following his instincts. The plan was to make something far bolder than the usual porn, something raw and unapologetically stylish.


  The cast included Glenn McQueen, several American performers, and actors from the British agency. The story followed M—played by McQueen—who visits his lover studying abroad in England and accidentally witnesses his betrayal.


  Most of the scenes were set indoors, but filming nearly two full episodes in just ten days wouldn’t be easy.


  I climbed the stairs to the second floor. The lights were off. The empty set, waiting for people to fill it, was hot and heavy with humidity. I had my hands in my pockets, staring at the wall of bookshelves, when a voice broke the silence.


  “Lehnsherr says he’ll be late. Heavy rain.”


  The lights flicked on. Glenn McQueen was standing there. Whether from lack of sleep or a rough morning, his face looked a little worn. He rubbed at the stubble shadowing his jaw and switched on the air conditioner.


  “Things are a bit chaotic right now,” he said. “We’re supposed to leave for the U.K. shoot tomorrow, but the team still hasn’t finished editing the episodes that need to go up for the next two weeks. We have to film today and get it cut right after, but time’s tight as hell. Hmm, Coffee?”


  He was talking fast, already standing in front of the coffee machine when he asked.


  “No, I’m fine.”


  At my refusal, he gave a short nod and filled a large mug nearly to the brim with dark coffee. Carrying it carefully, he sat down on the sofa and set the cup on the table. Leaning his head back against the cushion, he half-closed his eyes, watching me through heavy lids. He looked exhausted. After a long, quiet moment, he blinked slowly and said.


  “Come to think of it, I never even said hi. How’ve you been?”


  “I’ve been fine,” I said.


  There wasn’t much else to add. He smiled wordlessly and didn’t press.


  “Lehnsherr said you ran into each other at a club.”


  “Yeah. By chance.”


  “He’s good-looking, isn’t he?”


  I hesitated, then nodded. He smiled again and said.


  “Can’t deny that.”


  Rubbing his eyes with the tips of his fingers, he yawned and let his body sink sideways into the couch. Through half-shut eyes, he murmured.


  “There are slippers in the cabinet next to the TV. Put them on.”


  He curled up on the sofa and closed his eyes. There was a bed for shoots not far from there, but he’d chosen the couch for a nap instead. I stood there watching him for a moment, then turned off the lights. He must’ve noticed my soaked shoes even in the dim light, and his attention to detail never seemed to fade even when he was dead tired.


  I left the wet sneakers in a corner and wandered the dim room before finally sitting down beside him on a small stool. With no backrest, my posture felt stiff and awkward. I felt like I should be doing something, but there wasn’t anything to do.


  The shoot wasn’t until four, and the clock’s short hand wasn’t even pointing at eleven yet. The only thing this place had over my hot, humid apartment was the air conditioning. It was cool here, at least. Still, sitting in the same room with McQueen felt strangely uncomfortable.


  The fist he’d been resting against his forehead loosened as his hand went slack. He must’ve been exhausted from working through the night; not long after closing his eyes, he drifted off, the sound of heavy rain outside serving as his lullaby. It was cloudy and dim, but not completely dark. He slept without moving, without a sound, like light didn’t matter to him at all. Not everyone needed an eye mask to fall asleep, I supposed.


  I found myself staring at his large, well-shaped hands, the faint stubble shading his jaw, the sharp bridge of his nose, the long, dark lashes. He wasn’t just attractive to men. Women would’ve found him appealing too. His looks had probably helped his career, but they weren’t the whole reason he stood out. There was something else about him, something distinct, an aura that made him impossible to overlook in any crowd.


  Maybe that was what I’d sensed when we first met, the image of someone who didn’t want to be interrupted by anyone. Now, though, he just looked tired. I watched him in silence for a moment, then turned my head, feeling like I was sneaking a glance I shouldn’t.


  Just then, the door opened. A man stood there, silhouetted against the pale light from the stairwell. It was Jack Black.


  “There you are,” he said.


  I glanced from his face to McQueen, who was still asleep beside me. He’d only just drifted off. It felt wrong to wake him. I was reaching out when Jack spoke again.


  “Tommy, a second?”


  I paused and looked up at him.


  “Can you step out for a bit?” he said, lifting the box he was holding.


  Then, with an awkward grin, he added.


  “Lots to get ready for.”


  ***


  I’d had a faint idea of what to expect, but when I saw what Jack Black was holding, it still made my stomach turn. An enema kit. I’d brushed off the word bottom when they’d mentioned it, but today’s shoot meant what it always meant—anal sex.


  Maybe I’d taken it too lightly after seeing how easily Kayle and Luke had handled it during their scenes. My face burned as I came out of the bathroom, and even after another shower to wash off the discomfort, my stomach still twisted. Everyone else seemed unfazed. I was the only one who felt humiliated, overreacting like a kid.


  “Good job, good job.”


  Jack said cheerfully when I walked out, trying to look composed. He patted my back with exaggerated enthusiasm.


  “I’m gonna grab a smoke,” I said, pulling a towel over my head.


  The first thing I did outside was reach for a cigarette. As soon as I lit it, the nausea eased a little. I stood barefoot on the terrace of the third floor, the only smoking area in the building, and looked down at the rain-slick streets below.


  Anal sex wasn’t exactly popular even among straight couples, and I’d told myself not to make a big deal of it, not until the prep work began. I’d only thought vaguely that it would hurt. Lehnsherr was above average, after all. But now, the shame clung to me, burning up to my ears, refusing to settle.


  I thought about chain-smoking, but stopped myself halfway. With empty hands shoved into my pockets, I shuffled back toward the room where Jack was waiting. He’d probably seen hundreds of guys like me.


  “I guess I’m being... kind of dramatic. Sorry.”


  “Nah,” he said casually. “I’ve seen guys bail after the enema, crying their eyes out. You’re fine.”


  I gave a sheepish laugh. Jack checked the time and sighed.


  “He said he was flying in, but damn, he’s late. Looks like we won’t start until five. Wanna practice while we wait?”


  “Practice?”


  “Yeah. First time doing a scene like this, right? Lehnsherr’s, uh... well, let’s just say he’s a lot more than average. If you jump straight in, it’s gonna hurt. Better to get used to it first.”


  After a pause, he headed into the small room beside the editing booth and motioned for me to follow. Through the thin wall, I could hear Taylor and a couple of unfamiliar voices talking. Probably editing yesterday’s footage.


  “Seems like there are more people around than before,” I said.


  “Yeah, we’ve got more backing now,” he replied, rummaging through a box.


  “McQueen Entertainment’s still running things in Manhattan, but we’ve got a distributor and DVD replicator over in Jersey, too. We’re short-staffed today since there’s another shoot happening, so I borrowed a few guys from the distributor. We should’ve wrapped last week, but the schedule fell apart.”


  He spoke quickly as he searched through the box. Janine had once told me that through McQueen Entertainment, more than eleven hundred porn films were distributed each year, both online and offline. Most of them came from small independent studios. They were sold under McQueen’s distribution label, which mostly just lent out its name. In reality, the staff working in this building produced fewer than forty full-length films a year.


  Alongside glennmcqueen.com, which hosted amateur content, the company took in over a thousand titles from small producers annually. It wasn’t hard to see how a porn mogul was made. The true pimps of the twenty-first century weren’t the ones standing on street corners. They were the ones growing their bank accounts this way.


  Some of those small studios paid their actors less than three hundred dollars. Many of the performers were gay, but plenty were straight. Men who’d switched over because the pay and treatment in straight porn weren’t much better.


  So maybe I was lucky, getting six grand to bottom for glennmcqueen.com. There were plenty of guys willing to do it for far less. Still, knowing that didn’t make me feel any better.


  Jack Black finally pulled something from the box and handed it to me. It was a dildo, shorter than my hand and as thick as two fingers. I stared at it.


  “Here. Condoms and magic oil,” he said.


  “…….”


  “If you don’t warm up first, you’re gonna get a taste of hell. Practice, practice, practice.”


  He said it so casually that it almost sounded like nothing. I didn’t want to think too hard about it.


  “With lube and a condom, this size will go in easy,” he added.


  “Yeah.”


  “Just like that. Slides right in.”


  “…….”


  “I’m serious—it will.”


  Jack looked up at me, eyes wide. My face went hot, like someone had lit a match behind my eyes. Avoiding his gaze, I took the dildo, condom, and bottle of lube, one in each hand. He smacked my back with a heavy palm.


  “If it doesn’t go in, just use more lube. First time always hurts a little, but hey… everyone starts somewhere.”


  He took the dildo from me, unwrapped a condom, and slipped it on himself. Embarrassed by his unnecessary helpfulness, I told him I’d handle it and asked him to leave.


  “Sure thing. I’ll be next door in the editing room,” he said with a grin. “Knock if you need anything, yeah?”


  Catching a glimpse of my flushed face, he gave me a strange little smile before walking out.


  Once he was gone, I stripped off my pants and underwear, leaving only my black shirt on. I must’ve looked ridiculous, half-dressed like that, but I sat down on the couch anyway and spread the lube over the dildo.


  From the next room came Taylor’s and Jack’s voices, mixed with the faint sounds of men moaning from the footage they were cutting. Trying to block it out, I pressed the oiled toy between my thighs and pushed.


  “...Urgh.”


  Pain.


  A raw, foreign pressure that made my face twist. My hand trembled as I gripped the handle, pushing harder before lowering my head. No one was watching, but the shame felt unbearable, like I might die from it.


  “Ha...”


  A shaky breath escaped me. It hurt, but I bit down, forcing myself not to make a sound.


  Just as Jack Black had promised, it did go in. But not easily. How Kayle had ever felt pleasure from something like this was beyond me. My vision swayed from the strain, and I let my head fall back against the couch, breathing hard. Through my half-lidded eyes, I saw the door open. Before I could react, someone stepped in and our eyes met.


  “Oh, sorry. I should’ve knocked. Didn’t think anyone’d be in here.”


  McQueen hesitated for a second at the doorway, though his face didn’t show much regret. Then he strode in, and the air seemed to tighten around me.


  “I came to grab the strobe. We’ll need extra lighting. Lehnsherr won’t make it till the evening.”


  His hair was a mess in the back, like he’d just rolled off the couch and come straight upstairs. He looked less sleepy now, but still worn out. He walked toward the large strobe light sitting right beside me.


  I let out a slow breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and drew my legs in a little. My eyes darted away, and I let go of what I’d been holding.


  As he started to back away with the strobe stand, his steps paused. He set it down again, bent over, and picked up the bottle of oil from the floor.


  “Use more if it’s not going in easily.”


  “…….”


  “It’ll go in easier if you use plenty. Don’t tense up too much.”


  “...Umm.”


  My head felt like it was on fire, heat flooding through me until I wondered if hell itself had moved in behind my eyes. I sighed, lowering my head as I snatched the oil from his hand. To him, I must’ve seemed like some rare creature, a man who still got embarrassed by this sort of thing.


  “If it’s too hard on your own, I can help,” he said, a faint trace of humor in his voice.


  I wiped my cheek with the back of my dry hand and looked up. I didn’t have it in me to deflect a joke like that with ease.


  “I can do it myself.”


  “All right, then.”


  He smiled faintly. Shrugging, he picked up the strobe stand again.


  “Good luck,” he said as he stepped out, flipping the switch to dim the lights on his way out. I stared at the ceiling light, which had shifted from the pale glow of fluorescents to the warmer hue of an incandescent bulb, then turned my gaze to the closed door.


  After a long moment, I pushed myself up, awkwardly, my movements stiff with discomfort. Then I locked the door, making sure no one else could come in.


  ***


  There were six people in the studio on the second floor, including me. It should’ve been seven with Lehnsherr, but his flight had been delayed since one o’clock, and he was still stuck at the airport. With New York flights held up by the rain, it seemed impossible for him to get here before eight.


  “Ugh, can’t we just push it to next week? I’m tired. I can’t do this,” Jack whined.


  “We’ll be in the U.K. next week, Jen.”


  Glenn McQueen said through clenched teeth, poking her round cheeks again and again with his finger. Jack shrieked and swatted at him, furious, but he didn’t seem to care.


  “Just post an announcement,” Jack said. “Say we’re delaying a week because of scheduling.”


  “We only upload two episodes a week,” McQueen shot back. “People pay for subscriptions. We can’t just skip a week. It’d be a mess.”


  I sat back and watched their argument like an outsider. After enemas, dildos, and all the unexpected misery of the day, part of me was frustrated about going home empty-handed. But another part was relieved. If the shoot really was canceled, maybe I’d still get something for the trouble. Five hundred, maybe. While they argued, I propped my chin on my hand and stared out at the rain-soaked city.


  “It’s already five. You okay to wait till the evening?”


  Janine was crouched on the floor, her chin resting on her knees as she looked up at me. The event I was supposed to work tomorrow had already been canceled because of the rain, so it didn’t really matter.


  “I don’t mind. You’re the one who’s exhausted.”


  Her hand, tapping her knee, stilled.


  “The flight’s tomorrow afternoon, so it’s fine even if we wrap late tonight. Everything’s packed, and the U.K. crew said they’ve got the set ready.”


  She spoke quickly, then gave me an apologetic look. The delay wasn’t her fault—or Lehnsherr’s—and I didn’t blame either of them. I turned my gaze back to the small group standing in the middle of the hall.


  “Hey, uh… Tommy.”


  Taylor came over, pushing back the red curls sticking to his damp forehead.


  “If you’re okay with it, we might be able to shoot with someone else. I was thinking of calling a few guys in the city…”


  “Who?”


  Janine cut in before Taylor could finish.


  “Desmond or Rupert.”


  Janine shot up from her seat.


  “Desmond’s hideous, and Rupert’s a dumb macho. You said you’d never hire them again.”


  She folded her arms and glared at Taylor, not bothering to hide her irritation.


  “Well, if Tommy’s fine with it, I could at least call around and see who’s available. We can’t wait on Lehnsherr forever.”


  “We could just delay the shoot a couple weeks.”


  Janine raked her fingers through her hair, glancing at me with a mix of frustration and apology.


  I didn’t really care who it was. Lehnsherr, a brute, or a bad-looking guy. I just watched her snap on my behalf. There was something almost funny about how she tried to pair me with someone decent, like it was her way of being a friend. And the situation itself—her being this angry over it—just seemed absurd.


  Glenn McQueen, who’d been standing nearby with his arms crossed, finally stepped forward, frowning. He rubbed at his messy hair, sighed, and laid a hand on Janine’s shoulder.


  “Let’s not get worked up. It’s no one’s fault.”


  Janine pressed her lips together, visibly holding back her temper.


  McQueen looked between the two of them, rubbing the stubble along his chin as he thought. Then his eyes drifted toward me, the quiet bystander watching from across the room.


  His gaze lingered on my hands resting on my knees, then lifted slowly until it met mine. His irises, flecked with color, blinked once, unhurried.


  He parted his lips as if to speak, hesitated, then said softly.


  “I’ll do it.”


  My legs tensed. I stood up without thinking, the motion too sudden, unplanned. Everyone’s eyes shifted from him to me.


  “Uh....”


  I opened my mouth, but no words came. Heat flooded my face as I met McQueen’s eyes. Of all times, my face had to flush now. And it only made it worse, because it looked like I was embarrassed.


  Realizing that made my ears burn hotter. I brushed a hand across my cheek and looked away. There was no reason for me to have jumped to my feet like that, none at all. But I could already tell that just blushing like this must’ve looked strange to them.


  I sank awkwardly back into my seat, head lowered. Silence spread through the wide room like a curse.


  “Right… well, that’s not a bad idea.”


  Taylor said after a forced cough. I pressed my toes hard into the carpet and let out a long, quiet breath.


  When I finally lifted my head, they were all still looking at me like I was some sort of curiosity. I dropped my gaze again, pretending to study the pattern of the carpet.


  Taylor cleared his throat and said.


  “Then let’s not waste any more time.”


  “…Guess so.”


  Jack Black replied after a beat. McQueen’s legs came into view as he stepped closer. He placed a hand lightly on my shoulder.


  “You okay with that?”


  He asked, as casually as if it were nothing. And maybe it was nothing—at least to him. We weren’t anything to each other, not really. I’d told myself it didn’t matter who the partner was. Ugly, macho, whoever. I really hadn’t cared. So it felt strange to be this tense about shooting with him.


  “...I don’t mind,” I said.


  He watched me silently, and I shrugged. After blushing like an idiot a minute ago, saying it didn’t matter probably wasn’t convincing, but my voice came out steady enough. Whatever they thought, whoever I shot with, it really didn’t matter to me.


  McQueen stood there with his hands in his pockets, looking down at me for a long moment. Then, just like I had earlier, he gave a casual shrug and turned away.


  “Gonna take a shower.”


  He said to the staff, who were all quietly watching us.


  ***


  The cameras had been powered on for a while, the red standby light glowing faintly. Taylor and the brown-haired guy whose name I still didn’t know were checking settings, while Jack Black had gone to follow McQueen into the shower. Probably to film behind-the-scenes clips and cheap banter for the website. The strobes flashed to life, flooding the set with harsh light. Taylor walked over to me, still sitting at the edge of the bed.


  “Rain’s really coming down, huh?”


  I blinked, staring straight at the camera.


  “Schedule changed all of a sudden, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Guess McQueen’s the lucky one tonight. Don’t you think?”


  I let out a short laugh.


  “Things like this never happen. If someone didn’t know better, they’d think McQueen planned the whole thing.”


  The brown-haired cameraman sitting on the couch burst out laughing at Taylor’s mock-serious tone.


  We were still exchanging pointless small talk when, beyond the hall, the shower curtain finally slid open.


  The whole floor was used as a studio for porn, and even the small shower room was part of it. A low brick border framed an open stall with no glass or door, connected directly to the main set. Once the curtain was pulled back, everything inside was visible.


  McQueen came out dressed, toweling his wet hair as he walked toward the bed.


  “No need to dry it completely, right?”


  He said, ruffling his hair before tossing the towel to Jack Black.


  “Let’s finish this fast,” Jack muttered, looping the towel around his neck.


  “I’m about to pass out.”


  “I’ll do my best,” McQueen replied, half-joking.


  Watching the two of them talk like they were clearing a pile of chores, I could only hope the next hour would pass quickly.


  McQueen dropped down beside me, pressing his fingertips to his eyes as if to chase off sleep. He smelled faintly of the same body wash I’d used earlier. His skin was still cool from the shower as his hand brushed lightly along my arm.


  After a quiet cough, he stood, moved onto the bed, and sat close behind me. The chill of his body seeped through my back; his chin rested against my shoulder.


  I was tired enough to feel detached, yet every sense in me was on edge. I’d told myself I could stay calm, but the nearness of him made that impossible. When I let out a long breath, trying to steady myself, he gave a short laugh behind me.


  “Let’s begin.”


  His voice pooled against my ear, sending a shiver down my spine.


  “Alright then, rolling,” Jack Black said, and silence followed.


  Since McQueen was behind me—usually the one sitting quietly on the stool past the camera—the one running the scene this time was Taylor.


  “What on earth is going on here?”


  “Don’t overact,” McQueen said, clicking his tongue before adding, “Lehnsherr was supposed to do this, but his flight got delayed, so I’m filling in.”


  He brushed off the situation in a few short words. His hands crept down and touched my lower abdomen.


  “I heard what you said earlier. About me having a thing for Tommy. Keep saying that and people will get the wrong idea.”


  “So you don’t like it?”


  “I do, of course. Wouldn’t you, if it were you?”


  He brushed his nose against my ear and kept caressing my lower abdomen slowly. I could feel the faint pull of a smile in the muscles of his face against the back of my neck.


  “Today’s concept?” Taylor asked.


  The arms wrapped around my stomach tightened slightly. Glenn McQueen pressed his lips lightly to the nape of my neck and drew in a slow breath.


  “Hmm... Lovers?” McQueen murmured.


  A chill ran through me as every pore in my body tensed. Taylor gestured toward me, stiff and motionless like a statue.


  “Looks like that might be too much for him.”


  The others laughed, and I couldn’t help but realize how stiff I must’ve looked. Frozen in place like a fool. He pulled me into a tighter embrace, his hand moving slowly across my stomach once more. His body felt warmer now, and I swallowed hard. Taylor spoke from somewhere in front of us.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask… Any favorite positions?”


  “The standard one, I guess…”


  “There are all kinds of ways to do that,” McQueen cut in lightly, pressing his lips to my neck. “Maybe a hundred or so.”


  I could feel the curve of his lips lift into a smile against my skin. He let out a quiet breath of laughter, then lifted his lips and rested his chin on my shoulder.


  “Confident, aren’t you?”


  “Well… let’s just say I’m probably the best in the universe at it.”


  Jack Black stomped his foot and booed loudly, but everyone else burst out laughing.


  “First time bottoming, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How does it feel shooting with McQueen? You two already know each other, after all.”


  Taylor gave me a teasing smile, and I straightened my shoulders.


  “Feels a bit awkward.”


  I rubbed at my flushed cheek, trying not to sigh, and McQueen let out a quiet laugh behind me.


  Being with him in front of the camera felt different from having him behind it. That smooth, easy confidence he usually reserved for others was now turned on me, dissolving the tension between us.


  He’d stepped in with no preparation after Lehnsherr’s flight was delayed, but McQueen had shifted the mood effortlessly, without a hint of hesitation or embarrassment. The warmth of his body pressed against my back made my skin prickle, and I bit down on my lip.


  He exhaled softly and asked.


  “Be honest. This kind of thing excites you, doesn’t it?”


  Maybe because of the lovers concept, his voice was softer than usual. He pulled my shoulder in slightly, closing the space between us until our eyes met.


  “It’ll be fun,” he said.


  There was no cue, no signal to start, but that was it—the beginning.


  Even if Glenn McQueen was someone I knew, someone I still found difficult to face like this, that was my problem. The camera was already rolling. It wasn’t like I was being underpaid, and he’d clearly decided to give it his all. I didn’t want to look like the amateur in comparison. He was right anyway. No one watched gay porn to see a straight man looking disgusted.


  That thought helped. Or at least, it should have. Still, when I thought about it again, I realized I couldn’t stop being aware of him. I licked my dry lips and let out a slow breath before turning my head.


  He caught my chin and drew me toward him. The height difference made the angle of the kiss feel unfamiliar. His lips brushed against my cheek, then found mine. I opened my mouth, and for the first time in my life, my lips touched his—warm and wet. My breath trembled, and he tilted his head, deepening the kiss. When I saw his eyes close, I did the same. The slow pull of his wet mouth made my eyes flutter.


  Shifting from the strain of our position, I started to move, but he pressed gently on my shoulder and guided me back onto the bed. The kiss grew deeper. His warm hand slid under my shirt, fingers tracing softly up the back of my neck. Like a lover, I didn’t resist the pull of the moment. I slipped my arms around his shoulders and turned my head, deepening the kiss.


  As I’d expected, he was good. Too good, actually. Just like he’d joked, he really was the best in the universe.


  When I finally opened my eyes, I found his amber gaze on mine. He smiled, biting lightly at my lower lip. Heat rushed to my face, and I tried to turn away, but he murmured.


  “Don’t.”


  He caught my chin and turned my face back toward him. He held out his tongue, tracing it along my lower lip so it would show clearly on camera. Then he covered my mouth with his, swallowing the hot breath that escaped, and kissed me deeply.


  I sank fully back onto the bed. He kissed me from above, his movements slow and deliberate, and began unbuttoning my shirt from the bottom. When he pulled it off, lifting me slightly in the process, he pressed me back down again and met my lips with a quiet, amused smile.


  He had a way of making it hard not to go along, drawing me in until I stopped thinking altogether. His presence was overwhelming, so much that I kept forgetting there was a camera at all. Just like he’d said about the lovers concept, it felt like he could whisper I love you right then and it wouldn’t have seemed out of place.


  “Ah...”


  I frowned at myself for such a stupid thought, and right then he kissed me—not the way I expected.


  His lips brushed along the edge of my flushed cheek, following the faint blush that reached past my eyes, just like he’d once described.


  He kept smiling, his touch gentle but deliberate. When I tried to look away, his quiet laughter deepened.


  Kisses rained down on my cheekbones, earlobes, and the back of my neck. Sharp, scattered drops that trailed down to my collarbone. Then a memory flashed, cold and vivid.


  They look suckable.


  Still caught in that same haze of humiliation I’d felt while shooting the solo masturbation scene, I shuddered as he brushed his lips over the tattoo on my chest and caught my nipple between them.


  “Ah!”


  I flinched, trying to sit up, but he pressed me down by the shoulder and bit the nipple with his teeth. His tongue circled it, tracing slow spirals, and my hands clenched around his shoulders. A long, breaking breath escaped me. He slid a hand down my slick back, pulling me closer.


  Then he swept his tongue up the nipple in one long stroke and began to suck again, slower this time. It throbbed, hot and swollen, as if it might burst.


  He grabbed my T-shirt and yanked it off, tossing it to the floor. When he leaned back, I caught sight of the tattoo I’d glimpsed before, back when he’d worn that sleeveless shirt. A deep indigo tattoo covered his upper arm and shoulder, reaching the skin just below his left collarbone. He lifted my chin, kissed me softly, and murmured.


  “Wanna get on top?”


  I pushed at his chest, shifted up, and looked down at him. McQueen smiled.


  “Then kiss me.”


  I bit my lower lip, bent forward, and pressed my mouth to his. Our lips moved, slow and unsteady, tasting and tugging. The way he sucked and bit made the kiss feel thick and unfamiliar. His large hand trailed up the back of my neck, then down the curve of my spine to my waist, stopping at the buckle resting above my stomach. A metallic click, and the belt came undone; the zipper slid halfway down.


  Still kissing him, I fumbled for his belt, pulled it loose, and tugged his zipper down. The heavy warmth beneath my fingers made my shoulders tremble. He drew a rough breath, shoved his pants down to his hips. I figured this was the part where I was supposed to go down on him. Breathing through my nose, I reached out with an unsure hand and slipped his briefs off.


  “…Ah.”


  He gave me a quick kiss, laughing low against my mouth. There was something almost apologetic in his eyes as he guided my hand to the thick weight resting against his lower abdomen. It was half-hard, warm under my fingers.


  Kisses rained down again, sharp and quick, over my tense face. I hesitated, then wrapped my hand around him and began to move slowly. He straightened, back taut, and pressed on my shoulder, urging me down.


  When I slid off the bed and settled between his legs, his cock filled my view. I turned my head toward the side away from the camera, exhaling to steady myself. He was tall, and he’d made a name for himself as a top in porn, so I hadn’t expected him to be small. But I couldn’t help wondering if the dildo Jack Black had given me earlier had really been enough practice.


  Since I’d already come this far, I figured there was no point in thinking about it. I pressed a kiss to the taut muscle of his abdomen, then took McQueen’s cock into my mouth. When I ducked my head to hide the mix of shame and confusion twisting in my chest, his large hands came up to cradle both sides of my face, warm against my ears.


  “Jen.”


  The sudden sound of the name made me glance up. For a second, I thought he was talking to me, but then I saw his hand tilt toward something. The camera was in his grip.


  Heat surged through my face—worse than before, almost dizzying. Was I really supposed to feel like this, touching another man? As if he meant to play at being lovers, he used his free hand to brush the hair from beside my ear, fingers gentle. I kept one hand around his penis, eyes lowered to avoid the lens, and began to move my head in slow, steady strokes.


  “Look at me,” he murmured, voice low and rough.


  I hesitated, then lifted my head. His fingers slid through my hair, pushing it back from my eyes. Light hit my face again. The lens came into view, and just beyond it, McQueen’s face, watching me in silence. His long fingers traced the blush on my cheek. They drifted down slowly, cool against my skin.


  I pulled him out, his tip slick against my lips. It had been clumsy, embarrassingly earnest, but it must’ve done something. Clear, sticky pre-cum dripped from the flushed head.


  My jaw ached from keeping my mouth open so long, my lips trembling with strain, but I swallowed hard and took him in again. If I didn’t empty my head and just focus on this, I’d want to bolt from the room in shame. Behind the camera, McQueen only bit his lip now and then, eyes fixed on me in silence.


  Tears gathered from the pressure against my throat. I winced, unable to take even half of him, and he pushed forward slowly, filling my mouth. A cough tore from me. I tried to pull back, but his hand caught the back of my neck and drew me in.


  He thrust deeper, hitting the back of my throat, and nausea surged up. I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them again just as he tossed the camera onto the bed and crashed his mouth against mine.


  The pressure eased, but my lips still throbbed. He bit them softly, then stripped off the rest of his clothes in one motion. He shoved me back onto the bed, yanked my pants down, and flung them to the floor. His firm hands slid under my knees and pushed them apart. I looked up, startled, my legs hanging open in the air, and he gave a tense little laugh.


  I felt his hot breath between my thighs. For a second, I told myself no, he wouldn’t. Then his hands gripped my ass, spreading me open, and his tongue touched down, warm and wet.


  “S-stop…”


  My toes curled, muscles locking tight. I wanted to push him away, disgust rising in my throat. But he only dragged his tongue in a slow circle, tracing the rim of my ass.


  “Ah...ah...!”


  The sensation jolted through me, sharp and unbearable. I couldn’t even form words. McQueen let out a low, satisfied laugh and pressed the tip of his tongue in, just a little, teasing past the edge. The wet muscle moved against the delicate skin inside, every flick and push obscenely clear. I clenched my teeth, fighting the sounds climbing up my throat. From this damned position, I could see everything. His mouth, the way his lips curled, the glint of his tongue moving against me.


  “...Ugh…”


  I felt the bed shift. Taylor climbed up quietly, filming from above. I squeezed my eyes shut, refusing to think about the camera catching every filthy second. His tongue moved again, insistently, as if he meant to fuck me with it. His lips pressed to the slick opening, wet and relentless.


  It shocked me, how good it felt, how my body was responding even to this. I couldn’t open my eyes. He wanted to melt me down completely. The slick pressure of his tongue pushed again, again, and I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t feeling it anymore. I bit down hard on my lip to stifle the moan, covered my face with my hand, and turned away.


  “Mm, hey. You don’t have to hold back. I like it when you feel it.”


  He rested his face against my tense thigh. The hands that had been spreading me open slid forward, catching my wrist and pulling it down. When I dared to peek, his mouth was on the soft inside of my thigh, smiling against it.


  “If it feels good,” he said softly, “why fight it?”


  Then he smiled again and kissed me there, right at the entrance, light and deliberate. Had that man ever felt ashamed of anything in his life? My hand, still caught in his grip, clenched and unclenched. His red tongue circled lazily around my rim again. A sound tore from my throat before I could stop it, my back arching.


  “So what if sex gets a little filthy? A little reckless?” he murmured with a crooked smile.


  His tongue moved slowly from my ass to the strip between, then over my balls and cock, his lips trailing upward along my stomach. He bit the nipple he’d sucked earlier, then kissed me again, hungry, almost desperate.


  His cock pressed hard against my lower belly. We touched each other there, stroking, the friction hot and wet between us.


  Then he wrapped an arm around me from behind, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe, his hips moving as he rubbed our cocks together. His palm swept over my damp hair, brushing it back from my forehead.


  He reached for the nightstand, pulled out a bottle of lube. So this was it. He was going to fuck me. Breathing hard, I watched blankly as he poured the clear gel onto his hand. “Turn over,” he said.
I faced the headboard and got on my knees. His slick hand slid between my cheeks, spreading the lube.


  “Jen,” McQueen said, “this condom’s too small.”


  “I’ll get another one.”


  “Bring the skinless kind.”


  “Got it.”


  He rubbed himself with the hand still coated in lube, then took the condom Jen handed him, stretching the opening wide before pushing his cock into it. Given his size, it wasn’t strange that he had to put it on that way, but I couldn’t stop my face from tightening.


  He squeezed out more lube, spreading it over himself, then settled behind me on his knees. His hand slipped between my thighs, brushing my hips before he kissed my lower back and pressed a finger inside. The resistance gave way easily, and my shoulders jerked at the sudden intrusion. He pulled out, then slid in again. This time with more than one finger.


  “Urgh...”


  As they withdrew, a sound escaped me, half reflex, the feeling strange, something between pressure and release. The stretch grew tighter, heavier than even when I’d practiced with the dildo. I clenched the sheets in both hands, trying not to tense my stomach. The unfamiliar movement inside me—pressing, opening, withdrawing—made my thighs shake.


  “Ah...”


  At the sound that slipped from me, his movement faltered. His fingers curved, scraping lightly as they pulled out. My hands trembled where they clutched the sheets.


  The slick glans brushed against my entrance. Instinct tightened my stomach. I tried to stay calm, told myself it wouldn’t be unbearable, but the slow but steady push left me helpless, unable even to scream.


  The pain hit hard enough to choke my breath, wiping away whatever heat had been left. He drew back, slicked himself with more oil, and pushed in again. Cleverly, he pulled out just as a cry was about to escape me, then pushed in again, each time a little deeper. It felt like he was already all the way in, but he kept slipping out, only to drive back in when I thought I could finally stand it.


  I reached out and pressed a hand against his lower abdomen. In that instant, he wrapped an arm around my waist and sank in again, slow and unrelenting.


  “Hh...”


  It was like being struck hard in the gut. I let out a strangled sound and shook my head, and he pressed his lips to the back of my neck. He held me close, his whole body covering mine, and I could only wait—unable to push or pull away—for the pain to dull into something I could bear.


  “...Ugh!”


  As if mocking the moment I let my guard down, he thrust hard, making me grit my teeth. Then he pushed in again, slower this time but deeper, stickier.


  I felt his hand move to the front, fingers brushing against my penis. He stroked my half-soft cock, then drew back a little and eased forward once more. Even with all the lube, each withdrawal tugged at the inner walls, the friction sharp and raw. I couldn’t tense up, afraid of the pain, and his rhythm grew smoother, sliding in with unyielding pressure.


  I was terrified the tight heat around him would tear. My hand groped for his where it pressed against my stomach. The moment I tried to push him away, I realized he wasn’t fully in. He pulled me back against him, his balls pressing against me as he tightened his grip around my waist.


  “P-please… ha…”


  I fought to keep from tensing my abdomen against the pain, but in the end I buried my face in the sheets. The moans spilling out sounded blurred, distant in my own ears.


  Hot breaths fell over my hair, each one bouncing back against my skin. He leaned down over me and caught my chin, tilting my face up toward him. I waited for him to draw back, but as he pushed in again, a wet sound came as my body was forced open. Moans broke from me as I was pushed open, stretched to my limit.


  McQueen kept his movements slow, almost cautious, but each deeper thrust drew a choked moan that I couldn’t hold back. Still pressed against me, McQueen slowed for a moment, lifting my hips and spreading my legs wider. He positioned himself between my legs and pushed inside. Then he caught my hands, still clutching the sheets, and pulled them toward him.


  “...Argh! ...Ah!”


  Each time he drove his hips forward, he yanked my hands back, forcing him even deeper. All I could feel through the long, wet thrusts was the burn, the slick sounds between us, and the moans slipping through my clenched teeth. As I tensed my arms, shaking my head, he slowed down and his penis went out too.


  “Urgh...”


  As if exhausted, I collapsed onto the bed. McQueen flipped me over and pressed his lips to mine.


  My sharp, uneven breaths were swallowed into his mouth, and only after a long moment did he pull away. He spread my legs wide and coated himself generously with lube.


  “Water,” McQueen muttered hoarsely. He took a sip from the bottle, then asked, “Want some?”


  “...Yeah.”


  My voice cracked as I managed to answer. He lifted my head and tilted the bottle to my lips. Part of me wished I could just pass out right there, but to him, it seemed like things were just beginning.


  “If my cock were two inches shorter, this probably wouldn’t have been so bad.”


  McQueen gave a wry smile as he rubbed my still-soft cock. I could only nod weakly, though I wondered if two inches would really have made a difference. When he leaned in again and lowered himself between my legs, I knew the short break was over and the camera was rolling again.


  ***


  The movement of his oiled fingers inside me no longer hurt the way it had before. That didn’t mean it was easy. His fingers pressed and curled against the inner wall, teasing, and my palm tensed where it braced against the wall.


  I curled my fingers into a fist. I still couldn’t believe those sounds were coming from my own mouth, but moans kept slipping out anyway. Behind me, Glenn McQueen leaned in close, his body covering mine, and pressed his lips to my shoulder.


  “Tell me if it hurts,” he murmured, his teeth grazing my skin.


  When I turned my head, he brushed the hair from my eyes and gave me a small, apologetic smile.


  His fingers were long, but that wasn’t what made it hurt. McQueen’s fingers moved in and out of me. More than one, maybe two. But compared to the strain of taking him earlier, this was manageable. When I’d been the top, he used to ask for frequent position changes to keep the scene from dragging, and now was no different.


  In truth, the position hardly mattered. The level of humiliation changed, but the exhaustion didn’t; the longer it went on, the harder it was to endure, no matter how it looked.


  Between thrusts, McQueen slowed, his hand brushing over my oversensitive skin. He moved his hips more gently than before. Maybe because I’d been in pain, he never pushed in all the way. All he asked of me was not to look away—not to drop my gaze or turn from the camera. And still, each shallow push sent a sharp sting through me, laced with that maddening, fleeting tickle that made my breath catch.


  Each time he pulled out, my body clenched tight around him, but before it could close completely, McQueen’s glans pushed in again, forcing it open. I bit back a curse and dropped my head, but he caught my chin and lifted my face visible toward the camera. He pushed in deep.


  “Ha, ah, uh...”


  Then he pulled out, only to press forward again, the tip nudging lightly at the entrance. As I bent forward, the strange mix of pain and sensation made me shudder, and he straightened his legs. Because he was taller than me, the movement drove him upward inside me. A cry tore from my throat under the crushing pressure, and he pushed in deeper. I curled my toes, every muscle tightening at the sharp, tingling rush, and he drove in even harder.


  “....Ah, urgh. Ah... Hmph...!”


  He quickened his pace and pulled me back. My upper body, which had been pressed to the wall, arched toward him. Through the sweat on my back, I could feel his heartbeat pounding fast and hard. His arms slid under mine, holding me tight as if to keep me from slipping away.


  His breath hit my ear, rough and hot. When I shivered, he let out a low, guttural sound and closed his lips around my ear. The wet heat of it made me flinch, my shoulders drawing up, and his slick fingers traced across my chest.


  I clenched my teeth as he twisted my nipples, drawing back slowly. Then he twisted them the other way, his cock driving hard against my inner walls.


  He tilted my chin back a little further for a kiss. My breath came ragged, overwhelmed by the flood of sensations, but he swallowed it all with unhurried ease. In front of the camera, it was always me who came apart. His gentleness was only an act—there was no mercy in it.


  Instead of stopping to change positions as before, he didn’t pull out; he pushed me up on the bed, burying his face in my damp hair. For a moment I thought he meant to turn me over again, but he shifted my body instead, spreading my legs wide as he pressed forward. I could feel his balls pressed against me, which meant he was buried all the way inside.


  The fullness made my stomach twist, and McQueen’s cool fingertips brushed the corner of my trembling eye. I hadn’t cried, yet he touched me as if wiping away tears.


  “Does it hurt too much?” he asked softly, his voice disarmingly gentle, just before our lips met.


