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It was my own damn fault, that was the galling part. Even if I didn’t want to accept that. Even if I’d much rather have blamed Flynn, for being fucking perfect, or his parents perhaps, for making sure everyone within a half-mile radius knew exactly how fucking perfect their baby boy was.

Exclusive scholarship sort of perfect. Top university sort of perfect. Great job, great life in the city, great prospects sort of perfect. I’d started rolling my eyes as soon as I saw the brand new, insultingly-shiny SUV park outside, and they’d only spun faster when I then saw him pulling out beautifully wrapped gift, after gift, after gift. 

Even through the closed window, I could’ve sworn I heard his mom cooing with “didn’t my genetics do well” pride. 

Flynn was the golden boy, returned home in festive triumph, and it made me want to scream.

We’d been neighbor-friends growing up, which is to say not quite proper friends at all. Companionship through convenience. Racing our bikes up and down the street, and kicking a ball around, and playing video games. Up until high school anyway, when proximity took second place to people who were actually like you in some way. 

Maybe if I’d stuck around and pretended Flynn and I had something in common, I’d have been caught in the updraft he rode so high. Done better in classes, scored higher in exams. Been motivated to do more than half a semester at the local community college; found a better job, when I dropped out, than running the nearest thrift store.

I was store manager, officially. A fancy title for someone who spent half his time wearing disposable gloves, because people will donate any gross old thing when they drop a trash bag outside the shop.

It wasn’t like I was dissatisfied with my life, not really. More money would’ve been great, sure, and more things to do in this frustrating midwest town. More choice in the apps, that didn’t involve jumping in the battered old Chevy pickup that used to be my dad’s, and driving over to the nearest city. 

Three hours or so, for some all-too-often disappointing sex. It was too bad you couldn’t ask for gas money along with the underwhelming dick. 

Still, I couldn’t complain too much. It was only when I had my shortcomings - heck, this whole town’s shortcomings - thrust in my face by Flynn’s much-trumpeted visits, that I started to lose my patience. 

He wasn’t going to stick around long, that’s what I figured. The saving grace of his success: surely his life back in the city doing whatever important, well-paid, probably glamorous or at the very least life-saving job he had would need him. A couple of days to shine bright like a diamond to his folks, and then off again. Leaving us mere mortals whispering about the boy-god we’d been lucky enough to lay eyes upon.

Not so much a boy-god now though, mind. If I was twenty-six, going on twenty-seven, then Flynn must be that too. He probably had fancy dinners in restaurants with Michelin stars to celebrate each glorious new year. Here, the only sign of Michelin was on tires, and the handful of my friends still local had taken me to the Dairy Queen to mark my last birthday.

And still, it was fine, it was fun. It’s only when you have something so obvious to compare it to that you can’t avoid seeing the cracks.

My ire was practically palpable then, at discovering my mom had invited Flynn’s parents over for post-Christmas drinks. Whether he came with them or not, I knew it was going to be an evening of stories about his success, not-so-humble brags about his intelligence, and pitying comments that didn’t quite come out and say “Oli must be such a disappointment,” even if we all knew that was the subtext.

I let out a small sigh of relief when it was just Flynn’s parents on the doorstep. Apparently golden-boy was still out, and would be “joining us later.” 

I poured drinks, and handed round snacks, and generally tried to ignore how the conversation always, magically, came back to Flynn’s achievements. If you listened to his mom and dad, you’d think he was the only person to escape the town. 

I tried not to let it get to me, but my blood pressure was rising. And then my mom said she’d like to listen to some Christmas music, and suddenly there was something Oli could actually do. Something vaguely worthwhile.

I’d pulled rank at the thrift store, when the Bluetooth speaker came in. Usually donations were all off-limits - they had to go on the shelves, first, before staff could buy them - but around the holidays we had some extra leeway. Nothing extreme: the bulk of what was dropped off did indeed get sold. But, if there was something you really, truly had your eye on, the rules could be bent just a little. 

My mom had always talked about the music she’d grown up listening to. When I saw that water bottle-sized speaker in one of the boxes left on the doorstep, I knew she’d appreciate it. 

“Let me hook that up for you,” I told her, and got to bask in her beaming pride as I paired it to my phone and then started a music app. I’d already made a playlist of some of her favorite tracks, and honestly, when I saw her face light up as the first notes played, I felt like the best fucking son in all the world. 

