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      Overcoming addiction hasn’t been a cake walk, and finding self-worth after choosing the path that landed me at rock bottom?

       

      Damn near impossible.

       

      For me, sex and booze go together like PB&J, so staying clean means no hookups.

       

      AA meetings help me stay the course…until a lip-glossed twink walks in and threatens my willpower.

       

      Chase is a summer rainstorm, washing away the dust from a too-long drought. He makes me crave the things I’ve set behind me, causing a restlessness I recognize.

       

      A new addiction.

       

      However, giving in to my desire for Chase will land me back in the hole I crawled from, a place I know I won’t escape a second time.

       

      And I’ll never forgive myself if I drag him down along with me.
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      The metal chair beneath my ass barely held my muscle mass. I sat with other AA members around me as our circle filled in and the din of voices rose.

      Nine months sober, and I still got a nugget of gold whenever I attended weekly meetings at the old library. Faces came and went, but hearing others' stories, where they found their strength, encouraged me to stay on course.

      “Check out tonight’s fresh meat.” My buddy Jack hunched on the seat beside me and nodded toward the door.

      I shook my head while chuckling.

      My friends thought I was a horny fucker from how I hit on guys, but Jack didn’t just check out and tease. He was hot and down for dick twenty-four seven.

      He hadn’t dealt with drug use and sex like I had for countless years. The two had always gone together for me like pizza and beer. Peanut butter and jelly. Getting clean and remaining that way meant no sex.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t look.

      I glanced toward the door where Jack stared and salivated.

      I ended up doing the same.

      Fresh meat, fucking young as hell to be attending an AA meeting. A tiny little thing compared to me who’d been called a mountain countless times. He wasn’t my usual bear type, but my dick jolted like I’d stuck my finger in a socket.

      Untied boots covered his feet, and ripped jeans that appeared soft and buttery ended at his trim bare belly. He wore a pink crop top that stretched over small pec muscles.

      The rest of him struck like flashes of photography, ingrained in vibrant color behind my eyes.

      Slender, pale neck.

      Pink glossed lips, gorgeously swollen, I could imagine begging for cock.

      A perfect pert nose hinted at brattiness with a silver ring looped through the right side.

      Dark eyes peered right at me, a lick of mascara giving him an innocent appearance.

      My breath left in a rush like a punch to the gut, and my pulse thrummed like it hadn’t in…forever.

      He smiled, and I let out a groaned sigh, because goddamn, the kid hit me like a summer rainstorm. He washed away the dust from a too-long drought. I inhaled what felt like pure oxygen that invigorated every cell in my body.

      “The fuck, Michael?” Jack elbowed me.

      I tore my focus off the cute-as-fuck twink and cleared my throat. “Huh?”

      “The fuck was that?”

      “What was what?” My usually deep voice sounded like someone had squeezed the life from my tingling balls.

      Jack broke out into laughter that drew some gazes, and I shifted on my fragile chair, revealing how unsettled the kid had made me—something not easily done.

      We’d gained everyone’s attention, including the twink who sat far enough from me in our circle that I could easily make eye contact with him.

      He flashed me another grin.

      Winked.

      And turned away to chat with the person beside him who offered their hand in greeting.

      Those glistening lips moved, and every curve and purse while speaking or listening kept me captive.

      Since when did my dick find gloss on a guy worth swelling over? Narrow shoulders and a slim build hadn’t ever grabbed hold of my attention for a second look.

      And look, I did.

      He wasn’t scrawny per se, more lithe like he spent time swimming laps in a pool instead of lifting weights like I did. Fragile wrists covered in various bracelets—beads, metal, and leather. Unmarked skin along his core, a hint of ab muscles peeking as he twisted slightly. A decent sized bulge in comparison to the rest of his body⁠—

      “You’re drooling,” Jake whispered and elbowed me.

      I tore my attention from our newest member and scowled at my friend.

      The chair of our group got things rolling, and everyone quieted down while I fought off the boner cramped in my jeans. I gave my full attention to the meeting, but my body’s awareness lingered to my left and the flash of pink in my periphery.

      We had our moment of silence where I leaned forward and propped my elbows on my knees. I inhaled slowly, attempting to clear my mind and struggling for the first time to do so since starting AA. I blamed the kid who baffled the fuck out of my brain even though my body had zero issues in accepting the insta-lust that had swept me away like a flash flood.