  I dropped my gaze, breaking the promise I’d made to keep looking at him. He drove in hard. Pain made my body curl in on itself. When his lips met mine, swallowing the sound that escaped, I nodded faintly and wrapped my arms around his back.


  The constant friction and his relentless touch left my whole body raw and oversensitive. Sometimes a strange shiver ran up my spine, leaving goosebumps in its wake. Whenever I stiffened and tried to push him away, McQueen only pressed harder, insistent and unyielding. It wasn’t enough to make me come, so I had to use my hand to get hard again each time I went soft.


  When I’d been on top of McQueen earlier, Taylor had laughed, saying it wasn’t bad at all for a first time. But the words had brought no comfort.


  “Ha... Hmph... ugh!”


  The shallow, circling thrusts inside me made it feel like it was happening all over again. I squeezed my eyes shut, then forced them open. I could sense the shadow of the camera above, filming my face from above, but this time I didn’t glance toward it. Just then, a line from An Actor Prepares came back to me, one I’d practically memorized by heart:


  The ideal state is when the actor is completely drawn into the play, unaware of how he feels, unthinking of what he’s doing, everything flowing unconsciously and instinctively.


  Like the author said, I was getting a masterclass in acting from Glenn McQueen himself. Only this one was far too messy, too obscene, too dangerously consuming for me to handle. He could be ruthless one moment, tender the next, relentlessly trying to coax my body into responding.


  Maybe it would’ve been easier if I’d just filmed with Lehnsherr instead. At least then it could’ve ended with his release and my pain, nothing more. A straight man, playing at lovers with another man, with Glenn McQueen, of all people. I thought that as I looked up at him, eyes burning and wet from tears.


  “Ah, ah!”


  Suddenly, his pace quickened. When I tried to push at his shoulders, he caught my wrists and pinned them to the bed, moving even faster. I muttered please, please, over and over, but he only increased his pace. The pressure was unbearable, almost torturous, and when I struggled to free my bound hands, his movements grew sharper.


  “S-slow… down… please… Ha...”


  The words came out against his slick shoulder as I pressed my forehead there. He reached up, grabbed the back of my head, and pulled it down. Forced to tilt my face upward, I met his gaze through half-lidded eyes. The persistence in his stare burned like a lover’s, and when I turned away, his tongue slid up my jaw in a slow, deliberate stroke.


  I wasn’t naive enough to think this meant anything to McQueen. To him, this was just another job, an act, a paid illusion of temporary lovers. I hated the way he looked at me, the way his eyes seemed to suggest something real. Even the heat in his gaze felt wrong. It would’ve been easier if we’d just been cold about it, bodies without pretense. I was doing this for money, but pretending to be lovers didn’t make it any easier to bear.


  Feeling his steady gaze on me, I finally leaned in and kissed him first.


  Sweat ran down my back until the sheets beneath me were soaked. If this went on much longer, even I, who prided myself on my stamina, would have to crawl home afterward. I kept stroking myself with hands slick with oil until I felt release building inside me. Watching my ragged breathing, McQueen pressed a damp kiss to my forehead.


  “Stop… stop. Just a little… more.”


  McQueen laced his fingers through mine, pinning my hands to the bed. Even he couldn’t pretend composure anymore; the calm, practiced smile had disappeared from his face.


  As his pace quickened, that tingling sensation flared inside me again. My toes curled as the feeling surged through me. The pressure inside me vanished for an instant. Only to return, heavier and deeper. A violent climax tore through me.


  “Ha...agh...!”


  I felt my semen spurt out. I reached for my cock in a hurry, but I’d already finished. McQueen’s face twitched.


  I couldn’t tell if I’d come because I’d been touching myself right up to the edge, or because of what I’d felt from behind. Flustered, I dropped my gaze and tried to catch my breath. I shuddered again as McQueen slowly pulled out.


  He pulled off the condom and climbed over me, his chest rising and falling. For a moment he just looked down, hand slick with oil, before a low sound slipped from his throat. Warm liquid hit my chest, and I lifted my eyes in spite of myself.


  He was still breathing hard, but the confusion I felt wasn’t there in him. He ran a hand through his damp hair and swallowed.


  The look in his eyes stripped away the last trace of tenderness—like the cover of Gigolo, the book that had first made me notice him, those eyes seemed to say it plainly:


  The act is over.


  But it lasted only a moment. His unreadable eyes curved into a faint smile. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, then leaned down, scattering light kisses over my oversensitive skin. He nipped lightly at my nipples, then licked the traces of semen from my chin before pressing his lips to mine. It felt burning. Maybe my lips were swollen. As if to make up for the brutal sex, he kissed me softly. Like a lover savoring the afterglow.


  “Mmm… the mood’s pretty good. Should we shoot next week’s scene now?” As the kiss lingered, Taylor joked from behind the camera.


  When I turned toward him with a dazed, exhausted look, his grin was mischievous.


  “I don’t mind,” McQueen said. “What do you think? Should we?”


  He smiled, leaning forward with his arms braced on either side of my shoulders. I didn’t have the strength or focus to reply, so I just shook my head. I knew he was teasing; he didn’t mean it. My whole body felt drained, too heavy to move.


  Taylor stepped closer, camera still in hand.


  “So? How was your first time as a bottom?”


  “Just…”


  “Just?”


  “I think I understand now… why women make those sounds. I just… feel tired.”


  My voice cracked as I spoke, eyes fluttering closed, then open again.


  The room suddenly went quiet. After a long pause, Taylor cleared his throat, his face faintly red.


  “What about you, Glenn?”


  “Don’t ask.”


  “Why not?”


  McQueen only gave a thin smile as he stood. Jack Black handed him a towel, and he took it without a word.


  It wasn’t until the warmth of his body left me that I realized the shoot was finally over. The clock said nearly eight. Had we really been filming for almost two hours? I wasn’t the kind to tire easily, but my legs refused to hold me up. I sat at the edge of the bed, back aching, feeling as if I’d been devoured and spat back out.


  Everything—my thoughts, my body, my mood—was a wreck. Something heavier than guilt clung to me, sticky and suffocating, like the mess still drying on my skin. I lifted my head just in time to see McQueen walking toward Jack Black. It felt as though his presence still lingered inside me, the sensation of him moving deep within refusing to fade.


  “Even after editing, it’ll run over forty minutes,” Taylor said.


  “Hmm. Should we split it into two episodes?”


  “Good idea.”


  “With the behind-the-scenes, that makes three videos total.”


  “That’s fine. It’s late anyway. Let’s finish the rest in London. We all need to clock out sometime.”


  “But, uh, hey, Glenn?”


  “Yeah?”


  “It’s almost a shame to cut it. Can I keep the raw footage? I mean, today was just… wow.”


  McQueen frowned at him, but said nothing. Then his gaze shifted—to me. When I didn’t look away, he finally turned his head.


  “Do what you want,” he said, shrugging, and walked into the shower.


  Even from that distance, his glance left a cold scrape along my chest.


  I stared at the mess on my skin. His and mine, mixed together, already cooling. Something warm brushed against my back. I turned to see Janine. She wrapped a large towel around me.


  “Thanks,” I muttered.


  She avoided my eyes, rubbing the back of her neck, her expression somewhere between a smile and a wince. Even in her awkwardness, there was concern. But I didn’t have it in me to tell her I was fine. My legs trembled as I stood.


  I made my way to the open shower, a few steps from McQueen, and turned on the water. The hot spray eased the stiffness in my muscles, chasing away the chill left by the air conditioner. For a moment, I forgot everything—almost drifted off.


  “You working tomorrow?” he asked, rubbing his shoulder with a shower sponge.


  “…No. The Monday event got canceled because of the rain.”


  “Stay the night,” he said.


  Water splashed into my eyes, stinging. I blinked and looked over.


  “The rain’s coming down hard,” McQueen said. “Driving back like this would be rough. We’ve got plenty of rooms.”


  He paused, eyes dropping.


  “And you shouldn’t push yourself.”


  “…….”


  He was right. Rain still poured outside, hard enough to make me wonder if they’d even make their flight to London tomorrow. Looking down at me, he rubbed a hand over his face.


  He didn’t say because of the rain again, but the words hung in the air between us. Because of the rain.


  “Alright,” I said quietly.


  I tilted my face up toward the showerhead. The hot water hit hard, stinging my skin, searing through my thoughts until even my mind felt feverish.


  ***


  Because of the rain, we couldn’t shoot outside, so we took the photos for the website in the studio instead. Glenn McQueen wasn’t the man behind the camera today—the one who used to stare through the lens with that cold, detached gaze. He stood in front of it this time, pretending to kiss me with a serious face. After a few shutter clicks, his lips brushed against the side of my neck. That was the end of it.


  Jack Black copied the footage onto a memory card, sealed it in a protective case, and slipped it into his bag. Taylor and the brown-haired cameraman, Liam, wrapped up and left for the day. Glenn McQueen, now fully dressed, was watching the scene we’d just shot on the small LCD screen of the camera.


  The air inside was cool enough to kill whatever heat had been left from the shoot. Jack had asked me to wear drawers instead of trunks for filming. The briefs clung close to my skin, tighter than I was used to, and the sensation was oddly unfamiliar.


  “Don’t think about anything tonight. Just get some sleep,” Janine said.


  “Yeah.”


  “If you want to watch a movie, ask McQueen. He’ll put one on for you. There’s a decent collection on the second floor, but there’s even more on the fifth. You’ll probably find something you like.”


  “…Okay.”


  “If you can’t sleep, call me. I’ll be up till midnight, alright?”


  “Sure.”


  “And if you get hungry, ask McQueen to make you something. I don’t know if he’s stocked up on groceries since he’s leaving for almost two weeks, but tell him I said so. For what it’s worth, the guy can actually cook.”


  “…….”


  McQueen sat on the sofa, watching the footage they’d shot earlier with a serious expression. He glanced toward Janine, one eyebrow lifting slightly before he gave a short laugh and looked back at the small LCD screen.


  “Hmm, and… tell them to get you something else to wear. You’ll be uncomfortable sleeping in—”


  “Janine.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why are you worried about me?”


  I asked as I rested a hand on her shoulder. I knew why she was worried, of course. Maybe it was just intuition. Women tend to sense things men don’t, and she could probably feel that something was off. Still, I didn’t believe my low mood came only from exhaustion, pain, or guilt over earning money through porn. It was… more complicated than that.


  She hesitated for a moment, then said.


  “Just because…”


  It was a baseless kind of concern, one even she couldn’t explain. I tapped my finger lightly against her forehead. Restless and fidgety, Janine sighed deeply and gave an exaggerated shrug.


  “Fine. I’ll call when I get home. It’ll take about an hour.”


  “God, you talk too much. Can we go now? You can see I’m waiting, right? Huh? Can’t you tell you’re annoying him?”


  With a long, theatrical sigh, Jack Black gave her his best Blinded by Madness pose, hands pressed to his ears. Janine shot him a look of irritation, and McQueen crooked a finger at Jack.


  “Come here.”


  Grumbling under his breath, Jack walked over.


  “This shot, the close-up on Tommy’s face.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Cut it together with the first penetration shot.”


  Jack’s eyes flicked from the screen to me. I wanted to pretend I hadn’t heard, but the heat rising in my face betrayed me.


  “And this one, zoom in on the opening, then pull back to a full shot.”


  “Mm… hey.”


  “What.”


  “Let’s do it later.”


  “Why.”


  Jack nudged McQueen’s side with his elbow, whispering something under his breath. I could feel McQueen’s gaze turning toward me. I sighed and slipped my hand from Janine’s shoulder into my pocket. They must think I’m the kind of idiot who blushes over every little thing.


  “I’ll get going, Jen.”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  Jack walked over, looking dazed, and helped Janine carry her bags. The elevator chimed, and just before the doors closed, they both turned to wave at me and Glenn McQueen. When the doors slid shut, the softened sound of rain against the windows filled the silence. I looked out at the misty night and thought of something pointless. That I felt like a fish trapped inside an aquarium.


  The air in the studio had grown as cold as the rain outside. Rubbing my arms, I glanced around the wide, empty space. With the chatter gone, the big studio hall felt oppressively still. Yet even with half the crew gone, I could still feel someone else’s presence pressing heavy against my skin. Heavier now, if anything.


  Glenn McQueen was still seated, eyes on the replaying footage. His expression was unreadable, as though he were analyzing every frame for the precise moment that might provoke a reaction. From the camera came the faint, static-filled noise of the recording. Then I realized what it was. The sound I’d ignored while talking to Janine.


  Was that… me? Crying like that? Begging like that?


  Damn it.


  My hands clenched, then loosened. My chest thudded hard, remembering the feeling. I wanted to claw the sound out of my ears. I grimaced at that unfamiliar voice—mine—and started to move away from it, but then the sound stopped. I heard the soft thud of the camera being set down. The creak of him standing. Footsteps coming closer.


  I couldn’t swallow. I stood there, staring out the window until I felt him behind me. When I turned, McQueen was looking at me.


  “You must be tired. Let’s go upstairs,” he said, tapping my back lightly.


  As we climbed the stairs, motion-sensor lights flicked on and off behind us, chasing away and then returning the darkness.


  The spiral staircase stretched all the way to the top floor, and it felt like climbing the inside of a dim medieval tower. But the thought vanished as soon as he opened the door to the fifth floor. I’d imagined something shadowy and cold, but I’d been completely wrong.


  When the lights came on, the first thing I saw was a photograph filling the entire wall—or what looked like one at first.


  It wasn’t really a photo, but a mosaic made of hundreds of small monochrome tiles, each shaded differently to form an image. It showed a rural train station, black rails stretching into a fog so thick the vanishing point disappeared. The focus was on a man in a raincoat waiting for a train, while the other figures were lost in the mist, their outlines barely visible.


  The man’s back, waiting in that haze where everything turned opaque, left a striking impression. The image as a whole was stark and powerful in its contrasts. The train would surely arrive on time, yet the scene itself felt suspended in uncertainty, like fog made tangible. There was something isolated there, cut off in the vague eternity of waiting. Before I knew it, I’d been staring, completely absorbed by the mosaic.


  The image lingered in my chest, heavy and unshakable. Without turning around, I asked the man standing behind me.


  “What’s it called?”


  I thought I might look it up later, but McQueen tilted his head slightly and said.


  “Don’t know. Never thought about it.”


  He glanced at the wall, expression unreadable, and after a brief pause he murmured.


  “Hmm… how about The Life of a Ghost?”


  Lowering his gaze, he gave me a short look before walking past me and disappearing into one of the rooms. Something in the way he moved, quiet and almost spectral, made the hair on my arms rise.


  If he really hadn’t thought of a title before, then that striking black-and-white mosaic wasn’t someone else’s work. It must have been his. He handled a camera too well for it not to be possible. Maybe it was a photo he’d taken on some trip through a worn-down European town; the letters on the train station’s iron pillar weren’t in English.


  The Life of a Ghost. The name suited it, and I found myself whispering it under my breath. A life unseen and unfelt, existing alone even in the same space as others. A ghost’s life. Looking up again at the mosaic, with its man trapped in an endless, suspended wait, I realized what gave the image its chill. Cold air was spilling down from the ceiling vent.


  “I’ll leave it on for a bit. It’s humid,” he said.


  The air was already cool from the rain, and as he turned on the air conditioner to chase away the damp, a chill spread over my arms. He handed me a change of clothes. Black sweatpants, a black cotton T-shirt, and a light blue cardigan. I’d always thought I was tall, but I had to roll the cuffs and hem. They were clearly his.


  When I came out after changing, McQueen was in the kitchen, heating something on the stove. I wandered across the wide living room and sank onto the edge of the couch. There were five doors in all, just like he’d said, plenty of rooms. Unlike the sterile studio, this space felt lived in, shaped by someone’s quiet habits.


  “Here, drink this. You must be cold.”


  He handed me a steaming mug of mulled wine.


  The scent of red wine simmered with lemon, orange, cinnamon, and cloves filled the air.


  “I added a lot of honey, so it might be a bit sweet,” he said, settling beside me and taking a slow sip.


  He was right. It was sweet.


  “When I was a kid, my mother used to make this whenever it got cold,” he said with a small, dry laugh. “The alcohol would boil off, but still—she was basically giving her kid wine.”


  He leaned back against the chair, and I caught a glimpse of his throat moving as he swallowed. I looked down at the dark red drink in my hands.


  “It’s a French home remedy, I heard.”


  “Hm?”


  “She probably made it so you wouldn’t catch a cold.”


  “Probably,” he said with a faint nod.


  When the fog on the window finally cleared, he turned off the air conditioner. Even with most of the alcohol gone, the warmth of the wine spread through me, heat pooling low in my body.


  “Are you feeling any better now?” he asked.


  I could feel his gaze on me. There was still a dull ache, a faint sense of rawness deep inside, but I nodded.


  “Yes.”


  “I tried not to hurt you, but in the moment…”


  His brow furrowed as his face tightened. Whatever he’d meant to add, he kept to himself. After a long pause, he finally spoke.


  “Tell me if it hurts. I keep painkillers and a numbing ointment around, just in case.”


  I met that casual kindness with a firm reply.


  “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry.”


  His concern reminded me too much of the shoot. Maybe I sounded colder than I meant to, and the thought stayed with me longer than it should have. Still, McQueen didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he just didn’t care. The silence between us felt awkward, though probably only to me. To him, I was probably someone he didn’t have to think about anymore, not once the sex was over.


  “Should we eat something?” he asked, rising after a sip of the now-lukewarm wine.


  “I didn’t eat much earlier, and I’m getting hungry. I’ll make something for you too.”


  I wasn’t exactly starving, but I nodded. A little food didn’t sound bad. He went to the kitchen, opened the fridge and cupboards, and started chopping and stirring with quiet precision. While he moved around, I turned on the TV with the remote lying on the table and flipped through channels without focus.


  The bookshelf beside it was stacked with DVDs and books of every kind. I could almost picture Glenn McQueen in his element—not just the man from porn sets, but someone who consumed culture in every form. It wasn’t just sex that had built his little empire; there was more behind it. Maybe that’s why his scenes never felt like overblown fantasies, but something sharper, distilled from everything he’d absorbed. That must have been it.


  “Why’ve you had the TV on all this time if you’re only watching the commercials?”


  A home-shopping ad for drain cleaner was running on the screen. At some point, he’d come up behind me, smiling faintly as he asked. Because I was thinking about you. I couldn’t say that, so I just laughed a little instead.


  He hadn’t been exaggerating when he said he’d keep it simple. It was spaghetti—tomato purée with a bit of seafood tossed in. He served it from the pot and sat down across from me.


  I hadn’t expected small talk or a warm atmosphere, but even so, the silence felt heavy. Neither of us said a word as we ate, the only sounds the rain outside and the loud chatter from the TV. He looked tired, maybe because the nap he’d grabbed that morning on the studio couch hadn’t been enough. I watched him quietly twirl the spaghetti on his fork, chew, swallow, then said,


  “You’ve got a lot of DVDs.”


  He blinked slowly, as if fighting off sleep, then lifted his head to look at me.


  “It’s my only hobby. Once it turned into a habit, I started obsessing over it. An expensive obsession.”


  I nodded. Everyone had something. Janine with her sunglasses, Glenn McQueen with his films.


  “There’s a small collection on the fourth floor, not just the studio downstairs. The ones I watch often are on the fifth floor. That’s where the library is. If you ever want to borrow something, go ahead. The catalog’s in the file next to the TV.”


  Two blue binders sat exactly where he pointed. When I glanced at their thick spines, he added.


  “If I didn’t keep a list, I’d probably end up buying the same ones again.”


  I nodded again. McQueen twirled his fork and said,


  “Take whatever you like. Just bring it back when you’re done.”


  He stuffed a forkful of spaghetti into his mouth, his cheek bulging slightly as he chewed.


  I’d meant to slow down and eat slowly, but before I knew it, my plate was already empty. I took small sips of the leftover wine, waiting quietly while he finished. The clink of his plate broke the silence, and then he spoke.


  “You seemed really embarrassed today.”


  “…….”


  “Well, I get it. Nine years ago, even I wasn’t comfortable undressing in front of a camera.”


  Nine years. I paused mid-sip, doing the math. Janine had said he’d debuted at twenty. That would make him twenty-nine—maybe thirty-one at most.


  “Well, I’m fine with it now,” he said, shrugging with an easy grin.


  Now that I’d actually had sex with him, I finally understood what that grin meant. It was self-assured yet weary, careless yet magnetic—a kind of raw, unvarnished charm stripped of all pretense.


  “When was that—nine years ago? So you started out doing straight—”


  “No, I knew I was gay when I was eleven. Didn’t have to pretend.”


  He closed his eyes and pressed his fingertips against them, as if easing the fatigue.


  “I went to a mission school. My father was close with the theology teacher there. He had this strict, ascetic face. And I remember wanting to ruin it, to twist it out of shape. The impulse was so strong it scared me.”


  “…….”


  “At first, I thought it was just violence I wanted. But as I got older, I realized it wasn’t that. It was desire. I’d known it instinctively, even back then.”


  He pushed his half-finished plate away, resting his elbow on the table and his chin in his hand. The wine in his glass swayed, dark and heavy.


  “I was born into a family obsessed with restraint. Even having sexual thoughts was something to feel guilty about. But you can’t suppress desire forever. It explodes eventually.”


  A tired smile crossed his face, edged with irony. After a pause, he murmured.


  “So now, when I see someone who looks ascetic, I can’t leave them alone.”


  McQueen turned the stem of his glass, watching the deep red liquid swirl.


  “Well, that was a long time ago.”


  He clicked his tongue and took a big sip of the now-cold wine. And then I remembered what Kayle had said. His comment that there was something ascetic about me—like a Tibetan monk. I swallowed hard and bit my lip. The thought made me smile bitterly, wondering if I was reading too much into it. Our gazes clung, thick and unmoving, as if neither of us could look away.


  Then the phone rang. The tune was some old pop song, the sound of it slicing through the still air like a crack in glass. I felt a strange relief when I saw the name on the screen. It was Janine Keaton. She must’ve called because she’d promised to once she got home. I lowered my eyes.


  “You made it home.”


  - Yeah. It’s pouring out. I’m soaked. Ugh, I feel gross.


  Janine’s bright voice filled the room. McQueen glanced at me, then stood up and carried his empty bowl to the sink.


  – What are you doing right now?


  “Eating.”


  – Did he cook you something good?


  “Yeah.”


  – Ugh, I was starving, so I grabbed a burger on the way home. Guess I’ll gain weight again.


  “You’re skinny. You’ll be fine.”


  – Oh, please. You lie way too easily.


  She muttered, voice muffled between bites. Laughter flickered through the line.


  I was about to stand up and help with the dishes, phone pressed between my shoulder and ear, when McQueen brought me a cup. A chamomile teabag floated in it.


  – You’re with him?


  “Yeah.”


  – Just had dinner?


  “What do you mean, just had dinner?”


  The kettle in McQueen’s hand stilled.


  – I was thinking on my way home.


  “Yeah.”


  – I might be overstepping, but… well, it’s probably nothing.


  “…….”


  – Just, when I was talking with Jen earlier, I got this weird feeling.


  “What kind of feeling?”


  – If McQueen asks you to stay the night, ah… I don’t even know why I’m saying this.


  “…….”


  – I mean, if you want to, that’s your call. But if things… somehow head that way—


  The sound of pouring water had stopped long ago. McQueen stood there, kettle in hand, staring down at the table in silence.


  He probably thought this was absurd. Janine’s worry was only making things worse. If I looked in the mirror right now, my face would probably be gray.


  “Janine.”


  - Yeah?


  “Stop worrying about nonsense.”


  Maybe my tone was too sharp, because she went quiet. I didn’t know why she was saying all this, but she was only looking out for me, and I’d snapped for no reason. I sighed.


  “Get some sleep. You must be tired.”


  - Okay.


  “I’m hanging up.”


  - Yeah.


  “Good night.”


  – You too. Oh, and don’t turn your phone off.


  Before I could reply, the line went dead. Maybe she was enjoying this, I thought, staring down at the silent phone. Then I glanced up at the man across from me, unable to meet his eyes. Glenn McQueen hadn’t poured himself any tea.


  “Am I really that untrustworthy?” he murmured, pushing the cup toward me.


  He looked down at the steam from the cup, with a faint trace of irony on his face. When he lifted his head and our eyes met, McQueen wiped the sarcasm from his face and smiled.


  “The toothbrush is on the bathroom shelf.”


  He pushed his chair back in under the table and turned away. As he walked past the living room toward his bedroom, he never once looked back at me.


  ***


  In an unfamiliar bed, I kept slipping in and out of light sleep before finally sitting up. My hips still ached.


  I should’ve swallowed my pride and asked him for a topical painkiller. The soreness burned where I clenched, and it only reminded me how raw it still felt.


  A new day had technically begun after midnight, but it had only been seven hours since I’d had sex with Glenn McQueen. The blurred heaviness, the sticky melancholy, and the tension that had gripped the back of my neck when I was overwhelmed by his presence—those moments had passed. The dull pain hadn’t.


  The burning throb below wouldn’t let me forget. In the end, I gave in and touched around the area with my fingers. It felt a little swollen. Even with the help of oil, it was no wonder. It had taken him entirely inside. But the real problem wasn’t the ache left in my body.


  When I was seventeen, neither precocious nor particularly slow, I’d had sex for the first time, with a girlfriend. I hadn’t lived long, but looking back, that first experience divided my life cleanly in two.


  A lot changed after I learned what sex was. Before sex, I was a kid. After, I wasn’t the kind of boy who could be content just holding hands anymore.


  Would it be the same with McQueen? Right now all that remained was the pain, but would it someday mean something else? Since last night, since sleeping with him, an unease had been sitting under my skin.


  My mind kept replaying what had happened. McQueen moving above me, soothing me, pushing deeper—the rush of unfamiliar sensations, and the moments he covered me, wet and shameless and overwhelming. The strange thing was, none of it had disgusted me. It had only scared me.


  Staring blankly into the dark, I searched for my phone by touch. Maybe it had fallen to the floor while I was lost in thought. I didn’t find it until I switched the light on and spotted it under the bed.


  Sitting on the edge of the mattress, I stared down at the screen. The search bar was open. After a long moment of hesitation, I typed: Glenn McQueen. His Wikipedia page appeared at the top.


  Glenn McQueen (born Cleed McQueen) is a gay porn actor and director, and the founder and CEO of McQueen Entertainment, the largest gay adult film company in New York. He is known for his outspoken criticism of Christianity and conservative politics, as well as for addressing drug use and unsafe sex practices within the gay community.


  Born in Mississippi, he lived with his mother in Germany from ages three to eight, then moved back to the U.S. to live with his father. While attending college in New York, he founded McQueen Entertainment using money he earned from nude modeling, amateur gay porn appearances, and escort work.


  Below the entry were his filmography and external links—an endless list of titles, including the embarrassingly explicit ones I’d seen the first day I visited McQueen Entertainment. I’d looked him up on a whim, but I hadn’t expected him to be famous enough to have his own Wikipedia page.


  That he’d gone to a mission school surprised me, but the part about being from the conservative South, even more so. When he was eleven, early enough to want to twist the face of that ascetic theology teacher, he’d already recognized his desire. Maybe that was why he’d accepted being gay so easily, why he’d never felt guilty about using his body to make money.


  I imagined Glenn McQueen as a teenager, rebelling against everything around him, then set my phone down. Sleep still wouldn’t come.


  All I could see outside the window was the wall of the building across from his. When I cracked the window open, rain spilled in, soft but steady. The downpour had eased a little overnight. Under the room’s light, the raindrops scattered like silver fish as they fell. I sat there watching for a while before getting up.


  Out in the living room, I opened the blue binder. Both binders were as thick as phone books, One sorted by director, the other by title. Inside were films I remembered from my high school theater club days. Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange and Eyes Wide Shut. There were also works by Ingmar Bergman.


  The films he watched often were underlined in blue pen, with small handwritten comments beside them. Next to Eyes Wide Shut, he’d scribbled: Gentlemen. Please, Gentlemen…


  I traced the marks he’d made—his thoughts, preserved on paper—then slid the binder back into place.


  Just looking through his films and books had taken me all the way to five in the morning. I’d stayed the night. I should probably start getting ready to leave. A short note saying thanks for letting me crash would be enough, I thought, as I opened the bathroom door. The idea of staying until morning and having to face him again felt… uncomfortable. But that small hope vanished the moment he appeared.


  I had just washed my face and was squeezing toothpaste onto my brush when he suddenly opened the door.


  “Ah… good morning.”


  He looked startled to see me, then said good morning. His hair was a mess in the back. Probably because he’d gone to bed with it still damp. The sight made me laugh before I could stop myself. He blinked at me, surprised, brows lifting all the way up, then glanced at the mirror and let out a small laugh of his own. As he smoothed down the back of his hair, he asked,


  “Did you sleep well?”


  Our eyes met in the mirror. I lifted the toothbrush and nodded.


  “Yes.”


  I expected him to step back out, but instead he walked barefoot across the dry tiles and came to stand beside me. Still half-asleep, he squeezed toothpaste onto his own brush. I wondered if I should leave the bathroom to him or just stay and brush beside him. But heading out now felt even stranger, so I started brushing.


  I’d seen scenes like this in movies. Lovers waking up late after a night together, brushing their teeth side by side. It wasn’t the same meaning, but we had had sex, so brushing our teeth together like this, just the two of us, felt oddly intimate. He didn’t seem to think much of it. He simply lowered his gaze and brushed diligently.


  Standing beside him made the height difference obvious. My eyes came level with his jawline. Everything about him was big, honestly. I spat out the foam. He spat out his. We kept taking turns spitting, then rinsed our mouths quickly and left the bathroom in a hurry. Damn it. My face was heating up again. Breath caught in my throat, chest tightening as my cheeks burned hot.


  I stumbled into the bedroom and dropped onto the edge of the bed.


  “Jesus Christ…”


  Rubbing my damp face with a dry hand, I realized something. I hadn’t rinsed properly. There was still toothpaste at the corner of my mouth. A sigh kept pushing out of me before I even realized it.


  When I stepped out of the room, Glenn McQueen was coming out of the bathroom, shaking water from his damp hair. Tightening the belt of his white bathrobe, he caught me as I crossed the living room toward the stairs.


  “Breakfast?”


  “…Sorry?”


  “I meant, do you usually eat breakfast?”


  “Just… something quick.”


  “Then don’t go. Wait a minute.”


  He headed back into his room and reappeared soon after, fully dressed. Everything he wore was black. Looking at me hovering awkwardly, he said,


  “You don’t have to look like you’re desperate to escape. I’m letting you go.”


  I only felt awkward about relying on him—crashing at his place, eating his food—but he’d taken it the wrong way. He gave a crooked little smile, tapped my shoulder, and walked toward the kitchen. If I didn’t say something, the misunderstanding would stay, but honestly, nothing about our situation would change either way.


  Still, it felt strange. This man people would probably call the king of the night, waking up early and starting his day before dawn. I always woke around sunrise too, so a faint sense of likeness stirred in me.


  I sat down at the table and watched McQueen move around the kitchen. He tied a white apron around his waist and opened the fridge, pulling out ingredients one after another. A man that tall moving so efficiently, preparing food with clean, swift gestures. It was almost surprising. Every step and every sound felt like a light, lively morning melody.


  He placed a large plate in front of me and took the seat across the table. On the four-seater table, there were salads, a few slices of fruit, toast with butter and cheese, bacon, a blueberry smoothie, and chicken breast roasted with garlic. I stared at the spread in surprise, and he shrugged.


  “I made a lot so I can use up everything quickly. …Eat.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Don’t hold back. Eat as much as you want.”


  As I picked up my fork, I felt his eyes following the movement of my hand while he cut his own food.


  “Taste okay?”


  “Yes.”


  I speared a piece of chicken and roasted garlic, chewed, and felt like I should add something. After taking a sip of water, I said,


  “You’re really good at cooking.”


  He paused mid-slice and looked at me.


  “I’m good at everything. Whatever it is.”


  He smiled.


  “When you’re good at everything, you don’t have to pretend to be humble.”


  His tone was so serious I couldn’t tell if it was a joke or not, and I let out a quiet laugh.


  “Hm… It was a joke, but you can believe it if you want.”


  He laughed too, a little unguarded, and lifted his fork again.


  I’d regarded him as difficult and uncomfortable, but the unexpected moments he showed made him impossible to get a read on. I watched his dark, deep eyes for a moment, then took a drink of the smoothie and asked,


  “What time’s your flight?”


  “Once we finish eating, I should start getting ready. I only need to grab the luggage I packed, so there’s no need to rush.”


  “Good thing the rain’s let up.”


  “I know. It was coming down so hard last night.”


  The man’s words made both of us pause at almost the exact same moment. Because of the rain. Something inside me squeezed and drained out like a soaked sponge being wrung dry. His hand, which had been scraping up the rest of the salad, didn’t move again for a long moment.


  “Jennifer isn’t usually the type to get that worked up.”


  He stared off into space, as if something had just occurred to him, then let out a short laugh.


  “He suddenly got all fired up on the phone. Woke me in the middle of the night to say the edit was done.”


  “…….”


  “It’ll go up on Thursday.”


  “…Ah.”


  I made a useless sound, and he continued.


  “Actually—”


  He chewed on a forkful of salad as he spoke.


  “We only shot together because of the circumstances.”


  “…….”


  “But the first time… I don’t usually attach meaning to things like that, yet it was good. Good enough that I actually got absorbed in it for the first time in a long while.”


  He speared a piece of bacon. His voice was calm, almost instructional, so calm that I couldn’t detect any emotional residue in it. I dropped my gaze and kept chewing in silence. Unlike him, I had nothing to say. It was a first experience—too new to say it was good or bad.


  I wasn’t sure how breakfast ended or how the dawn finally arrived. We drifted through talk about his schedule in England, about Janine, emptying our plates slowly. Letting his words get to me felt stupid, so every instinctive thought that reached toward him, I cut off before it formed.


  I watched him as he brewed tea, then suddenly remembered Empa. I had somehow gone a full day without feeding him.


  “I should get going now.”


  “At least finish your tea first.”


  “...I need to feed my cat.”


  “Ah… right. The cat.”


  I didn’t know what he thought about a cat that had gone a whole day unfed, but he nodded as he poured hot water into a single cup. Then, glancing at me sideways, he said,


  “Your shoes are on top of the shoe cabinet by the entrance.”


  “Alright.”


  Leaning his hip casually against the sink, cup in hand, Glenn McQueen lifted the tea to his lips. I dipped my head in a small goodbye and went to retrieve the shoes. The Converse sneakers, once soaked, no longer smelled like rain or mildew, but faintly of something aromatic, like a deodorizer. The soles were dry and warm against my bare feet.


  I was probably just another expendable prop in his porn, nothing more. Yet he was… meticulous. When I turned back, he raised his cup slightly and smiled.


  “Thanks for having me.”


  “Sure.”


  I just nodded and pushed open the door. Right before I shut the door, he lowered his head and turned away. I watched his back through the narrowing gap, then quietly shut the door.


  The moment I stepped outside the building, my breath burst out of me like something I’d been holding underwater for too long. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding it at all. The damp morning air filled my lungs until they hurt. I stood still, exhaling in sharp, dry bursts. I couldn’t understand why I was so tense.


  The rain had eased up even more. It was now barely a drizzle, soft enough that I didn’t need an umbrella. Breathing in the cold, wet morning air, I closed my eyes tight.


  When I opened my eyes, the street was already packed with people on their way to work. A clogged one-way street, steam rising off the wet asphalt from the manholes. Just another New York morning. It hit me like a hammer to the back of the head. All the tension from last night faded, slipping into something dreamlike, and reality rushed back in. The city’s restless noise, that was my real world.


  I started walking. I felt distracted, and maybe a little reluctant to leave, but I didn’t look back at the old brownstone where Glenn McQueen was.


  The feeling snagging at me didn’t make sense. Not even to myself. Like Lot’s wife fleeing Sodom and Gomorrah, it felt as if the moment I gave in to that pull and turned back, I’d turn into a pillar of salt.




  - 5 -


  Nobody comes over at this hour. I opened the door, and a sweaty kid immediately snapped,


  “What the hell.”


  Pretty sure I should’ve been the one saying that.


  He looked up at me, frowning, still holding his finger in the air like he’d been mashing the buzzer nonstop. It was Yowi—Cheng’s cousin’s son. Since I’d been cleaning, I still had a damp rag in hand when I looked down at him, tilting my head.


  “What about you. What’re you doing here.”


  Yowi tapped the safety chain I’d installed to keep the door from opening all the way with that same finger.


  “What do you think. It’s me.”


  “…….”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know I’m good-looking. Stop staring and open up.”


  Sometimes I wondered if he got that shameless streak straight from Cheng’s cousin. Imagining all that cold, rude blood running under their spotless skin, I unhooked the chain. The second he stepped inside, he demanded cold water with ice. Yowi took the glass and took in the cramped living room and bedroom with a sweeping glance.


  “Wow. Your place really sucks. No elevator, and it’s hotter in here than it is outside.”


  “Why are you here.”


  “At least it’s clean in here.”


  In the summer, the place turned into an oven because of all the trapped heat from the rooftop. And the smaller the apartment, the hotter it felt, so I tried to at least keep it spotless. Watching him stroll around critiquing everything, I asked again,


  “So why are you here.”


  He ignored me and finished the entire glass of water.


  “What were you doing?”


  “Cleaning.”


  “There’s more to clean in here?”


  “Cat hair.”


  Yowi nodded like he got it and walked over to Empa, who was sitting by the window looking outside. Since he was a long-haired breed, skipping even one day of cleaning meant fur drifting everywhere. Empa stayed perfectly still even when a stranger petted his back. Yowi gave him a flat look, then scooped him up and dropped onto my bed.


  “So the rumors were right. You really can’t sit still.”


  “…I’m literally sitting still right now.”


  “That’s not what I meant. People say you never actually rest. Always doing something. Do you have OCD or something?”


  I shook my head and wiped down a shelf where cat hair and dust had clumped together.


  “Cheng said the same thing. That you’re obsessive. Place is tiny but it feels empty. No furniture.”


  “I have what I need.”


  I answered him while wiping a line of dust off the shelf. I could feel his eyes on me.


  “Being productive is fine, but you don’t know how to save money.”


  Did this little brat come here just to pick a fight? I folded the rag in half.


  “Sorry I’m incompetent.”


  “It’s fine. You’re like that because you’re nice.”


  “What?”


  “Nice people don’t save money.”


  I let out a sigh at the financial wisdom of a fifteen-year-old. I put the rag down and turned around. Yowi was petting Empa’s back while looking up at me.


  “Who told you that.”


  “No one. That’s just how I see it.”


  Considering the environment he grew up in, it wasn’t surprising he’d end up with an idea like that. I stared at him for a moment, then jerked my chin toward the clock on the wall.


  “It’s past ten. Why are you here.”


  “Just felt like it.”


  “Did Cheng send you?”


  Yowi’s eyebrow twitched. He picked Empa up like a toddler and hugged him against his chest.


  “Why would he have to send me. I’m not some spy.”


  “Then why?”


  “Was hanging out with some friends, came out to Flushing for the first time in a while, and you popped into my head.”