We were five tracks in before my position as such was reassessed.

“Get that, won’t you, dear.” My mom waved me to the hallway as the doorbell buzzed. 

I could see his silhouette through the frosted glass. Haloed by the porch light, tall and kinda bulky.

That was - of course - one of those fancy padded down jackets, I realized, when I opened the door.

Flynn grinned at me, apparently blithe to my sour expression. “Hey, Oli! Long time no see.”

I grunted a welcome, then stepped to the side so he could come in. 

He kicked off his boots, adding them to the row on the long mat. 

Dark, wavy hair. Big brown eyes and annoyingly strong cheekbones. Even in his socks, Flynn must’ve still been just north of six foot. As he hung his jacket up, it was impossible not to notice the sleek wool sweater that clung to his healthy physique.

“What’ve you been up to, dude?” 

I made a face. “Just the usual.”

Flynn nodded, as if I’d said something insightful. “I swear, it gets colder here each winter.”

I bit back my natural inclination for sarcasm. “Guess so,” I managed instead, through clenched teeth.

His arrival prompted a replay of “Flynn’s mom recounts Flynn’s greatest hits,” a playlist so glowing, even the man himself looked sheepish when I glanced over across my beer. He’d asked for wine - I wondered if he was silently judging us, for the five-dollar-a-bottle red that my dad enjoyed - though seemed more inclined to play with the stem of the glass than actually drink it.

“Mom, come on. They don’t want to hear this.”

It was the sort of thing you say, I thought, when the long list of your incredible achievements is just about done being read out. That way you get the benefit of the praise, but can also claim to be humble.

“What about you, Oli? What’ve you been doing?”

I fought the urge to glare at him. If - as I suspected was the case - his mom had already told him that the kid from next door was now slumming it at the local thrift store, then Flynn clearly just wanted to hear me say it out loud. And if he didn’t know that, then he was an asshole for putting me on the spot. It was hardly a secret that job options in our town were thin to nonexistent.

“I run the thrift,” I said, tersely. Washed the frustration down with another gulp of beer. 

Flynn was saying something about that being cool, or rewarding, or whatever rich, successful people claim is admirable about jobs they wouldn’t do in a million years. All I could see, though, was his mom’s expression as she glanced at my parents. As if just hearing about what pittance their only son had achieved in life, so far, would have to drive them both to instant, unstoppable tears. 

“Fuck you,” I wanted to tell her, when it became clear my mom and dad were just going to smile at me.

Without the sudden outpouring of dismay and disappointment, the conversation circled back to Flynn’s charitable works. At which point, I decided it was time to cut my losses before I said something sharp that I might end up regretting.

“Excuse me,” I murmured, standing and heading to the door. It seemed like only Flynn really heard; he watched me, in silence, as I stalked out.

I thumbed the lock on my bedroom door, before hurling myself down onto the bed in a way that felt decidedly teenage but also pretty satisfying. Unable to keep in the grunt of frustration: not just at Flynn’s mom being so eager to compare her precious offspring to me, but at how clear it was that I’d fall well short. I could claim to have different priorities, different goals to him, but seeing him sitting there in his Japanese denim jeans and no-change-from-six-hundred-bucks sweater, smiling as the praise heaped up, made me want to puke. 

There wasn’t a single message on my phone to distract me. My friends all had family obligations of their own, which was fine and as it should be at the holidays, but it still left me feeling like a sad loner. 

Flynn probably had a whole page of happy messages sitting unread, I found myself thinking, and then grunted again at how rapidly he’d got under my skin.

Hunting a distraction, I opened the browser. Swiped over to the private-browsing page - not like anyone else used my phone, but old habits died hard - and then pecked out the familiar keywords I knew were most likely to get me the videos I really wanted.

It wasn’t even like I was all that horny, but my brain had seized on the idea of jerking off as the quickest, easiest way to distract myself. Cock already half-hard in my jeans as I dug my fingers past the waistband, the heat of my skin strong against my palm. 

Tugging the fly open, I scrolled with the other hand. 

