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CHOICES
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“Hey, it’s Tom.”

After knocking repeatedly on my boyfriend’s apartment door, without a response, I now thought best to spoil the surprise and reassure him it was just me. The sound of approaching footsteps on the other side of the door prompted a smile on my face in response. The door finally opened but only enough for the side of John’s face to peak through the gap. His right eye looked down, avoiding direct contact with me.

“Dude, let me in, it’s been too long since I’ve held you!”

I hadn’t seen John in a few days as I had been visiting family friends up north. I had returned to Sydney a day earlier, hence the unexpected visit. I had missed him, and at some point I hoped that we too would go away together somewhere.

John started coughing, and then clearing his throat. He was leaning his body against the back of the door as one of his hands rested on the door knob on my side. I still sensed no excitement from him at my return, but that would be asking for a lot. In the few months we had been dating I found he wasn’t animated with his feelings, both in public & private, but I liked his reserved nature, except when he retreated too far into himself and shut me out completely.

“Tom, wish you had rang, would have saved yourself the trip...not feeling well right now.”

“Come on, let me in. I’ll look after you.”

I was sounding playful, but so anxious to want to be rolling around in bed naked with my man. However, if he was indeed sick then I couldn’t leave his side now, that wasn’t in my nature. 

“It’s really not a good time now...not now, Tom.”

Fuck his protests, it was time to be supportive. I brought my hands up against the door and applied pressure against the wood, forcing John off balance and having to take steps backwards.

“No, not now...not a good time.”

I moved past him and charged like a conquering hero into the hallway. Expecting him to be alone I was confronted with two other men in his living room.

“Hi,” I managed to say out loud, feeling awkward now. Turning around, I was about to ask John who his guests were, but now I saw all of his face, including the bruising that was out of sight earlier.

“Dude, what happened?” I asked point blank.

Standing in the sun lit room I looked at John up & down, inspecting him for other injuries. The surprise was shocking, and the image of the two strangers in his apartment just added to the questions now flooding my mind. Overreacting to situations in my youth, at least age had tempered my instincts to seek more information before leaping, but here I didn’t know enough to judge yet. 

“It’s nothing, I slipped on the floor, last night, should have been more careful,” John said, looking past me towards his guests.

“Hi, I’m Matt, I’m friends with John,” came a voice behind me, prompting me to turn around again. Matt seemed friendly enough, making eye contact, holding his hands out in an open gesture as he sat back in a relaxed position on one of the couches. The other guy however, had his arms crossed against his chest and kept looking away from John & me, like the sight of us was a trigger for him.

John had now come to stand between me and the other two men. I took off my jacket, and as I turned around to place my jacket down, I fiddled with my phone in my hands and then placed it to rest on the counter. I sat down on the second couch and John came to sit next to me. The other two men were whispering to each other. I grabbed John’s hand with my own, and looked at him.

“You should have rang me to comfort you!”

Whispering in John’s ear I wasn’t comfortable talking out aloud just yet. John and I were sitting facing the two men. Taking a deep breath, I just waited for John to take the lead, wanting to respect his rights in his own place. The waiting turned into an awkward silence, only broken by a knock at the apartment’s front door.

“Are you expecting anyone else John,” asked Matt, as he looks to the other man.

“Get them into the bedroom while I deal with this.”

That’s when I first saw the knife. Standing up in response to Matt’s order the other man then pulled out a knife, and not just a regular kitchen knife, it was one of those hunting type ones. Exactly why was he carrying such a thing around with him?

John willingly submitted, and motioned me to follow him to the bedroom. I followed his lead with reservations, but only because I still didn’t know what I was dealing with here. Plus lashing out would endanger John, so protecting him was the only default choice.

John enters the bedroom first and goes immediately to sit on the edge of the bed. He leans forward and clasps his hands together as he retreats to looking down at the floor. I remain standing in the middle of the room as the door is shut behind us. John appears lost again but rather than go to comfort him this time I go to the door and put my ear against it. I hear the front door being opened and then words exchanged between two people. Matt must have opened the door and the new visitor sounded like a neighbor. From what I could decipher they were returning something they had borrowed. They also addressed Matt by name, another piece of the puzzle of today’s events.

“I’m sorry, I tried to keep you out of this. They must have followed me home...broke through the door when I wouldn’t let them in.”