  I didn’t feel like answering him anymore. I leaned my hip lightly against the shelf. I’d spent the whole week sweating under the sun, covering for a team that’d been dispatched somewhere else. I was exhausted, and I’d planned to sleep as soon as I finished cleaning, so Cheng’s nephew showing up wasn’t exactly welcome.


  “Why are you thinking about me.”


  I folded my arms and looked down at him. His big eyes glared up at me, heat caught behind the double lids under those thick brows. He had his mother’s eyes. You could see their bloodline in them.


  After a long silence, Yowi asked.


  “I heard you deposited seventy-five hundred this afternoon.”


  He hugged Empa tighter as he said it. The cat squirmed and pushed at his arms, trying to get free.


  “Where’d you get the money?”


  I loosened his arms, and Empa jumped off the bed and disappeared into the living room. Yowi glanced after him, then looked back at me with sharper eyes.


  “Did you decide to throw your life away or something?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You selling drugs now?”


  I had no idea why I had to get interrogated like this by some kid. As I stayed silent, Yowi got up and came closer. He tilted his chin, already lifted in attitude, and asked again.


  “You selling drugs or what.”


  “No.”


  “Is it illegal?”


  “Mind your business.”


  Looking embarrassed and annoyed at the same time, he narrowed his eyes at me.


  “There’s no way to make that kind of money legally.”


  “That why you came all the way here?”


  “Yeah.”


  He crossed his arms and looked up at me.


  I stared back at him in silence and reached for the lighter and cigarettes on the shelf. The moment I put the filter between my lips and tried to light it, he pulled a lighter from his pocket and flicked it on for me. Kid really had no shame.


  “You don’t need to know.”


  I took a long drag and exhaled toward the floor.


  “Cheap.”


  “Cheap?”


  “I mean, I’m the only one who ever thinks about you, Yeoun. Every time you come to the restaurant, I load up your plate with dim sum.”


  His voice trembled half angry, half hurt. How pathetic did I look, if even a kid felt the need to lecture me like this. I let out a quiet sigh and crushed the cigarette in the ashtray. The room was so hot the warmth of the smoke felt heavy in the air. I wiped the sweat off my forehead with my hand, then wiped my hand on the rag.


  “It’s late. Want me to call your mom?”


  “No. No one around here’s stupid enough to mess with me.”


  He rubbed the tip of his nose with the back of his hand. For a second, his eyes glinted with something close to arrogance.


  He wasn’t wrong. The Cho family didn’t just control Chinatown in Soho. They handled most Chinese neighborhoods in Queens. Anyone who knew how things worked wouldn’t dare start anything with Yowi.


  I didn’t know the exact details of the underworld, but I’d picked up a few things. People said Yowi’s father used to be part of a Hong Kong group called Sun Yee On. He’d managed one of the dozens of units under the organization before moving to the U.S. about twenty years ago, where he built things up under his uncle, Cho Wei Lin.


  He married Cheng’s cousin, who’d been trying to naturalize in Hong Kong and become an actress, and they had Yowi. And because she begged him to, he took Cheng in as well. Cheng’s family had been nothing, rolling dumplings in a back alley, but thanks to that connection, they ended up running several restaurants in New York.


  I looked at the kid, smug and utterly confident, and sighed again.


  “I don’t have a place for you to crash.”


  Yowi shot me a look, brows drawn tight.


  “What, you think I’m gonna die in this heat? Even if you told me to stay, I wouldn’t.”


  “I’m tired.”


  I rubbed at the corner of my eye, still heavy with sleep. He rolled his eyes at me, lips twisting like he was offended.


  “Go.”


  “Man, you can’t even take a little concern.”


  Still grumbling, he turned around. I herded him toward the door with a hand on his shoulder.


  “Don’t stay out too late.”


  “You bag some rich woman or something?”


  I pushed him lightly toward the hallway, refusing to humor his imagination.


  “Yeah.”


  He snapped his eyes wide open, and I shut the door on his face. I heard him pounding his fist on the door, but I ignored it and locked it anyway. I didn’t have the energy to deal with his questions about how I’d made the money, and I didn’t feel like lying either. He’d tire himself out once he ran through every scenario in that head of his.


  I walked back inside and leaned against the window frame. The knocking stopped, and a moment later I saw Yowi’s back as he stormed out of the building. From behind, he looked like an angry little bull.


  At that age, they only know how to charge forward—never stopping to think about anyone else. I tried to make sense of the pity he seemed to feel for me. But being twenty-four and hearing that kind of talk from a fifteen-year-old… it was just embarrassing.


  I stared blankly at the dark city for a long time, then reached a hand out past the security bars. Outside, the night air clawed at my fingers, cold compared to the heat trapped inside the room.


  I lay down, and right before I pulled my sleep mask over my eyes, the clock read midnight. The hour Prometheus’s liver would regenerate on the Caucasus, where he’d been chained for stealing fire. I closed my eyes, letting my tired body sink down, already awaiting the scorching afternoon when the eagle would come for him again.


  And just before I fell asleep, it hit me—the video would be uploaded in a few hours.


  ***


  A day later, Cheng texted me. The message was short.


  「Got the $7,500 transfer」


  That was it. I wondered what went through his mind, seeing me pay the debt just like he’d once told me to—even if it meant selling my body, my organs, everything I had. Did he ever wonder, like Yowi did, how I was getting the money?


  I stared at the screen for a while, then called him. The ringing went on and on and he didn’t pick up.


  “You good?”


  Derek poked the sole of my foot with his finger as he sat next to me, spraying my ankle. I finally shoved the phone back into my pocket, the ringing still going.


  “It hurts.”


  “Sorry.”


  He didn’t look sorry at all. He sprayed my ankle again like it was nothing. I was stretched out on the break-room couch, getting Derek’s makeshift treatment. He’d been walking over with his lunch tray, made a big scene, slipped, and grabbed me on his way down. That was how I ended up twisting my foot. Of course it was the right one again.


  “You gonna be able to work?”


  “Ask the team leader if I can leave early.”


  “…Want me to wrap it?”


  “Yeah.”


  Fantastic. A heat wave outside, and now bandages.


  I sighed and shoved Derek’s forehead away with my foot. He knew he was guilty, so even while rolling his eyes, he got up, brought the bandage, and lifted my right foot onto his thigh. As he wrapped my ankle tight, he said,


  “Want an ice pack? You sure you didn’t mess up the ligament again?”


  “It’s not that bad. If it was, I’d be crawling.”


  “Still… sorry.”


  I let him talk and looked at the clock on the wall. Lunch break was almost over.


  “Let’s just finish up and go.”


  “Hold on, almost done.”


  I stood up. I shoved my foot back into the shoe, and the tight wrapping pressed hard against the swelling. The bandage made the shoe feel even tighter, and my ankle felt swollen on top of that. Just like the doctor who treated me years ago had said, I still twisted it easily even after the surgery. I let out a sigh, glanced at the clock, and walked out of the break room.


  Even with sunglasses, the sunlight was too bright to block. I stepped out onto concrete that felt like it was boiling. The August heatwave had started all over again.


  Most of the teams had been sent out all week for VIP assignments, so our ninth team—the one filled with all the low-level guys—ended up covering a shift we hadn’t even been scheduled for.


  The seminar room in the basement was packed. This time it was Jerry Look, one of the more talked-about speakers among the endless stream of success-motivation lectures. His topic was the Law of Desire. After becoming a guard, I’d heard lectures like this a dozen times at least, so I didn’t feel anything in particular. But I had to admit his delivery was impressive. He’d once been a spokesperson for a mercury manufacturing company and a whiskey brand, and it showed.


  People went wild for Jerry Look’s mix of passion and inspiration. I watched their excitement from off to the side. There was no sign of danger. Unless the wives of mercury-poisoned factory workers stormed in with guns, there was little chance a former spokesperson like Jerry Look would get hurt.


  I walked the second floor of the seminar room, checking the usual things, when I suddenly stopped. I saw someone familiar. A real estate agent I’d once shot my third porn with. He’d played the bottom. His stage name was Luke, the same as Nick Luke, the kid who’d bullied me all through elementary school. He’d said he shot porn as a hobby. I tried to remember his real name. Levi Lehmann, maybe. And I tried to picture the business card I probably had buried somewhere in my room.


  He’d come with his boyfriend, I guessed. Their hands were resting over each other’s on the armrest. He must have sensed my stare because he turned his head, but with my sunglasses on, he didn’t recognize me.


  “Row J, all clear.”


  I covered the mic with my hand and murmured before moving on. Cold sweat slid down my back, and I couldn’t tell whether it was the throbbing ankle or the fact that I’d run into someone I hadn’t expected to see at work.


  The moment I saw him, memories I’d been trying to forget came rushing back. It was Thursday, six thousand dollars had hit my account, and there was probably a new video up on glennmcqueen.com.


  The moment from five days ago, the moment I’d been pressed up against Glenn McQueen, flashed across my mind, along with the image of him raking in money. Along with it came the images of the faces clicking “purchase,” and the anonymous hands of people I’d never know scrolling and tapping through it.


  I stared at the red-carpeted stairs in silence and brought my hand back to the mic.


  “Row L, all clear.”


  ***


  I limped into the apartment and kicked off my shoes. A jolt of pain shot through my ankle, and my face tightened on its own. I stripped off everything and stepped into a cold shower, and only then did I feel like I could breathe again.


  Still damp, wearing only my boxers, I sat on the stool and looked down at my right leg, the one worn out from overuse. My right ankle, which always twisted too easily, was now swollen thick. I lay down on the bed and sprayed it with the bottle I’d brought from the break room. A sharp, icy numbness spread across my ankle.


  Empa, who’d been sniffing the strange smell with his pink nose poking at my big toe, hesitated nearby before climbing onto my stomach. He pushed down on me with his paws a couple of times, then suddenly sprawled across me with a lazy sigh.


  “Empa, I’m hot.”


  He must’ve felt cool from my cold shower. Even when I nudged his head with my fingers, he didn’t budge. I could feel his soft, pudgy belly against me, warm like a hot water bottle, and the feeling was so ridiculous and cute I snorted and ran my hand through his fur.


  “Should I cut down your snacks?”


  He meowed back like he was answering, and I lifted my head to look at him. Six years ago, when I’d fled to California, my grandfather had brought home a stray kitten wandering around the parking lot next to his dry cleaner’s. Just to fill the loneliness of living alone. Ever since then, maybe because of the way my grandfather talked to him, Empa would make noises whenever someone raised their tone at the end of a sentence, like he understood what they were saying.


  “Not hot?”


  Meow.


  “But I’m hot. Aren’t you?”


  Mrrp.


  “…You’re gonna live a long time, right?”


  Empa dragged out a long meooow, like he was actually answering me. I watched him for a moment, then gently touched his pink, damp nose with my fingertip. He was too cute, so I stroked that little wet nose and pulled him into my arms.


  This had to count as happiness. The love of a four-legged creature had a way of numbing even the throb in my ankle. No, maybe numbing my thoughts altogether. I didn’t want to think about anything. I just wanted to stay in this quiet moment a little longer. Shadows stretched across the room as the sun went down outside the window.


  Even after I took off my sleep mask, Empa was still sprawled across my stomach. The sun had fully set. With a hot room and a warm-bodied animal curled up on top of me, I felt like I might melt right into the mattress.


  I lifted the sleeping cat and set him gently on the bed, then took a can of beer from the fridge. I opened the library book I’d borrowed and set it across my knees, trying to read, but my eyes only slid over the letters without taking in a single word.


  Even in the middle of a busy day, flashes of those heated, unfamiliar sensations kept surfacing in my mind. Something in me was tuned too sharply, bothered by things I didn’t really want to examine. I forced my gaze onto the page and turned it. But all I saw were meaningless rows of letters. I closed the book.


  “Hm.”


  I let out a small sigh and stared blankly at the computer. I turned it on, not really wanting to.


  I’d skipped past the solo episode and the two shoots where I’d topped without a second thought. So I didn’t know why I was acting like this now. If it were something light, like a cold, I could’ve just let it pass. But bottoming left a mark, like getting over the measles.


  I opened the browser and typed in the site.


  Photos from the studio shoot, behind-the-scenes clips, and two edited videos, both around twenty-three minutes, had gone up. And below them was Glenn McQueen’s personal preview. My mind went blank, as if all the air had been sucked out.


  I clicked the behind-the-scenes video. The player expanded against a black screen, buffered for a moment, then loaded. It showed McQueen stepping into the shower booth to wash off.


  [‘Been a while. Not sure if I’ll be any good.’]


  Smiling faintly, Glenn McQueen shaved along the path he carved through the shaving cream on his jaw. His hair was damp. He must’ve washed it already.


  [‘Been a while?’]


  [‘I’m about to shoot a longer project. Didn’t want to risk thinning out my load, so I’ve been avoiding sex. Anyway, it’s been a while.’]


  [‘How long is a while?’]


  Jack Black asked, but McQueen only laughed. As he scrubbed his body with a shower sponge, McQueen traded lazy, joking remarks about sex with Jack Black. There wasn’t a hint of tension in his relaxed face. He wiped the tattoo on his upper arm and below his left collarbone, then ran the sponge slowly over his half-hard penis.


  The screen cut to Taylor interviewing me. I sat there looking dazed. It wasn’t an elementary school presentation, but I still couldn’t keep my hands still on my knees.


  [‘Schedule changed all of a sudden, right?’]


  [‘Yeah.’]


  [‘Guess McQueen’s the lucky one tonight. Don’t you think?’]


  On screen, I laughed awkwardly. I looked genuinely stupid. Should I turn this off? The urge came so fast I balled my hand into a fist instead of clicking.


  The screen shifted again. Between the sex scenes, there were cuts of us resting, switching positions, or adjusting for the edit. McQueen lifted himself off me, breathing hard. I flinched when he slipped out of me, and he brushed a hand over the back of my neck, then sat at the edge of the bed. One knee up, his face resting on it, he was breathing hard.


  [‘How is it? Sex with a virgin.’]


  [‘It’s his first time. If I push him any harder, he might cry, so I’m holding back.’]


  In the footage, I pulled myself upright with effort and shook my head at McQueen’s line. No matter how much it hurt, I wouldn’t cry over sex like some idiot. I’d swear at him first. I’d been annoyed back then, hearing him talk like he was the one in control, like he was sitting on top of me in every way. But on-screen, all I did was glance down at his hand resting on my knee without giving away much.


  The behind-the-scenes cut showed McQueen changing condoms, and me lowering my hips to climb on top of him—only for him to suddenly thrust up, making me swear under my breath. It even included him studying my face while I shut my eyes and tried to catch my breath, his gaze tracing every feature like he was memorizing it. Every part I thought would stay private was laid bare.


  Right before it crossed into full-on explicit content, I stopped. After watching all that tacky behind-the-scenes footage, I had to ask myself if I really needed to witness the rest of this... this… this little act of depravity.


  But the hesitation didn’t last long. I smoked a cigarette down to the filter out of sheer, useless guilt, clenching and unclenching my fist.


  I already knew Glenn McQueen had a certain formula for previews, since he’d written seven hundred of them. A fixed rhythm, a provocative tone that nudged the reader toward hitting “purchase.” But that only applied when you were describing someone else’s sex. This one was about me and Glenn McQueen.


  My fingers trembled as I hovered over the preview. I noticed the shaking and let out a dry little laugh.


  [It’s a shame for Lehnsherr, who’d been hoping for Tommy’s first time as a bottom, but last Sunday everything went against him. Rain hammered down across New York City, delaying every flight headed to LaGuardia, and because the crew was about to leave for ten days in the U.K., there was no chance of pushing the shoot back. Having the owner of GlennMcQueen.com step in was something neither side could help.


  Still, to convince you all why the owner suddenly appears on camera, let me explain a few things.


  1. We had Tommy’s full consent. There was no coercion.


  2. The owner’s appearance was unavoidable for both parties.


  3. Personal feelings did not factor into the decision. (Though Tommy Ross is, admittedly, attractive enough to stir up a few.)]


  It didn’t feel like McQueen’s usual formula after all. The tone was a little different. I swallowed dryly, propped my chin on my knee, and scrolled down.


  [Tommy’s hair was damp from the rain, making him look a little younger, a little more polished. His gaze was lowered to the floor, the long, clean line of his eyes calm on the surface, but he still looked like he was hesitating over giving up his virginity.


  Seeing him waver, even I, sitting right beside him, couldn’t pretend to be indifferent. You’ll understand soon enough: Tommy Ross is an unforgettable man. Sure, I could’ve stripped the passion out and gone mechanical, but there was no reason to be cold to someone who’d thrown everything he had in front of the camera, baring his throat like he was holding his breath. When I leaned in and pressed my lips to the side of his neck, I could feel that strict line I usually kept with actors soften a little.


  T, holding the camera, asked me what the concept was today. I said “lovers,” and I’ll admit that wasn’t some cheap excuse to fool around. With Tommy Ross stiff as a board beside me, I’d already decided I’d be the perfect partner for him. For the duration of this shoot, at least. There was something about him that made your throat catch.


  When I bit Tommy Ross’s pronounced nipple, it felt like biting into a crisp green apple. He tried to hide how turned on he was—he always tried—but he couldn’t hide all of it. When I held him down and moved my tongue over his tight entrance, he tried to treat it like a job, swallowing the strain, hiding the twist in his expression. But that restraint only made me want to strip away whatever he was trying to hide.


  Even his muffled groans—held back like he was ashamed of them—were beautiful, and every place my mouth touched drew a sharp, sensitive flinch. Even with plenty of oil, his body still looked far too tight to take all of me.]


  Why was I sitting here, barely breathing, reading over every trace he’d left in those lines? It was just a slightly embarrassing porn preview. That was all.


  The second half unfolded exactly as expected. An objective rundown of the sex itself. But I still felt overwhelmed by the cheap, indulgent lines he’d written, like they were pressing the air out of my lungs.


  Just as I’d suspected, Glenn McQueen was the type of man who’d use even the faintest hint of romance as a tool for business. He threw around phrasing that begged to be misinterpreted, all to give the viewers something pleasant to fantasize about. And uncomfortably enough, even I was part of the fantasy he was selling.


  Heat rose up my neck, and I scrubbed a dry hand over my face. I kept rubbing for a long moment before finally lifting my head in resignation. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t look away. With a breath like I was bracing myself for something, I clicked the video. I told myself it was torture, but I didn’t stop.


  And for the first time, I regretted ever filming porn, and I regretted saying yes to shooting with Glenn McQueen. The moment I saw myself unravel from a third-person view, a cold shiver, almost like a chill, ran the length of my spine.


  The wet expression switching angles across three cameras, the parted lips, the furrowed eyes… none of it looked like the person I’d seen in the mirror. The frame filled with a close-up of a slick cock pushing into me and the sting that made my eyes well for a second.


  Every time my rigid composure cracked, Glenn McQueen’s expression shifted. The men tangled together on the screen, moving too fast, too close, hit me with a kind of shock I’d always assumed I was immune to. I sat frozen, posture locked like I was being tortured, unable even to think about stopping the video.


  On-screen, I was lowering myself onto McQueen, fighting to steady my breathing. The ridiculous part was that something stirred in me, something I couldn’t even explain to myself. Unlike someone watching from the outside, I had lived every second of that heat directly, not vicariously. So the footage blurred into memory, and the man on the screen became the McQueen who’d looked up at me that day.


  Each time he thrust up as if urging me on, something pulsed through me. Sharp, deep, hitting like a punch to the gut. It had been nothing but pain at the time, and yet, absurdly, I was getting hard.


  Deciding to bottom had been almost embarrassingly simple. But now something inside me whispered in a panic. Another turning point might be forming, that whether I wanted it or not, my mind would replay this again and again.


  [‘Please, please.’]


  On-screen, I dropped my head onto McQueen’s shoulder and begged like that. So that was the look Glenn McQueen had in his eyes when he watched me. He groaned, teeth clenched so tightly a vein stood in his jaw. The way his amber eyes flickered in that pinched expression—it was pathetic how quickly I came.


  “…Ha.”


  It was the first time I’d ever gotten off while feeling this filthy. I stared at the white smear on my palm, then pushed myself to my feet. Only then did the throbbing in my right ankle hit me. I let out a bitter laugh at the thought that I’d forgotten about the sprain entirely.


  From the little speaker behind me came a rough moan—mine, but nothing I could claim as my own. I shut myself in the bathroom and scrubbed my hand clean, rubbing hard to get it off me. When I dunked my face into cold water, the leftover arousal twisted inside me like something convulsing.


  By the time I came back out, the screen had gone black. I stood there for a moment, staring at the darkened display, and let out a long breath.


  I should sleep. Muttering it like I was trying to manage myself, I turned off the player. But my restless eyes drifted back to the black screen again.


  [...I said “lovers,” and I’ll admit that wasn’t some cheap excuse to fool around. With Tommy Ross stiff as a board beside me, I’d already decided I’d be the perfect partner for him. For the duration of this shoot, at least. There was something about him that made your throat catch...]


  I let out a strained laugh, my face tightening. Ridiculous as it was, it was Glenn McQueen who was actually making my throat catch.


  ***


  A film that doesn’t unfold through a grand plot but through small, ordinary lives. In short, it doesn’t follow a character with some extraordinary backstory—it shows us people who look just like us.


  The film shifts between vignettes of everyday existence, and at times the characters even turn toward the audience to tell their own stories. A tragicomedy capturing all the emotions we live with—sadness, joy, bitterness, hope.


  That’s how the review site described You, the Living.


  It was that one word—tragicomedy—that made me want to watch it. The comments underneath were full of people calling it slow or boring, but I still wanted to see it. I wasn’t in the mood to cry over a tragedy or laugh at a comedy anyway. Something about pairing those two mismatched words, tragedy and comedy, hit me harder than I expected.


  But the movie wasn’t on any streaming site. Not on internet TV, either. I even checked the rental shop near my place. No DVD there, either.


  The answer had been right in front of me. You, the Living was at Glenn McQueen’s place. I remembered seeing the title in the file where he kept a list of all his DVDs.


  When was McQueen coming back? It was Monday now, so he’d be back on Thursday. He’d said he could lend me the DVD. Maybe that meant I could stop by his studio again without coming up with some flimsy excuse.


  A shimmer of heat warped the air in front of me, and I found myself staring at it, mesmerized. When I turned my head away from the mirage-like haze, my reflection in a shop window showed my face flushed red from the heat.


  “…….”


  It was so damn hot my skin felt like it was burning. The heat throbbed all the way up into my head.


  My eyes drifted over the glass with something that felt almost gloomy. All I knew was that I didn’t want to dig into anything, or understand anything, or make any sort of effort at all. Instead of heading home, I decided to just walk. Anywhere.


  It wasn’t until I got off the bus that I realized my Metro pass needed to be renewed. And right now, I was at the point where even a couple extra dollars for transit felt like something I should worry about. There were just too many things draining my wallet lately. Poverty usually runs in families, and only a handful of people ever claw their way out of that inertia.


  So what had I done to escape it? Shot porn?


  A philosopher once said that if you take away the pain of deprivation, even the simplest meal can offer as much pleasure as the most extravagant feast. And honestly, I’d never felt much difference between the two. I liked to think I’d accepted being poor without complaint, but the truth was more ironic than that—I shot porn to get out of poverty.


  Most people won’t admit they did porn to pay the bills. Same way you wouldn’t perform major surgery just because you caught a cold.


  The heat was getting to me so much it felt like my mind was splitting in two. I was thinking too much today. All I really knew was that I wasn’t good at reaching any kind of conclusion.


  By the time I stepped out of the Met, it was almost seven. I sat in the park for a while with a book, then wandered into a nearby open-street used bookstore.


  Nothing caught my eye. A middle-aged man holding a cake and a bouquet kept glancing at me from the side. He was browsing the shelves with a teenage girl, probably his daughter. When I lifted my head, feeling his stare, he looked right at me for a long moment, nudged his glasses up with his finger, then took his daughter’s hand and disappeared around the corner.


  New York skews heavily female, and among the men, the percentage of gay guys is higher than in other cities, so I’d figured someone might recognize me sooner or later. Nobody ever noticed me while I was working, sunglasses on, but when I was out like this—especially alone—I’d felt eyes on me a few times. No one had ever approached me, though.


  “Buying this book?”


  I followed the hand suddenly sticking out toward me. It was pointing at a well-worn copy of an economics bestseller that had swept across the country years ago. I looked at the title, then shook my head.


  “No.”


  “Hmm. Are you going to buy anything at all? You’ve been standing here forever without moving.”


  Something felt off. I turned and an all too familiar face was peering up at me.


  “Been a while, huh?”


  It was Kayle. And next to him stood Luke, whose real name was Levi Lehman, a real-estate guy. Both of them, by sheer awful coincidence, were men I’d shot with before. Both had been bottoms in those scenes.


  “Ah…”


  “Some guy was checking you out earlier,” Kayle said, clearly amused while I was doing my best not to look mortified.


  I stared at Kayle leaning into my space, then set down the half-read book in my hand.


  “Long time no see.”


  “Day off? No suit today?”


  Had I ever run into Kayle wearing a suit? It took me a moment to remember that we’d crossed paths by accident at a club a few weeks ago.


  “Did you have dinner?”


  “Yeah. Just something quick.”


  Levi Lehman cut in.


  “Then let’s go grab a drink.”


  “I was already planning to buy Levi a drink today, but if you’re free, you should come too. You don’t have plans, do you?”


  “… No.”


  “Great.”


  Levi tapped my shoulder lightly and gave me a friendly smile.


  I’d half expected a loud gay bar or some packed place swarming with people, but Levi led us to an under-bar in the basement of a hotel instead. A dim room with red velvet walls and a small private lounge attached.


  “Lucky timing… I’d been trying to reach him,” Kayle said, rolling an olive around in his whiskey glass.


  He’d gotten into an art school in New York, and thanks to Levi, who worked as a broker in Manhattan, he’d managed to find a decent studio for a reasonable price. New York being what it was, the person looking for a place had to pay the broker’s fee, and he’d been stressing over it. Apparently Lehnsherr had put him in touch with Levi.


  “Levi saved me a ton on broker fees.”


  “And now you’re paying me back by buying expensive drinks.”


  “Compare that to the broker fee and this is nothing. Order whatever you want.”


  “If you ever need help finding a place, let me know,” Levi said to me. “I can look into something for you.”


  His words made me think of my Chinatown apartment—tiny, grimy, practically a mouse hole—with the lease ending soon. I wanted to ask him for help, shameless as it felt, but then I remembered Levi didn’t deal with cheaper units way out in the outer boroughs. Still, maybe I could reach out if something came up. I nodded and thanked him.


  “Don’t mention it.”


  Levi took a sip of whiskey and gave me a quick, half-lidded smile. It sounds stupid, but even now, after shooting scenes as a bottom, it still felt awkward having a man throw that kind of flirtatious little smile at me.


  “When’s Lehnsherr coming up?”


  “He said early September. We’re supposed to go shopping for house stuff once he’s here.”


  “You seem close with him.”


  I hadn’t realized Kayle and Lehnsherr were that tight, close enough for Lehnsherr to refer him to a broker and go furniture shopping with him. Kayle gave a small, uncomfortable laugh.


  “It’s not that we’re close. It’s just… everything here’s so expensive we decided to live together. I’ve got school, he wants to start a business here. Oh, and just to be clear, we did sleep together for money reasons, but it’s not like that between us. We’re just roommates.”


  Levi snorted softly as Kayle waved his hands in protest, then refilled his empty glass.


  “You’re not short on money, right?”


  “Of course I am. Even splitting rent, two grand disappears like nothing. You don’t hear my money screaming?”


  Levi chuckled at Kayle’s whining.


  “You planning to keep shooting porn?”


  “I don’t get that much work anymore, and I’m getting tired of having my face out there. Honestly… I’ve been thinking about trying escorting instead. Lehnsherr introduced me to a place.”


  Escorting. A nicer word for something that wasn’t much different from waiting in a back alley for men, just polished, packaged, and priced higher. I didn’t say any of it out loud. It stayed nothing more than a thought. I didn’t know what separated porn from prostitution, which one was lower, or if that difference even mattered.


  I set my drink down and looked at Kayle’s hands. Just like he’d said about painting, the tips of his nails were stained with leftover color, mottled like dried paint.


  “That sounds risky.”


  “I’m not a girl. I’ll be fine.”


  “You said your school was kind of conservative.”


  “For an art school, yeah, that’s what people say.”


  Kayle shrugged, then stopped with his glass halfway to his lips.


  “But whatever. People can say what they want. I’ll take the filth I crawled out of and wear it like pride. My art comes from the muck at the bottom anyway, so who cares? They’re not gonna kick me out.”


  He said it with a bright face, like some tired old sex worker delivering a final line before dying in a melodrama. He was too young to be talking like that. And it wasn’t as if Kayle, who disappeared with a different girl every time he hit a club just to prove he was straight, could really take pride in having crawled through filth.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  I must’ve zoned out, staring at him without realizing. Kayle laughed, mouth curving long and thin as he sipped his drink.


  “When you look at someone like that, Tommy, it makes you feel weird. Like I’m about to confess something to a priest. Right, Levi?”


  Kayle turned as if asking for backup.


  “Maybe,” Levi said, lifting one eyebrow.


  Kayle leaned toward me and reached out. I didn’t have time to pull back before his fingertips brushed the corner of my eye. His touch swept lightly across my half-lowered eyelid, scattering my lashes.


  “That shot was really sexy,” he murmured.


  I blinked, not understanding at first—then the moment with McQueen came back to me. His wet palm covering my face, the way my eyes trembled on camera. The images overlapped too clearly.


  Heat rushed up my neck all at once. I turned my head away from his hand and took a long drink of ice water.


  “That reminds me of something,” Levi said, resting his cheek against his palm as he fiddled with his glass.


  “People say you can divide porn actors into three types.”


  “Three?”


  “First type: someone who wants to be famous. Second: someone who needs money. Last: someone who just really likes sex.”


  Levi gave a small laugh before continuing.


  “Me, I’m the third type. Whether it’s amateur stuff or not, most people fall into the second group. But sometimes you get those wild ones in the first group. Not every guy who wants to be famous as a porn actor is like that, but a lot of them have personality issues. They want everyone to find them sexually irresistible, think they’ve become some kind of star, but… I don’t know. A lot of them didn’t get love as kids, or they got abused. They come out a bit twisted.”


  “You sound like an expert.”


  “My ex-boyfriend was the first type. Back then I practically stopped eating.”


  Kayle snickered at Levi’s comment and turned fully toward him.


  “How’d he mess with you?”


  “Emotionally,” Levi said. “Guys like that are all over the place. Being with them is like riding waves nonstop. Ever surfed in a wildfire? Looks like some blazing romance from the outside, but living through it is hell.”


  “That’s surprising, though.”


  “What is?”


  “That you dated a porn actor.”


  “Flirting with men is kind of my specialty.”


  The two of them laughed as they tipped back their glasses.


  “Who was he?”


  “Would you even know the name? Whatever. There was someone. Had a kid, too. But the sex was insane. Well, I mean, that was his job. He had to be good.”


  Levi poured more alcohol into my empty glass and gave a faint smile.


  Watching the dull brown of Levi’s eyes as he remembered that old chaos—like recalling a passion that turned to hell—made me suddenly think of Jack Black. Watching Levi talk about his ex overlapped with the picture of Jack Black, who had to watch his partner have sex with others because of the job, and Levi had lived through something similar with a lover chasing fame in porn.


  Maybe Janine had gotten her spark for finishing that sculpture of the unhinged Jack Black from this last shoot in England.


  “By the way.”


  As soon as I opened my mouth, both of them looked at me.


  “Does it ever happen… you know. When two porn actors are shooting together and…”


  I hesitated.


  “…something real happens. Without meaning to.”


  Kayle and Levi stared at me over the rims of their glasses, both silent. Their silence made me quieter too.


  “…when it stops being just a scene.”


  A long pause. Levi’s eyes felt like they were brushing over my skin. After a moment, he leaned closer.


  “It can happen.”


  He cleared his throat roughly, rattling the ice in his nearly empty glass.


  “No, actually it happens a lot. Not that you’d recognize the names if I listed those gay couples. But yeah, it happens more often than you’d think.”


  Levi spun the glass in his hand, the ice clinking against the sides in the quiet room. Just when the sound started to grate on my nerves, he set the glass down and leaned a little closer.


  “I saw the video. You and Hades McQueen.”


  His voice had a strange excitement in it. It had been a while since I’d heard someone say Hades.


  “Oh, I saw that too,” Kayle said.


  “Did you see the reviews on the forum?” Levi asked.


  “I don’t check that kind of forum,” I replied.


  “That’s right. Well, anyway, it kinda… exploded. Lots of noise.”


  Levi gave a small laugh and glanced at me.


  “I didn’t expect you to shoot with McQueen. I loved it. I must’ve watched it at least ten times last week.


  “…….”


  He looked like he was trying hard not to gush. Watching his face twitch as he tried to rein himself in left me without much to say.


  “What are they saying on the forum?”


  Kayle poured himself more whiskey and sneaked a look at me.


  “They said the chemistry between you two was great.　Some people joked about being reborn on a Thursday in August.　Stuff like that. The usual—people wishing for a second video, people saying they want to sleep with Tommy or McQueen at least once. You know, the usual noise.”


  Kayle snorted and propped his chin on his hand.


  “I mean, I thought it was sexy too. Honestly, Tommy, you’ve got this huge gap between how you look normally and how you look during sex. Maybe you’re just a natural bottom.”


  “I didn’t look that closely, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t use his hand when he came.”


  “No, he did. He practically used his hand the whole time. Who comes just from getting fucked at the start? Especially taking something that big. It’s a miracle he came at all.”


  They bickered about whether I’d used my hand, yet not one of them bothered to actually ask me. I watched them whisper and snicker and quietly kept drinking. I filled my glass to the brim, drained it in one go, and poured another.


  Honestly, I just wanted them to shut up about the sex I’d had with McQueen a week ago. Sorry or not, listening to them dissect my body—my messiest moments—made my skin crawl.


  “Levi. Doesn’t watching Tommy have sex feel almost… sinful?”


  I was still at the center of the conversation. Kayle had practically forgotten I existed, talking to Levi with his whole body turned away from me. I stared at the back of Kayle’s head, slow and unfocused.


  “Why?”


  “Because of the gap between how he normally looks and… that.”


  “Normally?”


  “You know, it feels like forbidden territory. Like breaking something open. Sorry to say this right in front of you, Tommy, but even if McQueen was skilled, the forum wouldn’t have blown up without a reason. Pleasure gets stronger when guilt is mixed into it. Guilty pleasure, right?”


  Kayle was seriously rambling about guilt-driven pleasure—something I’d once heard Janine talk about. I remembered her saying you get used to anything if you endure it long enough, even the things you hate, and I let out a small laugh.


  If I closed my eyes and opened them again, I wished I’d be in my bed at home. My body felt heavy from tossing back drink after drink. If I kept going, I’d end up staggering.


  I sucked on an ice cube to clear my head and checked the time on my phone. It was already past ten. I wondered when I should speak up and excuse myself. The atmosphere was loose and comfortable enough, but I had zero intention of joining their conversation. Not because I lacked social skills.　Not even because I was tired and buzzed.


  Kayle, who’d been talking with Levi for a while, suddenly turned his head toward me. The moment our eyes met, he curled one corner of his mouth into a grin.


  “By the way, Lehnsherr’s been waiting.”


  His smile had something secretive in it, so I hesitated before asking, reluctantly,


  “Waiting for what?”


  “He wants to sleep with you, Tommy.”


  I stared at Kayle without a word. His smile deepened as he looked back at me. Cheerfully, almost tauntingly, he added,


  “So… you’re not going to bottom again?”


  ***


  Janine’s voice came through, thick with sleep.


  - It’s been a while. The clock hanging over the hotel fountain read 7:40 p.m.


  “You were asleep?”


  - Yeah… I just got back from England.


  Her voice was rough, like she’d woken up only moments ago.


  “You must be tired. Go back to sleep. I’ll call you later.”


  - Sorry. I’ll call you when I wake up tomorrow.


  “Sure.”


  I hung up, listening to Janine’s voice, heavy with jet lag. If Janine was already home resting after returning from England, then Glenn McQueen would’ve reached his place too.


  I couldn’t say I remembered clearly, but I was pretty sure I’d seen You, the Living listed somewhere in the DVD file McQueen kept. Ever since I remembered that at the rental store a few days ago, the urge to watch it had been hitting me on and off.


  That was why I’d called Janine—to figure out whether McQueen had returned to his apartment. He’d told me himself, casually, that I could borrow any DVD whenever.


  And since tonight’s event had been held at a gallery in the East Village, his apartment was only about a ten-minute walk away. I thought about calling ahead in case he was asleep like Janine, but I didn’t have his number. So in the end, whether his offer had been genuine or just politeness, I decided to go.


  The old brownstone hung with a rainbow flag was dark. Only the fifth floor—McQueen’s floor—was lit. I pushed the door, but it was locked.


  I stood there for a moment, staring at it, then pressed the intercom. When I pressed it again after a pause, a familiar voice finally came through.


  - Who is it?


  “…It’s Ed Talbot.”


  There was a long silence. I couldn’t tell if he’d forgotten who Ed was, or if he just found it strange that I was here at all. I almost clarified, almost said Tommy, but then his voice returned.


  - I’ll give you the passcode. Come in.


  I typed in the complicated six-digit code he gave me. The door locked behind me with a soft click.


  It was almost eight. Trying not to disturb his evening, I got into the elevator with the intention of grabbing the DVD and leaving right away. Since the elevator only went to the fourth floor, I got off and climbed the stairs to the fifth.


  The first thing I saw was the massive black-and-white mosaic McQueen had named on a whim ten days ago. Life of a Ghost, he’d called it—an eerie, striking image of a man half-lost in fog.


  I looked at it for a moment, then turned my head. Glenn McQueen was sitting on the living-room sofa.


  He wore a thin black cardigan, relaxed, with his laptop open on his knees, typing. He must’ve worn glasses only while working, and thin silver frames rested on his nose.


  He must have heard me come in, but he didn’t turn. It was as if he needed to empty out whatever thought he was in before he could look up. But sooner than I expected, he set the laptop on the table and turned toward me.


  “What can I do for you?”


  He looked tired from the trip, but he wasn’t groggy like Janine had been, and he didn’t seem bothered by my unexpected visit. He just spoke more stiffly than before.


  “I just… wanted to borrow a DVD.”


  “A DVD?”


  “You said you could lend me one.”


  “Oh… right.”


  He answered as if the memory had finally surfaced. I let out an awkward laugh, embarrassed. If I’d known it would feel like this, I probably wouldn’t have come. He stared at me for a moment, then removed his glasses and set them on the table as he stood.


  “You’ve lost some weight.”


  “It’s the heat.”


  “The heat?”


  “I just… haven’t had much appetite.”


  There were other reasons, plenty of them, but it was also true that I hadn’t been eating well because of the heat these past few days. He nodded at my vague excuse and handed me two thick blue binders from beside the TV.


  “Sit down and pick whatever you want.”


  “Okay.”


