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Ugly Mirror

Tag Gregory

Sometimes your fairytale romance is merely an illusion of smoke and mirrors that cracks when you look at it more closely.

Payton is a talented young artist with all the world in front of him. He has a good circle of friends, a comfortable home, and a rich lover who is happy to fund his artistic education. Despite seemingly having it all, though, Payton starts to feel dissatisfied with his life after he meets an ambitious and charismatic musician named Lexie. Lexie is the romantic opposite of Payton’s current lover. Lexie writes poetry, plays sappily romantic ballads for Payton, and lavishes him with attention and chocolates. Lexie does floor picnics and wants to watch meteor showers together. Lexie gives compliments and calls Payton his muse. Of course Payton is seduced by the over-the-top passion of this compelling young violinist. 

But while Lexie’s pursuit of Payton might have seemed like a romantic meeting of two like-minded, artistic souls, it isn’t long before he begins to question whether reality holds up to the fantasy. What if there was something more sinister behind the disintegration of Payton’s prior relationship? What if Lexie sees Payton more as prey than a potential partner? Maybe all those too-good-to-be-true promises of endless love really are too good?

What if Lexie is a malignant narcissist and Payton is just collateral damage? 

Ugly Mirror is a dark and twisted psychological drama about narcissistic abuse and the struggle of one man to escape...
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CONTENT WARNINGS: ADULT language, adult topics and situations, definitely a few spicy scenes, internalized homophobia, suicidal ideation, narcissistic abuse, physical abuse.
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Chapter 1 - Unfamiliar Images.
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“Who are you?” I ask the person in the mirror. 

I don’t recognize that man. He’s sad and dull and angry. He’s let himself go; his once bright blond hair is untrimmed and dirty, he’s lost weight, there are bags under his eyes from lack of sleep, his skin is even paler than usual and now pocked with tension-induced acne, and even his fake smile is dull. He’s lost whatever sparkle he used to have. He looks defeated. He looks older than his years. 

Who is this person looking back at me from the ugly mirror?

I always thought I was smart. Not only am I naturally intelligent but I’ve had a good education. I thought I was too smart to become the person who’s now staring at me from the mirror. How did I let this happen to me? Where did I go wrong?

I look back on the past few months, but I can’t pinpoint when it happened. Everything I did seemed reasonable and rational at the time. I thought I was making the best decisions I could for myself, based on what was happening in that moment, but seen in the aggregate, it’s horrifying. It’s like a death by a thousand cuts. And I was so busy worrying about each little injury, so laser-focused on each tiny crisis, that I never noticed how debased I had become. 

Without even noticing anything was wrong, I let this happen to me. 

Now I feel like I have nothing left. I’m empty inside. I’m all used up and there will never again be anything worth loving inside this shell I call my body. What was the point again? Was there ever really a point? If this is all there is — all there can ever be, now that all I have is that ugly image staring back at me from the mirror — is there any point in going on?

**********
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LOOKING BACK, I STILL can’t figure out when, exactly, things got so bad. Yeah, my boyfriend, Keith, and I had our problems from day one: we were so different temperamentally, not to mention the fact that he was twelve years older than me. But seen from the distance of time, none of that looks so bad now. We argued and constantly challenged each other, but those disputes were always underlain by a deep, real sense of caring. Our passion was what not only brought us together but what drove us apart. Leaving him for Lexie was probably the worst mistake of my entire life. 

Which really sucks, you know? I’m not even legally an adult and I’ve already ruined my life. But, for the life of me, I still can’t pinpoint how I let it get to this point. At the time, everything I did seemed perfectly reasonable. I felt like I was doing the right thing — leaving him — like it was the only thing I could do. And every choice after that was only an extension of that first perilous decision. A reaction to that one awful choice. The rub of it, though, was that I was so busy dealing with one thing after another, from that point on, that I didn’t have time to stop and look at the big picture. So I didn’t realize where I was heading until it was too late to stop the train wreck of my life. 

Now it’s too late to take it all back.

I suppose it would be unfair to blame Lynn and Meg for my downfall. How could they have known that taking me to that damned recital for my birthday would end so badly? They were only trying to do something nice for me. But, regardless, I find that I still harbor a vague, unreasonable, anger toward them both. If it weren’t for their interference, I would never have met Lexie. I would never have started down this path that seems likely to end only in black emptiness.

The thing is, he can be so damn charming. When you first meet Lexie, all you see is the glamor. The impish smile. The way he almost radiates self-confidence. He flirts with everyone, and that first impression can take in almost anyone. It’s deceptively attractive. At least at first. At first, all you see is the image he wants you to see. It’s only after he’s roped you in that you begin to see cracks in the facade. By then it’s too late and you’re trapped.

I admit I was a little pissed off about Keith refusing to celebrate my birthday, but it’s not like that was unexpected. He’d explained the year before that he didn’t ‘do’ birthdays. He only celebrated achievements, not inconsequential dates on the calendar. I agreed with him in principle. Hell, I hate parties. It’s not like Keith didn’t do tons of other shit for me all the rest of the year, right? The way he made such a big deal about announcing his anti-birthday philosophy to his friends, though, got to me a little.

Even so, I should have never said anything to Meg and Lynn about Keith’s refusal to celebrate with me. If I hadn’t brought it up the night they invited me over for dinner, they wouldn’t have guilted me into going with them to that damn violin recital. I still have no idea why I accepted. I’d never been into classical music. They insisted, though, and made me feel like I’d be an ungrateful churl if I said I wasn’t interested. Besides, I had nothing better to do. So I went. 

Afterward, everything changed.

To be completely honest, I was bored out of my mind during the recital itself. I occupied myself with doodling on my program to stay awake. Granted, the violinist, Lexie Goldberg, did make a great subject. I was fascinated by trying to capture the enthusiasm he exuded as he played his violin. You could tell he was totally into the performance, even more so than the music itself. He was hamming it up for his audience so much he managed to sell himself to pretty much everyone. Even me. 