John’s hands were shaking as he still avoided eye contact with me as he spoke. A memory of the apartment door flashed across my mind, without traces of any damage. Studying John’s facial bruises more closely now, they certainly were not fresh injuries as healing had already started to take place. So that part of John’s story was true, however the circumstances of how they happen was still in doubt in my mind.

“So what do they want?”

“I don’t know...they demanded money, I gave them what I had.”

I had noticed John’s wallet in plain sight on the counter, with a large stack of notes still inside it. I wanted to comfort John but my natural tendencies still wanted more answers to what was going on. The inconsistencies in John’ story, and his behavior, so far could not be ignored, no matter how much I loved him.

“So this Matt guy, one of your neighbors knows him.”

John didn’t react. I stepped closer to him, still motionless on the bed, and only concentrating his attention at a single spot on the floor. Walking over I sat beside him and held his hand again.

“So who really is Matt?”

John had brought his hand up to cover his forehead when I mentioned Matt’s name the second time. He then looked up and took a deep breath. Putting him on the spot was not easy for me but our lives were at risk now and John was the key for me to figure this all out.

“He’s someone I used to know...before I met you.”

“Now was that so hard to admit. You know you can tell me anything.”

I needed John to open up to me now, unfortunately we were interrupted as the bedroom door had opened again and we were told to get back into the living room. Still holding John’s hand I got up and guided him out of the bedroom. We sat down at one of the couches again, and Matt, and his buddy, were standing between the couches and the expansive window.

The man with the knife was pacing around Matt, seeming anxious to want to do something, as Matt was trying to calm him down. What exactly was their plan? Even though Matt looked to be the one in charge I hoped he had total control over the other guy in case he lost his patience. However, if there was tension between them I should exploit it. Plus, now with the neighbor having seen Matt in this apartment, maybe Matt had realized that if anything happened to John & me then Matt would be identified as the first person of interest.

“So Matt, how do you know my boyfriend here?”

Both John and Matt looked at each, and the knife man looked at me, with disgust on his expression. He walked over to me and finally spoke up.

“He doesn’t do your shit, we hate people like you...your both going to get what you deserve.”

He then stepped back but his hand movements with the knife became more aggressive, and Matt again tried to calm him down. Grabbing his arms to force them down I noticed the growing frustration over Matt’s face.

“Ray, let’s stick to the plan.” Matt takes the knife off Ray and puts it down on the floor below the window.

“Yeah Ray, stick to the plan,” I said to put further salt into the wound. Matt’s frustrations, and Ray’s questionable emotional control, had opened up the exploitable opportunity that I had been waiting for to drive a wedge between the two.

“Hey Matt, does Ray know the real reason why you picked this apartment, and how did the neighbor know your name?” I now sat upright and stared at Matt, defiant in my expression. 

“You’re going to get it first, just like the others. Tell him Matt, tell him what you think of his kind.” Ray said as he looked at Matt, but no immediate response had been forthcoming.

As Matt now started pacing the room, the bursts of sunlight coming into the room had caught the attention of a necklace around Matt’s neck. It wouldn’t have meant anything except that it looked familiar. John had one just like it, well a mirror image of it actually. Once I had asked him about its origin but he had quickly deflected attempts to answer.

“Nice necklace Matt, John has got one just like that.”

Matt still didn’t respond, but Ray couldn’t contain his disgust any longer. This time however he was approaching Matt.

“Ray, it’s okay, John is...who do you think I had helping me before you came along?”

Matt’s words may or may not have reassured Ray, but John’s expression now changed. He looked up and turned to me, with his eyes all watered up. Building up the tension between Matt & Ray had worked so far, but John was finding it uncomfortable. I didn’t know everything about John but Matt’s last statement had replaced fear with mystery. What exactly did Matt mean?

“Was it just helping because it sounds like something more between you too?” Ray said, as his attention diverted to a new train of thought.

“Ray, could you let me think for a second in peace and quiet.”

Matt was over his head now, as perspiration started forming on his forehead. Ray held his hands out and clenched them, and while he looked away from Matt the sight of the knife on the floor caught his attention.

“You said you got jumped last night, by this faggot. You got a blow in but he ran off and you had then followed him to find out where he lived. Well, we’re here
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