  I sat. He folded his arms and looked at the white glow of his laptop screen for a moment before glancing back at me.


  The only sound in the quiet room was the rustle of pages as I flipped through the file. He stood there silently, waiting for the uninvited guest to choose a DVD. There hadn’t been much distance between us to begin with, yet somehow, in the ten days since we last saw each other, it felt as if we’d drifted farther apart. It was a ridiculous feeling.


  “Did you watch the uploaded video?”


  His question came out of nowhere. I looked up and he was smiling faintly.


  “Yes.”


  “How was it?”


  Something about the slight curl of his mouth made me want to push back, to provoke him in a way that wasn’t like me at all.


  I jerked off to it.


  Some stupid part of me wanted to say it, wanted to needle him.


  Do you get off to your own pornos too, McQueen?


  The question rose to my tongue, but I held it back. I didn’t know why that one question from him twisted me up like this, why it made me feel so tense and uncomfortable.


  I dropped my gaze. My fingers tingled as I turned another page, so I curled my hand into a fist and relaxed it again.


  “It wasn’t bad.”


  “I thought it was better than just not bad.”


  He let out a dry laugh.


  “The response has been pretty good. I heard it’s the most well-received episode on glennmcqueen.com so far.”


  “That’s good.”


  I hesitated, swallowed hard, and pointed at a line in the list.


  “This one… I know it’s a bit much to ask, but I wanted to borrow it.”


  “You, the Living?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’ll probably fall asleep watching it.”


  He gave a short laugh and handed the binder back to me.


  “Nothing else you want? Might as well borrow a few while you’re here.”


  “Next time.”


  He took the binders from me and stacked them beside the TV without looking bothered at all.


  “Come on. I’ll find it for you.”


  I stood and followed him across the wide living room.


  [There was something about him that made your throat catch...]


  His back moving ahead of me made that stupid line repeat itself in my head—like a sentence that had etched itself so deeply I couldn’t forget it. Truthfully, I’d wanted to ask him what that line even meant, why it had bothered me so much.


  He opened the study door and turned briefly to look at me.


  “Never seen you in a suit before.”


  “I never had a reason to come here dressed like this.”


  McQueen’s gaze dropped onto me, slow and deliberate. I could feel him looking me up and down.


  “It suits you.”


  He tossed the words out lightly and turned away again, flipping the light on as he stepped into the room.


  I smiled faintly instead of replying. He probably didn’t see it.


  If he hadn’t organized things into files, finding a DVD in these shelves wouldn’t have been easy. The boxes weren’t alphabetical or sorted by directors, and there was some system, but it wasn’t clear. If anything, they seemed grouped by genre.


  He scanned the shelves, then reached up to the highest row near the ceiling and pulled out a DVD case. Staring at the sky-blue cover for a moment, he passed it to me.


  “The message it leaves… I guess that’s what I used as the sorting criteria. It’s not easy to find things if you come alone.”


  “It looks pretty organized to me…”


  I ran my fingertips over the cryptic stickers attached to each shelf. Whatever method he’d used, I had no idea.


  “Well, it’s not perfect, but not impossible either. I used to work at my middle school library.”


  He looked past me into empty space for a moment, as if remembering something, then walked between the shelves. It felt strange to think that even Hades McQueen, a man who built an empire on porn, had once earned pocket money through ordinary work that had nothing to do with sex. For a moment I could see a young Glenn McQueen shelving books in a dusty school library, his small back turned toward the dim aisle.


  He moved deeper into the pale, lightless space, turned right, and disappeared between the shelves.


  A moment later he emerged on the other side, standing across from me. Through the gaps of the scattered boxes, I could see him bending slightly, searching through DVDs.


  His hands, long and veined with neatly trimmed nails, and his long lashes blinking like fine brushstrokes caught my eye. When our eyes met, he tilted his head slightly.


  “Want to watch A Swedish Love Story? Same director.”


  He slid the DVD through the empty space between the shelves toward me.


  “When I read or watch something, I usually follow it by author or director. Sometimes they share the same universe or themes, and it’s fun to notice. And you get a better sense of the creator.”


  I took the case from him. His comment made me notice something: for all his fame as a porn producer and actor, there wasn’t a single porn title in his study.


  “You must really love movies. Coming all the way here for a DVD must’ve been a hassle.”


  “I stopped by on my way home from work. It’s fine.”


  I looked down at the case in my hand. On the cover, a boy and girl stood on a black-and-white road, holding each other. The back was packed with phrases like Berlin International Film Festival Winner, and I lifted it together with the other DVD I was holding in my left hand.


  “If you’ve picked what you want, let’s head out.”


  I nodded, and he turned and walked ahead of me.


  The wall clock showed a little past eight. I slipped the cases into my bag and stood. McQueen was already back on the sofa, laptop on his knees. I had the DVDs I wanted, so there was no reason to stay or to disturb him any longer. He opened the laptop. Black text filled the white screen.


  [Rémy de Gourmont once said: We have to be happy. We owe ourselves that, even if it’s only for the sake of pride. That’s where I am now, Nora. But tell me. Do you think I still have any pride left worth protecting?]


  The lines sat stark against the white screen. I was quietly reading them when Glenn McQueen looked up at me. His brow twitched as he realized I was still standing there.


  “Want some tea?”


  I should’ve turned away without hesitating, but I must’ve stared at him too long. Maybe he felt obligated to offer me something after I’d lingered here this long, even though I wasn’t a guest he owed anything to. I lifted my bag and half-stood.


  “No, I should go.”


  “Where do you work?”


  He stood up as well and asked.


  “Near the Upper West Side.”


  “That’s a long way from where you live.”


  “I manage.”


  He nodded and walked toward the kitchen. Watching him drop beans into the coffee machine, I said,


  “Then I’ll get going.”


  “Have some coffee before you leave. Are you in a rush?”


  The grinder roared through the room. He was the one who looked busy, but whatever he was working on clearly wasn’t urgent enough to ignore me. I shook my head, and he told me to sit.


  He came back with two large mugs—giving me the lighter brew and keeping the stronger one for himself. With the laptop on his knees, he took a sip of the cold coffee and, still looking at the screen, said,


  “I’ve been wondering about something.”


  “…….”


  “That thing you said about doing a camera test. Sounds like you auditioned for films.”


  Had I said that to Glenn McQueen? I tried to remember when the conversation had happened. He was probably talking about the day we first met, when he took my profile shots at that small outdoor pool.


  “When I was younger. Just briefly. I thought it would be cool.”


  “You don’t seem like the type to chase that kind of thing.”


  “I didn’t chase anything. I was in the drama club… only as staff.”


  He made a quiet, vague sound of agreement and nodded. Then he turned his gaze from the screen and glanced at me sitting at the edge of the sofa.


  “You know something?”


  His eyes traveled from the mug in my hand up to my face.


  “You never finish your sentences.”


  He bit into an ice cube as he said it.


  “I’m the type who pushes a conversation through no matter how bored people get. I say what I need to say. Not that your way is wrong. I just wondered if you knew you do that.”


  It sounded like he was telling me I lacked confidence. I knew I trailed off sometimes. Maybe he found that flaw of mine a little hard to deal with. But it wasn’t because I was watching other people’s reactions.


  “Didn’t know.”


  I gave a faint smile. He stared at me for a moment, then silently finished his coffee. He set the mug down and slowly rubbed the faint stubble on his jaw before turning back to the monitor.


  Sitting beside him, I could see what he had been writing. The cursor blinked at the same line I’d just read: But tell me. Do you think I still have any pride left worth protecting?


  He was probably drafting a script. With the England shoot finished, he must have already started writing for the next project. I couldn’t imagine an actor in a porn film saying a line like Do you think I still have any pride left worth protecting? The dialogue between the two people on that screen didn’t belong in a blue film at all.


  “You’re working on your next project?”


  “My next project?”


  Something flickered across Glenn McQueen’s face as he turned to look at me. He stared for a moment, puzzled, then let out a small, tired laugh.


  “Oh, no. Even I don’t put this kind of dull dialogue in porn. Who would want to hear lines like that while jerking off?”


  “…….”


  “This is… something I’m writing. On my own.”


  He raised his voice slightly, as if defending himself, and stared at the blinking cursor on the screen for a long time. He finished his coffee in a single swallow, leaving nothing but ice in the mug.


  For a moment, his expression looked cold. I glanced at him and lifted my own mug.


  He had nothing to say, and neither did I. As I set down my empty cup, I realized it was the perfect moment to get up and leave. But for some reason, even though there was no reason to stay, I didn’t move.


  “Thanks for the coffee. I should go.”


  If something doesn’t resolve, you end it.


  “I’ll bring the DVD back on Friday.”


  “Ed. Did Janine get in touch with you?”


  He looked up at me as I stood. I slung my bag over one shoulder and looked down at him.


  “I asked her for a favor.”


  “A favor?”


  “Oh… I guess she didn’t tell you yet. At the end of August, um—”


  He glanced at the calendar on the wall.


  “Are you free on the evening of the 26th?”


  I looked at it too. It was a Sunday.


  “I think I’m free in the afternoon.”


  “Good.”


  He smiled, relieved.


  “Because of something that got cancelled before, Lehnsherr called me.”


  He paused, watching my reaction, then gave an awkward smile.


  “He said he wants to shoot with you. Are you available Sunday evening?”


  He had phrased it gently, but it didn’t change the fact that he was essentially arranging a pairing like a matchmaker.


  I remembered that Kayle had asked me the same thing. And I had laughed it off then, avoiding the question entirely.


  “I’d like the two of you to shoot together.”


  Glenn McQueen’s words made my head flush with heat. There wasn’t a word that could describe the feeling. But I felt like I’d finally found a hint to explain the gloom that had been hanging over me these past few weeks.


  Maybe I really had misunderstood something after watching his preview. Some hopeless delusion. And suddenly, through the heat cutting through my skull, my head felt clear.


  “I’ll think about it,” I said.


  For the first time, I looked straight at Glenn McQueen.


  “If the six thousand dollars is still possible… then sure.”


  I only hoped it hadn’t sounded like I was trying too hard. Or maybe my voice had sounded too bright, something unlike me. He looked relieved as he glanced down at my awkward smile.


  “Then let’s set it for two weeks from now. If anything changes, we’ll adjust to your schedule.”


  I nodded.


  “It won’t happen, but if it does, I’ll reach out through Janine.”


  He rushed through the details like he wanted the whole thing settled quickly.


  “I’ll call before the 26th.”


  I watched him for a moment, noticing how his face looked lighter, almost relieved, then tightened the slipping strap of my bag.


  “I should go.”


  He didn’t answer, only nodded. I gave a short goodbye and opened the door leading to the stairs. Just before the door shut, I glanced back. Glenn McQueen stood slightly angled, his hands in his pockets, watching me.


  Outside, the heat hit me all at once. I wiped the sweat pooling on my chin and flicked it away into the air.


  My thoughts had no shape. Only a mix of emptiness and relief rolled through me. Maybe I really had been deluding myself. I couldn’t deny that I’d taken his casual words and actions, things he’d said without any intention, and twisted them into something like interest. The reason he felt so businesslike today was simple: our relationship was only ever business.


  Idiot.


  I clicked my tongue and stopped beneath the crosswalk signal. While everyone else ignored it and crossed anyway, I stood still, staring blankly at the red hand glowing above me.


  Even after sundown, the ground simmered with heat. When I closed my eyes and opened them again, the heat in my head suddenly went cold. I’d agreed to shoot with Lehnsherr—accepted it without hesitation, swept up in emotion.


  Really, you idiot.


  I clicked my tongue again and kicked at the edge of a stone in the sidewalk. When I turned back, the top floor of McQueen Entertainment’s building was dark.
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  The stench from a garbage truck drifted over from the park next to the strip mall. I held my breath, watching people hurry past and a worker with thick forearms shove a trash bag, slick with some unknown liquid, into the truck.


  About six years ago, I’d played a janitor in my first TV drama.


  A deserted street. Two workers loading bags into a truck suddenly scream. Inside the bag is a young man’s body, eyes wide open.


  The usual cold open for a crime show. Once, I used to take small parts in dramas like that. Playing a corpse was awkward, but if I’d gotten the dead guy role, I would’ve had more screen time. Back then, I’d even slap my knee over it, thinking, What a waste.


  A sudden chill brushed my side, and I flinched. When I turned, Janine slipped her arm in and looped it through mine.


  “He’s been staring at you.”


  I glanced back. A blond guy was standing by his bike, looking at me. When our eyes met, he lifted a hand and called out, “Hi.” He couldn’t have been more than twenty. I nodded back before I could think, and he flashed an easy smile.


  I turned to Janine. She’d lowered her sunglasses halfway down her nose, eyes lifted toward me.


  “Does that happen a lot?”


  “Sometimes. They don’t usually say hi, though.”


  “What’s sometimes?”


  “Not enough that I really notice.”


  “I don’t know what your deal is, but statistically, men spend more money on porn and sex than they do on sports. And this is New York—gay guys are everywhere.”


  Janine shot a glare at the back of the blond kid’s head as he walked away. Then, as if to play the part of a girlfriend, she tightened her grip on my arm. Pressing her cheek against my upper arm, she looked up.


  “You ever been on the Forum?”


  “The what?”


  “…Didn’t think so.”


  She muttered something under her breath, sounding oddly serious.


  “Oh well.”


  Then Janine looped her arm through mine again and pointed across the street.


  “There. We’re almost there.”


  The building she pointed to was a gray metal structure, one of those old factories turned into galleries. This one had a hardware store and a small woodworking shop tucked into one corner, a refreshing mix.


  “We’re here to pick it up,” Janine said brightly.


  The clerk smiled, easy and friendly.


  “Just a second. I’ll grab it for you. Coffee?”


  “Yes, please. Two cups.”


  Janine took the cups from him, then paused, studying me for a moment.


  “You don’t drink caffeine, right?”


  You overheat easily, get drunk fast, can’t handle caffeine. You’re surprisingly sensitive. She muttered that last part under her breath and pulled one of the cups back toward herself. I couldn’t help smiling.


  “It’s fine. Just give it to me.”


  Coffee that weak wasn’t going to set my heart racing anyway. I took a sip of the ice-cold drink as Janine dug into her bag and pulled out a few sheets of paper.


  “This is it. What do you think?”


  On the page she handed me was a sketch of a pair of spiraled horns. They looked like they belonged to an incubus, or maybe a goat. Each horn was shaded with careful detail, with notes on the angle, length, and thickness. When I flipped to the next page, there was a drawing of the bone structure underneath.


  “What is it?”


  “Horns, obviously. I melted wax and shaped them myself at home. They’ll make a mold here if you bring them a wax model. They called yesterday. The metal casting was ready.


  I stared down at the ominous-looking pair of horns, unsure what they were for, then looked up at her face. I couldn’t bring myself to ask what they were for. I just sipped my coffee and waited for the clerk to come back.


  When he returned, a friendly-looking guy with a bushy beard, he set the horns in Janine’s hands. They had more weight to them than I expected. A few lines were engraved along the surface. Janine said they were pulled from Purgatorio, the purgatory section of Dante’s Divine Comedy. From a man blinded by madness, to the figure of a demon. I didn’t want to imagine how far Janine planned to let her muse fall.


  “Do you like them?” he asked, grinning.


  Janine said yes without hesitation, then turned to me.


  “What do you think about titling the piece A Dedication to Jennifer?”


  I couldn’t decide whether to say it was great, to make Janine happy, or say it wasn’t, for Jack Black’s sake.


  “…Not sure.”


  Janine tilted her head toward her shoulder and chuckled without a sound.


  We moved to the park afterward. Sitting on a bench, eating burgers, she told me about the shoot in England. The schedule was brutal, but the shoot finished without anything going wrong.


  “Janine.”


  “Yeah?”


  “That Forum you mentioned earlier.”


  “Forum?”


  “The shoot with McQueen that day. What are people saying about it? Everyone keeps…”


  “Everyone?”


  Janine took the straw from her mouth and turned to face me.


  “I ran into Kayle and Levi.”


  “Seriously? How?”


  “Just on the street.”


  “They were talking about the Forum?”


  “Nothing important.”


  Janine clamped her lips shut. Behind her sunglasses, her wide eyes stayed fixed on me for a long time. She muttered under her breath that it was such a pointless thing to bring up.


  “There’s not much to it. If you’re really curious, check out Gay.com or GayLounge. The one with the most detailed posts about you is the McQueen Entertainment Forum, but it gets pretty explicit. For your own peace of mind, maybe stick to the first two.”


  “Explicit how?”


  She pushed her sunglasses back up her nose and picked up the burger resting on her knees. She took a big bite, chewed, then spoke, her voice catching in her throat.


  “What do straight guys say about women they want to sleep with? Gay men are no different. They talk the same way about whoever they want.”


  Her tone was flat, like she was reading from a lifestyle column, but her eyes gave her away. She kept glancing at me carefully, gauging my reaction.


  “Does it bother you?”


  “No. Just…”


  “…….”


  “It’s strange. Being seen that way.”


  I stuffed the rest of my burger into my mouth and chewed through the dry mess. After washing it down with Coke, I looked at Janine, who still hadn’t finished half of hers.


  “Why bring it up now?”


  “I was just wondering if people’s reactions were… a little different.”


  “Yeah, I’d say so.”


  Janine forced a small smile and took a long sip through her straw. She glanced at me, then cleared her throat.


  “Hey, there’s something I’ve been curious about.”


  “Yeah?”


  “It might be kind of a sensitive question. Is it okay if I ask?”


  I nodded. Janine wiped her mouth carefully with the wrapper from her burger. She wrapped up what was left and set it on the bench, then turned fully toward me.


  “What do you spend your money on?”


  I looked down at her for a moment. It wasn’t that she’d hit a nerve. I just couldn’t think of an answer that would make sense to her. I knew that her never asking why I did porn—not once in the past two months—was her way of being considerate. And it wasn’t like the secret I was keeping was anything special anyway.


  “Paying off debt.”


  Her lips parted slowly at that, but she pressed them shut again, as if hiding her surprise.


  “I ended up owing more than I could pay back right away.”


  I gave a small, awkward smile, embarrassed by how pathetic that sounded. Janine bit her lower lip hard enough for it to turn white, then let it go.


  “A bank loan?”


  I shook my head.


  “Didn’t qualify.”


  “Then what, loan sharks?”


  “…Yeah. Loan sharks.”


  Loan sharks. Janine repeated the words slowly, frowning. Her life hadn’t been an easy one either, but she probably couldn’t comprehend the kind of situation where you hit rock bottom with no way out. Not that I needed her to. What she thought of me didn’t matter. All that mattered was the weight of the reality I was facing.


  “How did you end up in debt?”


  “I got injured.”


  “Injured? Where?”


  “My leg.”


  Janine looked down at my legs. When I lowered my head, I could see her eyes through the sunglasses, wide open and unblinking. She stared at my legs wrapped in black pants, then let out a slow, heavy sigh.


  The debt hadn’t been just because of my leg. There were other things too, but I didn’t want to get into all of it. I hate hearing myself sound self-pitying. A poor man’s story about money always sounds pathetic.


  “At least it seems fine now.”


  I smiled as if it were nothing, and Janine returned it with a small, tight smile. She turned her head away. I watched her in profile, her expression troubled, and flexed my right foot inside my shoe. The tip of my shoe twitched against the dusty ground. It had taken a long time, and I’d drawn my share of pity along the way, but my leg was fine now. Not a prosthetic, not a limp.


  I could smile so easily because time had dulled it, like a kind of convenient amnesia. Still, her expression had dimmed, and I didn’t want to pile anything else on.


  There was a question that had been circling in my head for weeks. I kept wondering how people in porn usually end up. It didn’t have to sound poetic or tragic, but end up still felt like the only phrase that fit their lives. And lately, it felt like it fit mine, too.


  Not that I was ready to give up. I just wanted to slip out clean before it numbed me, before I got hooked and started leaning on easy money again. Before it wrecked my life.


  “Shall we go?”


  Janine’s smiling face slid into my view.


  I nodded and stood up, picking up the trash scattered beside her seat. She said she needed to pick up a few books, so we stopped at the Guggenheim bookstore, which was having a clearance sale. She walked out with an armful of art books.


  “That’s a lot.”


  At the bus stop, Janine set everything down except her bag.


  “Are you sure you can carry all that?”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  She shrugged and smiled, then craned her neck to look down the road. Her bus was climbing the hill in the distance.


  “By the way, that favor you mentioned earlier.”


  “Favor?”


  “You asked me to drop off that DVD at the office.”


  That reminded me. I rummaged through my bag and pulled out the DVD I’d borrowed from Glenn McQueen last week. I’d promised to return it a while ago but hadn’t managed to stop by his place.


  “Are you sure you can manage that with everything else?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  She slid the case into her bag, tucked the books under one arm, and carried the metal horns in the other.


  “Then I’ll get going.”


  “Take care.”


  “I’ll call you.”


  She wrinkled her nose with a smile, then found a window seat amid the crowd boarding the bus. I watched her wipe the sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief. Just before the bus pulled out, she turned her head. When our eyes met, she slid open the window and called out,


  “You’re really shooting again on Sunday?”


  Her voice was a little hoarse. I saw my reflection in the mirrored surface of her sunglasses but couldn’t say anything back.


  I just needed to stick to what I’d told myself. Slip out clean before it numbed me. Before I got hooked and started leaning on easy money again. Before it wrecked my life. Even with that vow still fresh in my head, I could feel a faint tug of temptation. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to linger a little longer. Make just a little more. Before I even had time to be ashamed of my wavering, the bus pulled away. I watched it go, then, a beat later, nodded to myself.


  ***


  The ground didn’t split open, and the sky didn’t collapse. No disasters, no divine signs. Whether the flight from Arkansas to New York had been delayed, I had no idea. The weather had been clear for days, and Lehnsherr was no longer the simple, good-natured country boy from Arkansas.


  Three weeks into his move to the city, he already seemed to know New York better than I did, though I’d lived here my whole life. He’d been chatting with Janine about restaurants, then drifted into interior design. I was picking at the peanut cookies she had bought, eating whatever my fingers landed on.


  “I wanted to keep the place simple,” Lehnsherr said. “When you work, you move around a lot. No need to divide up the space.”


  “Still, wouldn’t it be easier to have people over if you had separate rooms?” Janine asked.


  “That’s not a problem.”


  Lehnsherr clicked his tongue and shook his head.


  A month ago, he’d opened a small office with a partner—an eBay buying and reselling agency. He called himself a materialistic pervert with no shame. He was twenty-five. He said that if he wanted to sleep with someone, he should, and if he wanted to eat something, he would. That was how he lived, and he laughed about it. And just like he’d said, we ended up sleeping together. In a way, I’d given him exactly what he wanted, so maybe this shoot had scratched whatever itch he’d been carrying.


  A hand pressed down on the back of the sofa behind me. The leather creaked under the weight. When I turned around, I saw a pair of firm arms gripping the top of the sofa. I hadn’t noticed when he’d come downstairs, but Glenn McQueen was standing there, leaning forward with both hands pressed hard against the backrest.


  When I’d arrived at the studio earlier, he hadn’t been around. Janine had said he was talking with Jack Black about the poster design for the footage they’d shot in England.


  I looked up at him as he talked, and he lowered his head toward me. He was wearing a plain white shirt without a tie. When our eyes met, Glenn McQueen smiled and said hi.


  “…Want one?”


  I hesitated, then held out the cookie I was holding. He leaned in, just a little, lowering his head with his lips parting just above me. My fingers and the cookie grazed his soft, damp lips. He hesitated, then paused to breathe it in before taking a bite.


  “Oops. I can’t do peanut butter.”


  He clicked his tongue, a regretful look flickering across his face, and pulled back to sit beside me.


  “McQueen’s allergic to peanuts,” Lehnsherr said, gesturing toward him with his chin.


  I flicked a quick look at Glenn McQueen, but he just shrugged it off.


  Looking at Lehnsherr, he asked if he liked the new place.


  “It’s fine. Not like it’s as nice as yours.”


  “Doesn’t it ever get weird at night, you and Kayle living together?”


  It sounded like McQueen already knew Lehnsherr was living with Kayle.


  “No way. Are you kidding me?” Lehnsherr laughed, horrified at the idea.


  McQueen crossed his arms, smiling in quiet amusement.


  The two of them seemed surprisingly comfortable with each other. Comfortable enough, apparently, for Lehnsherr to know about McQueen’s peanut allergy. When Janine walked off to take a call, their voices carried softly across the wide studio.


  Lehnsherr on my left, McQueen on my right. It felt like I was the only one aware of the fact that I was sitting between the man I’d once slept with and the man I would soon sleep with. I was chewing the cookie I’d meant to give McQueen and reaching for my Coke when Lehnsherr clapped.


  “Oh, right!”


  “Hm?”


  Both McQueen and I turned toward him. His hand brushed over my knee.


  “I just remembered. Can you hand me the nail clippers?”


  “What for?”


  McQueen’s eyes followed Lehnsherr’s hand resting on my knee. His fingers were long and well-shaped, though his nails were a little too long. Lehnsherr gripped my knee and rested his chin on my shoulder.


  “If my nails are long, it’ll hurt when I finger you, right?”


  His gaze met mine directly, the pale color of his eyes clear and focused.


  “God, I’m turned on,” he murmured, dimples showing as he smiled.


  He was close enough for his breath to touch my cheek. When I leaned back instinctively, my shoulders met McQueen’s chest behind me. The faint tickle made my eyes tremble.


  “...Hard to argue with that,” McQueen said, his voice low.


  “I could hurt you with nails this long. I’ll trim them.”


  Lehnsherr leaned in, looking up at me like he was waiting for praise, so I edged back and nodded, awkward. Then a voice cut in.


  “Well, aren’t you three cozy. You’re quite the popular one, huh?”


  Cold fingers tapped the back of my neck. I flinched and turned around to see Jack Black standing there with a black bag in hand. Wiggling his eyebrows like a wave, he said.


  “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s talk.”


  ***


  Maybe Jack actually enjoyed this part of the job. He’d been talking outside the bathroom for nearly twenty minutes, and I hesitated to open the door. I wished he’d give me a moment alone while I prepared, but he kept venting about Glenn McQueen. The same frustrations from the England shoot kept spilling out. Creative differences, the poster design, little fights that never really got resolved.


  By the time I’d finished showering in the stall next to the bathroom and stepped out with a towel around my waist, Jack held out a bathrobe.


  “It’s been almost a month. If you jump straight back into filming, it might be rough. Want a dildo?”


  He was already holding the dildo with a condom on it.


  “…Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  Jack Black pressed a dildo with a condom on it into one of my hands, and a clear plastic bottle of oil with a blue cap into the other, grinning like he was proud of himself.


  “Practice, practice, practice.”


  He steered me along with a pat on the back, then shoved me into the small room, the same one where I’d pushed a dildo into myself before. Just remembering it was enough to make my face go hot.


  I locked the door this time and checked twice, just to be sure. I sat on the couch and spread my legs. I looked down at the dildo in my hand, then, slicked it with oil and rubbed between my ass cheeks with my slippery fingers. I couldn’t believe I was blushing at the soft, pliant feel of my own ass, something I hadn’t even been aware of until now.


  The awkward, foreign feeling was still there, but I was used to it now. It didn’t repulse me as much. I tried to push the dildo in, but the moment I tensed, it slid right back out. I frowned at the strange feeling and shoved it in all at once.


  “Ah…!”


  Even something only as thick as two fingers hurt. The memory of Lehnsherr’s old video came to mind, and just picturing his size was enough to cloud my vision. I pulled the dildo out, then drove it all the way in, forcing back a sound. Experience had taught me that no matter how big it was, if there was enough oil, it would go in without tearing me. I stared blankly at the white wall, red flesh flashing over it like an afterimage, then closed my eyes.


  His had been thicker, longer, and alive with heat. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he’d pace it, easing off when it hurt, then pushing deeper the moment I could take it, until it left me shaking with it.


  When he filled me from behind, his body wrapped around mine, a strange pulse started up deep in my lower belly, like it was proving he was really there. Do women always feel that way when they have sex? Is that shock, that moment of being completely joined, just how it is?


  Only the soft dildo was inside me now, but my mind kept swapping it out for that day. The memory kept forcing itself on me, and irritation rose. I started thrusting the dildo faster. Was I punishing myself? I couldn’t tell anymore. I clenched my teeth and dropped my head, trying not to let a sound slip out.


  “Damn it.”


  I almost threw the dildo away but gripped it tightly in my hand instead, enduring the burning pain. I panted out a moan, like I was trying to swallow my anger.


  Why did I keep chewing on that day? And what was this ugly, restless urge that kept coming back? I’d felt it the night I first slept with Glenn McQueen, and again at home, watching the edited footage. It made me want to tear my hair out.


  I opened my eyes and stared at the wall for a long time. Stupidly, I’d worked myself up and taken it out on my own body, and now I was drained. The irritation ebbed fast. After all that heat I’d whipped up on my own, it went out just as quickly as it had flared. All that was left was the pathetic reality of me sitting in his studio, clutching a sex toy, drowning in this kind of bullshit.


  I wouldn’t deny that what happened with McQueen had been explosive, explosive enough to burn off the intensity of my first time with a woman. I just wanted to draw a line. Was it because it had been McQueen? Or was it that being a bottom leaves a hard scar on anyone, no matter who it’s with?


  I figured sleeping with Lehnsherr might loosen whatever was knotted up in me. And somewhere under all that, I was even hoping it would leave me with another scar.


  No. Before I let myself spiral, I’m erasing that. Doing porn isn’t about defying anyone. It isn’t about proving something to myself. It’s just money.


  I got up. I let out a dry breath and covered my face with my bare, dry hands. I pressed until my features twisted, then let go.


  When I stepped out and went downstairs to the studio, they were already set.


  “Shall we start?”


  Taylor slid four lights into place around the bed and the sofa as he spoke, flicking them on and adjusting the angles.


  “I got oil on me. I’ll rinse off first.”


  “Hurry back.”


  He was grinning as he said it. I nodded and stepped into the open shower stall. I was soaping between my legs when Taylor brought the camera up, like he was trying to grab some behind-the-scenes footage. I shot him a quick look, then leaned into the lukewarm stream and let it run over my face.


  “Here, towel.”


  I took it, dried off, then gave the camera a little shrug and a faint smile.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Good.”


  “Nervous?”


  “A little.”


  “More than when you slept with McQueen?”


  I let out a breath that was half laugh, half sigh, and shook my head.


  “Less than that…”


  Taylor, who’d been watching the monitor on the camera, looked up. The way his lips curled into a smile felt loaded, but maybe I was reading too much into it. I felt his thick hand pat my shoulder, then I walked over to the bed, already set for the shoot.


  Lehnsherr had been fixing his hair in the mirror. He came over on his knees and sat close enough that our sides nearly touched. I looked up at him. The lukewarm heat of his arm pressed against mine. He reached out and brushed my bangs back.


  “So, should we pick a concept, too?”


  Lehnsherr seemed to still be thinking about the concept I’d done with Glenn McQueen a few weeks earlier. He looked like he was burning to get started, but I still couldn’t shake the awkward tension in me. Since his face was smiling, I didn’t want to spoil it by cooling him off.


  “Sure.”


  “Hmm. What do you think? You go first.”


  “I haven’t really thought about it.”


  “Try.”


  “Just…”


  “Just?”


  He kept pressing, but nothing came to mind.


  “Lovers...” I said.


  It felt like I was recycling the last shoot, but I didn’t have that kind of imagination. Lehnsherr listened quietly, then straightened up and let out a light sigh.


  “Then let’s be lovers who do everything for each other. No hesitation.”


  Contrary to what I expected, there was a hint of impatience in Lehnsherr’s eyes, mixed with excitement. I held his gaze without saying anything. His left cheek dimpled as he smiled, playful. It was just sex between two men getting paid, so why did he keep asking for things that made it complicated? I almost sighed, then swallowed it. I didn’t want my hesitation to throw our balance off, so I nodded.


  “What are you two whispering about?”


  At the click of a tongue, I turned. Glenn McQueen was sitting on a stool, watching Lehnsherr. One leg crossed over the other, he tipped his head and swept his bangs back off his forehead. He flicked a glance at me, then looked back at Lehnsherr.


  “Let’s roll.”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  “Okay, rolling?”


  Jack Black sounded like he was all keyed up. The cameramen had been watching their monitors for a while. The cameras were already rolling. With his arms folded, Glenn McQueen spoke.


  “How have you been, Lehnsherr? Tommy?”


  “Good.”


  “It’s been, what, three weeks for you, Tommy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You been laying low? Looked like people were about to swarm you.”


  “…Wasn’t that bad.”


  “Good. I dug a little tunnel to hide you in, and now I don’t even get to use it.”


  Beside McQueen, Jack Black heckled him, grumbling like he was annoyed.


  “The last shoot got a great response. We were pretty intense, weren’t we?”


  At McQueen’s teasing tone, I let out a small laugh and nodded. The way he looked at me was light, like even the atmosphere of a romance could be turned into business. His gaze brushed my face, then moved on.


  “Lehnsherr’s been dying for this, thanks to you.”


  “I’ve been waiting for this,” Lehnsherr said with a grin.


  “So what had you that worked up? What did you like the most?”


  “His ass.”


  “…Yeah. It’s a hell of an ass,” McQueen said.


  Lehnsherr burst out laughing. McQueen’s choice of words felt deliberately provocative, and it rubbed me the wrong way. Glenn McQueen uncrossed his arms and rubbed his jaw.


  “But just the ass? Come on, there’s more than that.”


  “When he gets turned on, his skin goes kind of red, like pale strawberry milk. And he’s sensitive, too. And I like his face. Anyway, I’ll know better after we’ve slept together.”


  It felt like I was up on the block, listening to them appraise me. Heat rushed to my face, but I didn’t lower my head to hide it like I used to. Watching Lehnsherr make no effort to hide how worked up he was, I figured I didn’t have to hide every reaction either. I’d chosen this. And if nothing else, the money meant I had to be bolder.


  “So, Tommy. What’s your impression of Lehnsherr?”


  “He’s… nice.”


  “That’s it? Just that?”


  At Lehnsherr’s raised voice, I laughed and shook my head.


  “Seems like the type women would like.”


  “Come on, that can’t be all.”


  “He’s… good-looking.”


  Lehnsherr smiled, satisfied, and rubbed his forehead against my shoulder. Then he lifted his head and looked at McQueen like he was telling him to hurry up and start. McQueen lifted one corner of his mouth, shaking his head with a quiet laugh.


  “A few people called me after the last shoot, but Lehnsherr here was the most persistent. He called the most, kept pressing me, didn’t you, Lehnsherr?”


  “Yeah. Guess it worked.”


  “Unlike Lehnsherr, Tommy looks like he’s about to face a real trial.”


  Lehnsherr turned to me. His eyebrows twitched.


  “That’s not true. Why are you trying to stir things up?”


  “What did I say?”


  McQueen shrugged, smiling like it was nothing. After a long sigh, he uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, his loose posture tightening as if he were focusing.


  “Tommy. You’re bottoming again today.”


  “Yeah.”


  “How do you think it’ll go?”


  “…I’m not gonna die, right?”


  My answer made everyone burst into quick laughter. Awkward, I rubbed my cheek with the back of my hand.


  “Nervous?”


  “No, not really.”


  Lehnsherr’s hand slid over mine where it rested on my knee. He laced our fingers together, lifted our joined hands, and slowly touched his tongue to my middle finger. Glenn McQueen had been watching with his head tipped slightly to the side, his expression unreadable. His gaze drifted, then settled on the slow slide of Lehnsherr’s tongue.


  McQueen’s lips moved, like he was about to say something. Whatever it was never made it out as sound, and I couldn’t tell what he’d meant. Lehnsherr took my middle finger into his mouth, closing his lips around it as it twitched from the ticklish pull. Glenn McQueen held a long stare on the blatantly suggestive motion, then slowly ran a hand along his jaw.


  “Let’s start.”


  A slow murmur. That was how it began.


  ***


  If you asked me what the most dramatic change had been over the past two-plus months, I’d name that rainy evening I shot with McQueen.


  The rain had echoed endlessly, as if we were trapped inside an aquarium. I didn’t want to admit how hard it had hit me, sleeping with someone I’d never expected, in a turn I’d never seen coming, but it still weighed on my chest like a scar that wouldn’t heal.


  But a lot was different now. It was well past five, but with the sun setting later, the window still held bright daylight. Unlike that night when I’d stammered and struggled to breathe in McQueen’s presence, this time I was fully aware of the camera pointed at me. Lehnsherr pinned me down, my bare skin exposed to the dry, stale air, and twisted one of my nipples again, his fingers slick with spit.


  “...Ugh!”


  He seemed to have forgotten the camera, all but relentless, like he needed to leave a mark. I clenched and unclenched the hand I’d meant to use to push him away, then grabbed his shoulder instead. When I winced at the sharp sting, he watched my face, then lowered his mouth and ran his tongue over my nipple. It hurt less than when he pinched me with his fingers, but the crawling disgust of his tongue rolling over that burning spot made my skin prickle.


  “Still hurts?”


  I hesitated, then shook my head. He smiled, deep and satisfied, and closed his mouth over my nipple. Like he was determined to leave a mark, he wouldn’t let up.


  At that point, the pain wasn’t even the problem anymore. His tongue pressed insistently into my nipple as he sucked, and a moan I couldn’t hold back slipped through my teeth. My back arched off the bed, caught somewhere between the tickle and the heat. From above my head, Jack Black filmed my face. I threw an arm up to block the lens and cover my eyes, heat pooling there.


  Lehnsherr moved like someone who’d shot plenty of porn. Even without Glenn McQueen prompting him, he kept changing positions, never breaking the flow. He asked for things I’d hesitated to do even when I was dating women. I knew being bold in a moment like this wasn’t poison, but when I climbed on top of Lehnsherr the other way around, my lips still trembled with shame.


  His breath, hot and damp, gathered between my cheeks. I’d expected it, but knowing didn’t make the sensation easier to handle. His wet tongue touched my anus softly. Then he pressed in and dragged it upward. As I tensed and twitched, the tip of his tongue slipped inside. When I tried to lift myself up, his hand locked around my waist and kept me still.


  “Your skin’s amazing. Your ass feels like whipped cream.”


  His big hand, damp with sweat, stroked my ass slowly. He pressed hard, then grabbed my ass cheeks with both hands and pulled them open, sealing his mouth against me and sucking. It felt filthy, almost degrading.


  “Ah! ...hmmph, ...mm.”


  I couldn’t hold back the sounds. I panted, gripping the base of his cock. The pull of his mouth and the slow work of his tongue made my body shake, and before I knew it, I took his penis into my mouth. Trying to scatter the nerves burning low in my body, I pushed him deeper until he hit the back of my throat. Precum spilled fast, sticky and hot, sliding over my fingers.


  After what felt like forever, his mouth finally pulled away. Watching my legs tremble, Lehnsherr gave a low laugh and nipped at me. Then he finally slid one finger inside, right where he’d been hovering for so long. When I pulled his cock from my mouth and swallowed, he slid in a second finger, moving slowly as if he were testing the inside while he muttered to himself.


  “It’s so… hot and slick. You know it keeps twitching like it wants to swallow me?”