And, yeah, Lexie is physically attractive, so can you really blame me for going up to talk to him after the concert? I was twenty years old, horny as hell, and I’d spent the last two years studying at the feet of the Master. Keith would have been disappointed in me if I hadn’t at least tried to pick up the guy. 

“I just wanted to say, I thought you were great,” I flattered, flashing him my best blue-eyed ingenue smile. 

He demurely criticized his own performance but did it in a way that made it sound almost like bragging. Like he knew even his worst was better than anyone else’s best. The careless disdain he radiated made him seem even more confident.

“The Prokofiev was passable, but the Schubert was for shit.”

“I didn’t notice,” I admitted. 

He glanced up at me as he spoke, and I experienced the usual frisson of approval as he gave me the once over. I was used to that. My blond boy toy appearance is a perennial favorite amongst most gay men. So much so that I usually dismiss anyone who approaches me on that basis alone.

“Yeah, well, you should have, since it was your fault I couldn’t concentrate.” He turned it around on me so fast I was caught off guard. 

“Me?”

“The way you were staring at me the whole time . . . I hate being distracted when I’m playing,” he accused, looking and sounding so serious that I didn’t know what to think. 

“I’m sorry.” 

I started to turn away, making room for the next person in line waiting to greet the night’s star performer.

“I guess, though, if I had to be distracted, there are worse things to have to look at,” he relented, finally glancing up from the program he’d been autographing for someone else long enough to look me directly in the eye. 

I realize now that he’d undoubtedly been truthful with me then. I probably had been distracting him, although it was more likely he was annoyed at me drawing while he was playing than that he was overcome by my physical presence. Lexie really does hate it if I draw while he’s playing. It makes him insanely angry. He says the constant *scritch, scritch* of my pencil against the paper throws off his rhythm. Personally, I think it’s more that he can’t stand it when he isn’t the direct focus of everyone’s attention. He wants his audiences to sit, mesmerized by his enormous talent, unable to look away. The fact that I might dare to look away from him, even if it’s to draw him, is a personal affront to his ego. Of course I didn’t know that about him at the time. I mistakenly thought that was his way of flirting. I thought he was teasing me. 

Stupid me.

I smiled at him and extended my hand, “I’m Payton.”

“Lexie.”

“So I assumed.” I waved my program in his face.

Which is when Lexie got a good look at the drawings I’d been scribbling away at during his performance. Unfortunately, that’s probably what drew him toward me. He always was a collector of pretty things, both art and artists alike. Artwork that depicted him in such a flattering light was probably the most desirous thing he’d ever seen. It fed his already healthy ego. Of course, I was so eager for praise back then that I happily handed over the pictures I’d drawn, offering to let him keep them so he could use them for his next CD. He seemed thrilled by that idea. Why wouldn’t he be? Personalized art showing him at his utmost best; for someone like Lexie, there couldn’t possibly be anything more appealing.

That was likely the moment he decided to acquire not just my artwork but me as well. 

Lexie’s tone changed in a heartbeat and he instantly turned up the charm. “Not bad. Looks like you managed to catch all my good sides.”

Before I knew what was happening, he was flirting with me like a trooper. He smiled at me. He asked where I went to school and seemed impressed that I was an artist. He acted interested in me. 

I’m not sure why I was so flattered by his attention — it’s not like I hadn’t had plenty of guys salivating over me before, all those times Keith and I went out dancing or to the baths — but I think it was because Lexie started by asking about my art. It’s one thing to be appreciated for your mere looks, and something altogether different to be sought after for your talent. No other man had ever before evinced any interest in me for my art. It was a new experience. I’m afraid I fell for it hook, line, and sinker. 

I started babbling like a nutcase. I told him about it being my birthday. I accepted the homemade CD he gave me as a ‘present’. I blushed at him like a prepubescent teen. If Keith had been there, he’d have declared me absolutely pathetic. Thank fuck somebody interrupted us right then, pulling Lexie away before I made a total fool of myself. 

As I was walking away, though, I looked back at the violinist and caught him staring after me with a hungry look. An acquisitive look. Like he wanted something from me. Of course, silly me, I thought he just wanted in my pants. In reality, though, I now know it was more than that. I’ve seen that look on his face many times since. That’s his calculating look. The one that means he’s trying to figure out how he can work a situation — or a person — to his advantage. It’s a look that means you have just been made a special target. 

I should have run away then and never looked back. 

But I didn’t know Lexie back then. I was so naive. So romantic. So trusting. So fucking stupid. 

I went back to Keith’s apartment after that damned recital and popped Lexie’s CD in the player as soon as I got home. I bragged to Keith about how cultured I now was — after one fucking concert, for crying out loud — and tried to rub his face in the fact that I’d had so much fun without him. I was totally being a brat just to get back at him for refusing to celebrate my birthday. But it would probably all have blown over if it hadn’t been for the fucking hustler.

Damn it! I was so fucking excited when Keith hinted he had actually gotten me something for my birthday after all. I think I even squealed with glee. I’m not sure what I imagined it might be. I would have been thrilled with anything Keith gave me. Literally anything. A shirt, some art supplies, a new pair of shoelaces . . . The mere fact he’d relented and got me something was a present in and of itself. 

But a fucking hustler? 

So, yeah, the guy was hot and he did look a lot like that B-List actor we’d seen on TV a few weeks back that both Keith and I had agreed we liked. We’d always had an open relationship, so bringing home a third wasn’t at all out of the ordinary. The hustler was also hung. Under any other circumstances, I would have jumped on the chance to fuck the guy. But not that day. Not on my birthday. 