I didn’t know what it was about this one, particular video that did the trick so effectively for me. Not like I was particularly into size-difference pairings - the top tall, decently muscled; his bottom slim and shorter, though still amply hung - and the cheesy dialog in the scene was always mute-worthy. Something, then, about the expression on the fucked guy’s face, and the amateur quality of the footage; the sight of his hard cock flopping as he was reamed so effectively. He was so obviously into it, enjoying being lost in the moment. I couldn’t help but envy that sort of single-mindedness: of experiencing something so intense that every other thought fled your brain.

Shoving my jeans down my thighs, I stroked myself in my briefs. A dark patch already soaking through the light gray cotton, where the swollen head of my dick rubbed. The friction - of my hand, and of the underwear - almost insufferable; I grit my teeth, resisting the urge to yank myself free and jerk off in earnest. 

It’d been more than a month since I’d done anything with another guy, at least in-person. Had flirted, and sexted; sent and received my share of dirty clips. But my body felt starved for physical touch, in a way that - even though familiar, and eventually rewarding - my own hand couldn’t quite satisfy.

Enough, maybe, to see me hit the hookup apps again, and consider the risk-reward balance of a quick roadtrip.

A decision for after the holidays, anyway. Tilting my hand as I jacked, I eased my briefs down. Fingers quickly coated with my own slick, the texture of my strokes shifting. 

The knock on the door came right as I was tightening my grip.

For a moment I thought I could ignore it. Pretend I was asleep, maybe. Just stay silent, until whoever it was - I figured my mom or my dad, here to see what was keeping me - gave up.

Another knock. 

Hissing under my breath, I hit pause on my phone and yanked my jeans back up. Reached down to wipe my hands on yesterday’s t-shirt on the floor, and then took a deep breath. Opened the door.

Flynn was grinning, like there was a joke we were sharing.

“What?” I snapped. Sharper than I meant to, but it was hard not to feel like the universe was just pushing his success into my face, now.

“Please, daddy, my boypussy is too tight.” 

I blinked at him. “What the fuck?”

The smile quirked, like he was resisting the urge to laugh. “Pro-tip, Oli.” He leaned in, close enough that a whisper was enough. “When you start watching porn, make sure your phone isn’t still connected to the Bluetooth speaker.”

It felt a whole lot like the bottom of my stomach fell out, while all the blood simultaneously drained from my body. Or, at least, something along those mortifying lines. I made to push past him, barely thinking of what my plan was, only that I had to grab the speaker and try - physics be damned - to shove the sound waves right back into it. As if it was one of those joke cans of peanuts, full of springy snakes. 

Flynn caught me by the bicep, stopping me. “It’s okay, dude. I turned it off.”

Part of me wanted to yank my arm from his grip, but there were more pressing issues.

“H-how much...”

“Basically that one line,” he said, not needing me to finish my question. “Which was a pretty unexpected segue from Nat King Cole, I gotta say. But I hit the mute button fast.”

I blinked at him. Some part of my brain - the shellshocked part maybe, though that encompassed a whole lot of it - was trying to remember where Flynn had been sitting in relation to the speaker. Trying to picture his reaction, as the audio I’d thought was muted but which must’ve instead been simply rerouted to the living room, suddenly began blaring out.

“Did... did they...”

Oh god, it was too awful to even put into words, much less think about.

Again, though, Flynn didn’t seem to need the full sentence. “Thankfully, I guess your parents know as little about current music as mine do. I told them it was some of that ‘new fangled rap,’ and they seemed to buy it.”

I sagged, suddenly thankful for his hold on me. Otherwise it would’ve been a graceless slump against the doorframe. 

Flynn eased me back, shutting the door behind him with a nudge from his foot. Deposited me, mostly gently, onto the edge of the bed.

I braced myself for his mockery.

My friends knew I was gay, because I wasn’t entirely delusional: not so uptight, nor paranoid, that I felt like I could survive the mental anguish of being completely closeted. That didn’t mean my parents needed to hear the truth, however, and that put an end to anybody else in town knowing. Because I was sure as shit that almost nobody here could keep a secret worth a damn.

“Did you run track?”

I looked up, in surprise. Flynn seemed engrossed by the array of dusty ribbons and silly little tin medals that still dangled from my bookshelf. They’d been there so long, I’d stopped even really seeing them.

“Uh, yeah. For a couple of years, anyway.”