  Was he trying to turn this into a live commentary? I wanted to cover his mouth. Instead of answering, I took his cock back into my mouth. When he added another finger, a strained moan escaped from my throat under the pressure.


  “Ah, don’t bite.”


  Grinning, he rummaged through the bedside table and pulled out a condom. The friction was rough, almost dry enough to feel like it was dragging at my skin, but he didn’t care. His fingers kept moving, steady and relentless. When I looked back, he was tearing the wrapper open with his teeth.


  “Lift your hips a little.”


  I wiped the fluid from my chin with the back of my hand and pushed myself up. Lehnsherr slid out from between my legs and moved behind me, one knee planted on the bed.


  The moment I’d been hoping wouldn’t come was closing in anyway. When I glanced over my shoulder, he was adjusting the condom on, smiling, and then he threaded his hand into my hair. He pressed my head down into the bed and lifted my hips. Maybe he liked positions that came with shame. He yanked my arms back behind me, like he was binding them.


  I tried to bury my face in the mattress to ease the strain in my neck, but his hand in my hair held me there. I couldn’t move. I glared back at him, then gave up and blinked hard, heat stinging at my eyes. That’s when I saw Glenn McQueen’s long legs, crossed as he sat on a stool. He hadn’t moved at all. Like a mannequin, he watched Lehnsherr, the arm pinned behind me, and then my face. The moment his gaze sharpened, I realized we were looking straight at each other.


  Something touched me. Before I could brace, he pushed in without warning, opening me up in one hard, deep drive. The shock hit so violently I couldn’t even make a sound. My eyes scrunched and my mouth fell open. When I finally let out a thin breath, McQueen’s eyes went wide.


  A warm, heavy brush pressed into the crease between my cheeks. I twisted on instinct, and Lehnsherr pulled back, only to surge in again, fast and unforgiving. He slipped out just enough to catch at the entrance, then drove back in, quick and hard. A sound that wasn’t quite a scream and wasn’t quite a moan tore out of me.


  Lehnsherr’s hand stayed firm against the side of my head. McQueen’s gaze felt like a hook in my skin. Between the two of them, I couldn’t even flinch away. In the end, it was me who looked away first. I squeezed my eyes shut, and the pain sharpened.


  The condom, slick with lube, went in without much resistance, but every time he drew back, it felt like the inside of me was sticking and being pulled along with him. With my hips still tipped up, he pushed in again. I jerked and moaned, writhing like something pinned in place by the pain, and Lehnsherr bent down and pressed his lips to my back.


  “It’s tight. You’re twitching. God, it feels good.”


  He kept it low, meant for my ears only, and then drove in fully. He stayed still for a moment, then slid a hand under my cheek and tugged, turning my face toward him.


  Our lips met, and I had to open my mouth, letting him in. I thought he was already all the way in, but then he pushed in once more, one more hard inch that made my body jolt. I tried to hold it in, but the pain was too much. When I crawled forward on my knees to get away from the edge of it, he followed right behind me, thrusting in again.


  He wasn’t small, that bastard. I clamped my teeth down on the curse that nearly spilled out.


  The thrusts sped up. The burn, the dragging pull, the pressure made it feel like I was about to break into tears. I shook my head, helpless, then slapped the mattress like a surrender. Finally I reached back and shoved hard at Lehnsherr’s lower belly, trying to force space between us. He pulled out, breathing rough, and flipped me over.


  He slid his hand behind my right knee, lifted my leg, and slipped his fingers inside me again. Compared to what had been there a moment ago, fingers felt almost too small. I couldn’t even tell how many he’d put in. He worked them slowly, then curled one, probing deeper. The sharp burn came with an uncomfortable, crawling tickle, and my muscles tighten on their own.


  “Oh, shit. I almost made you cry.”


  He said it with a tight, impatient smile. Was he annoyed it didn’t happen, or guilty that it almost did? Panting, I looked up at him. Lehnsherr looked flustered as he fidgeted with his cock, eyes fixed on my pinched expression. Then he slid his hand behind my knee again and lifted my leg higher. The tip of his cock brushed the entrance again.


  “Ah… ah!”


  He drove in hard. Pain lit through me like he was grinding me open. He sped up, and it felt like I was going to tear. When I turned my head from the pain, I caught Glenn McQueen through my bloodshot blur.


  “He’s in pain.”


  Lehnsherr froze as McQueen stepped up beside the bed. Expressionless, McQueen looked him in the face.


  “Use some oil.”


  His voice dropped, a warning.


  “You here to get off or to work?”


  “…….”


  McQueen kept staring at him for a long moment. Then he tilted his head slightly, his mouth twisting in a dry, humorless smile.


  “Keep it professional.”


  The plastic cap snapped open with a click. The cold look he’d had on Lehnsherr slid down to where they were joined. McQueen tipped the bottle and poured from above. Oil ran down the point where we met and dripped onto the sheets, soaking them.


  As he watched the thin, clear stream fall, his gaze shifted to me. For some reason, that look felt hotter than any body heat that I’d ever been touched with. Not warm. Burning, like something had pressed against my skin. I couldn’t speak. I just dragged in breath after breath.


  “If it hurts, say so.”


  He snapped the cap shut, muttering in the same flat voice. His lips moved again, like he had more to say, and then they sealed shut. How would I know, if you don’t tell me? But I couldn’t say anything either.


  ***


  Lehnsherr’s hand traced down my back as he pressed his lips to my jaw. Our slick stomachs slid together, sweat-wet skin clinging and slipping. Each time my swollen nipple brushed against his chest, it burned, sharp like being branded with fire.


  “Feels… agh, good? Want me to go deeper? …Yeah?”


  He nipped my lower lip, then let it go. His cock gave a twitch where it rubbed against my abs.


  We moved to the couch. I sat on Lehnsherr’s thighs, chests pressed together, rolling my hips. When I shook my head against his shoulder, he grabbed the back of my neck and pressed his lips to mine. As if it wasn’t enough to just tangle our tongues, he tipped his head and sucked at my lips, insistent. When I pulled away to breathe, his hand slid down my back and squeezed my ass tight.


  “Haa… ngh, hmph… urgh.”


  When he thrust in hard, my body tried to buck up, but he held me down and pushed even deeper. I tried to pry his hand off, but he caught both my wrists and pulled them behind my back, holding them there like he was binding them. Then he leaned back and bit at my nipples.


  After that cold, distant stretch, Lehnsherr suddenly turned sticky-sweet, coming at me like a lover drenched in honey, so relentless it made my tongue go numb. And after that, I didn’t take my eyes off him once. Focusing on him was the only way to escape. I didn’t even know from what.


  His pace picked up, thrusting deeper as my body tensed. The oil inside me dulled the burn, and the repeated motion had already blunted the pain. But the place he kept hitting only got more sensitive. Sounds that didn’t feel like mine kept slipping out whenever I let my guard down, even for a second.


  It tickled. As the thrusts went deeper, I tightened my grip on his hand, our fingers still laced, and pressed my forehead to his shoulder. My breath came out rough and uneven. The moment he slid in with a rough, scraping drag, a sharp, electric jolt shot through me. Before I could even think, my body tensed and clenched hard around him.


  “Ah… ngh!”


  At the sound of my voice, Lehnsherr’s movements stopped. Something sharper than the dull ache, something that crawled up my spine, sent a chill to the back of my neck.


  Our fingers came apart. Lehnsherr caught the back of my head and tugged. His Adam’s apple moved, slow, as he swallowed. He pushed me halfway down onto the carpet and spread my legs. The moment he pushed back in, my body jerked tight.


  “Here… can you feel it?”


  As I didn’t answer, he drove in harder, forcing a reaction out of me. I dropped my chin. He brushed my bangs up and out of my eyes. He pulled out just a little, then pressed into the same spot again, hard enough that my hips tightened on their own. I gritted my teeth. When I finally nodded, he swallowed and gave a restless, almost impatient laugh.


  It felt like sex in a tropical fever. My throat kept drying out. There was fire inside me, burning low in my stomach.


  I kept my eyes on Lehnsherr, letting every sensation he gave me take over—whether it was pain or something I couldn’t name. The friction was brutal and close, like he was battering at the slick, swollen inside of me until it felt ready to split.


  Feeling the climax approaching, I let go of Lehnsherr’s wet shoulder and rubbed my cock instead. Taylor’s camera locked in on my face. I looked into the lens, then dropped my gaze. The fact that I could feel a tickle from the motion between my ass cheeks made my stomach twist.


  Even through the discomfort, through the uncertain pleasure, release came closer as I moved my hand. My cum splattered up onto my sweat-slick chest. When Lehnsherr drove into me one last time, my body twisted. He pulled off the condom, pressed my forehead down, and climbed over me. His cum splattered across my face.


  “Open your mouth… your tongue… ngh, stick it out.”


  Lehnsherr muttered in a rough voice. When I lifted my lids a fraction, the cum tangled in my lashes turned everything into a washed-out blur.


  I hesitated, staring at his thumb blocking the head of his cock to hold back release, then parted my lips. Just like Kayle once had with me. Just like Lehnsherr’s partner had done in that gay porn I first saw. It was just porn. So this wasn’t supposed to mean anything.


  Lehnsherr came hard, and it seemed to go on forever. He bent over me with a low sound and pressed in deeper. Even when it was over, he kept moving in my mouth like he was savoring the afterglow. For a moment he went slack, and then, slowly, he started to harden again. I gagged and pulled my head back. He straightened, then folded down over me again. Turning my face away from the camera, I spat out what was left, soundlessly.


  My eyes stung where the cum stuck near the corners. I squeezed them shut, and when I felt wet lips brushing mine again, there was still the taste of it between us. I don’t know how long we kissed like that.


  My tongue, my lips, my jaw, even my hips. My whole body ached, raw and buzzing, like I’d come down with something. More than anything, what left my head ringing was the fact that it hadn’t been just his hands. I’d felt it through him, through Lehnsherr’s cock. Clearer than the first time I’d ever bottomed. Maybe I’d only felt it this clearly because I’d done it before. Either way, it was absurd.


  Lehnsherr was the first to move. With a small, rough groan, he pressed a quick baby-kiss to my lips and got up.


  His footsteps faded. I wanted to wash up too, but the cum clumped in my lashes kept my eyes from opening. I tried to wipe them with my fingers and felt something soft touch my face. A towel.


  When I finally opened my eyes, McQueen was leaning over me, towel in hand. I looked up at him blankly, drained, and he used the clean side of the towel to wipe my face.


  “You did good,” he said quietly.


  He folded the towel once and wiped the cum from my chest, then straightened up. He didn’t move after that. Was he waiting for me to get up? I didn’t want to move at all.


  Eventually, he reached out his hand. I stared at McQueen’s big hand for a beat, then braced on the floor and sat up. But my legs still wouldn’t take my weight.


  “Just… let me be.”


  My voice came out cracked, low, unfamiliar. Too tired to even look up at him, I leaned back against the couch and closed my eyes. The foreign pressure between my thighs was still there. So was the lingering pleasure it left behind. Was this the scar I’d wanted? I turned it over again and again, but my mind stayed blank.


  McQueen turned away and walked over to Taylor, who still had the camera. I stared vacantly at the floor near McQueen’s feet, then glanced at the clock on the wall. It read 6:34. We’d been shooting for over an hour. No wonder my body felt wrecked.


  “Not taking a shower?”


  Janine spread a towel over me and asked in her usual gentle tone.


  “Let me rest a minute.”


  She crouched to meet my eyes, and I managed a faint smile. It had been a pathetic encounter from the start, and every time, I ended up showing Janine only the worst version of me. The thought made me let out a short, weak laugh. She rested a hand on my shoulder.


  “How about we finish the photos and grab dinner? Whatever you want.”


  “I just want to rest.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “All right then.”


  She gave my shoulder a couple of light pats, watched me a moment longer, then turned away. I wished I could just fall asleep like this without moving, but I still had to pick up my clothes from the cleaners and feed the cat. And more than anything, spending another night in Glenn McQueen’s place was out of the question.


  I slapped my cheeks hard with both hands to clear my head and forced myself to stand. I braced through my feet so I wouldn’t stagger and stepped into the shower stall. Lehnsherr stepped out just as I went in, still damp from the shower.


  “I was thinking maybe we could grab dinner together nearby,” he said.


  “Sorry, I—”


  “You don’t have to say no. The shoot ran longer than I expected, and I’m already late for another appointment anyway.”


  He smiled, rubbing a towel through his damp hair. I looked up at him, then stepped back under the warm spray and shut my eyes.


  When I finished and was drying off, Jack Black walked over.


  “That was great today,” he said, grinning shyly, a little spark of excitement in his eyes.


  “I mean, I’m actually kind of proud I majored in film now.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Well, nothing beats seeing it live, but next time I’d love to set up, like, ten cameras from different angles. Not that McQueen would ever go for that.”


  Pouting, Jack shot a glare at McQueen, who was changing a camera lens across the room. I’d almost forgotten it wasn’t over yet. The photo shoot was still left. A sigh escaped me.


  “Let’s go take the pictures.”


  Lehnsherr whispered, suddenly close, pressing a kiss to the back of my neck. Unlike me, he looked like he was enjoying every second. He held out his phone in front of my face.


  “Put your number in.”


  I stared at his black phone for a moment, then frowned slightly and looked up at him.


  “You don’t like giving out your number?”


  “…It’s not that.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  He shrugged and smiled.


  “Or you can just tell me, and I’ll type it myself.”


  I wasn’t exactly eager, but refusing would’ve felt awkward, so I entered my number. When I handed the phone back, he hit call, and my own phone started to ring. From nearby, Glenn McQueen wound the hand strap around his wrist.


  “I thought you were straight.”


  “I am.”


  “Well, maybe it’s time to reconsider that,” McQueen muttered.


  Lehnsherr gave a dry laugh, pressing the power button on his phone.


  “Mind your own business.”


  The casual bite in his tone made McQueen snort.


  “If I call, pick up.”


  Lehnsherr said, turning to me, leaning in close like he expected a promise. I didn’t know what he planned to do with my number, but I nodded anyway. McQueen, still twisting the camera strap around his fingers, glanced down near Lehnsherr’s feet.


  “Time for photos. You two, outside.”


  ***


  “I’ll handle the editing.”


  Glenn McQueen held out his hand toward Jack Black, Taylor, and Liam, who were removing the memory cards from their cameras. Jack glared at him, hiding a card in his fist and clutching it tightly against his chest. When McQueen narrowed his eyes. Jack shook his head, desperate.


  “Give it to me.”


  “No.”


  “Jen.”


  “How could you—!”


  “Jennifer.”


  “You can’t do this.”


  “Don’t play games.”


  “Do I really look like I’m just messing around, when I’m this desperate?”


  “…Give me.”


  McQueen let out a sigh, his voice dropping low. Jack actually shivered.


  “I’m not giving it to you because I’m scared,” he muttered.


  With one hand he covered his eyes, and with the other he held the card out, like it was the hardest thing in the world. Peeking through the gap between his fingers, Jack watched McQueen take it and let out a pained groan. If this was what Janine meant by Jack’s cute side, I could almost see it.


  “Then give me the original.”


  Jack folded his arms with as much dignity as he could manage.


  “That’s me compromising.”


  I’d been waiting so I could head out with Janine, and ended up watching their little skit instead. If this scene belonged to a comedy, Jack Black would get most of the credit. But even while McQueen acted like he couldn’t care less, he still let Jack drag him along just enough.


  Thinking about how they’d gone from college classmates to a pair that could barely stop snapping at each other, I lowered my gaze. My eyes landed on my sneakers. My feet felt dry inside them as I wiggled my toes.


  The memories that came up weren’t the kind I could refuse. That morning, the Converse left neatly dried on top of the shoe cabinet drifted back to me. If Janine was all bright, primary color, McQueen was desaturated grayscale. The occasional kindness he showed wasn’t warmth. It was a white that couldn’t hold heat. And the way he’d go still, lost in thought, was a black I couldn’t read.


  It was my own private theory, drawn from the muted tones he liked to wear and the black-and-white mosaic on his living-room wall. But it felt right somehow.


  In my narrow field of view, Janine’s leopard-print flats stopped in front of my dried-out Converse. When I looked up, she was pushing her cherry-blossom-pink hair behind her ear, leopard-print sunglasses catching the light.


  “Let’s go. You’ve been waiting, right?”


  “Not really.”


  Arms crossed, Janine tapped her foot and smiled like she was in a great mood. When I stood, a heavy weight settled in my stomach, like there was a chunk of metal inside me. A sharp ache ran up my spine, and I swallowed a short groan.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah. Just being dramatic.”


  “Doesn’t sound like it.”


  “You’re right.”


  Leaving her behind, I steadied myself on my toes and walked toward the group still talking about the edit.


  “I’m heading out,” I said.


  “Oh, sure. Good work today,” Taylor replied.


  I nodded to him, then turned to Glenn McQueen. I didn’t know how many more porn shoots I’d end up doing, or how many times I’d have to say goodbye like this. Looking at the corner of his mouth, I lowered my head and gave a short nod before walking away. Even though I tried to steady my legs, they shook as if I’d just climbed down a mountain.


  “Ugh, no, this isn’t right. Janine!”


  “What now?”


  “I’m feeling guilty, honestly.”


  “About what?”


  At her indifferent tone, Jack Black answered.


  “Lehnsherr really went too far. Can’t you see his legs are shaking? You can’t treat the rising star of the industry like that.”


  He pointed at me. My lips tightened at the words rising star, and Jack jerked his chin at me.


  “Give him a ride, will you?” Jack said to Janine.


  “I didn’t bring my car—”


  “It’s fine. Let’s just go.”


  I grabbed Janine by the wrist and bowed my head again as we left. Everything about this was ugly. The rising star crap, the fact my legs were weak because I’d taken it like a woman. It was ridiculous to be treated like I was some fragile invalid just because of sex, and even more pathetic that I couldn’t take their concern without twisting it into shame. I hardened my expression and tugged Janine along. She followed without a word.


  “Wait. The keys are on the fifth floor.”


  When I turned around, Glenn McQueen had a hand on Janine’s arm.


  “I can drive you. It’s close anyway.”


  His eyes slid to me as he gave Janine’s arm a light tug. Caught from both sides, Janine made an awkward face. McQueen tugged again.


  “Come on. Get in.”


  Was there any warmth in his kindness at all? I looked up at him for a beat and tightened my grip on Janine’s wrist.


  “Go. He’s offering. Just take the ride.”


  Her hand slipped free of mine.


  “It’s literally a few minutes by car. What’s the big deal? It’s not like we’re imposing.”


  She smiled and patted my back, like being overly polite about something small was worse manners than anything else. McQueen didn’t seem bothered by the favor he’d volunteered for. Then again, warm or not, what did it matter? Everyone was watching me. I was the only one making this simple decision feel like a burden. In the end, I nodded.


  When I reached for the backseat door, he lifted a hand.


  “Hold on a second.”


  He pulled a cigarette from the chest pocket of his shirt, stuck it between his lips, and opened the passenger door. A thick stack of paper and a box were piled on the front seat. He scooped them up and tossed them into the back. The inside of his car was nothing like the last time I’d seen it. Messy, cluttered, out of order.


  I got in and watched him start the engine, then buckled my seat belt. Just before pulling out, he flicked his lighter to light his cigarette.


  “You smoke?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Want one?”


  I nodded, and he took a pack from his shirt pocket. Camel. A bit harsh, but common enough. By coincidence, the same brand I smoked.


  He lit mine first, then his, and pulled a pair of sunglasses from the overhead compartment. The sun was still high because the days had stretched out.


  “Tell me the way. Last time I drove you, it was at night, so I don’t remember.”


  The car rolled out of the one-way street. As the sharp smoke started to pool, he cracked the window. The wind that came in was lukewarm. We turned left at the intersection. Once we hit the Queensboro Bridge, the car finally picked up speed and the air turned cool.


  He didn’t turn on the radio. He didn’t make small talk. I stole a glance at his profile, then leaned my head against the window and looked up at the dizzying lattice of steel overhead. I’d been riding the subway between Queens and Manhattan instead of dragging my car around on its last legs, so it had been a long time since I’d crossed the bridge in daylight. The city view was mostly blocked by the crimson and ivory beams. He ground his cigarette out in the ashtray in the dash. I followed and put mine out too.


  Past the bridge, the sun started to sink. The sky glittered gold, bright enough to sting. I narrowed my eyes, watching the last red light of dusk fade over the horizon.


  He brushed his wind-tossed hair back and turned on the radio. A soft, melodic electronic track filled the car, the kind you couldn’t quite name but felt rather than recognized.


  I found myself nodding faintly to the rhythm, then reached toward the thick stack of letter-size pages that had been bothering me on the dashboard.


  “Mind if I take a look?”


  He turned his head, then looked back to the road and nodded.


  “Go ahead.”


  It was stapled in the corner, messy cursive scrawled all over it. A script, by the look of it. Like it had been written in a rush, the handwriting was hard to read, and some pages were torn up enough that parts were missing. From what I could make out, it was a story with robots in it. One stage direction read something like: (Aero, soldering his own leg, speaks in a flat tone)


  [Aero: I’m full of worries. They’re eating me alive. My heart’s going to burst one day.


  Lara: Don’t waste your circuits on useless abstractions, idiot. Worry about the oil sludge dripping out of you. You’re leaking twice as much oil sludge as you were last year.


  (Lara speeds up the rotary tool and polishes her metal nails.)]


  I looked down at the pages, then up at McQueen’s profile.


  “You wrote this.”


  At my certainty, his eyes flicked to the pages in my hand. He didn’t answer, just let out a small huff of a laugh and nodded.


  “When did you write it?”


  “Middle school. It’s about robots that store emotions in their memory drives. Pretty childish stuff.”


  “I don’t think it’s childish.”


  He shook his head slightly and turned the radio down a notch.


  “Aero’s the main character, right?” I asked.


  He nodded.


  “Yeah. A stupid robot who spends his whole life obsessing over abstract words.”


  I watched his profile for a moment, then turned the torn page. I thought about Aero—the robot he’d scribbled down back in middle school—and about those abstract words. Words that shift in meaning depending on who translates them, who defines them: hope and despair, anger and joy, faith and pity, emptiness and love.


  Maybe the stacks of CDs and papers piled up in the backseat were also records of his private thoughts. I glanced at the back through the rearview mirror, then went back to the script. Even with me reading something he’d scribbled as a kid, he showed no embarrassment, no self-consciousness. He just drove, quiet.


  By the time I finally looked up, we were entering the edge of Chinatown. Spotting the dry cleaner’s sign in the distance, I spoke.


  “I need to stop there. I’ll walk from there.”


  “Go grab it. I’ll wait.”


  He eased into a parking spot. I thanked him, went inside, and picked up the suit I had to wear tomorrow. When I came back with the clothes bundled in my arms, he had taken off his sunglasses.


  “How’s the bodyguard job treating you?” he asked.


  “It’s fine.”


  “Not dangerous?”


  “Not really.”


  “Was it the left turn after the electronics arcade?”


  McQueen glanced between the road and the navigation screen, pointing out the window.


  “Yeah. Turn there and go a little farther in. Or you can just drop me off by the arcade. It’s easier to turn around there.”


  “There’s a convenience store near your place, right? I’ll drop you there. I need to buy cigarettes anyway.”


  I picked the script back up. It was hard to imagine the McQueen I know now writing something fueled by that kind of cartoonish imagination. As I read the part where Aero screamed, oil sludge surging up around his chest, I felt a gaze on me.


  It settled on the script across my knees. McQueen’s stare, stone-cold and blank. The moment I met it, a thought slid in. Maybe all of this—every page, every record—was already nothing but emotional waste to Glenn McQueen. Something long past, cooled off, discarded.


  “We’re here,” he said, pulling over.


  He unbuckled and got out of the car, and I followed. We’d already said our goodbyes, but I followed him into the convenience store anyway. Feeling oddly self-conscious, I scratched at my cheek as he ordered a pack of Camels at the counter. I ordered Camel Lights right after him.


  “Same taste in cigarettes.”


  He gave a short laugh and met my eyes. He pulled cash from his wallet and asked the clerk to ring them up together. Before I could even react, the pack he’d paid for ended up in my hand.


  “Thanks. I’ll enjoy it,” I said.


  He nodded like it didn’t matter, peeled the plastic off his own pack, and shoved it into the chest pocket of his shirt. He spun his car keys once, then strode out. Holding the door, he spoke.


  “Go get some rest.”


  “Okay.”


  “But hey.”


  I straightened up, my back still throbbing, and looked down at him from the curb.


  “It’s not like I mean anything by it.”


  “…….”


  “Tonight… keep your phone off.”


  Glenn McQueen said it like a joke, like it was nothing. I missed the timing to look away from that smile. For a few seconds, we just stood there, staring at each other’s eyes in silence. In that tiny pocket of time, the world felt like it had slipped out of its normal value, like it had detached from reality.


  What was he even saying? Before I could grab the thought, he backed away, turned, and opened his car door.


  Watching his back, the idea hit me out of nowhere. I wanted to kiss him.


  I must be losing my mind. My head went numb, like I’d been cracked with a sledgehammer. My face twisted as I muttered to myself. The car pulled off, dust kicking up behind it. I don’t know if he looked back at me in the rearview mirror. I just stood there like an idiot.
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  “Forty-two… forty-three.”


  The spot between my thighs still stung, probably from getting scraped during sex. I was doing push-ups instead going for a jog. Empa, clearly bored, swished his tail against the floor, then sauntered over and sprawled across my back. Sweat pooled under my chin and dripped onto the floor.


  I hadn’t slept well last night. When thoughts you don’t want keep bubbling up, you do what everyone does. You build defenses until dawn. They didn’t have to be logical. They didn’t have to be rational. If I could swallow them, that was enough.


  I’d thought I wanted to kiss him, but not every thought you have in your life is sincere. Like wanting to kick Derek’s leg for one of his nasty jokes, or feeling that urge to clamp a hand over a loud seminar lecturer’s mouth just to stop him from going on and on. Those were just impulses that flashed up without meaning. That thought had haunted me through the night, but now, I didn’t feel like kissing Glenn McQueen. It had just been a split-second urge.


  And yet, no matter how I talked myself down, his presence kept pulling me back into place, like gravity. As I pushed myself up, my eyes dropped to my hands on the floor. Short nails. Blunt fingers. If I looked at them like this, they didn’t look like a grown man’s hands—more like a boy’s, rough and uncared for.


  In the gap in my foggy thoughts, his hand slid over mine, winding the camera strap around his wrist. That big, sun-darkened hand, looping the strap around his wrist over and over. Those long fingers moving smooth, like he was playing piano. Those moments when my eyes had followed the strap and felt like they were getting wound around his arm, his hand, his fingers.


  Escape, suppression, rationalization—none of it worked. Every defense mechanism I’d built overnight turned out to be useless.


  “Sixty-eight… sixty-nine… ngh, seventy!”


  I was supposed to hit a hundred, but if I did one more, I’d die. The last number came out like a groan, and I collapsed on the floor. Startled, Empa sprang off my waist, scratched at the floor, and vanished into the living room.


  I lay there for a while, breathing hard, glued to the sticky floor. A throbbing heat pushed up from inside me.


  “…What do you think is wrong with me, Empa.”


  For no reason, my throat tightened. I forced down a swallow that wouldn’t go. I stared blankly at his back as he drank. Worn out by the heat, Empa lapped cold water with his tongue and offered me no answer.


  I was thirsty too, but I didn’t have the energy to get up and open the fridge. I must’ve fallen asleep like I was dead. When I blinked my eyes open and checked the clock, it read 7:29. I’d slept about an hour.


  Empa was curled up in front of me, fast asleep. His fur looked thick, too warm for the weather. Maybe I should take him to get trimmed. I ran my fingers through his fur, thinking about it, and felt grains of sand and stray kibble tangled inside. I also needed to buy more litter and food.


  So many little things eating away at my money. I let the thoughts drift around me for a while, then got up and took a shower. Time to get ready for work.


  I slicked my hair back with wax, tightened my china-blue tie, and stared at myself in the mirror. Then looked down at Empa, sitting with both paws on the tops of my feet, peering up at me. When I scratched under his chin with a fingertip, he made a pleased little sound and thumped his tail against the floor.


  “I’ll be back later, okay?”


  He answered with a soft meow. I bent down to give him a quick pat, then left the apartment.


  By the time I made it out of the subway, past the gum-spotted station floors and the hellish crush of bodies, my back was throbbing again. August was almost over, but the heat hadn’t let up. In this city, the sun would probably keep burning through September.


  After waiting around at the office, Ash finally showed up late, and Derek and I went with him to Radio City Music Hall, where Barenaked Ladies were performing starting Thursday.


  Back in the ’90s, Barenaked Ladies had been one of the biggest bands in the world. Ash hummed One Week under his breath, lost in nostalgia, while Derek and I followed him into the lobby.


  The lobby was dazzling, all geometric patterns and gold trim like a palace. I was staring up at the huge golden chandelier hanging from the ceiling when Ash smacked me on the back of the head.


  “Why are you walking so hunched over today?”


  Rubbing the back of my head, I frowned at him.


  “My back hurts.”


  “If your back hurts, straighten up. You’ll be standing for a while. Bending makes it worse. Keep your posture.”


  He clicked his tongue and stood at attention, chest out. At six-foot-three and over two hundred pounds, just standing still, he carried an intimidating presence.


  They only shared a quarter of the same blood, but Ash and Derek couldn’t have been more different. Ash was built like a wall. Derek was tall but lean, all wiry limbs. Ash was disciplined and quiet, a former soldier. Derek, once a benchwarmer baseball player, had never had a serious bone in his body. They looked different, acted different, grew up different, but the one thing they had in common was their love for women, to a degree that bordered on excessive.


  “Got any plans tonight?” Ash asked.


  “Not really… but I just want to go home and rest. I haven’t had a break since I got back from the trip yesterday.”


  “How about a beer? I found a cheap place that’s actually good.”


  “I’ve got beer at home. Go by yourself.”


  Ash frowned at Derek’s flat reply, then turned to me.


  “Ed, come with me.”


  “…….”


  “I’ll buy.”


  “What the hell, fine! I’m in too!”


  Derek said, grabbing Ash’s shoulder with an exaggerated grin.


  “Don’t leave me out.”


  “Didn’t you say you wanted to rest?”


  “Free beer cures everything. You know that.”


  He jabbed Ash in the ribs with his elbow, laughing. Ash gave him a look somewhere between annoyance and disbelief.


  “You’re such a cheap bastard.”


  “So what? It’s not like you’ve got anyone to yell at you for spending money now.”


  “Wow. Easy for you to say when it’s not your life.”


  “What? I’m just saying.”


  Derek snickered under his breath and gave Ash a pat on the back, pretending to comfort him. Ash glared at him but didn’t actually tell him not to come. Ever since the divorce from Sarah, he’d been living alone in a cramped apartment. No way he’d turn down drinking company.


  “You’re coming, right?”


  Derek turned to me, eyes flashing like he’d drag me there if I said no.


  “Don’t tell me you’re gonna leave me alone to listen to Grandpa here ramble all night.”


  “Grandpa?”


  “Okay, not literally. I just meant Ash gets talkative when he’s drunk, like old-man talkative.”


  “You know what, maybe you should just stay home,” Ash shot back.


  “Hey, come on. Don’t be so sensitive.”


  Ash gave him a long, sharp look, then turned to me again.


  “You coming?”


  I thought of Empa waiting at home, but he had food and water, enough for the night. I was tired, sore, still aching between my legs, but it was manageable. I looked up at Ash and nodded. Ash rubbed the back of his neck to work out the stiffness and turned his head. The way he looked at me felt threatening, but that wasn’t the whole reason.


  “Let’s go. I feel like getting a little drunk tonight.”


  “Good. Then let’s get properly wasted.”


  “Hope we can finish early.”


  “Screw that. That bastard’s always slithering around.”


  Ash raised a hand as big as a baseball glove to swat at him. Derek dodged, sprinting ahead. Up ahead Derek adjusted his sunglasses and grinned like he was teasing. Only when he spotted the art center people waiting at the music hall entrance did the smile drop from his face.


  “You.”


  Walking side by side, Ash looked down at me.


  “Why are you so out of it today?”


  “…….”


  “Derek’s always had a screw loose, you’re not like that.”


  After a beat he asked.


  “Is something wrong?”


  This was one of the reasons I liked Ash. He had a tough, battle-scarred presence, but he only picked at problems when he and his subordinate were alone, as if protecting the other’s pride. He frowned a lot, the crease between his brows carved deep, and he had a vicious mouth on him, but there was a softness that filled in all that roughness.


  “Anything bad happen?”


  “No.”


  I smoothed my shoulders while he scowled.


  “Nothing special.”


  Ash’s searching, sharp gaze pinned me. He stared for a long time, then narrowed his eyes.


  “Then at work, don’t get lost in your thoughts, and don’t relax.”


  “Okay.”


  He hammered my shoulder with a hand like a chunk of iron.


  “Mess up and you’re dead.”


  ***


  Ash’s warning hadn’t been a joke. Derek proved that soon enough. He lost the floor plan we’d been given at the venue, along with the general notes and the team deployment chart we’d written on it.


  It wasn’t a huge mistake, but it made everything more of a hassle and delayed our move to the next location. The shift that was supposed to end at seven didn’t wrap until nine because of it. While Derek grumbled about his sore back and shoulders from getting smacked around, Ash ignored him and pulled some cash out of his wallet.


  When he said Noho, I already had a bad feeling, and sure enough, the cab stopped not far from McQueen’s office. It was close to Chelsea, too, and packed with designer shops, vintage stores, and gay bars, which was exactly why I’d been trying to avoid the area. And despite Ash calling it a nice place with decent prices, it was just another chain spot, one of those places you can find all over New York.


  “What the hell, there’s one right next to the office. Why’d we come all the way here?”


  “If you’re getting treated, don’t complain.”


  Ignoring Derek, who looked ready to argue, Ash pushed the bar door open with his elbow. The moment we stepped into the packed bar, a young waitress with bright red hair greeted us. She was the college girl Ash had been sleeping with, the final straw that made Sarah decide on divorce.


  “Would you like a table in the smoking section?”


  She smiled like she already knew Ash’s smoking habits, not looking surprised at all, and led us in. She led the way, tall and confident, while Derek trailed behind, staring after her with a dazed look before glaring at the back of Ash’s head.


  “No wonder you dragged us out here,” he muttered.


  “That’s how it happened.”


  Ash said it in a low voice, smiling like he felt awkward about it.


  “Man, you’re a divorced guy with zero remorse,” Derek said.


  “The court handed Sarah the co-op. Isn’t that enough? Do I still need to reflect after losing alimony too?”


  “You’re my cousin, but seriously…”


  Derek clicked his tongue. Ash ignored him, closed the distance to the waitress, and murmured something in her ear. Whatever it was, she laughed and gave him a light jab in the side with her elbow. She led us to a smoking table by the window. There was already a small RESERVED sign on it, like she’d been told we were coming.


  “Sit. Pick whatever you want off the menu.”


  Ash pulled out a cigarette, stuck it between his lips, and nodded at the menu with his chin.


  “So, did you start seeing her right after the divorce?” I asked.


  “Not right after. It’s been bout… two weeks.”


  “So basically right after.”


  At Derek’s sour comment, Ash let out a quiet laugh. He lit the cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled a slow stream of smoke toward the ceiling.


  “I can’t live without women.”


  “Sarah would faint if she heard that.”


  “I do feel bad, but she cleaned me out, so I figure I’ve paid for it. And hey, could you drop it already? I don’t need to hear that from you of all people.”


  Derek’s lips stretched into a silent grin at Ash’s barbed tone.


  “Good thing you two didn’t have a kid,” Derek said.


  “Yeah. That much was luck,” Ash replied.


  “If you had, Sarah would’ve ended up like Auntie, raising the kid alone…”


  “Derek.”


  Ash brought his index finger to his lips.


  “Don’t talk about other people’s business like that. Keep going and you’ll catch a fist.”


  Ash smiled, but it was tight. Derek grinned like he was enjoying himself and lifted a hand to call the waitress over.


  “Four Budweisers, four Millers, four Heinekens. And for food, just bring chicken, nachos, and some kind of fried stuff.”


  As the redheaded college girl wrote the order down, Derek watched her with a little, knowing smile. She glanced at Ash, then let out a short, deflated laugh and turned away. I watched the two of them needle each other the way they always did, then reached for the complimentary popcorn and ate a handful. My mouth was dry. After I got halfway through my beer, cold mist rising off it, I finally felt human again.


  “What’s with those glasses?”


  Derek pointed at my face.


  “Fashion glasses.”


  My eyesight wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great either. The graffiti on the far wall blurred a little, but not enough to get in the way of daily life. Because of the kind of work I did, I wore prescription sunglasses when I needed to. Otherwise, I didn’t bother. Unless I was going to see a movie and wanted to read the subtitles, I didn’t wear glasses at all.


  “For fashion glasses, they’re ugly as hell. There are plenty of nice frames out there, and you picked some piece of shit like that.”


  “You picked them.”


  “…Huh. Now that I look again, they’re kinda cool.”


  Derek snickered, and I flipped him off. His grin only deepened. The salty popcorn made me thirsty, and I finished a bottle of beer in no time.


  “Didn’t you say you hate wearing glasses?” Derek asked.


  “It’s worse without them.”


  “That’s because you hole up in your room watching TV all day.”


  I tilted the bottle, watching Derek click his tongue. The truth was, the reason I’d dug out the glasses I’d bought years ago and left stuffed in a drawer was porn. I wasn’t Superman, and it wasn’t like a pair of glasses turned me into someone else. It was just a mood thing.


  “Come to think of it, are you seeing anyone these days?”


  Ash, who’d been listening quietly, leaned toward me.


  “No time for that.”


  “Really? For the past few weeks, it’s been hard to see you on weekends. I figured you had plans with a woman.”


  “I’ve been working.”


  “Working?”


  Derek’s brow twitched.


  “Legal or illegal?”


  He knew my social life too well. Like a name had popped into his head, his expression crumpled in an instant. I could practically see the wild guesses spinning in his head. But whatever he pictured, it couldn’t be worse than the truth.


  “Just…”


  “Just?”


  “I’ve been squeezing it in here and there.”


  “Squeezing in what. Doing what.”


  “Helping out at a restaurant, Dad.”


  “…….”


  I’d tried to make it a joke, but neither of them laughed. Feeling awkward, I lifted the bottle again. Ash’s hand flew into the back of my head. I snorted, watching his hand disappear, leaving a dull sting behind. Ash, like he’d shaken off his own sulk with that little bit of violence, smiled too, his face slightly twisted.


  “No pretty girls at that restaurant you’ve been helping out?”


  “No time for that.”


  “Yeah, I guess it’s doing crazy business. Food wasn’t even that good.”


  I shrugged at Derek’s grumbling. I decided to keep my mouth shut before one lie fed another and it turned into something I couldn’t clean up. Maybe Derek didn’t want to drag the mood down either. He started rattling off complaints about people at work instead. Of course, Derek’s trash talk didn’t affect Ash’s performance reviews in the slightest.


  “From what I’ve seen, that guy’s more diligent than you,” Ash said.