I was still a young, romantic fool back then. I suppose I had some ridiculous notion in my head that Keith would give me a sentimental little token of his esteem, take me out to an elegant restaurant where we would spend the night staring into each other’s eyes over a candlelit dinner, and then spirit me home so he could make love to me deep into the night. Yeah, right . . . What was I thinking? That soooooo isn’t Keith. 

I certainly wasn’t thinking he’d hire me a hustler, though. 

Keith, however, is nothing if not practical and I can sorta understand why he might think a sex worker would make a good present. Kinda. Maybe in another context, it actually might have been a good thing. If we were talking ‘bachelor party’, it would’ve been totally appropriate. Just not for my twentieth birthday, okay?

I mean, I knew Keith cared about me; he showed me he cared all the time, even though he never said the words. I guess I should have been flattered that he listened to me and that he even remembered what I’d said about the damn actor. Hell, I should have been glad he tried to celebrate my birthday at all, given his avowed dislike of the practice. But no, I had to get all pissy about it. I let it eat at me. I stewed silently over Keith’s lack of tact even while I fucked the damn hustler till he screamed. 

I could always have told Keith, ‘No, thanks’. I could have tried to explain to him what I was feeling — how disappointed I was — but I didn’t. I didn’t want to confront him, but I could have simply walked away. Somehow, I felt like I’d be letting him down if I didn’t follow through and fuck the guy. It would be like rejecting Keith himself, and I could never say ‘no’ to Keith. So, instead of that romantic dinner I had imagined, I spent my birthday rogering the actor-look-alike while Keith watched and jacked off. It wasn’t what I’d hoped for but, then again, it was very much something Keith and I would normally do. With the wisdom of time, I’m not sure what was so horrible about it, to be honest. 

At the time, however, I was pretty pissed off. But it was a quiet kind of anger. A passive aggressive anger. I never said a word to Keith. In fact, I never complained about it to anyone, per se. I merely made a snide comment or two to our family lesbians and then waited. I knew Keith would get chewed out by those two without me ever having to say a word. What exactly that would accomplish . . . Well, I guess I didn’t think it through that far. It was mean of me; I realize that now. I shouldn’t have said anything to anyone else if I wasn’t going to be mature enough to actually talk to Keith directly. What can I say? I was a fucking idiot.

I was still silently simmering about the Birthday Blunder a week later when a friend of mine at the Art Institute came over while I was eating lunch in the cafeteria and said Lexie had been asking around about me. Paul, my friend, told me that ‘some music guy’ had been looking for me. The way Paul talked, he made it sound like Lexie had a crush on me or something. He relayed the fact that Lexie had complimented my art, telling those he’d spoken to about my ‘amazing’ drawings at the recital. Again, I was flattered. Because I was still being a petulant little brat, I suppose I welcomed Lexie’s interest in me more than I would at another time. In my mind I was thumbing my nose and taunting, ‘see, Keith, at least someone appreciates me!’

To prove how much of a brat I was, I made a point of detouring through the music building after I finished my last class that afternoon. As my always bad luck would have it, I happened to find Lexie in one of the practice rooms. I still have no idea what I was thinking. Maybe I wasn’t thinking at all. Lexie certainly seemed thrilled to see me, though, so I quashed all my misgivings as I walked into the room to meet my fate.

Lexie immediately turned on the metaphorical heat, coming onto me so strong it would have been laughable, except for the mood I was in. “Thank fuck you’re here! The heat’s been out all morning and I’m freezing. But now that a hot little thang like you has arrived, maybe things will warm up a bit.” He gave me the old elevator eyes as he spoke and I certainly felt my skin begin to glow with a new warmth. 

I remember I mumbled an excuse for why I’d shown up unannounced. Lexie continued to leer at me with that charming hipster half-smile of his. Fuck, I must have looked like a total fool as I prattled on about how much I’d liked his CD. Being Lexie, though, he gladly accepted my praise.

“You’re an amazing artist,” I offered.

“I know.” There wasn’t even a hint of coyness in his tone, like he knew the approbation was his due. 

Then, just to be perverse I guess, I tattled about how ‘my boyfriend’ hadn’t done anything for my birthday. 

Which set Lexie up for his next volley. “That sucks . . . I mean that you have a boyfriend,” he teased me. “But also because that idiot doesn’t realize how good he has it. Hell, if I was your boyfriend I’d have given you a birthday you’d never forget. First, I’d feed you something delicious — but inexpensive, because I’m on a budget, you know.” He laughed demurely, never letting go of my direct gaze. “And then I’d play for you . . . Something of Ravel’s . . . His ‘Valse Noble et Sentimentales’, I think. Because that’s how I imagine you; noble and sentimental. And then, once I’d swept you away with my playing, I’d undress you, slowly, and I’d make love to you over and over again for the rest of the night . . .”

Even knowing Lexie as well as I do now, I have no idea how he gauged me so accurately that afternoon. It’s like he could read my thoughts, word for word, right out of my brain. Because those were the precise words that were needed to win me over. I’d been moping around, feeling sorry for myself and wishing Keith was the tiniest little bit romantic; then in walks this cute young musician, playing passionate violin music, telling me how fucking ‘noble’ I was, and offering to ‘make love’ to me. Did I have the words ‘Sentimental Fool’ stamped on my forehead in indelible ink or something? I mean, yeah, Lexie has always been good at reading people and using their emotions to manipulate them, but did I have to make it so easy for him? 

He had me from that moment on. It was only a matter of time. He’d played me as masterfully as the violin he strummed to the ticking of the metronome in that practice room. I didn’t see it for another few weeks, of course, but my capitulation was already a foregone conclusion. 

Because when Lexie wants something, he always gets it, and right then, he wanted me. 

**********
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Chapter 2 - Contagion.
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I’ve often wondered whether or not thoughts are infectious. Because, just like other diseases, sometimes it seems like you can catch a thought or emotion from someone else and then can’t get rid of it. Once you’re infected by that random thought, it can ruin your entire life.