He nodded without turning. “You must’ve been pretty good?”

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see me. “I was okay.”

He took a side-step along, like he was at a museum. “Do you only read science-fiction?”

“I switched to ebooks,” I explained. 

Another slow nod, like he was engrossed. “Yeah, so much easier.”

“Right.” 

It was a special kind of torture, this casual digging through the boring minutiae of my old life. High school awards, and battered paperbacks, and tchotchkes that you kept because you thought you’d always cherish the memory they represented. 

The human mind was callous, I’d realized, though. It jettisoned the memories themselves and just left the nostalgia behind. A row of plastic junk on your shelf, that some part of your lizard brain insisted had sentimental value.

I shook my head, refusing to get distracted.

“Aren’t you gonna ask me about...” I started.

“I don’t care, Oli,” Flynn interrupted. Voice still casual, unperturbed. As though he really was more curious about the little dinosaur figurine he plucked up and turned in his fingers, not the sexuality I’d just clumsily revealed. He glanced over his shoulder. “Unless you desperately want to discuss your tastes in porn?”

My throat felt thick as I swallowed. “Not really.”

Flynn laughed. “I figured.”

By all rights, I should’ve been relieved. Grateful, even. And yet I’d been steeling myself for the awkwardness of it all, preparing for that “well, actually, I’m...” conversation which never seems to get any easier. Like an itchy scab, half-hanging, it was impossible not to pick at.

“I thought you’d want to know...” 

He turned, still toying with the little plastic T-Rex. More fidgeting with it now, though, than examining it. 

“Does it suck? Here, I mean. In this fucking town?”

I frowned. “Sorry?”

Flynn looked down at his hands, then back up at me. “I always figured it was going to suck. So few people, and even fewer of them who you could trust with that secret.” He grimaced. “Like there’s this thick, slow-moving river of small-mindedness under a hokey layer of community, or something. And it only takes one misstep to break through it, and get stuck.”

There were a lot of words there, but I figured I knew enough of what he was trying to say.

“I’ve told a couple of close friends, but I guess I’m not really ‘out.’” I took a risk; a stab not quite in the dark. “Are you?”

Flynn’s smile was tight. “Here? No.”

“But when you’re not visiting?”

He shrugged. “It’s easier, when there are more people. Bigger city, somehow fewer people to care either way.” Flynn set down the dinosaur, carefully, on the edge of my desk. Fixed me with a look. “But I figure you know that, or could guess at it, anyway. So why the fuck do you stay?”

It was a laugh, but one with hardly any humor to it. Cut off, almost before I’d even started. “We’re not all clever, college-educated success stories, Flynn.”

He grunted in annoyance. “You don’t need a bachelor’s degree to escape, Oli.”

In a way it was a relief. After hearing his mom talk up her precious boy’s intelligence all evening, finding out he was just as capable of embarrassing naïveté made Flynn seem slightly more normal. 

“No, but you need money,” I pointed out. “And a plan, and a greater chance of survival than just wishful thinking.”

Flynn made a frustrated gesture. “Is it not worth taking that risk, for the chance of living authentically?

“And is that what you’re doing?”

He glared at me. “I mean, I’m not sitting in my room in my parents’ house, jerking off to bad porn, so...”

I flashed him a dead-eyed look. “Consider me cowed and amazed by your incredible achievements, then.”

It felt like the stare went on for a long time. Long enough, I started to wonder if I’d pushed too far, been too blunt. 

“Why do you hate me so damn much?”

I scowled, turning away. Knowing I couldn’t exactly complain about being called out; that I hadn’t made any real attempt to hide my disdain. 

“Do you want me to thank you again, for saving me from outing myself, is that it?” 

His expression was withering. “We used to be friends, Oli.”

“Did we?” I snorted. “I think we just lived next door to each other, and hung out when we were kids. It’s not like we have anything in common, now.”

“Aside from the fact that we’re both gay, you mean,” he said, coolly. Watching me, the way my lips tightened. “Or am I on the list of people you’re still not quite ready to come out to, yet?”

I made no attempt to hide my dislike of him, in that moment. “Fine, we both suck dick. Guess we’re best friends for life.”