  “No way. The second he gets a chance, he’s in the break room loafing around.”


  Watching Derek pull out a cigarette and light it, Ash spoke with a snide edge.


  “Still better than you.”


  I watched the two of them bicker, then reached into my inner pocket. My fingertips found something hard and smooth, a cigarette pack still wrapped in plastic. I almost pulled it out, then closed my fist around it.


  The reason I hesitated was yesterday’s memory, the one tied to cigarettes. I drew my empty hand back out and turned to Derek.


  “Got a cigarette? I’ll pay you back.”


  “You don’t have any?”


  “No.”


  “Hold on.”


  Derek dug through his pocket, fished one out, lit it, took a drag, then handed it over.


  “Here.”


  I put it between my lips. Ash, watching from the side, immediately screwed up his face like he was disgusted.


  “You two are out of your minds. You guys. Damn, this is killing my buzz.”


  Ignoring him, Derek leaned back in his chair, crossed one leg over the other, and took a long pull from the cigarette in his hand.


  “What was that girl’s name again?”


  He jerked his chin toward the redhead serving outside the smoking section.


  “Louise.”


  “So we’re drinking here from now on?”


  “Yeah. Someone’s got to keep an eye on her so other assholes don’t hit on her.”


  At Ash’s reply, Derek let out a dry laugh.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask. That girl…”


  “Yeah?”


  “She’s the one who used to work as a dancer at that strip club we went to, right?”


  Ash twitched, and the couch shifted slightly under him.


  “She was blonde back then, so I wasn’t sure at first.”


  “…….”


  “I forget plenty of things, but I don’t forget the face of a girl whose tits I’ve seen.”


  Derek stretched his lips into a silent grin and glanced sideways at Ash.


  “Well, this is new. Got tired of all those classy types? Into wild little girls now?”


  “Don’t talk like that.”


  “What? What’d I say?”


  “She worked there for a bit, that’s all. She quit.”


  “Yeah, sure. Taking your clothes off isn’t any different from selling yourself. It feels gross to me.”


  Derek took a long drag on his cigarette until his cheeks hollowed, then leaned forward and shook his head. For all that Derek could be just as shameless as Ash, he had a surprisingly strict moral line when it came to the women he actually dated. Derek lifted his head again and nailed Ash with a cold stare.


  “You threw away your marriage for a girl like that? Moron. Yeah, Sarah was wasted on you. Good for her. She’s better off without you.”


  Ash watched Derek with his brow drawn tight, then turned to me with a look that was basically a plea.


  “Can you shut him up?”


  “The only thing that shuts him up is a woman,” I said.


  They both let out short laughs at the same time. The sudden lightness between them felt like a temporary ceasefire. Derek, finally relaxed, leaned back in his chair, looking ground his cigarette into the ashtray. He’d smoked it down to the filter before he crushed it out. Just then, the door to the smoking room opened, and the redheaded Louise walked in.


  “I brought all the sauces. The manager’s loving it. He keeps asking what kind of guys order this much food.”


  “We didn’t get to eat dinner,” Ash replied.


  “I figured. That’s why I told them to load it up.”


  Louise met Ash’s eyes and smiled in that sweet, friendly way, then started setting plates down from her tray. Like she said, it looked like way more than a normal portion.


  “If you need anything else, just let me know. I’ll be around.”


  Ash only nodded in silence. She stood up, the tray hiding her upper body as she did, gave us a small nod, and slipped back out. Something about her situation, how she couldn’t fully escape the prejudice her past left behind, brought my own future to mind. Did she know? That some man whose face she barely remembered could still judge who she was now because of what she’d done then.


  People never take I had no choice as an excuse for taking your clothes off. They just point at you and judge the things they think you traded away for that money. And porn was worse. There wasn’t even anything to say.


  I stabbed a small piece of chicken with my fork and looked through the glass door. Louise was moving fast between tables, balancing a black tray filled with empty dishes. Maybe she felt my eyes on her, because she lifted her head. Our eyes met. She smiled, showing her even teeth. Then someone called for her. She turned away quickly. I dropped my gaze, swallowing the bitter smile that rose at my lips.


  ***


  By the time I got off the subway, it was past one in the morning. After nearly five bottles of beer, it felt like bitter water was about to come up from my stomach. I staggered along, and it took me a while to reach the entrance of my apartment building. In a walk-up with no elevator, each step upstairs felt like my legs had a thousand pounds of iron tied to them.


  It was something I’d already suspected, but after shooting one more bottom scene, I was sure of it. Anal sex didn’t just bring pain. Because of that, any insult with the word asshole in it didn’t sound the same anymore. There were so many curses that dragged your ass into them that sometimes I felt the urge to clamp a hand over Ash’s mouth, but I had no excuse for insubordination. I gave a quiet, bitter laugh at myself for feeling desperate over something so stupid, and turned the key in the lock.


  “God, it’s hot.”


  The second I stepped inside, the heat hit me. My head swam, smeared with drunkenness. I braced a hand on the wall, barely managed to lock the door, and stripped.


  Empa was asleep on his tube bed. It was a summer setup, a few flat, cushion-sized tubes I’d scavenged and pieced together into a bed. With no air conditioner and no money to leave one running while I was out, it was the best I could do. I filled the tubes with water, froze them in the freezer, and swapped them out each day, laying a towel over the top.


  It was the only cool spot in the apartment, but by now the ice had completely melted, leaving it lukewarm. I scooped up the cat, dead asleep, and put the tube back in the freezer. I was already wrecked, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep without a shower. I’d be too sticky.


  When I came out, toweling off my damp skin, Empa followed me and licked at my foot. The way he purred and rubbed against me made it obvious he wanted a treat. I opened a can and set it down in front of him, then picked up the pants I’d shed earlier and hung them on a hanger.


  That was when my phone caught the light. A message had come in.


  [I finished the sculpture. There’s a party Wednesday night. You free?]


  It was from Janine. The timestamp showed it had been sent just a few minutes ago. I called her, and after a few rings, her voice came through.


  - Oh, you’re still up?


  “Just got home.”


  - Are you drunk?


  “Yeah... I don’t know. Maybe.”


  - When you’re really drunk, you talk more. Normally you’d just say yeah and stop there.


  “Did I?”


  - Mm-hm.


  The room felt heavy and slow, heat clinging to everything, and her voice was the only thing that seemed alive. I let out a small laugh at the bright sound of it.


  I tossed my shirt into the laundry bag, hung my suit on a hanger and hooked it on the wall, then dug through my pockets for whatever paper trash was in there. I pulled out useless notes and the receipts I kept separately, and found a pack of Camel.


  - You still there?


  “…….”


  - Ed. Are you listening?


  “Huh?”


  - God, You weren’t listening?


  “……I am.”


  - Then tell me. What did I just say?


  “Uh… you said there’s a party.”


  Seeing that little camel on the box had blanked me out for a second, but I hadn’t missed her words. She’d finished the sculpture, the piece inspired by Jennifer’s madness, and tomorrow night they would move it to the company lobby for a public showing.


  - You’re coming, right?


  “Getting off work might be… kind of tight.”


  - What time do you finish?


  “Maybe…”


  I glanced at the clock.


  “If it ends early, around seven. It’s a seminar event, so it probably won’t run too late.”


  - We can start later if we have to. Please come. I told you, getting through this slump and finishing the piece wasn’t easy. You helped me more than you think.


  I knew how much that piece meant to her. And to be honest, along with the small guilt I felt toward Jack Black, I was curious to see how he would react. Knowing she would explain every last detail of her creative process if I didn’t give her an answer, so in the end I told her I’d come.


  When the short call ended, I turned off the lights. My body creaked like a rusted machine as I crawled into bed. Reaching around for my sleep mask, I realized I still had the cigarette pack in my hand. It was the one McQueen had bought me, still unopened. The streetlight outside cut through the dark and glowed faintly across the pack. Against the pale blue and white background, there was the side profile of a camel standing alone.


  Half-blind with exhaustion and alcohol, I stared at it until my eyes drifted shut. With my eyes shut, I saw a camel walking across the desert. Under a thin crescent moon and a sky streaked with the Milky Way, the animal moved slowly across a vast, silent land.


  The desert night. In that cold darkness that reached the bone, the lonely camel walking beneath the stars became me. The camel walked across a desert of sinking sand, with no ties to anyone and no one to trade words with.


  In Hortense Bleu’s poem The Desert, the man was so lonely he sometimes walked backward, just to see his own footprints. But on that desert in my mind, wrapped in the chill of solitude, I didn’t feel lonely. It was as if I’d chosen to be there. The stillness, lit faintly by the stars, was almost peaceful.


  It wasn’t a dream. When I opened my eyes again, I remembered reality without a flicker of surprise.


  I stared blankly at the ceiling for a moment and reached out. My fingers brushed cool metal as I set the alarm on my phone. As I placed it on the nightstand, McQueen’s face came to mind, the way he’d told me to turn it off. I hadn’t. And even so, two days had passed without a single call from Lehnsherr.


  I still couldn’t tell what McQueen had meant by that. Whether it had been impatience, or some meaningless impulse, no matter how I turned it over, I couldn’t tell. I thought of his back as he turned away, the cigarette pack I’d left sealed, the camel walking alone across the desert. Then I closed my eyes.


  “Glenn McQueen.”


  The moment I muttered his name, a cold wind tore through my head again. It swept through once more, then faded away into the distance, carried off by exhaustion.


  ***


  It was well past seven. The sun had dropped below the horizon, and darkness was settling thick over the city.


  I was hurrying because of my promise to Janine. Ever since stepping out of the subway, I’d been almost running. The air against my skin felt cool at first, but with every stride the heat built inside me. My lungs burned, my stomach tightened.


  I finally reached McQueen’s office near the East Village. Sweat ran down my chest, soaking the fabric and clinging unpleasantly to my skin. I wiped the sweat beading at my chin with the back of my hand and looked up at his place, lit in the dark.


  The lights were on inside his building, glowing through the windows up to the third floor. Above it, a rainbow flag fluttered. My heart beat faster for no reason, and I took a slow breath before pushing the door open.


  Inside, nothing about it felt small, despite what Janine had said. The lobby was noisy with people. Scissor Sisters was playing, in a way that felt, maybe unfairly, almost too gay. There were a few women here and there, but most of the crowd was men. I didn’t recognize a single face.


  “It’s not a suit-and-tie party.”


  A stranger raised an eyebrow at my suit.


  “I know.”


  He let out a short laugh, sipped his cocktail, and turned away, squeezing himself between two men on the sofa. I glanced at them, tugging lightly at the tie choking my throat.


  My hand started to go up to take off my sunglasses, but I lowered it and looked around instead. Everyone else was dressed casually. I was the only one in a sharp, pressed suit. I walked past the people sneaking glances at me and headed straight for the center of the lobby. A tall sculpture stood there. It was covered in white cloth, waiting for the reveal. It was much bigger than I’d imagined.


  I picked up a few canapés, crossed the lobby, and pushed open the door to the stairs. By the time I reached the second floor, still chewing, the studio was already packed and noisy. Through the crowd, I spotted Janine from behind, cocktail glass in hand, talking animatedly to someone.


  I stood there for a moment, watching her, then poured myself a glass of Coke and walked over. I touched her shoulder lightly from behind.


  “Congrats on finishing it.”


  Janine turned, beaming.


  “Ed! You made it!”


  “The party’s bigger than I expected.”


  “It was supposed to be small, but McQueen insisted. If we’re doing it, let’s do it right. So he called in a catering team and everything. Hades was feeling generous.”


  “Yeah?”


  “The food’s actually good. Eat up.”


  I nodded and took a sip of Coke. The people around her were strangers, too. I cleared my throat, let a beat pass, then wiped my lips with the back of my hand.


  “So… where’s McQueen?”


  Janine turned toward me. “Hm?” At her puzzled look, I cleared my throat again, rougher this time.


  “Just… I don’t see him.”


  “Oh. McQueen’s meeting with some guests.”


  “Yeah?”


  “And Taylor and Liam are around here somewhere if you look for them. Jennifer got dragged to the distributor’s office in New Jersey. Apparently there’s some issue with that porn shoot they did in the UK, so she couldn’t make it. Anyway, why are you wearing sunglasses indoors?”


  “It’s just… hard to take them off.”


  “Embarrassed?”


  I just laughed instead of answering. It wasn’t like everyone here knew me. Being this self-conscious just felt pathetic. I took off my sunglasses, slipped them into their case, and put them away in my bag. Without them, Janine came into sharp focus.


  Her hair was almost platinum, close to ivory, like she’d just bleached it. She wore a red mini dress, sky-blue shimmer on her eyelids, and matching red lipstick. Around her neck was the skull necklace she loved, decorated with beads. She looked like one of those sugar figurines on top of a cake.


  “You look great,” I said.


  “Spent some effort pn it.”


  She smiled, fiddling with her outfit, not exactly bashful but a little pleased.


  “They still haven’t unveiled the sculpture yet.”


  “We were going to do it when Jennifer got here, but things got messy. We’ll start right at nine.”


  The wall clock showed 8:10. Someone across the room called Janine’s name.


  “I’ll be right back,” she said.


  “Go ahead. Don’t mind me.”


  I shrugged, and she nodded, making her way across the studio. The ones calling her over were probably her guests, all strangers to me. Men who looked anywhere from their early twenties to their mid-forties.


  I’d been to Glenn McQueen’s office plenty of times, but everyone filling the room was unfamiliar. Some of the guys were shirtless; others had piercings or sprawling tattoos. There were good-looking ones, burly muscular types, delicate toy boys.


  They didn’t have to spell it out. I could tell what they did. Porn. More specifically, gay porn. Compared to them, the few amateur shoots I’d done felt almost ridiculous. They had a solid, distinctive atmosphere all their own.


  I realized everything I’d seen, heard, or done so far was only a tiny slice of that world. There was a high wall between them and me. The reason this place felt uncomfortable was simple. I still had a resistance to all of it.


  “It’s not a suit-and-tie party.”


  The man who’d been talking to Janine a moment ago walked up to me.


  “Came straight from work.”


  “Oh, you’ve got a day job?”


  “Yeah.”


  “A suit-and-tie guy, huh? Nice.”


  His fingers brushed my shoulder like he was playing the piano.


  “You’re Tommy, right?”


  I nodded.


  “Didn’t recognize you with the sunglasses... Or maybe it’s just that you give off a whole different vibe now.”


  “Yeah.”


  “My porn name’s Sky Weston. Keep it in mind, though I doubt you’ll have much reason to use it.”


  “Tommy? Who’s that?”


  A tall, broad-shouldered guy in a tight white V-neck shirt looked me up and down.


  “You know, the amateur bottom from that new shoot. The one the forum wouldn’t shut up about.”


  “Haven’t been on the Forum in a while.”


  “The one McQueen filmed with. Remember? Chester went nuts.”


  “Oh, that video? Haven’t watched it yet. s he, like, a big deal?”


  “Maybe. His debut was pretty hot.”


  Weston muttered and pulled his hand off my shoulder. One of the guys, his arm slung around another man’s waist, spoke up.


  “Moving over from the amateur side, huh?”


  He gave me a slow once-over. He clearly couldn’t figure out why someone like me was at this party.


  “Don’t think so. He looked close with Janine.”


  “Oh, that weird girl.”


  He flicked his eyes toward Janine, chatting with a group of men in drag across the room.


  “I thought it was another drifter trying to go pro.”


  He snorted, rolled up a thin slice of pizza, and shoved it into his mouth. Chewing noisily, he washed it down with Coke and burped.


  “Doesn’t it make you nervous? Shooting porn and then showing up to your day job?”


  I just shrugged. Weston, who had been listening nearby, rested his hand on my shoulder again.


  “Well, yeah. Of course it does. Everyone’s like that at first.”


  “Hmm, are you straight?”


  “Yes.”


  “Filming another episode as a bottom this time?”


  “Already did.”


  “With who?”


  “...Lehnsherr.”


  Weston let out a soft oh and laughed.


  “I love it when two straight guys do it. Doesn’t it get you hard?”


  The tall man pressed his large hand down on Weston’s head, still laughing.


  I watched them bicker for a moment, then gave a short nod and moved away. It looked like nine o’clock was still a long way off. I wasn’t a kid, and it felt stupid to trail after Janine, so I grabbed a plate and loaded it up, mostly protein. I’d never been the type to work a room at parties, but tonight was worse than usual.


  It felt like I’d transferred schools and walked into some huge party. Like a wallflower pressed to the side, dropped into a world I didn’t belong to, without a partner to dance with. Or maybe, in my case, I’d chosen to be separate.


  I loaded my plate, glanced around, and went up to the third floor.


  It was quiet there, almost empty. Unlike the open studio space downstairs, this floor was divided into several closed rooms. There wasn’t any food or anywhere comfortable to sit. I leaned my back against the wall and chewed, mashing potatoes with my fork as I looked around the building.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket. Without thinking, I pulled it out and checked the screen. An unknown number.


  “Hello.”


  - What are you doing?


  “…Who is this?”


  - I knew it. It’s Lehnsherr.


  “Oh… sorry.”


  I’d forgotten to save his number. He let out a short laugh, like he didn’t really mind.


  - What are you doing?


  “Janine said she was throwing a party, so I came…”


  - Oh, that party. I didn’t bother going. I’m not exactly dying to see Janine’s work.


  He mumbled something under his breath, then cleared his throat.


  - Wait a sec. Let me guess.


  “Huh?”


  - You’re standing against a wall, mashing bad food with a fork.


  I looked down at the fork I’d been using to crush the potatoes, then glanced around. I scanned for somewhere Lehnsherr could be hiding, but there was no one watching me.


  As I tried to figure out how he knew, it hit me. This was just what people with zero social skills did at parties. When I snorted quietly, he laughed too.


  - I was right.


  “Looks like it.”


  - What’s Janine up to?


  “She’s busy.”


  - Invites you over and leaves you in a den of beasts, huh?


  The word beasts was oddly fitting, and I smiled to myself.


  “I’m not a kid. Following her around the whole time would be ridiculous.”


  - Bored?


  “A little.”


  I pushed off from the wall. A guy who’d been sitting on a stool by the living-room window stood up and disappeared down the stairs. I took the seat while it was still warm, set my plate on one knee, and chewed on a forkful of gratin as I watched people pass outside.


  - If you’re bored, come out.


  His voice was low and coaxing. Something about it gave me déjà vu. It almost sounded like he was trying to flirt, and the thought made my scalp prickle.


  “I can’t.”


  - Why not?


  “I need to stay here.”


  My voice came out firmer than I meant, and there was a brief silence on the other end.


  - Ah… what a shame.


  Lehnsherr still sounded amused. Just then, the door behind me opened. After the clack of metal came a burst of noise. Several voices overlapped, loud and rowdy, filling the hall.


  “If you have sex up here, you’re dead.”


  Someone’s warning, followed by a chorus of jeers.


  - Someone there with you?


  “No.”


  - Who’s having sex? Sounds like a wild party.


  “…Lehnsherr.”


  He laughed softly, like a cough.


  “No sex. I mean, there’s no one here.”


  - Really? Pretty sure I just heard the word sex.


  I switched the phone to my other ear and leaned my head against the window. The one-way street below was calmer than it had been earlier. I watched steam pour out of a manhole, then let my eyes drift to the orange streetlight.


  And in that light, I caught McQueen’s reflection in the glass.


  - So you’re just sitting there, eating a boring dinner?


  His tone was lazy, teasing. My breath hitched for no reason, and I forced it steady.


  “If you’re not busy… come here.”


  I lifted my gaze a little and saw Glenn McQueen leaning there, a beer bottle in hand. He was watching me quietly as I talked on the phone.


  Before I could do anything but start to rise, the door to the stairs opened.


  “McQueen, come here for a second.”


  The man who stepped in was another face I didn’t recognize. He was small, with a soft belly, and he waved McQueen over, impatient.


  “I thought about it again, and that scene won’t work. You know why—it’s too damn risky.”


  “Let’s talk inside.”


  McQueen gave the man a light push on the back, then looked over his shoulder at me again. When our eyes met, he nodded once in greeting. The door shut before I could even open my mouth. Silence filled the hall. I could almost hear my own heartbeat.


  - Tommy?


  “…….”


  - You still there?


  “…Yeah.”


  The answer came out with a sigh, like my body had lost all its strength.


  - Tonight’s hard, but tomorrow should be fine. I’ll send you the shop address. Want to come by? I’ll buy you a drink.


  I ran my fingers slowly over the fabric around my knee, stalling for a beat.


  “I think I’m going to be busy this week.”


  - Yeah? Hmm… hey, Tommy.


  “I’ll… call you back.”


  - ...No, that’s fine. Let’s just hang up. I’ve got work to do too. I’ll text you.


  “Okay. Sure.”


  I stared at the closed door for a moment, then turned back to the window. The gratin had gone cold. The cheese had set hard. I shoved it into my mouth. Even after I’d nearly cleared the plate, the door still hadn’t opened. It wasn’t like I’d had something I needed to say. Still, I couldn’t even manage a proper hello.


  I chewed on a cookie that had gone soggy from the sauce. The sound of a chime echoed through the floor. When I turned, Janine was motioning at me from the elevator, one hand on the panel.


  “What are you doing up here? I’ve been looking for you.”


  “It’s quieter here.”


  “There’s nothing to eat up here. Come on, let’s go down.”


  She waved as she spoke. I knew I was acting like some touchy teenage boy, but I didn’t feel like squeezing myself back into that crowd of her loud, half-drunk gay friends.


  “I’ll come down at nine.”


  “Or do you want me to stay right next to you?”


  “Janine.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m not a kid. Go do what you need to do.”


  “I know.”


  Even as she said it, she kept pressing the elevator button. I finally got up.


  I wanted to step away because the gap felt uncomfortable, the gap between a straight guy who shot short episodes like it was a part-time job and professional actors who made porn their living. But explaining all of that felt pathetic.


  If I was being honest, the real reason was worse: I still had my own prejudice about what they did. Amateur or professional, there was hardly a line between them. I found it ridiculous, how I was acting just like Derek when he’d judged Ash’s girlfriend for being a former stripper. I laughed quietly at myself. Janine couldn’t have known any of that, so I had no reason to blame her.


  “You look upset.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Your face doesn’t say that.”


  “I’ve been drinking too much lately. My stomach’s off.”


  “Really? Then get some soup or something.”


  When we got back downstairs, the crowd was deep in the mood. People were dancing to heavy electronic beats, some of them moving like they were actually having sex. I watched their laughter rise and break over the music, then filled my empty plate with food again.


  “There are women here too.”


  “Women?”


  Janine glanced around at the women scattered across the hall.


  “Most of them are porn actors too, but some work office jobs like me. Gay porn doesn’t always mean it’s all men. Sometimes they show up as extras. Pretty hot, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  “See anyone you like?”


  “Huh?”


  “Want me to introduce you?”


  I just gave a thin, awkward smile instead of answering.


  “No need.”


  “Really?”


  Janine pushed out her lower lip, shrugged, and walked off with two cocktails in hand. She sat down first.


  I took a glass of water instead and joined her. Taylor was there, too, wearing a sullen expression as he stared down at a file stuffed with letter paper.


  He looked completely out of sync with the pulsing electric music filling the party. With his brown horn-rim glasses, scruffy beard, and a camel-colored cap pressed down over wild red curls, he gave off an impression like Steven Spielberg pacing around a set. I’d thought it before, but there was something odd about him.


  “Here, Taylor.”


  “Thanks.”


  He set the file on his lap and raised the cocktail Janine handed him.


  “Well… look who showed up. Didn’t think you’d come to a party this dumb.”


  He met my eyes and smiled. Instead of answering, I shrugged. Janine, who’d been glaring at him, leaned her chin heavily on my shoulder.


  “It wasn’t supposed to be a dumb party.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s full of dumb people anyway.”


  “Whatever. What have you been doing?”


  “Reading synopses. We burned almost two months, money and time, on the UK schedule, so we need to shoot the next one fast.”


  “Picked something?”


  “Keeping it simple this time. Want to read it?”


  Before he’d even finished, Janine snatched the file from his lap and flipped it open.


  “Hmm, straight audition?”


  “Exactly. Putting a gay guy and a straight guy together on set.”


  “Wait, didn’t you say you were done with that? You said it was too common.”


  “Jennifer’s been pushing for it this time.”


  “Why? What’s with the sudden change?”


  Taylor pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. He bit down on the filter, chewing it lightly before turning to look at me.


  “Interested?”


  “Sorry?”


  I felt Janine’s chin tense against my shoulder. Taylor shot her a sharp look, then laughed. The lighter clicked twice, loud in the noise. When he looked back at me, there was an uneasy smile on his face.


  “Interested in shooting with McQueen again?”


  ***


  Janine’s red-polished fingers caught the edge of the cloth, and the white sheet spilled down like a waterfall.


  When the ten-foot sculpture finally revealed itself, the first thing that came to mind was the Charging Bull on Wall Street. The sheer size of it was intimidating, but more than that, it was the form—a hybrid of man and beast. The horns, which she’d said were freshly cast a few days ago, gleamed pale under the fluorescent lights.


  The upper body was human, a man lunging forward with both hands clamped over his ears like he was writhing in anguish. But below the waist, he had four legs, something between a bull and a horse. A mosaic spread across the sculpture’s surface: one side a burning lake of fire, the other a dark forest drenched in rain. It filled the noisy hall with an odd, reverent tension.


  Everyone in the crowd had something to say. Some called it a centaur, some a demon. A few said it was frightening, but most were impressed.


  I hadn’t exactly underestimated Janine, but I’d assumed there’d be some playfulness in her work, and I hadn’t taken her pride all that seriously. Yet even to someone like me, who knew nothing about art, it was obvious. This wasn’t something she’d made just to turn Jack Black into a joke. She’d put real work into it.


  The man’s face was twisted, like he was sprinting through a nightmare. Misshapen forms were crashing over him like waves, and the waves were made from mosaic glass tiles, blotchy and depressed in color, catching the fluorescent light and flashing brightly.


  Janine had told me, eyes shining, that she was dedicating it to Jack Black. But at the exact moment she unveiled it, Jack Black wasn’t there. It felt like Janine and Jack Black were headed for a fight, sooner rather than later. Beside me, Glenn McQueen stood with a hand in his pocket, quietly looking up at the sculpture. Then he turned to Janine.


  “I’ll take your side,” he said to Janine.


  He must have been thinking the same thing I was.


  “I’ll just enjoy the show.”


  Taylor rubbed at his beard, smiling to himself. Liam, arms crossed, frowned up at the sculpture.


  “I’m reserving judgment.”


  Either way, no one was on Jack Black’s side.


  I watched people take photos with Janine in front of the sculpture. I got thirsty, grabbed a cup of Coke, and sat down on a chair pressed against the wall. The air conditioner was running, but with so many bodies packed into the hall, it was still hot. I took off my suit jacket, laid it over my knees, and gulped down. As I crunched on the ice, Glenn McQueen came into view across the room.


  A noisy crowd had gathered around him for a while now. Then suddenly, he disappeared from sight, pulled down somewhere in the middle of it. After I finished my cola, I pushed my way in. He was surrounded, forced down onto the floor. He was pulling hard at his shirt, trying not to let them take it.


  “If this is payback, I’ll pay you back double.”


  He laughed awkwardly, prying at the hands pulling on his clothes. But there were too many of them, and in the end, they tore his shirt off.


  “Come on, don’t do this. Let’s at least keep it classy tonight.”


  “What? Isn’t this supposed to be an orgy party?”


  Someone smeared cake frosting across his chest and laughed. At the shamelessness of it, the people around them erupted into cheers. McQueen shook his head like he was giving up and went slack. The guy who’d set the cake down started working at McQueen’s belt buckle with cream-smeared fingers.


  “No. Absolutely no sex in this building tonight.”


  Laughing, I let my eyes move slowly over McQueen’s face as he pleaded with a grin, the men pinning him down, the guy straddling him, and the crowd losing their minds around them. There was no way to get a grip on your thoughts in a place like this.


  I slipped out of the mob and loaded a plate with food. For a moment, I thought about having a drink, but two days of drinking had already wrecked my stomach. I put the cocktail back down. Chewing on a couple of fried shrimp rolled around potatoes, I heard jeers and laughter rise again behind me. Glenn McQueen, finally free of the knot of bodies, was pushing through the crowd like he was making an escape, clothes clutched in his hands.


  He wiped the smashed cream off his lower stomach with his shirt as he came close, grabbed a cocktail, and downed it. Then he drained another. His face was flushed. He was dragging in rough breaths. He let out a long sigh and lifted his head, then raised a hand soaked with whipped cream, sweat, and alcohol and wiped his chin with the cleaner back of his hand.


  Hot air rolled off him. It smelled of sweat, whipped cream, and alcohol, with a salty edge, like sea wind. When he turned, his back was streaked red. Sweat slicked the muscles across his shoulders and spine, pulling and flexing with each movement. And on top of it, red handprints, the kind that couldn’t help but make you think of sex.


  He moved off again, fast and dynamic, dodging the men reaching for him. I hesitated, wondering if I should go over to him, then stayed where I was. It didn’t take long before people were all over him again, laughter rising above the music.


  Maybe I should just go home.


  I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was only a little past nine-thirty, but I’d already seen the sculpture, so leaving didn’t feel rude. I reached for my bag.


  “Heading out?”


  Janine, taking photos in front of the sculpture, lifted her camera and snapped my face as she asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Stay a little longer.”


  “I should get going. It’s late.”


  “People are going to start heading out soon. There’s a gay club nearby. Let’s hang back for a bit. Once people start clearing out, we’ll pack up the leftovers. The caterer’s settling up around eleven, and it’d be a shame to let all that food go to waste.”


  Janine said it while hunting through the sea of nearly empty glasses, somehow finding one that still had booze in it and draining it. I glanced around, but most of the trays were already empty.


  “There’s tons of food upstairs. I brought a bunch of to-go containers from home, enough for you too.”


  It felt awkward to refuse when we both knew each other’s situation. And honestly, the offer was tempting, so I nodded. When I looked at her, half embarrassed, she smiled like we’d just agreed on a secret.


  The drinks in the office ran out, and people started heading home one by one. Some left for a well-known club nearby. The place that had been echoing with noise emptied out in a blink. Saying we needed to grab the food before the catering crew pulled out, Janine quickly took plastic containers out of the bag. She worked quickly, using tongs to fill them neatly, sorting each dish by type. I followed her lead, avoiding the noodles that had gone limp and loading up what I could.


  “Better this way, right? No need to act fancy, and you’ve got meals for a few days.”


  “Yeah.”


  After dividing sauces and jam into small containers, Janine held out a glass with cocktail in it.


  “I’m good, thanks.”


  “Really?”


  She took the glass back and swallowed the rest in one go.


  “The vegetables are totally wilted. Hm. Should I pack this too?”


  “I’ll pass. Do you like muffins, Ed?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay.”


  By the time we finished, we’d filled quite a few containers. She snapped the lids on, sealed them tight, and sorted them into paper bags.


  “This one’s yours. I’ll take this one.”


  “Okay.”


  “Put them straight in the fridge when you get home. It’s hot out. It’ll spoil fast.”


  “Got it.”


  We carried down what would keep us fed for a few days and stepped into the first-floor lobby. In the hush of the hall after the party, it felt like I could still hear the noise from earlier echoing around. Mixed into it was McQueen’s laughter, light and bubbly, like foam popping.


  The way they played around had been a kind of cultural shock to me. It felt dramatic to call it that, but I couldn’t think of anything else that fit the discomfort I’d felt watching naked people be that bold.


  The McQueen I knew, the calm one who looked lonely, was only one of a thousand versions of him. His elegance and his recklessness were, to him, probably on the same line. Which meant I didn’t need to keep getting closer and farther away over every version of him I saw.


  As I picked up my bag, ready to leave the empty hall and head home, Janine crouched down and looked up at me.


  “Stay a little longer.”


  “Why?”


  “Let’s wait for McQueen. He said he’d be right back.”


  “I thought he went to the club with the others.”


  “He did, but he said he wouldn’t stay long. It’s basically Thursday. He mentioned he still hasn’t written your video preview. And we can’t just walk out and leave the building empty.”


  At that, I set my bag down and sat to meet her eyes. She had a fistful of nuts and popped them one by one into her mouth, crunching. With her chin on her knee, her eyes looked tired. The heavy makeup from earlier had faded.


  “By the way, Ed.”


  “What.”


  “Were you serious about what you said earlier?”


  Her gaze was dark. She must have been talking about the synopsis Taylor mentioned. I nodded, looking past her instead of meeting her eyes. A low, forced laugh slipped from her.


  “Right. It’s not like I can say no. Still, I don’t know.”


  “…….”


  “Something about you just makes me uneasy.”


  I turned to Janine.


  “Maybe it’s because you don’t belong in this world.”


  Her voice was quiet, her face shadowed. I couldn’t help but laugh, because she was right.


  “Why are you laughing?”


  “Because I don’t think I belong here either.”


  I didn’t know what had moved me when Taylor asked. Whether it was the money, or whether it was the name Glenn McQueen.


  “Well, maybe you’ll feel different tomorrow.”


  Regretting how impulsive I’d been earlier, I stole a peanut from her hand and chewed it. She watched me in silence. I reached over and ruffled her hair.


  “Are you leaving the sculpture here?”


  “McQueen said it’s fine. My place is too small anyway.”


  She turned her head and looked up at the sculpture. She stared at it for a long time without blinking, then let out a sigh and muttered.


  “Now that it’s finished, it feels empty.”


  “……”


  “I guess I’ll have to fill it back up, now that I’ve emptied it out.”


  She rested her chin on her knee again, popped a peanut into her mouth, and chewed.


  At Janine’s words, I thought about my own life, drained. I’d told myself all the fuel was gone, nothing left that could ever give off light again. And yet, even so, it felt like something was still swelling up inside me, slow and steady. Chewing the peanut she’d given me, I stared at the closed door. But when it finally opened, Glenn McQueen wasn’t there with the bright face he’d left with.


  “Ah... Sorry to keep you waiting. You should head out.”


  His impatient gaze, which had been on Janine, shifted to me. His expression wasn’t good.


  “Write the preview. It’s almost midnight.”


  “Well…”


  He stopped, then continued.


  “I think I need to swing by the hospital.”


  “The hospital? Why, what happened?”


  Janine pushed herself up and brushed dust off her palms.


  “Cecil called.”


  “Cecil? What about her?”


  “Ryan got taken to the ER.”


  His face, flushed from alcohol, twisted as he rubbed it. Then he covered his forehead with his palm, like he was measuring the heat pounding in his head. He looked at Janine’s serious face, then his eyes landed on me. He swallowed the saliva that had pooled in his mouth, slowly.


  “Ed, you haven’t been drinking, right?”


  ***


  Once we left Manhattan and merged onto I-87 toward the Bronx, the scenery began to change. The skyline that had towered over everything sank lower, and the night view that had been all light and glare shifted into different colors. McQueen was looking out into the bleak dark where the city’s brightness gave way to the docks.


  When I glanced in the same direction, I saw a stretch of waterfront lined with warehouses and piers running along the river. It reminded me of his apartment after a party, stripped of all its noise and color. The river moved restlessly beside us, the water reflecting the murky, desolate shadows that had swallowed the day’s life. Every so often, I glanced at McQueen while the car sped quietly down the nearly empty highway. It was well past rush hour, close to midnight, and the road was almost ours alone.


  A quiet sigh escaped him. The faint smell of alcohol lingered in his breath, spreading through the car. As I looked at his profile, I reached for the radio. A cheerful folk song filled the silence.


  “Mind if I smoke?”


  The volume was so low I was nudging it up when he asked, rummaging through his front pocket. I nodded. He pulled out a cigarette, and set it between his lips. I checked him in the rearview mirror. He lifted his head as he pulled out a lighter.


  “You want one?”


  “…Yes, please.”


  His hand paused, halfway through pulling out another. He looked down into the pack, let out a short laugh, and slipped it back into his pocket. He lit his own, drew in a long drag, then opened the window and exhaled into the night. Another drag, another sigh, smoke curling out into the dark. Then he brought the cigarette to my mouth.


  “We’ll share.”


  “Oh, I’m fine—”


  “No. I only wanted a few drags. The aftertaste just turns bitter. Go ahead.”


  I lowered my gaze to his hand by my mouth, to the long cigarette and the sharp smoke. Was it normal for him to share like this? I glanced at him again. He didn’t rush me. After a moment’s hesitation, I leaned in and took the filter between my lips.


  He turned his head back toward the window, resting his temple against the glass, his gaze loose and distant. I remembered he liked the same kind I did. The thought crossed my mind as I drew in a faint, damp-tasting breath.


  “Is it something serious?”


  The silence in the car felt awkward, so I turned up the volume a little and asked. McQueen glanced at me.


  “He’s not dead.”


  “Family?”


  “Not family, not a friend, not anything really... But not someone I can ignore either. Sorry for dragging you out this late, Ed.”


  “It’s fine. Really.”


  I had work early tomorrow, but it didn’t matter if I fell asleep a little later. I shook my head at his apologetic smile.


  “Left here.”


  He pointed at the sign.


  Ryan, someone who was neither family nor friend. If he was someone who couldn’t be either, then what was he. An ex, maybe. My head filled with guesses I didn’t want to chase. I kept my eyes on the road and pressed the accelerator.


  After a long drive, we arrived at Bronx-Lebanon Hospital. A long time ago, when I lived in the Bronx, I’d been hospitalized there once. Back then, the ER had felt like a field hospital, crowded with Hispanic and Black patients.


  Ten years later, the hospital looked a little different, but the mix of faces was the same. Doctors, nurses, drunks, screaming patients, and cops all moved through the same space. McQueen cut through the noise and went straight to the front desk.


  “I’m here for Ryan Tesler. I’m his emergency contact.”


  After a long wait, a nurse in a lavender gown showed up, her eyes heavy with sleep. She typed in a few keys and told him where to find the patient. We walked past the crowded partitions of the emergency ward, a place thick with groans and muffled cries. McQueen slipped his hands into his pockets as we moved between the rows of white curtains. When he checked the number and reached for the curtain, I spoke.


  “I’ll wait here.”


  “Alright.”


  He nodded once at me, then pulled the curtain aside and stepped inside. I stood in the corridor, staring at the curtain where shapes moved faintly behind it. A doctor in a white coat bumped my shoulder as he rushed past. I stepped back to avoid a younger doctor hurrying after him, and from behind the curtain, a voice drifted out.


  “When the nurse did the first check, I thought I was done for. Thought, this is it, I’m finally dying. Can’t remember much after that.”


  “…….”


  “It’s just a broken arm. Stop glaring like that.”


  The rough, hoarse voice let out a faint laugh, dulled as if numbed by medication. The sound felt strangely familiar. I was turning it over in my head when I heard McQueen laugh.


  “You look fine. Better than I expected.”


  His tone was cold, nothing like laughter, and silence followed on the other side of the curtain.


  “Disappointed I’m still alive?”


  The man’s voice was still smiling. McQueen let out a short scoff.


  “Yeah. I figured you pulled this crap because you’d hit rock bottom.”


  “It wasn’t exactly deliberate… something pushed me.”


  “Someone else?”


  McQueen’s voice dropped lower.