In my case, I had been infected by romanticism. The symptoms came on fast, reaching maximum viral load within seconds after I met with Lexie that day in the music building at the Institute. I had a really bad case of it, too. I was practically drowning in it. I couldn’t think straight because everything I saw, heard, or felt was filtered through the lens of my affliction. I weighed everything I did, and everything others around me did as well, by how romantic or unromantic it was. 

Prior to that day, I wouldn’t have described myself as particularly romantic. I’d always considered myself quite practical. It wasn’t that I was opposed to a little romance, but I’d never longed for it the way I did after I was infected by Lexie. Before, I had focused on what I knew I wanted, worked out a logical way to get it, and did what had to be done to reach my goal. 

My goal, from the very first night I’d ventured out to my first gay club, had always been Keith Kimble. The moment I saw the guy across the dance floor, I had wanted only him. And I had attained that goal through steady persistence. I knew from day one that Keith wasn’t the romantic type, but that didn’t matter because I’d wanted him a lot more than I wanted any sentimental, bullshit romance. Only, after Lexie infected me with the idea of romance, I totally lost sight of my prior goals. After that, I wanted to force my acquired romance on Keith too.

When I look back on that time, I can see exactly how sick I was. How I let the ideal of romantic love warp my thoughts. And for what? I now know beyond a shadow of a doubt that romance is a huge heaping pile of crap. Yeah, I’m cured of my romance infection; the cure was a bitch, though, and has left me permanently damaged. 

At least I’m now immune from any subsequent infections of romance. Or any other sentiment, for that matter. Now I feel numb and empty. 

I wonder if I’ll ever heal enough to feel anything again?

**********
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AFTER MEETING LEXIE that day in the Music Building at the Institute, I tried to forget about him. I really did. I redoubled my efforts to engage Keith in our relationship. I started pushing for more, even though I knew it was probably futile. But I was just so hungry for . . . What? Acknowledgment? Romance? Love? . . . Whatever it was, I felt I needed it so badly I was willing to finally speak up and challenge Keith. As expected, my emotionally stunted lover fought me every step of the way. 

I started off by guilting him into agreeing to a long weekend trip to the Jersey shore. I was actually surprised by how easily he capitulated. To be honest, I think Keith was almost as excited by the prospect of going away together on a mini-vacation as I was. But, like everything else in that doomed relationship, our good intentions were scuttled by outside forces. Without any notice to the employees, Keith’s boss sold the agency he worked at to some cut-throat venture capitalist, putting everyone's job at risk. All employee time off was summarily canceled, and Keith was forced to scramble to prove to the boss he was one of the few worth keeping on.

It's understandable that I was disappointed when Keith backed out of our trip in order to focus on work, but I don’t know why I acted like such a spoiled brat. I mean, on some level, I understood the seriousness of the situation. Keith’s job — his financial success — had always meant a lot to him. It’s how he measured his self-worth. But I was blinded by my own selfishness and need for attention, so instead of being supportive of my stressed-out partner, I pouted and complained to all our friends. 

“. . . I know, but this was the first time Keith had actually offered to spend any real time together. And the first chance he got, he bailed,” I sniped to our friend, Martin, one afternoon as I was showing him the plans for the latest mural I’d been designing. 

Of course Martin immediately defended his best friend, pointing out how hard Keith worked, how tough the merger had been for him, and advising that I needed to give Keith time. 

“What about me? Huh? Where do I fit in?” I interrupted snottily. Martin sat there mute, which only made me angrier. “I don’t want to wait. I want a boyfriend who only wants to be with me. Who wants to stay home every once in a while. It’s not like I’m asking for monogamy or anything, but it would be nice to have a partner who at least gets a little jealous when some other guy is sucking my dick right in front of him.”

“That’s not Keith,” Martin, aka Captain Obvious, pointed out. But it was the next comment that really got to me. “It never will be.”

He was right. Keith would never be anyone’s romantic ‘Knight in Shining Armor’. That wasn’t Keith’s style. But at the time, I was so caught up in my pursuit of romance that I didn’t stop to consider any of Keith’s other admirable qualities. I was blinded by my unrealistic, childish fantasies. I was devastated by the thought that I’d never get what I thought I needed from the man I called my boyfriend.

So, when I — not unexpectedly — got no real sympathy from my friends, I acted out even more, going to the beach without Keith just to spite him. Maybe I still harbored some romantic fantasy that Keith would come running after me, beg for my forgiveness, and then spend the rest of the weekend demonstrating how sorry he was by indulging my every sexual whim. Of course, that wasn’t like Keith either. What had I expected? I was well aware of his rule about never running after anyone. So I spent my weekend alone, sulking, and not really enjoying myself despite my wintry beachscape surroundings. 

I didn’t find out till much later how close Keith had come to losing his job. Or that he’d come looking for me the minute he returned from his last minute business trip, wanting me to be the first to hear the news that he’d impressed the new boss so much he’d been offered a partnership. If it weren’t for Martin cornering me upon my return, berating me about how I’d hurt Keith’s feelings by going on vacation without him, I might never have known. Keith never said a word to me about it at all. That was to be expected; Keith doesn’t do explanations. So, instead of clearing the air by talking it out, we both remained silent, with all our individual insecurities and petty animosities simmering in the background.  

It didn’t help matters much that, upon my return, I walked in on Keith fucking some trick in our bed.

“You’re back,” was all the greeting I got as Keith anchored himself against the trick’s hips, enabling him to sink even deeper into the man’s ass. 

“I’m surprised you noticed,” I replied, ignoring the groaning coming from the trick as I went about my business unpacking my duffle bag.

Keith didn’t miss a single beat in his fucking.