His jaw was working, like he was chewing back what he actually wanted to say. And for a moment, even though the timing was terrible for it, part of me wanted Flynn to just let rip. To shed the nice, professional, capable image his parents were so fucking proud of, and just tell me exactly what he thought of me. 

He didn’t, though. Face shuttering, coldness descending. 

“Fine, Oli, whatever you say. I’ll let you get back to feeling bitter and jerking off, then.”

I flipped him off, as he pulled the door shut behind him.
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Chapter Two
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I woke up with a hangover and a sense of dread.

The former was my own fault, of course. Sneaking back into the lounge when my parents had gone to bed, and working my way through the bottle of peach schnapps they seemed to think was essential to achieving festive spirit. Drinking past the point where I could tell myself it was casual; tempting fate for the headache of all headaches from cheap liquor and an excess of sugar. 

At the time, though, it’d meant I could put off the dread until the morning. 

Fear of what Flynn and I had discussed, what he now knew of me. Fear of how I’d spoken to him; of the untempered frustration I’d allowed myself to show. And, inextricably woven through all that - like a syrup of poison, slow moving but inescapable - the fear of how he might retaliate. 

I should’ve lied, even if it would’ve been unbelievable, the excuses tissue-thin. Told him he’d misheard; done my best to gaslight him into thinking the cringeworthy porn dialog was something different. Flipped it around on him, even: asked Flynn just what sort of perverted stuff he’d been watching, in order to mistake those innocent words for something so obscene. 

Instead, he’d flustered me - my cock still hard despite the shock, stuffed back into my precum-slicked briefs - and I’d done the thing I’d spent years sidestepping. Spilled the truth, and made myself vulnerable in the process. Because while Flynn was undoubtedly thinking ahead to whenever he might be leaving, my future was pinned to this tiny, frustrating little town.

I opened the curtains and felt a surge of annoyance that his car was still there. Weirdly, that feeling proved more capable of keeping my hangover nausea at arm’s length than the black coffee did.

#
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A stack of garbage bags leaned precariously against the door of the thrift store, already waist height. Gingerly - there was a roughly fifty-fifty chance that they were donations rather than actual trash - I moved them to the side, so that I could reach the lock. 

The holidays always brought an uptick in drop-offs, though I’d quickly learned that it was less about charity and more about people hoping physical cleaning would make them feel mentally lighter in the new year. That explained the stained pillow cases and broken appliances; toys with obvious parts missing; and books with scrawled notes escaping the margins and roaming across the text itself. Chipped plates and mugs with handles long gone, wadded in with clothes that were more hole than fabric, or stiff with old deodorant. 

Ninety percent of it all would go in the trash, into the dumpster at the back of the store. That, we kept locked, lest even the one-in-10 items worth saving just get tossed in there. Even if doing so would mean people missed out on the flicker of “I did a good thing” from plopping a Hefty bag on our front step.

It made you cynical - made me cynical - or so my friend Catherine told me. Such an obvious demonstration of people’s capacity for self-deception, day-in, day-out: their eagerness to deem themselves “a good person,” as though it didn’t matter what you stacked upon Anubis’ scale, trash or treasure, just as long as it outweighed the feather on the other side. 

The tube lights buzzed into life, seeming to stir the familiar, musty smell of the store. 

It wasn’t depressing, I told Catherine, because you got to see the upside in the aisles and at the register. The people who needed a winter coat but couldn’t afford new; the parents desperate for toys, without the budget for even the cheapest offerings in the discount store. 

The realities of poverty, punctuated by the occasional glimmer of what - if you squinted - you could see as hopeful. Like the person last summer in girl’s clothes, hair chopped short, nervously draping an armful of men’s pants and shirts across the counter, expression as fearful as it was challenging. I’d tried to smile, nodded to the tiny cubicle that was our changing room and said anyone was welcome to try on whatever they liked. A jerky shake of the head in response, and a few dollars still damp from a hand’s sweat, and that was the only time I saw them. Left hoping they’d found whatever they’d needed, anyway, both on the cluttered rails of a small town thrift store, and broader still.

Those moments seemed enough, most of the time, to offset the two pairs of gloves and the stink of unwashed donations. And anyway, it was a job. You took the good times with the bad.

I was working my way through the second bag when the door chimed and the bad walked in.