  “No... I was high, so it wasn’t really me deciding anything... but I guess, in the end, it was me who did it to myself. I don’t remember much.”


  “Are you putting on a show right now?”


  I couldn’t see McQueen behind the curtain, but I could picture his face. Blank. There was tension in his voice now, thin and tight. I started to turn away when the man spoke again.


  “During the shoot, I took two raw cocks all afternoon. Thought I’d die from it. I could still feel the cum sloshing inside, and looking at my kid’s face… I couldn’t get through it without using.”


  He tried to pass it off with a laugh, as if mocking himself. The only reason his voice felt familiar was because I already knew he existed. A porn actor, with that cynical, exhausted air. I couldn’t remember his face. I’d seen him before, though I couldn’t quite remember what he looked like.


  “No condom, huh… Yeah, sure, there are plenty of actors who abuse their bodies. But not everyone ends up broken like you. They don’t have to.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Easy for you to say. If there are guys like you, there have to be guys like me too. For every guy like you, there’s one like me. We’re opposites, right? Two ends of the same scale.”


  He picked his words like he wanted to provoke McQueen, his laughter soft and cutting. Then silence settled behind the curtain.


  “Can’t you drop that loser routine for once?”


  McQueen’s voice cracked with strain, sharp with disgust.


  “You piece of shit.”


  “Go on, keep talking.”


  “You’re insane.”


  “Yeah. Call me insane. Tell me I’m pathetic. Make me snap out of it.”


  His voice trembled, light and fragile, like a dragonfly’s wing fluttering in the breeze. And with it, an image surfaced. Fine strands of pale hair, spiderweb-delicate. A washed-out blond.


  Listening to a conversation like this didn’t feel good. It scraped at me, like a sharp stone dragged across metal. I pulled out my phone, checked the time just past midnight, then shoved it back into my pocket.


  “Cleed.”


  The name drifted out from behind the curtain, calm and drained. Watching patients move through the corridor, I rolled the name around in my head. A long time ago, I’d seen Glenn McQueen’s real name on Wikipedia.


  Cleed McQueen. A name with a certain severity to it, the kind that would taste heavy if you said it out loud.


  “There was a time I couldn’t stand it when you called me that. It made me furious.”


  “…….”


  “Now nothing in life feels new anymore.”


  He sounded like someone who’d lived too long. Or someone who was simply empty.




  At that weary tone, I lifted my head and looked at the curtain. McQueen stood a few feet from the metal bed, his shadow still. For a moment I wanted to pull the curtain aside, to see their faces, to see how they were looking at each other. But I let the thought go.


  “Where’s Cecile?”


  McQueen said, his voice hard as stone.


  “She’s outside.”


  “Outside? At this hour?”


  “She’ll be in the hallway.”


  McQueen sighed and shook his head.


  “Take care of her for a day.”


  “A day?”


  “Yeah. I’m getting discharged the day after tomorrow. I don’t have insurance... I have to leave. It’s just a fracture. If I stay home and rot, it’ll heal.”


  “If you can’t quit… go to rehab. I’ll pay for it.”


  I heard the man’s faint laugh from behind the curtain as I walked out of the ER corridor, curtain after curtain, box after box. The discomfort sat in me like an infected wound. For no reason, it felt hard to breathe. I raked a hand through my hair and stepped outside.


  At a convenience store, I bought cigarettes and a bottle of water. After taking a drink of cold water, I looked around the hospital, still busy even at this hour. I stepped out into the corridor. When I turned the corner, I spotted McQueen. He glanced around, then the moment he found who he was looking for, he moved fast, almost at a jog.


  He went straight to a little girl curled up asleep on a plastic chair against the wall.


  It was past midnight, and there was no parent in sight. Curled in on herself, she slept with her thumb in her mouth. I’d done the same until I was seven. My grandfather had even dabbed bitter medicine on my thumb to break the habit. McQueen looked down at her for a moment, then shook her gently to wake her.


  “Sorry I’m late.”


  When I held out the bottle of water, he shook his head.


  “Let’s go.”


  He rubbed his chin and forced a tired smile.


  ***


  The drive back to the East Village was even quieter than before. In the back seat, Cecile sat there half-asleep, rubbing her eyes, fiddling with McQueen’s phone like it was a toy. Then she curled in on herself and fell asleep again. Unlike her father, the kid had deep black hair. She looked about seven at most.


  “She’s his daughter, right?”


  I glanced at the sleeping child in the rearview mirror. McQueen nodded.


  “Pretty, isn’t she? Like an angel.”


  At his words, I looked more closely at her face in the dark. Her messy black hair covered part of it, but her soft, round cheeks and delicate features were strikingly beautiful for a child. I tried to remember what her father looked like when McQueen spoke again.


  “She turns into a little devil when she wakes up.”


  He smiled faintly, but the smile faded quickly, evaporating like alcohol. His face hardened back into its usual stillness. Tapping his finger idly against the window, he asked after a pause.


  “Ed, do you ever feel... like nothing in life feels new anymore?”


  He looked at me through the rearview mirror. It sounded like he was still turning over that conversation from earlier, thinking about Ryan Tesler and his bleak, exhausted air. But I wasn’t like that. I wasn’t old enough, or empty enough, for life to feel dull. And I wasn’t arrogant enough to pretend otherwise. I shook my head under his quiet, searching look.


  “Good. I can’t stand people who’ve gone numb. Those who have nothing left to burn, no will to spend—it’s painful to watch them.”


  He gave a small shrug, smiling lightly, as if to soften the edge of what he’d said.


  “I’d rather deal with people who feel something. Anger, despair, anything but that dead calm.”


  I couldn’t say I understood everything he meant, but I thought I could see it, vaguely. Cecile shifted in the back seat like she was about to wake up. I glanced at her.


  “I don’t really feel numb. I don’t feel anger either, but lately…”


  “Lately?”


  “It’s just… something rising in my chest. Something like that.”


  “What is it?”


  He asked with a flicker of interest. He wasn’t looking at me through the mirror anymore. It felt strange, how interested he was in something I’d said without thinking. I could feel him turn toward me, looking at me straight. I hesitated.


  “I haven’t really… sat with it.”


  McQueen gave a faint, dry little smile at my uncertain answer.


  “Then let me know when you do.”


  He leaned in close and whispered into my ear. I turned my head toward him. Our lips came close. He leaned back a little. Then he settled into his seat again and faced forward. McQueen turned the radio up from its barely-there volume and looked at the sleeping girl in the back seat through the rearview mirror.


  The anxious man who had stared out the window on the way to the Bronx was gone. His eyes were clearer now, the alcohol completely burned off. I stole a sidelong look at his deep-set eyes, then pressed my foot harder on the accelerator.


  When we arrived, McQueen held the child in one arm and entered the door code with the other. I pulled out my phone. The battery had died. The screen stayed black no matter how many times I pressed the power button. A message had probably come in while I was driving, but I wouldn’t be able to check it until I got home.


  Following him through the lobby toward the elevator, I noticed a paper bag sitting on a table. It was the food Janine had packed for me earlier.


  “I’ll get going,” I said.


  “You must be tired. Sleep here. It’s late.”


  McQueen pressed the elevator button and looked back. With the kid clinging to his neck and whining, he patted her with one big hand and looked at me.


  “Your office is in the Upper West, right? Wouldn’t it be closer to go from here?”


  “It is, but...”


  I lifted the two paper bags in my hands.


  “I can’t go to work carrying this stuff.”


  It wasn’t just the weight. Bringing it to the office would look ridiculous, and more than anything the food would spoil. I couldn’t stay. I answered awkwardly, feeling weird about packing up leftovers from his party. McQueen nodded like he got it.


  “Right. I was only thinking about myself.”


  “Then I’ll get going.”


  I dipped my head in goodbye and started to turn. His hand closed around my shoulder. I looked up, startled, and he dug through his pocket and pulled out his wallet.


  “You don’t have anything to do with Ryan. Ed, I’m sorry. You helped me out, so let me at least…”


  “No. It’s fine.”


  I waved my hands, but he was already pulling bills from his wallet.


  “Really, it’s okay.”


  “Please, take it.”


  “I just did it because I wanted to.”


  I stepped back and shrugged. His eyebrow twitched as he watched me. After a moment of silence, he slipped the wallet back into his pocket. He reached into his other pocket, pulled out his phone, and held it out to me.


  “Can I get your number?”


  “Sorry?”


  “I’ll buy you dinner sometime. Don’t worry, there’s nothing else behind it. Being gay just makes this kind of thing awkward.”


  He snorted and waggled the phone. He looked me in the eye. The corner of his mouth lifted. Before I could even think about what it meant, the smile was gone. I took the phone, typed in my number, and handed it back. He called it right away. He frowned, waiting for it to ring.


  “My phone’s dead,” I said.


  “Thought so.”


  He laughed softly and lowered the phone from his ear.


  “I’ll text you, then. Save my number. Any food you like?”


  “Anything’s fine.”


  “Then I’ll pick something good.”


  “Okay.”


  McQueen glanced at the clock on the wall. It was well past one, and his face tightened a little. He looked down at Cecile, who was squirming and whining in his arms, and patted her back. Then he turned to me.


  “It’s really late. You should get some rest.”


  “I will. See you next time. The party was… fun.”


  It hadn’t been fun at all, but I said it out of politeness. He gave a crooked little smile in return.


  I nodded goodbye and stepped out of the building. The idea that I’d just made some kind of plan, even if it wasn’t specific, kept echoing in my head. When I looked back, I saw McQueen locking up and walking into the lobby.


  It was long past midnight, yet I didn’t feel tired at all. Backing away, I looked up at the dark building. My heel caught on the curb and I nearly went down. I righted myself and jogged toward the subway. A breathy laugh leaked out of me, like air. The cold wind brushed my skin, and it hit me all at once. Today was September 1, the first day of fall.


  ***


  Time slipped like a blank. Like nothing got written down, like everything passed without leaving a mark. Nothing in my days stood out.


  The heat still blazed, yet the season kept changing anyway, little by little, steady as ever. Empa spent less time sprawled across the ice pack. He didn’t drink cold water as often. And Derek’s shower count had dropped to the bare minimum.


  “You stink.”


  Derek tugged at his shirt collar and sniffed, his expression shifting slightly. He quickly let go of the collar and buttoned it up again.


  “What should we have for lunch?”


  “Take a shower first.”


  “Sushi?”


  “My head hurts because of you.”


  “Then burgers?”


  “I can’t be in the same room with you.”


  “It’s not that bad. I didn’t even sweat. You should’ve seen me at summer training in high school. Way worse than this. If it’s that unbearable, I can spray some cologne.”


  “Forget it. You smell like cigarettes and sweat.”


  I sighed and rubbed my temple. Just then, Kane, the team leader of MIP’s third team, stepped into the break room, sniffing the air.


  “Is this a varsity locker room or something? What is that smell?”


  Grimacing, he pinched his nose and backed out into the hallway. Derek glanced at the closed door.


  “For the record, I don’t get embarrassed about stuff like this.”


  He spread his arms wide and shrugged, grinning shamelessly. I’d known him since middle school, long enough to know how allergic he was to water. Back when we were kids, he’d show up at my place after baseball practice, steal my bed, and fall asleep without washing up.


  The six-day trip was the same. He claimed he’d been too busy, but not once had I seen him take a shower the entire time we shared a room. At this point, the only thing to do was give up and train my nose to tolerate him.


  I’d spent the past week in Illinois. Ash had already mentioned it. They needed a team to protect Jerry Luke, some big name in the success world. After his lecture in New York last time, he had decided to sign a six-month contract with MIP.


  Even so, the trip had come out of nowhere. The company dumped it on us. Derek, me, and the six other members of Team Nine got pulled into Jerry Luke’s regional tour, six straight days of traveling city to city.


  At dawn on Thursday, Ash called. He said he’d gotten an urgent notice from upstairs, and his voice was full of irritation. I had to leave Empa with Morian, the cat owner downstairs, packed a few things into my carry-on, and headed straight for the airport.


  For six days, we followed Jerry Luke’s tour through Illinois, stopping in Chicago and a string of smaller industrial towns. By the time we returned, I had to throw out almost all the food Janine and I had packed after the party, except for what I’d frozen.


  My whole body felt sore from the trip. Or maybe I was actually coming down with something. The days were still hot, but the nights had turned cool, the kind of weather that makes you sick without realizing it. I felt chilled all over. When I touched my forehead, I could feel a little heat there.


  Derek looked down at the cafeteria menu with a grimace. It was the kind of sad selection that reminded me of a high school lunch line. Still, he piled his plate high and sat down, though he barely looked interested in eating. While messing with Ben next to him, Derek spilled his soup. I watched him bustle around cleaning it up, chewing my sausage slowly.


  “So are we gonna have to do this every time now? Following Jerry Luke, or Jerry whatever, listening to his cult pep talks?”


  “I don’t think so. It was supposed to be Team Seven’s job anyway.”


  “Didn’t they dump it on us because they didn’t want to do it?”


  “Maybe. But come on, I know Ash and Team Seven’s leader don’t get along, but he wouldn’t actually do that.”


  “Ash seemed ready to explode today, though.”


  Derek came back from the restroom, wiping his hands on a napkin and frowning.


  “What are you guys talking about?”


  Ben looked at him wiping his hands with a napkin and spoke.


  “We were saying you’re kind of slow. You look like the type who probably got beat up as a kid.”


  “I’m gonna kill you.”


  Derek snapped, and I took a sip of water filled with ice, trying not to laugh. When he caught me grinning, he smirked.


  “We were just talking about the trip. How MIP seems to think we’re a bunch of pushovers.”


  Kurt, who’d been on the Illinois trip with us, chimed in.


  “Ash is already pissed about that, actually.”


  Derek pulled up a chair and lowered his voice.


  “So does that mean we won’t have to go on any more of these trips? Did he work it out with the department head?”


  “No idea. But Ash said that’s not why she asked to see him.”


  Derek’s serious face made everyone at the table go quiet. It seemed the annoying Team Seven leader had dumped the job on us completely.


  “God, I hate business trips,” Ben muttered. I bit into the dry bread on my plate. I didn’t like it either, taking turns sleeping in cheap motels on the edge of whatever town we were in. But with the economy in the gutter and replacements everywhere, I wasn’t about to be the one who complained out loud.


  “This is depressing. How about poker and drinks after work? It’s Friday, payday for you guys, right?”


  “Ash already said to meet at a bar after work.”


  “Why?”


  “Because of the trip, obviously.”


  Ben said it while cutting his salad into small pieces, his face still shadowed with fatigue.


  “This is going to make the drinking even more depressing.”


  At Ben’s remark, everyone quietly agreed, wordlessly finishing their food.


  “Why are you picking at it so slowly? You’re usually the first one done.”


  Ben nodded toward my plate.


  “No appetite.”


  “Can’t blame you. Hard to have an appetite looking at this stuff.”


  Derek, who’d already demolished his pile of food, snorted, and Ben let out a short laugh.


  After lunch, as we headed toward the only smoking area in the building, I spotted Ash walking into the cafeteria with the department head. Rachel, the only female department head at MIP, was about my height in heels. They said she’d done everything from kung fu and wushu to judo and kickboxing. Her cold gaze landed on Derek and me as we passed.


  Rachel ruled the male-dominated office with an unmistakable authority. A big part of it was that no matter who she looked at, it always felt like she was looking down on them. We greeted her briefly, and she gave a curt nod, her gaze still like ice.


  “I’m scared of her”


  Derek muttered, glancing back as she disappeared down the hall, trailing a chill in her wake.


  “How does someone look at people like that? Did you see Ash? He looked terrified. That guy doesn’t even flinch in front of the boss.”


  I’d seen it too, Ash built like a bear, stiff as stone, matching Rachel’s stride with a hard face.


  We pushed through the two doors separating the smoking area from the non-smoking zone. It was a high-rise, and the wind was brutal. I cupped my lighter with my hand, lit my cigarette, and took a drag. Trying to mimic Rachel, Derek lifted his chin, lowered only his eyes, and blew smoke out at me.


  “Something going on with you lately?”


  “Why?”


  “You’re smoking more.”


  I laughed quietly at his tone and leaned my back against the railing.


  “I should quit.”


  “When did you even start?”


  “Seventeen.”


  I’d never told anyone, but back then I’d thought movie stars were supposed to smoke. James Dean in some youth film, Chow Yun-fat in a noir. I was a kid, soaked in my own posturing. Kind of stupid.


  Come to think of it, seventeen was when I learned both smoking and sex. I looked at the cigarette between my index and middle finger. The ember near the filter glowed red.


  Seeing it, McQueen’s words floated back up. ‘I can’t stand people who’ve gone numb. Those who have nothing left to burn, no will to spend.’ I tried to remember his face as he said it. Was there life in it, or sadness?


  He had told me to tell him when I figured out what that rising feeling in my chest really was. But now, I had no sense of direction, no way to move toward it. My chest would swell with sudden hope, only to sink into despair for reasons I couldn’t name. Those moments kept looping, over and over.


  The cigarette tasted bitter. I crushed it against the wall and held the faint warmth of it in my fist. The hot wind beyond the railing caught my hair and sent it whipping around my face. I let my back rest against the rail and shut my eyes. Sunlight hammered the top of my head.


  “Are you sleepy, or just trying to look cool?”


  Derek’s dry tone made me smirk without opening my eyes.


  “Smartass. Let’s go. Seminar’s about to start.”


  When I opened my eyes, he was right in front of me, squinting against the sunlight. Hands in his pockets, standing there in that loose, cocky way, I gave him a quick once-over, flicked the butt into the sand, and headed inside. Every two months we had to sit through a mandatory security training seminar. On the way there, I pulled out my phone to turn it off, then ended up scrolling through old messages instead. A text from Janine. A check-in from Yowi. Spam. Tax stuff. Then Glenn McQueen.


  「Glenn McQueen here. Thanks for today. Sleep well.」


  The message was from last week. After that night past midnight on Thursday, I hadn’t seen him again. He’d called to set up dinner, but I’d been in Chicago, so we pushed it back. The new date was next Tuesday. And for some reason, I kept thinking about the fact that it’d be the first time we’d meet one-on-one.


  “Hurry up, man.”


  Derek waved at me from the seminar room door. A chill crept through me like a rash. I rubbed the back of my neck, stiff with tension, and stepped inside where he was waiting.


  ***


  The night air was cold enough to make me hunch my shoulders. When I pressed my palm to my forehead, it felt warm. A dull ache tugged at the back of my neck, like I was coming down with something. That strange, weightless fatigue washed over me again. Each step felt distant, like I was walking on water. I thought about stopping by a pharmacy, then decided it’d probably pass, and slipped in with the others heading into the bar.


  A bar in NoHo. It was one of those common chains you could find anywhere in New York, but under Ash’s firm dictatorship, the six of us followed behind him like prisoners being marched along by an armed escort. It was Friday, so the place was packed, but Louise, Ash’s girlfriend, had worked some magic and secured a table. Maybe they’d crammed in extra tables to boost sales. The gaps were so tight that Ash’s steps between them looked almost precarious.


  “Nice. Real nice.”


  Derek gave Louise a knowing look, then turned to Ash with a crooked grin. Ash shot Derek a warning look, like he’d kill him if he brought up Louise’s stripper past here, with Ben and the others around.


  “What’s your problem now?”


  Ben caught the vibe right away and leaned in, eyes bright. Derek just curled his lip.


  “Who knows.”


  He took a sip of his beer.


  Derek had been pretty close with Ash’s ex-wife, so he didn’t like Louise. The foam wouldn’t settle, so Derek wiped the white ring off his upper lip with the back of his hand. Ash shot him a glare, then shifted the topic.


  “The reason I called everyone here tonight is—”


  “Hold up. There were six of us who were going to grab a beer near the office and play poker. You invited yourself in. Don’t start a serious speech after dragging us all the way out here.”


  Derek pointed at him, warning in his voice. Outside the office, the lines got blurry. Sometimes Derek used the fact that he was Ash’s cousin to say things that took nerve. Ash’s lips moved like he couldn’t believe it, then he ignored Derek and looked around the table.


  “Rachel and I have something we’ve been planning. For months. No, closer to a year.”


  At the mention of their department head, Derek straightened up a little.


  “A plan? And why the hell is her name in it?”


  “I’ve been thinking about starting a new security company.”


  “What? What the hell. For real?”


  “Can you just shut up and listen?”


  Ash let out a long breath and looked at Derek. Derek shrugged, acting like he wasn’t embarrassed.


  “She’s the one who brought it up first, but I’ve thought the same thing more than once. Team 9 handles most of the events and VIP escorts, right? It’s unpredictable, high-risk, and you guys never have a fixed schedule. Makes it tough to manage your time.”


  He wasn’t wrong. We worked in shifts, but most of our assignments were event security, so schedules changed all the time and clock-out was never consistent.


  MIP made most of its money from event gigs, but event security was one of the areas guards hated the most. That was why Team Nine ended up handling it. Inside MIP, Team 9 had an unspoken nickname—the free team. We were the ones sent out to cover understaffed sites or fill in on long-term assignments that could stretch for months.


  “I’ve been working on this with Rachel for about a year now.”


  Ash continued after taking a sip of his beer, the foam already gone flat.


  “She’s had her eye on Team Nine. I have too. We’ve got over twenty people, and most of us have stayed on Team Nine for at least a year and a half without transferring. You’re steady. You work hard. You don’t complain.”


  When he said you don’t complain, Ash gave Derek a long, pointed look, then turned back to the rest of us.


  He wasn’t wrong. Since I’d been assigned to Team 9, we hadn’t had any major conflicts. Most of the members were diligent. But the reason we didn’t complain was simple. Most of us were on contract. Except for Derek and Ash, who were full-time employees, the rest of the team worked under renewable contracts. In that kind of setup, no one could afford to act out.


  Not that I was saying we were unhappy. Because we worked in the field, there wasn’t much difference between full-time and contract anyway. The benefits gap was almost nonexistent. This job didn’t come with much in the way of benefits to begin with.


  “And on top of that, this business isn’t just about performance. Looks matter too, especially because clients care about visible impact, what regular people see. You guys are good-looking, and you’re built.”


  “Damn right. I’m easy on the eyes,”


  Derek nodded like he agreed. Like Ash said, most of Team Nine was big enough that I counted as the smaller one.


  “So what’s your point?”


  Derek lit a cigarette as he spoke. Derek’s eyes stayed fixed on Ash while Ash danced around it, and Ash’s brow tightened slightly. Ash wet his lips, then looked around the table.


  “What do you guys think?” he asked.


  “Depends.”


  Derek turned his head and blew smoke away as he spoke.


  “MIP’s already one of the top firms. No reason to risk it for something that’s not guaranteed.”


  It made sense coming from him. He was a full-time employee, after all. But the rest of us didn’t seem entirely against the idea. None of us owed Ash or Rachel any loyalty, and unlike Derek, we had no job security to hold on to. It came down to this: stick with MIP’s steady contract work or take a gamble on a new company. Either way, it made sense to choose what was practical.


  This wasn’t a small cafe where you could run the whole place with a barista and a cashier. Security work sometimes needed a lot of bodies. Headcount came first, and Derek’s reaction made Ash look a little rushed.


  Just as he raised his voice to say more, his girlfriend, Louise, appeared carrying a tray piled high with food. Maybe Ash was planning to be generous tonight, because the portions were bigger than usual and there was a lot more variety.


  “Eat up. Drinks are covered tonight.”


  “I’m not falling for that,” Derek muttered, shaking his head.


  Ash just laughed it off, trying to play it cool.


  “Is Ash paying again tonight?”


  Louise cut in lightly, like she was commenting on her boyfriend’s wallet. Holding the tray, she smiled at Ash, eyes bright and steady. Ash gave her an awkward little smile back.


  “No. I’m not paying. The department head is.”


  “Oh, her.”


  Louise looked like she already knew how things worked at the office. She smiled with her eyes and nodded.


  “Well then, enjoy.”


  Still smiling, she turned away. On her way out, she picked up the cash and tips left under the bill from the people who’d just left, stacked the empty dishes on her tray, and went back out. The second she disappeared past the smoking-room door, Ash turned back to us again.


  He speared a piece of bar food with his fork and chewed slowly. Someone was being guided into the empty seat beside him. The table was narrow, just enough for two. The man sat diagonally across from me. A quick glance told me he’d come alone. I lifted my beer to wet my dry throat.


  That was when I saw a familiar face, one I hadn’t been expecting, and felt a heavy thud of my own heartbeat, something I hadn’t even been aware of until that second.


  “Look. She’s got a lot of connections. It’d be great if she could satisfy a wide range of clients, but that’s not realistic. We won’t have a big headcount at first. And the main area we want to push is broadcast, so…”


  Ash kept talking, but none of it reached me. Ridiculous as it was, seeing Glenn McQueen’s bowed head made me suddenly aware something was off. My head hurt. I felt feverish.


  He smiled politely at the server holding the menu and ordered a bottle of whiskey. He set a thick file on the table. Leaning slightly, tilted toward one shoulder, he flipped through it.


  I couldn’t bring myself to say hi. We weren’t exactly close, and I was someone with only one foot in the porn industry. In the real world where I was sitting with my coworkers and Derek, my friend, he was someone who didn’t belong.


  Why was he here. With a dull ache pulsing through my head, it hit me again. This was a bar in NoHo, only a few blocks from his place. I hadn’t assumed he’d drink here, but a noisy bar packed with chatter didn’t seem like his kind of place.


  He sat apart from the crowd, paging through dense text. He dugged in his pocket and pulled out a cigarette. Then he picked up the lighter he’d set down beside his phone. Maybe he sensed my stare because he turned his head.


  Our eyes met. There was no flicker of recognition, no surprise. He just looked at me, blank and distant as if he didn’t know me at all, then glanced at the coworkers beside me.


  After a quick sweep of them, McQueen looked back at me and smiled without a sound. He lowered his head, lit his cigarette, and returned to his thick file.


  “So. You think there’s a future in it?”


  Chewing his fried food like it was gum, Derek asked in that rough, delinquent way of his.


  “Not events. We’re gearing up for facility security for big companies, and executive protection details. It’s hard to break in, but once you do it’s stable.”


  Even with Ash giving him a straight answer, Derek only smiled vaguely and jabbed my side.


  “What about you.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m asking what you think.”


  “I, I guess it’s… good?”


  My answer was so vague I even stumbled over it. Derek laughed.


  “This idiot didn’t hear a word.”


  At Derek’s satisfied smile toward Ash, I smiled too, stuck. My head was foggy, like my pulse was pounding inside it. I pressed a hand to my forehead and lowered my head.


  “You sick?”


  When I didn’t answer, Derek grabbed my chin and forced my face up.


  “You didn’t even drink and your face is red.”


  His eyebrow twitched as he tightened his grip. I tried to pull back and he slapped a palm to my forehead.


  “Holy shit. You’re hot.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Is it a cold?”


  “Probably.”


  I pushed his hand away and leaned back against the chair. He stared at me for a second, then muttered like fine was fine and adjusted his shoulders.


  “Drink in moderation. If you pass out, I’m leaving you here.”


  I snorted at his sour face, lifted my glass, and took a sip.


  Ash didn’t get an answer out of us. It wasn’t something you could decide as easily as picking a dish off a menu, and he didn’t push us for a conclusion on the spot either.


  McQueen stayed alone, even as time dragged on. I saw him make a call twice, only to put his phone down again when no one picked up. He wore a gray T-shirt under a thin black cardigan and cropped dress pants that hit above his ankles. His polished black shoes were bare against his skin, no socks. His outfit looked relaxed, but the ease in his expression was fading little by little.


  When he stared at the empty seat across from him and finally hung up on yet another unanswered call, I felt something change inside him. It was quiet but decisive, like he had issued a declaration to himself.


  After that, McQueen didn’t look at the empty chair anymore. He didn’t look toward the entrance either, where the door kept opening and spilling people in. Maybe he had given up waiting. He closed the file and slid it into his bag, then took out a magazine in a language I couldn’t place.


  He poured whiskey into the glass he’d left untouched until now and downed it in one go. Then he poured another. I kept telling myself not to look at him, but my eyes drifted back again and again. Leaving everything else aside, I couldn’t go over and talk to him, because his face was shutting the whole idea down. Like he didn’t want anyone’s attention.


  My beer wasn’t anywhere near as strong as his whiskey, but I’d had a few rounds myself. I went to the bathroom. When I came back and sat down, Derek and Ben were laughing like they were having a fit.


  “There was this girl I dated in college. French exchange student. She was insane,” Ben said, loud with drink.


  He kept going, even louder.


  “She was so horny she gave nicknames to our junk. My dick was the Sinner, and her pussy was Hell.”


  Derek had been listening. He let a nasty little smile slip.


  “Sinners fall into Hell.”


  Every guy at the table burst out laughing. Ben wiped tears from his eyes, still snickering, then suddenly went serious.


  “You know how much we were into it? I had ‘I’m going to Hell tonight’ coming out of my mouth all night. One time I’m sitting in church listening to a sermon, and the pastor goes, ‘Sinners shall fall into Hell.’ I got so turned on I ran out mid-sermon and jerked off in the church bathroom.”


  It was the kind of dirty, shameless anecdote you’d expect to find in The Decameron. While he kept talking, I just kept drinking. Time slipped by quickly.


  When I shook my head, drunk and foggy, pain surged through it like someone had hung a weight inside my skull. With clumsy hands I put a cigarette between my lips and lit it. I had barely taken a single drag when Derek snatched it out of my mouth.


  “I don’t feel like going to buy cigarettes. Let me borrow this.”


  I nodded, and Derek took a long pull, lips still wrapped around my cigarette.


  “Derek pisses me off every time he does that. He acts so damn gay sometimes.”


  Ash complained and Derek cackled.


  “Oh please, what did I even do?”


  He blew smoke toward Ash and curled his body in an exaggeratedly feminine pose.


  “You got no hands? No feet? Why are you smoking something someone else already had in their mouth.”


  “Lighting it is annoying. Right, honey? You don’t mind me stealing things from you.”


  Derek leaned toward me, resting his head on my shoulder with his legs primly tucked together. I looked down at him without a word, then turned my head away. Laughter erupted around the table.


  And then the conversation went in the direction I least wanted. Their voices were too loud, their jokes too crude, and none of it felt considerate of the people they were talking about. On any other day I would have brushed it off, but tonight everything grated on me and hit my nerves raw.


  “I saw a gay musical a month ago.”


  “A gay musical?”


  “It wasn’t even about anything. Gay guys dancing, gay guys dating, gay guys fighting, gay guys kissing.”


  Ben said it with this stupid little sing-song rhythm, like he was doing a bit. The group jeered, and Ben, clearly encouraged, raised his voice a little.


  “My girlfriend’s coworker was the lead for the first time, and apparently the show had six kissing scenes. They begged the director and cut it down to four. The kissing was pretty realistic. They said it showed the real life of gay men, but honestly… I didn’t want to see any of it. The plot was garbage, and the whole thing was way too intense. Two hours of my life, gone.”


  Ben muttered with a grim look, and Derek snorted with laughter.


  “You know that movie, Brokeback Mountain or whatever. Someone said one of the actors threw up filming the first kiss. What was it, on Oprah? The actor said it. Nobody saw that? Was it Heath Ledger or Jake Gyllenhaal?”


  “Making money is hard.”


  “Why? I’d do it if they paid me.”


  “Ben, you think you’d be the one suffering? The guy with you would be.”


  Ash said it with a heavy look, and the table laughed again. Ben’s face flushed. With alcohol in him, his words got rougher. Ben raised his voice, flushed with excitement.


  “This is New York. You can’t walk a block without running into gay guys. But where I grew up, it wasn’t like that. My family was religious and conservative. When I got a job here, it was like… I finally understood what Sodom and Gomorrah must have been like. You have no idea how much filthy crap I’ve seen. There’s a reason I believe in every doomsday prophecy out there. You know the story, right. Before Sodom and Gomorrah get destroyed, God sends angels to warn Lot. And then the people of the city come pounding on the door and threaten Lot, saying they want to know those men. That ‘know’ is rape, that’s what it means. Trying to do that to angels, you believe that? They had some nerve. So yeah, back then they were just out there in the open, and God wiped the city out.”


  “No way.”


  “Wanna bet? I’ll put ten dollars on it.”


  Ben puffed up with confidence, and Derek shot back.


  “I’ll put down a penny.”


  Ben bristled, and Ash frowned.


  “You sure talk about it a lot. Starting to sound suspicious. Now that I look again, you kinda look gay.”


  “Ash, don’t. You know what I’m like. The second we’re out of the office, I stop caring who’s above who and I get violent.”


  Ben’s needling only made Ash burst out laughing.


  “Sure. Back in school there were plenty of guys like that. I’m a humanitarian and a good citizen, so I never messed with them, but other guys used to go after them openly. Honestly, the way they acted… it was just gross. That one guy who kept acting all feminine, he was basically a human punching bag. I felt bad sometimes so I treated him okay once in a while.”


  “Exactly. Being into the same sex, fine, that’s their choice. But when gays start acting all flamboyant, it’s disgusting. Ed, don’t you remember? We had that kid at school. Brooks. Skinny as hell. The one who lifted his pinky every time he drank water.”


  “…Did we?”


  My slow answer made Derek glance at me as if something was off, but he turned away again.


  My head throbbed and my whole body ached like I had the flu. Just having Glenn McQueen sitting that close put me on edge. The fact that the tables were packed so tight made it worse.


  My coworkers didn’t hate gay people, not in the way that counted. They just liked pretending to be cool while mocking them, and they got a kind of pleasure out of it. I watched them turn gay people into a topic and grin in that sleazy way, then emptied my glass. Ben and Derek giggled and did stupid gay impressions. Ash went along in silence. All of them were showing off that they were clean, straight men. My loud, thoughtless friends.


  Drunk, they raised their voices even more. Why were they talking about this now of all times. McQueen kept topping off his glass and draining it, head lowered as he stared at the chipped corner of the table.


  “So, Derek… how’s your girlfriend?”


  “Huh?”


  “Do you… like her?”


  “What is that supposed to mean.”


  Instead of telling them to shut up, I tried to steer things somewhere else by dragging Derek’s girlfriend into it. They looked like they could go on all night about gay men, yet even my clumsy attempt at changing the topic only sent them straight back into dirty jokes. Every time Ash’s girlfriend came into the smoking room to serve, Ash looked like he might lose it and tried to shut Derek up.


  I put a cigarette between my lips and worked the lighter, but it kept slipping. It wouldn’t catch. Derek finally took it and lit the tip for me. Right then, McQueen slid the magazine he’d had spread out on the table back into his bag.


  He poured what was left into his glass and knocked it back fast. Then he stood. The bottle was almost empty. He gathered his things and staggered to his feet. As he passed by me, he glanced at me. The look felt like a bleak, mocking smirk, or maybe a hollow sadness. I couldn’t tell.


  He walked out of the bar, and I stared silently at the waitress walking over to clear his spot, as if wiping away any trace of him. My chest burned so painfully I bit down on my lower lip.


  “I’m heading out first.”


  I grabbed my bag and ignored the voices calling after me as I rushed out into the street. I looked around, turning in every direction, but Glenn McQueen was nowhere. Where did he go. Where the hell did he go. I wandered, muttering to myself, until it hit me where he’d go. Glenn McQueen’s place was only a few blocks from here. Idiot. Cursing myself, I broke into a stumbling run toward the direction he must have gone.


  I didn’t have to go far before I caught sight of his back. In the crowd, he wasn’t swaying the way he had when he left the bar. He was walking like his feet were planting straight into the ground, upright and steady. I ran up and grabbed his shoulder, yanking him back hard.


  He turned, but there was no surprise on his face. A cigarette hung from his lips. His mouth was set in a tight line as he looked at me without asking why or prompting an explanation.


  Then I realized how hard I was gripping him. I steadied my breath and let go.


  “I… I didn’t mean any of that. What they said back there, making fun of gay people. That wasn’t me.”


  Glenn McQueen stared at me for a moment before letting out a breath of a laugh. He shifted the cigarette from his lips into his fingers.


  “I don’t know why you are making excuses to me.”


  His forced smile was cold, and my excuse fell flat.


  “My coworkers were harsh, but they were drunk, and…”


  “I heard it. The tables were close. Whether I wanted to or not. It didn’t bother me. It’s a typical straight reaction. And honestly, I happen to be gay and working in that field, but you people aren’t.”


  “…….”


  “You’re not even the one who needs to make excuses. Doing it anyway just makes you look desperate.”


  He said the last part quietly, in that calm, indifferent way of his, then brought the cigarette back to his lips. He took a long drag and flicked the ash into the air. With a faintly annoyed motion he checked his watch, then looked down at me as if to say, go on if you have anything left to say. As if nothing I said could touch him.


  Tonight he seemed a little reckless. Like he was ready to bare every hidden blade he usually kept tucked away. And yet, just as he said, the root cause wasn’t really me or my friends. Knowing that made me feel guilty and angry at the same time.


  The anger he wasn’t naming was probably for the person who’d made him wait two hours, who hadn’t picked up, hadn’t texted back, hadn’t shown up. And I was just the crumbs of that anger.


  The thought struck me as funny, and a stupid laugh rose all the way up my throat. How pathetic. Wishing I could be the one who pissed him off.


  As if I wanted to be someone who could hurt him. I bit my lip hard to keep the laugh from spilling out.


  Maybe this was defiance. If it was, then defiance against what. Against McQueen, and that warmthless kindness? The gentle act he used on me? I suddenly wanted to swing a fist at all of it and scream.


  “…Do you want to...”


  McQueen’s brow twitched, and he took a long drag on his cigarette until his cheek hollowed. He lowered his gaze and looked straight at me, as if asking what I was trying to say.


  “…sleep with me?”


  My voice was so cracked it didn’t sound like mine. No, it didn’t even feel like something I’d said. We stared at each other, both startled, and I managed a faint smile. McQueen only bit down harder on the cigarette. His gaze tightened as he looked down at me.


  He watched me for a long moment, not asking what I meant or why I had skipped over everything that should have come before. Instead, he studied me, like he was checking me over, like he was peeling back each layer to find the intention underneath.


  He took one last slow drag and crushed the cigarette against the wall. He exhaled a long trail of smoke without looking away. The acrid smoke drifted over my face, stinging my eyes.


  “Not really in the mood.”


  My face heated up. I half covered it with the back of my hand and moved my lips, fumbling. The sharpness in his eyes eased. And only then, with that refusal and the new curiosity behind it, did it hit me what I’d just said.


  “Then…”


  Was I supposed to bow, say good night, and run back to my own reality? My face was burning. I brushed a hand over it as if to hide it and looked up at him, but McQueen didn’t react at all.


  “Besides, I have a shoot on Monday. I’m supposed to be abstaining.”


  He twirled the cigarette butt between his fingers and looked down at it.


  “And honestly, I’m in a pretty foul mood today. It won’t happen, but if I lose control... I might be rough.”


  “…….”


  “If I were to give in out of gratitude for a straight man’s mercy.”


  He glanced at me again. His lips curled into a suggestive smile, but it vanished right away. He looked as if he regretted saying it, like he had swallowed something bitter.


  “I’m sorry.”


  He gave a bitter little laugh and went on.