Needless to say, this gave Lexie plenty of fertile ground in which to plant the seeds of his seduction campaign. And, of course, he just happened to be performing on a street corner located along my usual path to school the very next day, ready to plant that seed. I’m still not sure if that was a coincidence or if he’d somehow manipulated the events to arrange a meeting. It wouldn’t have been that difficult for him to figure out which route I usually followed or what classes I was taking and when. Neither would it be at all out of character for Lexie to arrange such a meeting, all the while making it appear a fortuitous happenstance. I’ve since seen him finagle much more elaborate ruses to get to people he wanted to meet for one reason or another. Looking back at that day, and judging by some of the things Lexie said, I’m pretty sure he’d checked me out beforehand. At the time, I felt like it was fate trying to send me a message. 

Dahlia, my closest friend since kindergarten, had been with me that afternoon. She was playing the patient friend, listening to me bitch about Keith bugging out on our vacation. I’d just confessed to her how I’d mooned around, waiting for him to show up, or at least call, all weekend, not even really enjoying myself. That’s when I picked up the first notes of Lexie’s violin. I quickly said goodbye to Dahlia and wandered closer.

Even after all these months of living with Lexie, I’m still hopeless when it comes to being able to differentiate one classical piece from another, so I couldn’t tell you the name of the song he was playing. All I knew at the time was that it was a beautiful, emotionally stirring piece. Lexie looked like the quintessential ‘starving artist’, standing there on the corner in his worn jacket and a pair of ratty fingerless gloves, playing his heart out for the few coppers thrown into his violin case. Could there possibly be a more romantic image?

Lexie never looked up while he was playing, even though it should’ve been impossible for him to miss the fact that I was standing just a few feet away from him. When he’d finished, I clapped along with the others watching. But it wasn’t till I shouted ‘Bravo’ that he deigned to turn my way and acknowledge my presence with a smile. 

Fuck, he was suave. He played his part almost as well as he played his violin. He smiled that quirky grin and looked up at me from under his lashes with those big, dark, soulful eyes. He was dressed casually, looking a bit threadbare, but that only enhanced his image as a tortured artist. His curly, dark hair was wind blown and messy. I wasn’t sure about the hip little soul patch on his chin, but it seemed to fit the persona he was trying to project. Altogether, Lexie looked like the complete antithesis of Keith Kimble; casual, messy, and unrestrained, as opposed to my boyfriend’s neat, collected, and controlled. I think it was that contrast, as much as anything else, that attracted me to him.

Lexie immediately started flirting with me, but he wasn’t at all aggressive about it. If he’d pushed himself at me, I’d have run for sure. Instead, he drew me in by making me work for it, showing just enough interest to keep my attention but acting like he respected my boundaries. I was intrigued, not to mention still smarting about Keith’s seeming disdain, so I flirted back. Rather blatantly, actually. 

“Why are you playing on a street corner?” I asked as he collected praise and tips from his audience. 

That was the first time he lied to me, although I didn’t find out the truth for months afterward. “I need the cash,” he explained with a self-deprecating grin.

I chuckled. “There’s gotta be an easier way to make a buck.”

“Well, yeah, I guess I could always run away and become a go-go boy.” Lexie did a little bump and grind dance for me as an example.

It struck me as odd that he’d commented on that particular choice of alternate employment, seeing that I myself had briefly tried out that job track a few months back. With disastrous results, I might add. But I didn’t say anything other than to demure, “I wouldn’t recommend that.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to stick to the fiddle,” he agreed. 

I probably should have gone then, when it seemed like there was a natural break in the conversation. I meant to politely end the discussion and take my leave. I remember I’d had some reading I needed to finish up for my next class and was already thinking about that assignment as we chatted. Besides, flirting was one thing, but even though I was mad at Keith, I’d never intended to take things further. That’s when Lexie started bragging about how talented he was, counting out his tips for the day, packing up his instrument, and adding a comment that caught my attention. 

“Eighty bucks. Not too shabby,” he stated with a satisfied smirk, “especially considering it’s not really me playing.”

That odd, incongruous statement had me confused and forced me to take another look at him.

Lexie strode over till he was standing well within my personal space, a serious look on his handsome features, and declared, “The music comes through me from someplace else; I’m only the conduit.”

“I can’t believe you said that.” I focused in on his intense, golden-brown eyes. “When I draw or paint, it feels the same way.”

We stood there in the cold, ignoring all the people rushing by us on the sidewalk, for another couple heartbeats, simply staring into each other’s eyes. I don’t know what I thought I was seeing. A kindred spirit? A fellow artist who could empathize with my creative heart? A possible alternative path? 

I was such a fucking fool. 

Maybe I shouldn’t beat myself up about how easily I fell prey to Lexie’s machinations. There’s no denying that he can be charming as fuck when he wants to be. Keith later taunted me, asking if I’d been the poor helpless victim of a ‘love bashing’, and of course I denied it. But maybe that’s what it really was. I was completely taken in at that moment by Lexie’s mythos. I only saw the lonely, sensitive artist who was desperately looking for someone to love and understand him. I was overwhelmed by the sheer, unadulterated romanticism of him. He was showing me exactly what I wanted to see. How could the innocent, naive boy I was then have ever seen beyond the facade? 

Lexie’s campaign to win me didn’t stop there. Before I could recollect myself and get away, he’d roped me into helping liberate a beat up old sofa saved from a garbage truck. I readily agreed to lend a hand, carrying it three blocks and up four flights of stairs to his tiny studio apartment. 

The grungy little hole-in-the-wall enhanced Lexie’s starving artist image even better than the rumpled clothing had. The apartment came complete with peeling paint, broken down furniture, and the stench of over-cooked cabbage wafting up from a downstairs neighbor. It was a horrible, dirty dump. And it was exactly what I’d always imagined the artists’ garrets of the French Impressionists to be like. Of course I was immediately charmed. The sweet pussy cat that greeted me by rubbing up against my shin as soon as I entered was an additional selling point. 