It was meant to look like a casual outfit, I figured; Flynn’s idea of hometown chic. Maybe he’d been gone too long, or maybe the echoes of the price tag on his peacoat were just too loud to ignore. The hoodie layered underneath too crisply perfect: not stretched out at the front, or bearing some half-faded logo across the chest to betray its age. Even his sweatpants screamed money, the gray fabric hanging in a way that those on the $9.99 rail simply couldn’t match.

A rich person’s idea of dressing-down. Laughable, really, among aisles where a fifty-fifty cotton and polyester mix was considered luxurious.

He glanced around as he walked toward the counter. “Quiet, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. “It’s the holidays.”

Flynn nodded, slowly. Looked around again. “You working on your own today?”

“It’s the holidays,” I repeated.

He made a face, just briefly. I wasn’t sure if it was from the reminder of the time of year, or my coldness.

“I might just look around,” he suggested.

It was tempting to roll my eyes, but I didn’t. “That’s how it works, yeah,” I said, blandly.

A sensible man - one still with the churning belly of someone who’d spent the morning terrified his biggest secret would get spread around - would’ve been polite, the voice at the back of my head told me. Friendly, even; all the better to casually bring up the revelations of the night before, and drop a few “I’d hate for people to find out before I’m ready” hints. 

There was just something about him which rubbed me the wrong way, though. And so I quietly seethed behind the counter instead.

“Is there something you’re actually looking for?” I called out, finally, when he’d slowly worked his way down one aisle and was turning into the next. 

Flynn looked up. “I thought it’d be kinda like a vintage store, y’know?” 

I snorted. “You think the people here are donating that sort of stuff?”

He had the good grace to at least look slightly sheepish. 

It wasn’t entirely a bad assumption, not really. Occasionally, very occasionally, we’d get something actually special: a designer label that had inexplicably ended up in our backwater, or an antique worth something. According to the people at head office, I was better than most at spotting them. 

“Most shoppers are more motivated by price and longevity, than they are fashion,” I said, instead of explaining that. “We can’t all afford thousand-dollar coats.”

Apparently he was going to ignore my sarcasm.

Instead, he picked up a shirt, holding it to his chest. Red and black plaid; what my mom would call “one for good ole boys.” Flynn looked up at me, expectantly. 

“What do you think?” 

I shrugged. “It’s probably warm.”

He nodded slowly, as if I’d said something exceptionally wise. Kept sifting through the rail, like one discovery automatically made others more likely. 

It wasn’t like I forgot he was there. You learned a sort of second-sense, working retail, always aware of someone browsing. But the silence was lulling, and I buried myself in sifting through the trash bags and making one small pile of what was worth keeping. 

So engrossed, I flinched when Flynn dumped his armful of stuff on the countertop.

I stood, pulling off the gloves as I surveyed his haul. The red and black shirt he’d found first was there, but a black polo, too, plus a tweedy sort of jacket that I had strong suspicions had come the shop’s way after its original wearer headed to the cemetery. Then again, it wasn’t a surprise to our clientele that they often left sporting dead people’s clothes. 

“You need to try any of it on?” 

Flynn frowned. “Is that okay?”

It was another chance to show great restraint, given rolling my eyes would’ve been perfectly understandable. I gestured at the little cubicle. “Five items at a time, is the rule.”

He nodded, then gathered everything up again in his arms.

I’d left the radio off, having had my fill of Christmas music, and so I could hear him moving around behind the curtain. After a minute or two, it swished open.

“Is there a...” he started.

I pointed at the mirror. 

Frankly, it was galling how good Flynn made a cheap, second-hand polo shirt look. The sleeves short on his arms, doing nothing to hide the biceps that I could just tell were the handiwork of some three-figure personal training sessions. He’d always been tall, but he’d filled out over the years, too. Shoulders wide, the black cotton stretched taut across them.

“Is it too tight?” He called over his shoulder.

I looked down, not wanting to have been caught watching. “We don’t do a choice of sizes,” I reminded him, “what you see is what we’ve got.”

Flynn nodded, then started pulling the shirt off as he stepped back into the cubicle. 

Checked shirt next, and some sly part of my brain pointed out that he probably wasn’t what my mom had in mind as a “good ole boy.” 

“Does it look ridiculous, or something?” 