  “I said it like an asshole, but it isn’t because of your friends, Ed.”


  He shrugged.


  “What they said didn’t bother me much.”


  His sincerity left me hollow.


  “The person you were waiting for… is that your boyfriend?”


  Humiliation flooded me. My throat burned as if scorched from the inside. McQueen stared down at me like he didn’t understand. Then, after a long beat, he let out a short laugh.


  “Well... He’s not my boyfriend. He’s just someone I’m hopelessly hung up on.”


  His dry laugh carried a hint of self-mockery. He flicked the cigarette butt into a nearby trash can and brushed his hands together. Then he walked toward me, who was still standing there stupidly.


  “Let’s go.”


  He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me. Toward him, toward the direction of McQueen’s place. I stared up at him in a daze. Strength slipped out of my legs. What had I been thinking when I asked him to sleep with me? I must have been feverish and delirious, and now it had all cooled off like someone poured cold water over me.


  If sex was just a convenient way for McQueen to blow off steam, then I didn’t need to be the tool he used to drain his anger. I swallowed hard and brushed his hand off my shoulder.


  “What I said earlier… I wasn’t being entirely serious.”


  I should’ve given him a smoother excuse, but the way I emphasized it, there wasn’t any substance behind it. McQueen nodded lightly, almost the same way he had accepted it earlier, and gave an awkward little smile.


  “All right.”


  Watching how quickly he let it go, I adjusted the strap of my bag on my shoulder.


  “Then… I’ll see you next time.”


  I dipped my head, turned, and started walking. He said something in return, but I didn’t look back. I forced my feet toward the subway with a bitter smile. I didn’t want to go back to that NoHo bar, with my coworkers still loud inside. My head hurt, and my fingers and toes tingled. Even on flat ground, I was breathing like I was climbing a hill. I wondered for a moment if McQueen was walking home too. I turned my head in the direction he had disappeared.


  In front of a loud arcade that was spilling people out onto the sidewalk, under a red neon sign, he was standing still. From this far away, he’d shrunk down to almost nothing. Not even the size of my hand. He stood still, head lowered as if he were staring at the ground.


  He didn’t move for a long time. When he finally lifted his head, he pulled something from his waistband. It didn’t look like a cigarette.


  Goddamn it. I pressed down on my throbbing temple. Like a tide dragged out toward the sea by the moon, I moved anyway.


  By the time I got close, Glenn McQueen had his phone to his ear, shoulders shaking with laughter.


  “Yeah, tonight… yeah. Go wash up and wait…”


  I reached out toward his phone. I laid my hand over his big one. Then I pulled his warm, dry hand toward me and ended the call right there.


  He didn’t look at me the way he had before. He didn’t ask why. He didn’t even look confused. The alcohol had left his gaze a little wet, and when he exhaled, the smell on my nose was bitter. I looked away from his gaze and pushed gently at his back.


  “Let’s go.”


  ***


  I was sitting on the bed. I put a hand to my aching head and lay back, trying not to think about how I’d ended up here.


  I had been to the fifth floor where he lived, but this was the first time I had ever stepped into his actual room, this private space. If we were going to have sex, I had assumed it would be in the studio on the second floor. But he walked straight up to the fifth, proving how vague my assumptions were.


  I expected him to have a double, maybe even a king-size bed, but the one I lay on was just big enough for a single adult man.


  Bigger than my single, smaller than a full double. I lay there and looked around. Worn books lined parts of the wall as if he read them often. A new desktop computer and a laptop sat neatly on a sleek desk.


  Nothing in the room looked related to porn. The air held a faint scent of something like a diffuser. Blue furniture against white walls made the whole place feel cool and clean. I looked at the nightstand by the bed, stacked with film books and script collections, when the door clicked open.


  “The bed’s a little small, but… it shouldn’t be a problem, right?”


  He pointed at the bed with his chin. I blinked instead of answering.


  “Well, we’ll be all over each other anyway.”


  He muttered, almost to himself.


  He came in after a shower, turned off the harsh overhead light, and switched on the side lamp. With a towel around his hips, he shook out his wet hair and stood in the doorway between the dim room and the dark living room.


  Seeing him half-naked made me realize that I was still buttoned up in my suit I looked up at him, slid my fingers under the tie choking my throat, and loosened it slowly.


  As I undid my shirt buttons one by one, McQueen leaned into the open doorframe, standing at an angle, watching me from above. I placed my tie on the nightstand and lifted my head to straighten my back. My head felt heavy, like a weight was hanging inside it.


  I braced myself and pushed up from the bed, and McQueen was already there between my legs. He grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me forward. My mouth bumped against the hard plane of his lower abdomen. His damp skin felt cold against my heated face.


  He yanked at my clothes, tugged my shirt free from my waistband, and undid the rest of the buttons. As he shoved my shirt and jacket back until my shoulder showed, I laid a hand lightly over his.


  “I need to shower…”


  McQueen laced his fingers through mine and pressed me down onto the bed. He kissed my bare shoulder, then trailed dry kisses up my neck. I pushed him back.


  “I should shower.”


  “…….”


  “I sweated a lot earlier.”


  Hearing my voice catch in my throat, McQueen pulled his mouth away from my neck. He shifted back as if giving in, but the moment he saw me holding myself in check, he bit the side of my neck sharply, almost in irritation, before straightening up. I fixed my half-open shirt. I’d be taking it all off soon anyway, but the moment I actually had to, fear and shame rose up and grabbed me. I lowered my head and pushed past him into the bathroom.


  I touched the mark he’d left on my neck through the open collar. A few walls separated me from him, but the distance felt larger than that. Only now did I begin to retrace the jagged edges of my emotions.


  What the hell was I doing? I pressed my forehead against the cold tile and let out a heated breath.


  “What am I doing…”


  This wasn’t going to end with a little touching. The second I pictured what came next, heat rushed up through me. If we went through with it, he would be the top and I would be the bottom. But that was only one part of what terrified me.


  I had never been in a one-night situation like this. More precisely, I had never been the one to ask for it. The person who’d chosen a body to dump one night’s need into wasn’t McQueen. It was me.


  And even I didn’t really understand what kind of need I was chasing through him. It didn’t feel like desire in any clean sense. It felt closer to an impatient, nameless frustration I had no way of putting into words.


  One thing was clear. I didn’t want to use Glenn McQueen to empty out my desire, but McQueen wanted to use me to empty out his.


  There was no point twisting this mismatch into knots in my head. Unlike the first impulse, the moment I said Let’s go, the conclusion had already been made. This wasn’t injustice, or unfairness, or irrational sacrifice.


  So don’t be scared about taking it in the back.


  I let out a brief laugh and removed my suit. My throat tightened. I forced down a dry swallow. I shoved away the thought that I was missing the point, stripped, and laid my clothes on the tray on the shelf.


  I washed my hair, put cleanser on a shower towel, and scrubbed my body. I didn’t even feel like I had to go, but a practical thought hit me anyway. How was I supposed to get clean inside?


  As I washed between my legs, my hand hesitated when I reached the space between my cheeks. I rinsed the foam away and turned the water a little colder when I heard the door open.


  He walked into the bathroom holding a condom and a small bottle of oil. It was embarrassing, my hand still where it was, but I kept my eyes away and kept washing. Was he planning to have sex in the bathroom? Bold move. Trying to watch the situation from a distance only made it feel even farther away.


  He shut the door, leaned back against the wall, and quietly watched me rinse. Then he walked over and set the condom and oil on the shelf. As I rubbed my face with hot water, something pressed firmly against the back of my ankle.


  “Ugh!”


  I nearly fell on my ass, but his arm slid under my armpits and caught me. Holding me tightly, he slowly lowered me onto the floor. Startled, I looked up at him. He untied the towel at his waist, grabbed my hair, and pushed my head toward the wall.


  “Is it all right if I’m a little rough?”


  He asked like he wanted consent, but the tone sounded like he was announcing a decision. He held his half-hard penis near my mouth as he spoke. Saying I didn’t want that, or that I wanted him to be gentle, felt ridiculous.


  So instead of answering, I lowered my gaze and took his penis into my mouth. His fingers tightened in my hair.


  The head pressed to my lips carried the faint scent of cleanser. I closed my mouth around him and sucked, looking up at McQueen’s lower abdomen. The stream from the showerhead splintered across his stomach and ran down. Through the clear water, the tight muscles beneath rose and fell in a slow rhythm.


  Even with my clumsy movements, his cock grew harder inside my mouth. My jaw began to ache. He pushed my wet hair against the wall and moved his hips. When the head of his cock hit the back of my throat, nausea surged. I shoved at his thigh, but even when he eased back slightly, he didn’t pull out.


  “Take it deeper.”


  He slid out only to push in sharply again. Pressure gathered around my eyes on its own. I gagged and tried to pull my head back, but pinned between the wall and his fingers twisted in my hair, I couldn’t move. When I looked up at him, Glenn McQueen pushed in more firmly, then drew his hips back.


  “…Use your tongue like that. More.”


  I forced my tongue along the length filling my mouth, and his grip in my hair loosened a little. Breathless and sick with the urge to vomit, I jerked my hips, but McQueen pressed his foot between my legs to pin me in place. Only when I pushed hard against his tense thigh did he finally pull his cock out.


  Saliva gathered thick in my mouth and dripped down my chin. I coughed and spat out the precum that had collected on my tongue. I wiped the dampness at the corner of my eyes with the back of my hand and tried to settle my stomach. He leaned down to kiss me.


  The kiss came down hard, overwhelming, sealing my mouth before I could get my breath. My head was burning, and the headache thudded like a pulse. I felt like I might black out.


  His hand closed around my jaw, almost like he was choking me, tipping my face up. As I panted, his grip on my cheek tightened. I slipped on the wet floor again and again before finally getting a shaky hold on his shoulder and pulling myself upright.


  His big hand clamped my jaw and temple, pressing me back toward the wall. Pinned in place, I was overwhelmed by his relentless kiss, unable to breathe. McQueen’s fully hardened cock twitched against my lower abdomen.


  “Turn around.”


  He pulled his mouth off mine and whispered, dragging his tongue up my wet chin.


  The headache had been building for a while. Now it was pounding. I clenched my teeth and pressed my forehead to the tile, leaning my body against the wall. My chest touched the wall, and behind me Glenn McQueen’s chest pressed against my back. His toe hooked the inside of my leg and pushed it out, trying to spread me open. When I gave him an inch, his right hand slid between my legs and started feeling around.


  “I noticed before, you barely have any hair. Do you wax?”


  His warm breath hit my ear as he murmured. Wax, seriously? I wasn’t gay, and there was no reason for me to wax my groin, especially around my ass. I shook my head, still stunned, and his lips closed over the rim of my ear. When I twisted away from the tickle, his fingers slipped between my cheeks. They traced the rim of my hole in slow circles and tension shot down to my toes.


  McQueen kept pressing lazy kisses over my crown, the back of my neck, between my shoulder blades, and down my spine. Then he latched onto my tailbone, sucking hard, and dropped to his knees between my spread legs. I didn’t even get a chance to refuse. He grabbed my ass and yanked me open, hard, pulling me apart left and right.


  “Ah… no, wait, ugh—!”


  My nails raked the slick tile as my hips jerked, and the soft tongue that had been licking at me slipped inside slowly but relentlessly. He spread me open with both hands and worked his tongue deeper, circling, pressing, not letting up. The sensation was obscene. All I could do was claw at the warm tile, uselessly, trying to hold on to anything.


  Then his fingers followed, pushing in. One, then another, forcing the tightness to give way. Whenever that tickle flared, I curled my toes and clenched, and he pressed into my soft flesh like he’d decided to make a game out of it.


  “S-stop… ah… ngh… please…”


  By the time he had four fingers in me, the pressure made my hips shudder. He twisted the fingers he’d been driving in, grinding and scraping along the slick inner wall.


  The pleasure of taking someone inside me was still unfamiliar, still wrong in a way that made my stomach turn. Alcohol, heat, the headache, and all that forced pleasure blended together until it felt like a hallucination, lighting up my whole body. It hadn’t been this intense before. Maybe the fever had me raw, because every touch landed like fire. The foreign movement inside my ass sent a cold, crawling jolt through me.


  When he finally pulled his fingers out, I let my head fall back against the warm tile and sucked in ragged breaths. Everything was happening too fast. Too impatient. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t judge anything.


  McQueen stepped back and held out the condom he’d been holding.


  “Put it on me.”


  “……”


  “With your mouth.”


  He tore the wrapper and pressed the tip of the condom to my lips. His eyes were serious. This didn’t feel like a joke.


  I just stared at him for a beat, then, still hesitant, took the condom between my lips and sank to my knees. I set the rolled rim against the smooth, fully hard head of his cock, then looked up at him again, unsure. He swept my wet hair back from my forehead and looked down at me without any expression.


  “Go on.”


  His voice was composed, elegant even, yet it urged me toward something filthy. No begging. No desperation. Just a man satisfying a hard desire like it was nothing. And yet, in that blank face, something ugly kept flashing through. A crack. A warped hunger. Because of me. The thought was ridiculous, and it still pushed me on.


  The latex and lube on my tongue felt nasty. I nudged the rolled rim with my lips and worked it down over him. I pushed until it hit the back of my throat, gagged, jerked back, and spat onto the floor. With the condom only halfway on, McQueen finally finished it with his hand.


  Click. He popped open the cap on a small bottle of oil, grabbed my shoulders, and hauled me upright until my back hit the wall.


  Was he really going to do this in the bathroom? I watched him slick his cock with oil, the stream of hot water beating down on both of us.


  “Here…?”


  “Here. For now.”


  Cutting me off, he lifted one of my legs and hooked it around his waist. The position was so unfamiliar I froze, staring up at him. He slid his hand between my thighs like he was checking his aim, searching for the right spot. The head pressed against me. He lined himself up and pulled his hips up, forcing his way in.


  Pinned between McQueen and the wall behind me, I had no time to brace for the pressure splitting me open. He turned his head and kissed me deep, swallowing the cry that almost escaped my mouth, sucking my tongue like he could drag the sound out of me anyway. I shoved at his shoulders, my body bucking from the pain, but it only made him hike his hips higher and drive in deeper. I stared up at him, eyes wide. His eyes were wet. Focused. Watching my face twist every time he sank in.


  “Ha… argh, haa—!”


  His cock ground its way inside, hard. The foot holding my weight trembled uncontrollably. When my legs started to give, he slid a hand under the knee wrapped around his waist and pulled me higher.


  “Does it hurt?”


  “Yes… ah, it… hurts—”


  Before I could even finish, he lifted his hips again.


  “Ugh—!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Haa… it’s… too much—”


  I couldn’t hold the sound back. My hand crushed down on his shoulder, and he pressed in, all the way. I didn’t think there was anywhere left to go, but I still felt the heavy, flattened weight of him against me. My ass trembled violently. He squeezed it hard enough that flesh bulged between his fingers, then let go and bent down. He dragged his nose along the bridge of mine, watching me like he was taking notes. How I flinched, how I held my breath, how I reacted to every tiny shift.


  “Let me see your face.”


  The words came out rough. That same hand, the one that had been hurting me, slid up to my cheek and traced my sweat-slick skin. My pulse hammered. Heat climbed behind my eyes until it felt like my vision was filling with it. When I lowered my head, he pushed my forehead toward the wall so my face was visible, pressing a light kiss to the bridge of my nose.


  “There’s no camera… so why, ngh, why my face…”


  I covered my face with the hand that had been shoving at his shoulder. It was my own small, pathetic rebellion against what he wanted. He didn’t let me have even that. He caught my hand, threaded his fingers through mine, and pinned it to the wall. He adjusted the grip again, securing my hands above my head, and fixed the leg I had around his waist so I would react to every movement he made.


  “Because—”


  Glenn McQueen’s eyes flickered like dusk sinking into darkness.


  “I wanted to see you cry, to be honest.”


  He whispered it against my lips, the last thing he said before he kissed me again.


  ***


  It hadn’t been that long ago, but I remembered watching Glenn McQueen’s preview clips, the footage we filmed together, and the behind-the-scenes video in a room so hot it felt like a furnace. After shooting with McQueen, the heat had stayed in my chest like a burn mark, and to confirm what I had felt, I had gone to his website. In the video, Taylor asked, half-joking, what sex with a virgin was like. Glenn McQueen, breathing hard, had answered like this.


  Because it’s his first time. I’m holding back. If I get greedy, I might make him cry.


  Back then, I thought that no matter how much it hurt, I would curse before I ever cried like some pathetic guy during sex. I’d felt uncomfortable with the way he said it, thinking he was showing off his masculinity, asserting dominance over me.


  But now I understood. I understood how much he had restrained himself then, how much he had kept my limits in mind. The brutal part, the part that felt like punishment, had been short. The sobbing had lasted.


  “You can take all of it. So…”


  McQueen stroked my shaking thigh and whispered it at my ear like encouragement. The second I let the tension go, he pressed the hand hooked behind my knee lower and dropped his hips. My lower body lifted as if folded in half. With my knees forced up on either side of my head, I could see him moving in and out. His cock was thick and dark, almost serpent-like as it sank into the red, swollen opening in a long, slow push, then disappeared again.


  My voice, still trembling with leftover tears, felt unbearably humiliating. I bit my lips, hating how wet my voice sounded, and shut my eyes because I couldn’t withstand the way he stared down at my face.


  If Glenn McQueen’s sexual fantasy was to watch a restrained man’s face twist and pant under him, was that his preference with everyone… or a darker desire he reserved only for me? My mind kept spinning with thoughts like that.


  It wasn’t as bad as the first time in the bathroom, but that didn’t mean it was easy. The dull, heavy pressure of him hitting deep in my gut was still hard to take. With him buried all the way in, I shuddered and shoved at his shoulder. He drew back, the head dragging like it was scraping my insides on the way out. A wet moan escaped my mouth. When I twisted my hips, he angled and ground against the slick inner wall instead, rubbing like he was trying to hit something on purpose.


  “Hh… ah, ngh—!”


  As he picked up speed, my face twisted. I turned my head and tried to cover my face, but McQueen caught my wrist and slammed it down against the mattress beside my head, pinning it there.


  The dizzy mix of pain and heat made my toes jerk. He shifted from kissing the top of my foot to biting at my toes. The pressure inside me tightened. He pulled back until it was just the tip—then drove in again and rolled his hips in a slow, circular grind.


  Please, wait. The sound came out needy and pathetic, and it only made him move faster. He toyed with the bead of fluid that had leaked from the tip of my own cock, then slid all the way out of me.


  He snatched up the oil bottle he’d tossed on the bed and poured it straight into the trembling opening that wouldn’t quite close. The cold rush made me flinch. He pushed his fingers back in immediately.


  “It’s swollen.”


  He swallowed hard, eyes wet with heat as he looked down at me, at the slick, open mess of me. One finger inside, his thumb stroking the rim, he leaned down and kissed my thigh where it had gone rigid with tension. Then he dragged his fingers across the spots that had made me gasp before, like he was trying to torment them, watching my reaction the whole time. With his fingers filling me and oil sloshing inside, a heavy fullness climbed in my cock, thick and urgent, like I was about to come any second. Maybe he couldn’t take it anymore either, because he pushed back in. Including what we’d done in the bathroom, McQueen had already cum once tonight.


  His pace sped up. I clenched my teeth and worked my hand on myself, trying to keep up. When I finally cum, pleasure hit so hard it wiped out the headache that had been drilling into my skull. My body tightened around him, squeezing down. He drove in faster, harder, and when he finally finished again, he bared his teeth like he was fighting it. The sensation of him pulling out was sharp and scraping, too brutal, and my hips trembled. He gripped my ass hard enough to squeeze the flesh between his fingers, breathing raggedly.


  He removed the condom filled with his release, tied the end, and threw it into the trash. Then he wiped himself off with a towel, quick and careless. Through the open door, I saw Glenn McQueen’s long bare body crossing the living room. I watched him go and curled in on myself, spent.


  Leftover sensations rippled through me, a shiver slipping down my throat like a swallowed moan. I couldn’t tell if the trembling was from the fever clawing at me, or from the forced, aching pleasure still clinging to my nerves.


  The air was thick and hot, yet it felt cold against my skin, like wind right before dawn. I bit down on my shaking lips and wrapped my arms around my upper body.


  “Want some water?”


  His voice was rough, cracked. I braced a hand on the bed and sat up, taking the bottle from him. When I glanced down, his cock was still half hard, like the edge of it hadn’t faded yet. I stared for a second, empty, then forced cold water down my swollen throat.


  It hadn’t been as long as a shoot, but sex like this—sex where he didn’t let me off—still left my whole body wrecked. And on top of that, I had pathetically cried for a moment. I shook my head to push the memory away and handed the bottle back to him.


  “Are you feeling all right?”


  His hand settled on my ass, sticky and damp with sweat. I nodded. He bent and pressed a small kiss there, barely there. He dimmed the lights and wiped my lower stomach with a towel.


  “Let’s sleep.”


  He picked up the blanket that had slipped to the floor and draped it over me. Cool air leaked from the ceiling. He must’ve turned the AC on low. Watching him climb into the bed reminded me that it was a little too small for two grown men. And there was only one pillow. But McQueen didn’t seem bothered by how narrow the bed was. He rested his head on the very edge of the pillow and tugged me in by the shoulder.


  “It’s late. Lie down. If you’re waiting because you want more… I’m fine with that.”


  His eyes were clear now that the booze had burned off. Considering he had nearly finished a bottle of whiskey, maybe he really could hold his liquor. I didn’t have the energy to laugh at the implication. I barely had the energy to sit upright. So I lay down and shared the pillow with him.


  The bed was so narrow that I could feel him if I moved even a little. For a second, it felt unbearable. I swallowed it and stayed still.


  He lay on his side, facing me. I lay flat on my back, staring at the ceiling like a corpse laid out in a coffin. His chest brushed my arm, warm enough to feel feverish, but I turned my head away and pretended I didn’t notice. He’d said we should sleep, but he didn’t act like it. Like he wanted to savor the afterglow, his hand kept fussing with the swollen red flesh on my chest where he’d bitten and sucked me raw. I let him toy with my reddened nipple for a moment before I asked.


  “Isn’t it… um… uncomfortable if I stay here?”


  I added quickly when I saw the flicker of confusion in his eyes.


  “The bed’s small.”


  His fingers twisted my nipple slowly.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “…Okay.”


  “Does it bother you, Ed?”


  My voice came out rough, and my throat ached. I winced as I turned to look at him. His hand shifted to the other side, stroking the nipple he’d sucked harder earlier, as if checking the damage.


  “It’s not that, but… you’ve got plenty of rooms.”


  There were other reasons. Being pressed up against him like this made me too aware of everything. And if I left and he had to get up at dawn, I might end up waking him. But I kept all of that to myself.


  McQueen propped his head on his arm.


  “You’re harsher than I expected.”


  “…….”


  “Even if it’s just a one-night thing, if we had sex, you should at least stay the night. Especially when you’re the one who asked me first.”


  His tone sounded like he was scolding me, but he let out a soft laugh. My face warmed at his words. If I thought about it, he was right. I’d been the one who said sleep with me first. Annoying word choice, but still. Even if he’d been the one in control after that.


  He tapped my nipple lightly, like he was testing piano keys. I flinched at the tickle. He pressed his lips to my shoulder.


  “So you’re the type to roll out of bed right after a one-night stand.”


  “What?”


  “You got what you wanted, and now you’re talking about sleeping in another room. Is that how you always do it?”


  “That’s… not exactly…”


  “Not exactly?”


  “I’ve never had a one-night stand with anyone…”


  But you. I couldn’t quite finish. It sounded like I was bragging, and worse, like I was confessing something stupid and sincere. I made a face and gave a small laugh, like none of it meant anything.


  Something strange settled into McQueen’s eyes as he looked down at me. A calm I couldn’t read. Seeing it made something inside my chest cave in.


  His fingers kept working my nipple, dry and steady, but it felt slick anyway, like oil was seeping out of his skin. When he pinched with deliberate sensuality, my hips twitched on their own. He pushed himself up over me, arms spread wide on either side of my head, trapping me. His upper body filled my vision, blocking out even the ceiling. When I pushed his hand away from the pain of his fingers twisting my swollen nipple,, he lowered his hips and spoke.


  “Then… does this hurt too?”


  Instead of his fingers, the tip of his tongue brushed my raw areola.


  “Hm? Does it hurt?”


  I couldn’t meet his eyes. The corner of his mouth lifted. He rolled his tongue over me like a kiss and looked up at my face. I didn’t answer. The embarrassment locked my throat. So he pressed harder. That slick, soft pressure pushed down, added weight, and goosebumps broke out over my skin. My hips trembled, hovering uselessly.


  He tugged my hand off the sheet and brought it down to the hard length brushing against my thigh. Was he really going to go again? The clock on the wall said it was already one in the morning.


  Still sucking at my nipple, he reached for the nightstand drawer and felt around inside it. He rummaged for a while. Then he pulled his mouth away from my chest, stared into the drawer, and muttered. Darn. His lips pinched like he was about to swear. Then he gave a short, impatient laugh.


  “What do we do? We’re out of condoms.”


  He said it with an almost regretful look. But the hand spreading my thighs tightened.


  ***


  My stomach churned in a way I couldn’t even describe. Pinned under McQueen, I had to ride it out. That roller-coaster drop in my gut. The spinning dizziness that came right after. Over and over. McQueen pushed through the thick, sticky mess inside me and finished again.


  I shut my eyes, trying to calm the vertigo. His hot breath poured over my wet nape. He didn’t pull out. He collapsed on top of me, dragging in air. When I opened my eyes again, McQueen was looking down at me as my body shook from the lingering sensations. His face looked wiped clean, like he’d wrung every last bit of desire out of himself. Heat was boiling inside my body, and still my shoulders drew in with cold.


  “You know your hole keeps twitching around me?”


  Like he needed to confirm it, he ran his hand over my lower stomach, the flat skin below my navel, then brushed a quick kiss under my chin.


  Inside me, in my stretched-open body, something bare and foreign was still buried there without a condom. And like he wanted to carve it into my brain, he started whispering the wetness of my walls, the warmth, the tight pressure. It was shameless. Like he was waiting for me to snap and lunge up just to shut him up. There was no crew rushing around us like during filming, but the private obscenity between just the two of us continued.


  McQueen hugged me close and, unhurried, pushed his softening cock back in. Feeling him still there, I shut my eyes.


  “…Do you like it?”


  “…….”


  “Me taking you… like this?”


  I hesitated, he nodded.


  “It’s been a while since I went without a condom. Inside you feels like heaven.”


  Smiling, he pushed in deeper. Warm wetness slid down the cleft of my ass and dampened between my legs. I twisted at the wetness, tense and uncomfortable. He swept my wet bangs back and laughed softly.


  “It’s not the most romantic thing to ask, but… you’re clean, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “If you did, I’d have to do it with you for the rest of my life.”


  “…….”


  “This is my livelihood, after all.”


  He said it while still inside me, the tone far less polite than his public voice. In a private setting, Glenn McQueen could be surprisingly ruthless. He looked down at me with clear, unblinking eyes as I let out a small, weary laugh. The way he stared, as if picking up scattered pieces of my emotions one by one, made me turn away. Then, all at once, he pulled out and got up.


  He wiped himself off with a towel, then cleaned what had spilled out of me. He took a cigarette and a lighter from the pack on the nightstand. A cigarette after sex. The cliché hit, and something bitter rose in my chest. The clock showed it was already three in the morning.


  As I watched him smoke with his back against the wall, a chill ran through me. I pulled the blanket over my shoulders.


  “I’ve always been someone who saw only myself.”


  His voice held a faint trace of a laugh. I lifted my eyes slowly. He looked like someone turning over an old, entertaining memory.


  “Most people don’t think deeply about themselves. Because they don’t know who they are, they rely on how others describe them, letting those words shape their imagination. They get shaken by baseless criticism and build pointless defenses. But if that attention turns inward…”


  He stopped speaking and swallowed with a bit of effort.


  “The reason I live the way I do comes from self-love.”


  He lifted the corner of his lips in a faint smile and looked at the wall.


  “My father was a poor pastor. He never had a single dollar in his pocket.”


  He flicked the long ash that had built up at the end of his cigarette into the ashtray, like he’d forgotten it was there.


  “There were a lot of things between my father and me. Our relationship was never easy, not once, at least not in any memory I have. He always said you should throw your ego away in front of God. That you should devote your life to Him. I watched him and made myself a promise. I wouldn’t lean on God for anything, I wouldn’t let Him carry anything for me.”


  “…….”


  “To an atheist it probably sounds strange, but that’s why I became obsessed with living in my own way. So… I only ever saw myself. I was arrogant enough that other people barely registered to me.”


  And this is where it all led. He muttered the last part under his breath. Then he ground out the cigarette in the ashtray, even though he’d barely smoked it. He lifted the water bottle, wetting his cracked throat, then lowered the air conditioner temperature and looked at me.


  “Now… I accept that life has every right to disappoint me, just as I’ve disappointed the futures of so many others. It’s punishment.”


  He said it with a laugh. It wasn’t really a conversation. It was him dumping whatever had been crowding his chest, and I was simply a better audience than the wall.


  As I listened, I found myself wondering again who Glenn McQueen had been waiting for in that noisy bar in NoHo. If life had punished him the way he said, then who was the person who left him bitter enough to use that word on himself.


  “…You seem to like Nietzsche.”


  McQueen gave a faint smile at that. Seeing that smile, I felt stupidly embarrassed. I realized I’d just grabbed onto Nietzsche—someone I barely knew—and started rambling without a point, fixating only on the idea of separating God from human life.


  “You don’t need someone else’s name to think.”


  When I kept looking up at him, he smiled again, wider this time, and looked down at me like he didn’t care whether I understood or not. Then, as if he’d suddenly gotten tired of this kind of talk, he lay down. I pulled the blanket up against the cold, and when he saw that, he turned off the air conditioner.


  “Sleep.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sleep in tomorrow. We’ve still got time…”


  His voice trailed off as he pushed himself halfway up and checked the clock on the wall. His face tightened. It was well past three in the morning.


  If I’d been feeling normal, maybe it wouldn’t have hit me like this. But taking McQueen with a fever already settling into my bones left me feeling weak and worn down. I felt like I had aged years in a single night. Behind me, McQueen’s hand brushed slowly up the back of my neck.


  I pretended to shift in my sleep and turned my body. The bed was narrow, and his knee bumped mine. I shut my eyes and tensed my whole body, trying to steady the shivers. He pulled the blanket up to my chin, then kissed my forehead like he was putting a well-behaved kid to bed.


  He reached out, dragged me in from the very edge of the mattress, and held me against him.


  “Sleep.”


  “Yes.”


  But the moment the word left my mouth, I knew I wasn’t going to. If I wanted to stop by home and get ready for work, I had to leave here by five at the latest. No. With how I felt, if I wanted even a little sleep at home, I needed to wait until McQueen was out and slip away the second I could.


  His breathing grew steady. The cold air of the room warmed slightly. Even after the hour hand passed the four, I waited a long time before slowly easing his arm off me. I pulled my legs out of the bed and tried to stand, but pain shot through my lower back like something had snapped, and my strength gave out. I shook my throbbing head and forced my limp body upright, as if dragging it out of a swamp. That was when a hand caught my wrist and pulled me back.


  “Should I clean you up now?”


  His eyes were clear. Not sleepy at all. His gaze dropped to what was sliding between my thighs, then lifted to my face as I laughed, awkward and embarrassed. He must’ve thought I was heading for the bathroom.


  “No. Keep sleeping.”


  I removed his hand from my wrist and wiped between my legs roughly with a towel. In the bathroom, I got dressed with the clothes folded on the shelf. Only then did I realize I’d left my bag and tie in his room. I didn’t even have it in me to tiptoe. I went back in slow steps. When I bent to pick up the tie and bag off the floor, I saw McQueen sitting up in bed out of the corner of my eye.


  “You’re really leaving at this hour?”


  It was phrased like a question, but his voice was flat. I nodded, awkward, like I’d woken him again. One of his eyebrows lifted, irritation not even hidden.


  “I have to go to work.”


  “…It’s Saturday.”


  “I don’t really get weekends in my line of work.”


  I felt his stare sharpen. He frowned, glancing at the clock on the wall, then let out a sigh that sounded almost like a complaint.


  I slung the bag strap over my sagging shoulder and finally said what had been bothering me.


  “Um…”


  “Yes.”


  “I actually had a cold coming on. So I might’ve… passed it to you.”


  “…….”


  “Sorry. Just in case, if you start feeling it, go to a clinic or drink some mulled wine, the one you made for me before.”


  I rubbed the tip of my nose with the back of my hand and gave a small laugh. I remembered him telling me his mother used to make mulled wine whenever he got sick. For a second, I could almost taste the tart spice of the one McQueen had made for me a long time ago. I shrugged like I didn’t care and forced a smile. McQueen watched it for a long, silent moment. I stuffed my tie into my pocket and stepped back to close the door, but he sat up halfway.


  “Ed.”


  “Yes.”


  “It suddenly crossed my mind… maybe it’s a ridiculous thought, but—”


  He stood up fully and walked toward me, making no effort to hide his naked body. He adjusted the bag strap that was barely hanging onto my shoulder and looked straight at me.


  “If the answer is no, just laugh it off.”


  He let out a short, breathy chuckle, but his gaze stayed pinned on me. After a brief silence, Glenn McQueen asked.


  “Do you like me?”


  My heart slammed so hard it felt like the biggest beat I had ever felt in my life.


  “…What…?”


  I repeated it stupidly.


  “…What…?”


  My head went blank, like someone had wiped it clean.


  I parroted the same words back at him, barely audible, staring up at him as if stunned. The strap on my slumped shoulder slipped, about to fall, and I barely caught the bag before it dropped. I couldn’t laugh. Not the way he’d told me to.


  McQueen didn’t repeat himself. He didn’t change his face or his attitude to pressure me into answering. He just waited, quietly, looking at me like my answer was the only thing left in the world.


  My lips wouldn’t move. Forcing even the faintest smile felt like trying to stretch something that didn’t want to give.


  “That can’t be.”


  My voice came out too loud, scraped raw. I looked up at him and forced a shaky smile. My heart was pounding so hard it stung, like it had grown thorns. I shoved my hand into my pocket so he wouldn’t see it curl against my chest.


  “I see.”


  His voice was low, soft, and composed. A faint smile still rested on McQueen’s lips. It wasn’t harsh, or suggestive, or twisted. The smile at the corners of his mouth simply deepened a little.


  I left the room without saying goodbye. And just like I didn’t speak, he didn’t call after me. Walking down the spiral staircase, my thoughts spun with it.


  What had that last smile looked like? I only remembered when I staggered outside and leaned against the wall.


  His smile had been gray, weighed down with sadness.
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  I felt dizzy, feverish, and sore all over. I stumbled into the bathroom and threw up everything I’d eaten until my stomach was empty. Only then did the nausea ease a little. Even after cleaning myself up at home, I couldn’t get rid of all the traces Glenn McQueen had left inside me, and my stomach cramped as if punishing me for it. Hitting rock bottom and being sick on top of it felt like a tragic sequence, step by step.


  No. Being sick was almost hopeful. Just dealing with the symptoms filled my head so completely that it pushed everything else out. I rinsed my mouth with cold water, soaked a handkerchief, and wiped the heat from my forehead.


  Under the dim, sickly light of the old fluorescent bulb, I looked at myself in the mirror. It felt like I had aged years overnight. My pale face looked grotesque to me, so I lowered my head and wiped my forehead again.


  After morning live-fire training, I got in the van and headed out for my afternoon assignment at Radio City Music Hall.


  The one good thing was that it wasn’t some loud rock concert. It was a Russian ballet performance. The guys who’d gone to the airport to escort the troupe were due back soon, so Ash and I were walking through the venue, checking sightlines and the flow inside.


  “I told you we can send you home early.”


  Ash looked worried. I knew there was irritation mixed into that concern, but I pretended not to notice and shook my head stubbornly. Being home would only give me more time to think.


  “If you’re sick, at least act like it. I wouldn’t have even known if Derek hadn’t told me.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Your voice is completely shot.”


  It wasn’t only the sore throat, but I let Ash misinterpret it however he wanted.


  “Ash. Just for today, don’t raise your voice.”


  If he yelled, my head would ring. Please. If you yell, my head’s going to ring.


  I shook my head and checked the dark space behind the lighting equipment. The sight of the vast hall from behind back there made the place feel too big, too empty, like it could swallow you.


  Derek came back with the troupe and started cracking up, giving a thumbs-up and declaring Russian beauties were the best. Unlike the U.S., where fake blond is everywhere, these women looked like the real thing. Even their eyebrows were pale gold.


  Seeing them seemed to recharge Derek. He was carrying himself more seriously than usual, while still rolling his eyes behind his sunglasses as he tried to sneak looks. I leaned in and whispered.


  “I’m gonna go smoke.”


  “Yeah. Take your time.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Smoke and rest a little while you’re at it. Ash said he can clock you out for the day.”


  “I’ll see how things go.”


  I checked my front pocket for cigarettes and left the wide hall behind.


  My stomach growled, since I’d skipped breakfast and lunch, but I wasn’t hungry.


  I wasn’t still upright because I was used to pain. It wasn’t because the pain was mild enough to ignore, either. It was because the constant thoughts forming at the edges of my mind were numbing me from the inside out.


  It felt like walking inside a hallucination, like I was stepping through air with no grip on reality.


  Glenn McQueen’s face came to mind. His warmth, the low voice brushing my ear, his scent. Everything about him stirred my senses awake. And I kept replaying the short conversations we’d had in his bed. They weren’t the kind of thoughts that disappeared just because I wanted them gone.


  Any defense mechanism I had left was useless. He was far away now, not in front of me, yet he still shook my head, my chest, everything inside me.


  I stepped outside the venue and leaned against the wall, lighting a cigarette.


  Do you like me?


  McQueen’s voice echoed in my head. I remembered how I’d just echoed him back—What? What?—and the stupidity of it made me laugh, my shoulders shaking. Eventually the sound died down, but the smile stayed on my lips. I couldn’t tell if it was the same gray-colored smile I had seen on McQueen’s face, or something else entirely.


  What expression was I wearing now, and what kind of feeling was this supposed to be?


  I didn’t feel good.


  I took a drag and stared at the ember burning red at the tip. Memories surged and my heart kicked hard.


  Hadn’t I told him I wasn’t feeling helpless or angry, just something rising in my chest like it wanted to break loose? The truth was, I’d known from the start. I just refused to name it because I was afraid of what I’d become the moment I did. I was terrified of someone else forcing me to confront it.


  But now it was time to admit the spark I’d been carrying. Time to confess what I’d been tasting and turning over in my mouth.


  I like him.


  Just admit it.


  I like him.


  Admitting it brought everything with it. The resentment I couldn’t deny. The inferiority. And…


  I exhaled smoke in a daze, then crushed the burned-down cigarette against the wall. My dry hand scraped hard over my face. A stupid little laugh kept leaking out anyway, and I shook my head.


  Even in all this miserable resentment and inferiority, something kept making me smile like an idiot.


  “…It’s the feeling of falling.”


  (To be continued in Book 2)
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