Is it any wonder I felt so comfortable there? Comfortable enough to plop right down on that torn up old sofa and start babbling to this virtual stranger all about Keith. Which, now that I think about it, was totally out of character for me. Keith and I had always had this unspoken agreement that our relationship was private. We didn’t talk about ourselves to others. With the exception of Dahlia — who’d been my confidant from the day we met at the ripe old age of five — I didn’t tell even my friends much about my life with The Stud. I knew Keith was just as reticent to discuss personal matters. Oh, he might brag to the gang about fucking me, or some juicy three-way we’d had, but he’d never tell anyone about the real stuff. The emotional stuff. That was only for us. Neither of us ever said anything about our rather unique arrangement to outsiders. Yet, there I was, with someone I barely knew, blabbing about my ‘older’ boyfriend and his expensive loft apartment and how he didn’t want to celebrate my birthday and would never think of getting a pet . . . 

Did I mention how charming Lexie could be? 

It wasn’t till Lexie pushed it a little too far — lavishing me with an almost jealous-sounding compliment about how Keith was lucky to have such beautiful things around him, as he batted his eyes at me — that I realized what I’d been doing and stopped. Lexie’s comment struck me as odd when I later thought about it. It seemed to equate me to just another of Keith’s expensive possessions. The enviousness of Lexie’s tone was evident. It was almost like he too wanted to possess me. But those insights didn’t come to me for several weeks and, at the time, all I heard was another man calling me ‘beautiful’. 

That over-the-top compliment, however, was enough to prompt me to get up off Lexie’s newly rescued couch and get the hell out of there. Lexie must have realized his mistake because he became instantly contrite and resumed the mask of an undemanding, slightly-nerdy artist who was too awkward to know what to say. I bought it, of course. He fumbled around for words as I made my way to his door, acting sheepish. It was such a good performance that I found myself feeling a bit sorry for him. So, to throw the poor boy a bone, instead of high-tailing it out of there I invited him to come to the Student Art Fair to see my work. 

I played right into his hand by leaving him that huge opening, which I now sincerely regret.

If Keith hadn’t been going through a ton of shit at work just then, the whole minor flirtation with Lexie would probably have blown over and been forgotten. But, after leaving Lexie’s apartment that afternoon, I came home to a grouchy, stressed out Keith, who was too caught up in his own drama to spare a thought for mine. He was too busy mumbling about some steakhouse account to talk seriously about Jersey. In typical, snarky, Keith Kimble fashion, he teased me about my own pouting. It was so dismissive and so infuriating. Such a contrast to the time I’d spent with Lexie, where I’d felt like I was the focus of attention. Yeah, I knew that Keith was under a lot of pressure, but at the time, I didn’t care. I wanted him to see me. Pay attention to me. ME. ME. ME. Like some two-year-old having a tantrum. 

When I finally did get his attention, though, it still didn’t feel like it was enough. He wouldn’t give me the words I wanted. He refused to say he’d missed me while I was in Jersey. He refused to admit that he even cared that I’d gone without him. All he wanted from me, it seemed, was easy access to my ass. So, after he pressed me up against the support beam and fucked me from behind, I came away feeling used rather than wanted. It was the first time I’d ever felt that way after sex with Keith. It left me uneasy and borderline desperate. It made me want proof of his love even more than before. I was too much of a coward to say anything to him, though, and Keith had other things to think about than his insecure, immature lover. So I stayed silent and let my disquiet fester. 

**********
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LEXIE, MEANWHILE, PRESSED on with his all-out assault on my romantic little heart. He started showing up wherever I went all over campus. I saw him a couple times in the school cafeteria. He showed up in his street performer role along my route to and from school. I even thought I caught a glimpse of him one time at my favorite bar, Bacchus, but seeing as Keith was with me that night, it’s not surprising that Lexie didn’t approach. Each time I did speak to him, however, Lexie abundantly praised both me and my art. 

He also came to the Student Art Fair, of course, and gushed over the paintings I had on display. He smoldered at me. He called me ‘brilliant’ and intimated my work should sell for millions. He looked at me with such intensity that it felt like I was the center of the fucking universe. It was heady stuff for a kid who wanted nothing more than to be someone’s — anyone’s — focus. I’d have preferred to have Keith be the one focusing on me, but if Keith was too busy or distracted, I wasn’t going to be picky. When Lexie offered to buy one of my pieces, I impulsively answered that I would trade it for a song and he immediately jumped on the opening, inviting me to come to his place to collect my payment.

I knew what I was doing was wrong. Despite having an open relationship, Keith and I did have rules. Yeah, we could see anyone we wanted as long as it wasn’t the same guy twice, but we weren’t supposed to be messing around with anyone we knew. We’d agreed to ‘no names and no numbers’ to protect against that. The idea had always been that fucking was just fucking and it didn’t mean anything. But what I was starting with Lexie clearly violated the spirit of those rules even before I let it get beyond the flirting stage. This thing I was doing meant something to me. The intimacy of it, the fact that we were sharing something more than our bodies, was what made it cheating. 

I knew it right from the start, but I was young and stupid and angry at Keith and hungry for attention . . . 

So I went over to Lexie’s apartment after the Fair. We sat on the floor. We ate bread, cheese, and fruit while drinking cheap red wine. Lexie lit a candle. It was the epitome of romanticism. We talked about our lives, our art, and our families. Lexie told me a poignant story about how his grandfather had survived Auschwitz by playing the violin to entertain his captors. I told him about how I’d thought I would be an only child until — surprise — my mother found herself pregnant a full ten years after I was born and the resulting rivalry that had developed between my sister and I. It was the kind of intimacy I’d been craving for what seemed like forever. 

It felt so good. So different. Because it was everything that Keith would never do. Keith hated to talk about his family, probably because he didn’t have any happy stories to tell. Keith would never have ruined his diet with a bunch of high calorie foods. He wouldn’t be caught dead in a dump like Lexie’s garret. 