I glanced up, realizing Flynn was staring at me in the mirror. Shook my head. “No. I was... I was smiling about something else.”

He stared a moment longer, then nodded. Unbuttoning the shirt even before he was back in the little booth, a brief glimpse of bare shoulders before I turned away.

A few minutes later, dressed again in his own clothes, he dropped the pile back on the counter. 

I nudged the stetson, flicking him a skeptical look. “Seriously?”

Flynn grinned. “Getting ahead of the trends.”

Shaking my head, I rang him up. 

“You take cards, right?” 

I didn’t bother hiding my disdain, for that one. “No, only barter. This’ll set you back three ducks, or a quarter sheep.” I pushed the card machine across the counter. “Of course we do.”

He blushed, scratching the back of his neck awkwardly. “I just...” Flynn shook his head, giving up. “Want to round it up? Like, as a donation?”

If he wanted me to gush, and declare him our most generous benefactor, he’d be sorely mistaken. Not that I was going to reject the offer: we were, after all, a charity. 

“Thanks,” I said, flatly, punching the total into the little machine. “You want a bag?”

He nodded, and so I ducked down to pull out one of the mismatched plastic bags we kept under the register. If Flynn thought I was going to neatly fold his purchases, like it was some sort of fancy boutique, that was his mistake. Instead, I held the bag open, until he got the message and scooped everything bar the stupid hat inside. 

I handed him the receipt, and waited for him to leave. 

He watched me, a little longer. As if wondering if I was going to say something first, the crease between his eyes deepening.

“Look,” Flynn said, finally, “about last night.”

“Nothing to talk about,” I said quickly, shaking my head. 

The crease turned into a frown. “But...”

His argument was interrupted by the door chiming. We both turned, instinctively, to see a harried-looking young woman usher in a couple of pre-teen kids. They looked unimpressed.

“Kids’ clothes?” she called out, across the store. 

I pointed at the right rail. “It’s all there.”

She nodded, and then continued her herding.

Flynn was staring at me, when I turned back to him. Pointedly, I nudged the bag across the counter. 

“Oli...”

I shook my head. “I have to serve other customers.”

He glanced around us, equally pointedly, at the nearly-empty store. Then, just as it seemed like he might call me out on my terrible excuse, he sighed and grabbed the bag.

“Fine, dude. Fine. Have a good day.”

Nodding, I waited until the door had shut behind him, before sinking down behind the counter to shove my hand in my mouth in the hope of stifling my groan.

It was the coward’s way out, but worse than that knowledge, it also left me no better off than when I’d woken up. The paranoia - the uncertainty about Flynn’s intentions with my secret - still unchecked, only now I had the added benefit of one further layer of regret on top of that. 

“Please don’t tell anybody,” that was all I’d needed to say. “I’m not ready for it to be public knowledge, yet,” maybe. And, unless Flynn was a complete and utter asshole, I felt sure they were the sort of entreaties that he’d listen to.

Only I wasn’t sure it would end there, not really. Perhaps that’d been what stopped me, the fear of what I’d have automatically gone on to say, had I tried to call upon his better nature. I’m not ready to be out, yet, but I’m also not as strong as you are. Not as prepared to leave, even if this narrow-minded town is forcing me to hide myself until my life feels tissue-thin. Not as brave as you are, or as smart, or as lucky to have those qualities. 

He’d see the resentment in my request, I was sure of it. Even voiced only in my own brain, it rang out loud and clear. 

“Uh, excuse me?” 

The woman from before, with the kids. Leaning over the counter, to look at me in my crouch on the floor.

Awkwardly, I stood. Bringing a stack of nearly-sorted clothes with me, as if to explain why I was squatting there so oddly.

“Sorry,” I told her, “just, um... working through the donations.” I set the pile down. “Did you find everything you wanted?”

“I guess.” She grimaced, as she dumped a heap of kid’s clothes by the register. “We’re not exactly spoiled for choice around here, y’know.”

Yeah, I thought, as I nodded in what I hoped looked like sympathy, I know that feeling well. 
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Chapter Three
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Flynn’s SUV was gone by the time I pulled up outside the house after work, and I dared to think that I might be saved. A reprieve, at least; only the usual demons to try to ignore, not some new, seasonal collection of them. The rain thundered on the roof of the truck, as I grit my teeth and prepared for a dash to the front porch.