I, however, lapped it up. I told Lexie things I’d never told anyone before — not even Keith — including how my art was my one safe place. Lexie not only listened but he echoed my sentiments. He agreed with everything I said and reflected it back to me with a story from his own past. He said exactly what I wanted to hear. It wasn’t surprising I fell for it.

All the while, though, Lexie was simply playing with me. I know this now, even though I was blind to it at the time. He is a consummate manipulator. If I’d looked hard enough, I would have seen the way he strung me along. The way he told me exactly what I wanted to hear. The way he skillfully maneuvered the conversation around to the topics he wanted to delve into . . . Namely, my boyfriend, a topic he came back to again and again. Once he’d got me talking about it, he gave his most impressive performance to date.

“There was this one guy I used to date,” he began, “and I was so fucking crazy about him it was ridiculous. I can’t explain it in words, you know?”

“You don’t have to,” I assured him, because I knew about crazy love.

“We were only together for a little more than a year,” Lexie continued, his story eerily mirroring my own in a way I didn’t think about until later. “But he liked to go out to clubs and party and bring guys home. I went along with it for a while. I have to admit, it was sorta hot.”

“I suppose it could be,” I grudgingly admitted.

Then he hit me with the clincher. “But eventually I realized that wasn’t what I really wanted.” 

“What do you want?” I felt compelled to ask.

He looked longingly up at me with his compelling, golden-brown eyes, assumed a wistful expression, then answered with a defiance and earnestness that struck home. “I want to be with somebody who only wants to be with me. Someone who doesn’t need to see other people or be in the scene every night. I want to be with somebody I can have a picnic with on the floor. Someone I can relax with. Someone I can tell things to that I’ve never told anybody.”

What the fuck was I supposed to say to that? Lexie had managed to tap into my deepest, most cherished longings. At the time, it felt like I’d found the only person in the world who completely understood me. 

I totally bought it. 

What I should have done was run out of there, screaming, and never looked back. Unfortunately, I was too stupid or too bewitched to realize the import of Lexie using those exact words. Hell, he was practically repeating, word for word, what I’d told Martin just a week or so earlier. I still don’t know how he found out about my little speech to Martin, although, knowing ‘Keith’s Best Friend’, I suppose it shouldn’t have been hard to figure out. Martin’s inability to keep a secret and his penchant for spouting off — at the top of his lungs, in public, about pretty much everything — is the stuff of local legend. I suspect all Lexie had to do was hang out at Bacchus for a couple hours when Martin was there and he’d come away with all the personal information about me he needed to enact his plan. Now, when I look back on that moment, I find it incredibly creepy. But back then, I was so blinded by all the flattery Lexie had thrown at me that I didn’t see it. 

However, Lexie’s words stuck with me for days afterward. They haunted me. They infected me. Even though I tried to fight it, I couldn’t escape the draw of those romantic words. I still loved Keith — I’ve never stopped loving Keith, to be honest — but I loved the idea of Lexie too. So I tried to impose all those sentimental ideas onto my older, set-in-his-ways lover. I wanted Keith to be Keith but, at the same time, I wanted him to be something else. Something more like the Fantasy Keith I had built up in my head. It was an endeavor that was doomed to fail, of course, but I simply couldn’t help myself.

That night, I tried to entice Keith into staying home with me and indulging in a romantic floor picnic scene. Not surprisingly, Keith wasn’t interested. Even more predictably, the more I tried to push him to do romantic things, the more he pushed back by becoming even more of a club boy. So the gap between us widened, the unspoken resentments suppurated, the emotional estrangement deepened. No wonder Lexie was able to waltz in and take what he wanted.

One night I just couldn’t take it anymore; Keith had blown me off yet again, insisting that I go with him to the baths to celebrate some new account he’d won. When I’d declined, he left me with merely a shrug and a fleeting kiss to my forehead. It was like he didn’t care about me or what I did. In Keith’s mind, he probably saw it as a way to give me my independence. To me, it seemed like he was always making time for his other friends and their problems but couldn’t bear to spend one night alone, in our home, with me. So, as soon as Keith had left the loft, I ran out of there, heading straight for Lexie’s, and what I thought was the love I was missing. 

When I arrived, I interrupted Lexie practicing, but for once he quashed his irritation and gave me his full attention. 

“I came for my song.” I offered up a nervous smile.

The smile of conquest that bloomed across his face was much less tentative than my own. “Excellent. So what would you like to hear?” His tone was jubilant. “Ravel? Tchaikovsky? Maybe something that would astonish you with my technical mastery . . .”

I settled into a corner of the sofa, anxiously pulling a pillow into my lap as some sort of shield, and admitted that I’d prefer, “something astonishingly romantic,” instead.

Lexie looked down at me from where he was standing atop the platform of his bed, an exultant smirk on his lips, as he raised his violin and began to play ‘Meditation From Thais’. It was perfect. Exactly what I had come to find. The sweet, slow, melodic notes rained down on me from the heights Lexie had assumed, and I soaked it all in. I closed my eyes and let the music fill me. I could feel the romance of it percolating up through my body. I thought for a moment that I’d never heard anything more beautiful. It called to me. I almost felt like crying. Crying for whatever it was that I might have had with Keith and the relationship I knew I was probably throwing away with my actions that night.

But it was already too late to back out, it seemed. I had already cheated on Keith in my heart. I might as well go all the way and make it a fait accompli, right? 

I rose from the couch and slowly padded across the small room till I was standing directly in front of Lexie. I tamped down the tears that were trying to escape and focused only on the musician playing to me. I stepped up next to him on the bed, coming to a halt when I was only millimeters away. Lexie stopped playing and put his violin down. Then he slowly leaned closer and closer till our lips met. 