Even running, and just twenty feet to go, my back was still soaked by the time I made it to the door.

The familiar scent of green bean casserole filled the hallway. One of my dad’s favorites, and one of the easier options for my mom to put together. It felt like we had it once a week, then, though I couldn’t exactly claim that the repetition was unpleasant. There was something reassuring to it.

“Honey, you’re dripping all over the floor.” She wiped her hands on a tea towel as she chided me.

“It’s raining,” I pointed out. “Have you looked outside?” 

My mom frowned, as if the weather was a personal affront to her clean linoleum. “You didn’t have an umbrella?”

I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to admit that lapse. “Then you’d complain that it was dripping, not me.”

She smiled, the little half-smile of impish amusement that was the first picture of her that always came to my mind. It made her look, not so much younger, as simply more carefree. 

“Ah, but I could leave the umbrella on the porch,” she reminded me, still looking entertained. “Whereas they’d call Child Services if I left you out there.”

I laughed. “I don’t think they care when you’re my age, mom. I think you’d be in the clear.”

A wink, and then she turned back to the kitchen. “Dinner will be about an hour, honey, if you want to shower first. Just...”

“Don’t drip on the stairs, I know,” I finished for her.

It was easier, I decided, to take off my shirt and jeans first. The soggy bundle clutched to my chest as I went up to my room, skin goose-bumping in nothing but my socks and briefs. Mom would tsk at me, if she caught me, I knew; point out that any of the neighbors could be glancing in through the window at the time, and catch me “basically in the nude.” Just why said neighbors would be looking in the first place, of course, was the bigger question.

The thought of turning, to find Flynn looking in from his childhood window that very nearly aligned with mine, suddenly burned bright in my mind. So much so, I almost couldn’t bring myself to glance across; practically over my shoulder, through the still-open curtains to the next door house.

Dark, there. His window unlit - another sign, indeed, that he’d returned to his proper life in the city - and the rain sheeting down the side of the house. Illuminated only by the occasional jags of lightning.

I wasn’t exactly self-conscious of my body, though the thought of Flynn seeing me was enough to set a shiver through the pit of my stomach. Ignite curiosity more than anything, at how I compared to the richer pool of gay men where he lived now. I’d grown up skinny, then filled out some through the football and baseball everyone was expected to play. Sitting it out just meant there wasn’t enough for a full team, and then you were letting everybody down; better, on balance, to be a terrible player but at least present.

I’d not been terrible, though, and that lean muscle of my late-teens had settled into a solidity in my twenties. Not the models or the gym rats which social media algorithms had learned to serve up to me, no, but I didn’t think I was dire on the eyes, either. Confident enough, usually, that the idea of being so curious about Flynn’s judgment left me squirming with unhappiness. 

Grunting annoyance, I dumped my wet clothes into the laundry basket and grabbed my towel.

Flynn would have so much more to compare to, I knew that. Frustrated by the truth of it, as I scrubbed under my arms in the hot shower. He wouldn’t have to balance convenience and availability with attraction when he considered each hookup, not in the same way that it worked out here. Statistics said that I couldn’t be the only gay man living locally, and yet math came a distant second when up against small-town secrecy. 

Or maybe Flynn had been the only other one, and the price for his escape was my being trapped here.

It was irrational, not at all how the universe worked, but I was still angry as I rubbed myself brusquely with the towel. At fate, for its machinations, but also at myself for being secretly relieved. 

I wasn’t some blushing teenager, still trying to come to grips with his attraction to the same sex. These days, I knew full well how my libido worked: understood that, regardless of how pretty or how esteemed they were to my nudging, winking parents, girls just didn’t move me the way guys did. So I also knew myself well enough to see that having an excuse for being single all this time was no great hardship, too. 

I could blame small town life for why I’d never had a proper relationship, and that reason could supersede anything so arduous as self-reflection. My own fears around appearing vulnerable, for instance, or that shiver of doubt that - once they’d seen all you had to offer - a prospective partner might still decide that simply wasn’t enough. 

Cursing Flynn, for the audacity of existing, returning, and making me think such things, I pulled on boxer-briefs, sweatpants, and a fresh t-shirt. 
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Less than three bites
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