I knew in that instant that I’d ruined anything I had with Keith. Our ‘no kissing’ rule was probably the most sacrosanct of all. Now, though, I was kissing another man. With intent. I meant to kiss Lexie. I wanted his kiss. I wanted the intimacy of it. This kiss wasn’t just a random, meaningless thing; it was an outright act of betrayal. I knew that at the time, and I did it anyway. 

There’s no doubt I deserve everything that’s happened to me since then. I should never have cheated on Keith like that. He’s a good man — no matter how flawed or tortured — and I know he used to care for me. I shouldn’t have betrayed him like that. 

With that one kiss, I forfeited his love and don’t deserve to ever be redeemed.

**********
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Chapter 3 - Falling.
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What did I ever do that was so bad it would justify the treatment I’ve been subjected to? I know I’ve been selfish and stupid, but I never meant to hurt anyone. All I ever wanted was to find someone who could love me. Is that so bad?

Maybe that’s the reason behind all this; the mere fact that I was so desperate for love. 

I can see how my longing for attention would make me particularly vulnerable to someone like Lexie. I’ve always been the sensitive, kind, dedicated type. I was the kid who would bring injured animals to my mother, begging her to make them well. I was the youth who would always step up and be the first one to make friends with the new kid in school. I was the young gay man who continued to love his disapproving father even after the man turned his back on me. I’ve always had this bottomless capacity for love but struggled to find something or someone to return my sentiments. 

So I guess it’s no wonder that I would make a perfect target for somebody looking to pounce on a particular type of prey.

I think that’s one of the reasons that I let things get so out of hand. My need to find love made me easy to manipulate. It made me willing to turn myself into an emotional pretzel if that’s what I had to do to please my lover. It made me stay with him for longer than was good for me, because I kept thinking that, if I just tried harder, acted differently, or bettered myself, he would come around. I wanted his love so much that I would do anything to keep the relationship from falling apart. 

I would even forgive him for what, looking back, now seems unforgivable — the fact that he’s taken from me my sense of self.

Maybe I’m too kind, too sympathetic, too loving. Maybe I care too much. If I were harder-hearted, I’d be much better equipped to handle all the disappointments I’ve faced. 

If I weren’t me, I wouldn’t have fallen for this man in the first place.

**********
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THINGS MOVED PRETTY fast after that first night I went to Lexie. He seemed to turn up everywhere I went. As an experienced stalker who’d done almost the same thing to Keith when I first met him, I probably should’ve seen the signs, but in my naïveté, I passed it all off as merely Lexie’s own excitement and desire to be with me. I basically couldn’t go anywhere on campus without him dogging my steps. The cafeteria, the library, the computer lab, even the student studio spaces; everywhere I looked, there he was. But in the first blush of a new romance, I found it endearing rather than creepy.

Granted, I wasn’t exactly telling him to leave me alone. In fact, we were all over each other anytime we met. Even though I tried to keep our new relationship on the down low, that didn’t stop us from sneaking off into any available dark corner or closet to make out and, occasionally, even to have a quick fuck. What can I say, I was twenty and horny. Having sex everywhere and anywhere I could sounded like a great idea at the time. It only became problematic when Lexie repeatedly insisted that I come back to his apartment with him for more extensive play times.

That’s when my conscience would bother me the most. When it would strike home exactly how wrong my actions were. Because every time I let myself be towed into Lexie’s bed, I would see Keith‘s image in my mind, watching us, wearing a hurt expression. But when I tried to say no, tried to make excuses for why I shouldn’t concede to Lexie‘s importuning, he’d get the exact same hurt look in his soulful golden-brown eyes. I felt like I was being forced to choose which man I would hurt the most. Soft-hearted me, I was absolutely unable to make that choice. What I didn’t realize until later was that I was the one who would end up being the most hurt of all.

In the beginning, though, I managed to tamp down that underlying guilt, and my trysts with Lexie were both exciting and enjoyable. He was an attentive lover, although not nearly as skilled as Keith. Sex with Lexie was always tender and gentle; maybe a little tame compared to what I was used to, but not bad. To be honest, I’ve always preferred a more robust — sometimes even aggressive — fuck, at least most of the time. Keith always seemed to know when my mood was trending that way and would indulge me. Lexie, however, didn’t want to go there. The few times I tried to spice things up a little with Lexie did not go over very well. He always managed to bring things down to the level he was comfortable with, petting and stroking me into quiescence.

That, by the way, was the one worrisome thing that I noted right from the start; the fact that Lexie always had to be in charge when we were having sex. And I don’t mean just that he always insisted on topping. It was more than that. He had to control the whole situation from start to finish. He would resist any and all advances I made, brushing me off until he was ready, then simply take over. He would arrange the scene, almost as if he were staging a play, laying me out on the bed just so, placing pillows around me in a decorative fashion and adjusting the ambience of the room accordingly. He also had to be the one in charge of deciding which position we fucked in. If I tried to take back any control at all, even something as small as quickening our pace or changing our rhythm, he’d get annoyed. 

I was used to being with a forceful lover, but even though Keith liked to be in control much of the time, he never subjugated me during sex in the same way Lexie would. Keith preferred his lovers to be active partners. He liked the fact that I gave as good as I took. Sex with Keith was always something of a game, a half-joking battle for dominance that he oftentimes let me win. Making love with Keith was a joyful experience, whereas, every time with Lexie was treated as some solemn, spiritual event, to be performed with intense seriousness. This difference definitely contributed to my slightly negative assessment of Lexie’s prowess. Not that I ever dared mention that to him. 

If the sexual control thing bothered me at the beginning, though, I resolutely brushed aside my worries. I told myself it was unfair to compare my two, very different, lovers. I also, I suppose, thought that there’d be time later, if I continued this affair with Lexie, to explore a more versatile sex life. Not that I was planning on the thing with Lexie going anywhere in particular. I really wasn’t. I was still deeply in love with Keith, even though I was angry with him, and I had no intention of breaking off our relationship. I told myself my fling with
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