      Prayer followed, but I didn't believe in God. Never had, thanks to my heathen parents, but to each his own. The God of a lot of those sitting around me would probably consider the lusts of my flesh a sin.

      At least the gym rats I'd gotten to know since moving back to Philly no longer agreed with the shit they'd been raised in. All things God and church revered, all things non-heterosexual a big no-no.

      Focus, dipshit.

      While others spent time in prayer to a throne that didn't exist, I meditated, searching through myself for thoughts and feelings that needed to be categorized or set aside.

      I’d done well since the last meeting. Not one twinge of desire for liquor had hit me during my first stressful week as a responsible nine-to-fiver after landing a job in my engineering field.

      Second chances didn’t always come for addicts, and I clung to my thankfulness even though I still had to live with my parents. I kept my goals in front of me and hoped to be out on my own within a couple of months.

      “We have a few new friends here with us tonight,” our chair said, pulling my eyes up off the parquet floor I hadn’t realized I stared at.

      Still leaning forward as a few others in our group did, I attempted to listen in as the woman three seats away from me introduce herself. A recent divorce had sent her spiraling back into the lifestyle she’d left behind twenty years earlier.

      I feared being sober for that long and crashing again.

      I’d gotten my shit together and kicked ass while doing so, going through the 12-Step Program without issue beyond the God parts. Even making amends hadn’t proven too difficult.

      Apologizing to Aaron Weston, the guy I'd beaten to hell when we were kids, had been the worst. I'd grown up with a homophobic brother who'd caught me jacking off—and groaning my secret crush’s name.

      I’d taken my anger out on the one I’d been obsessed with.

      I’d broken Aaron’s nose, his arm…cracked some ribs—all because I couldn’t accept who I was and took the easy way out of blaming him for my body’s natural reactions of attraction. For years, I’d hated myself for what I’d done to an innocent and had gone off the deep end.

      I’d straightened that shit out a couple of months earlier thanks to detox and rehab, and Aaron had forgiven me without question after I’d spilled my guts. He worked at the gym I spent a few hours in every day, often joined by his partner, Ezra, an ex-missionary. The newest of our group, Aiden, had moved into town about a month earlier, but he was good people too.

      “Chase?” our chair said, pulling me back to the present.

      “I’m Chase.” The cute twink waved around the circle, his smile flashing, cheeks slightly pink as people greeted him by name.

      I couldn’t find my voice to toss one out as our gazes snagged hold of each another’s.

      Another cleansing breath filled my lungs, my heart thudding in my ears.

      “Long story short?” He fucking giggled while looking away from me and rubbing his hands down his jeans. “I’ll try for a nutshell, but I’m wicked bad at knowing when to shut up.”

      A few chuckles rose, but I stared at his mouth, captivated by how the lights glinted off the gloss I wanted to suck from his lips. And his Boston accent?

      Sexy as fuck.

      “My father was an abusive drunk, so around age fourteen, I started swigging from his bottles when he wasn’t looking. I spent ten years drunk off of my ass while getting said ass handed to me by him and other bullies for being queer.”

      Heat rose in my guts, burning enough that I clenched my jaw and turned my eyes down to the floor again, all thoughts of sexiness ripped from my mind. If Chase knew what I'd done, he wouldn’t have given me a second look. He sure as hell wouldn’t have winked at me.

      The part of me he’d brought to life inside my chest shriveled right back up.

      “I met the most amazing therapist two years ago—she’s my person—or was, rather, until I moved down here.” Chase’s voice cracked, and I swore my heart did the same. “Anyway! Short. Right.” A shaky laugh revealed he tried to hold onto his emotions, and fuck how I wanted to offer my strength. “She helped me see my worth, I’ve come to accept who I am, my dad's liver finally quit on him, and I now have money for college." A deep breath and Chase rushed onward. "I forgave that asshole while dry-eyed at his gravesite, but for myself, not for the inheritance, then I uprooted from Boston and here I am."

      A better man than me. I’d have cursed the asshole and encouraged the worms to gorge on his flesh.

      “I’m going to school for a Behavioral Science Degree, and my goal is to be a counselor at the Humanity House or somewhere similar for LGBTQ persons.” A hint of happiness laced Chase’s voice. “AA was a lifeline for me back home, and I’m happy to have found this group. It’s communities like this that make things a little bit easier when you’re determined to live your second chance at—and best—life.”

      I lifted my head to find his big brown eyes focused on me. Still wet from unshed tears over missing his “person,” they held vulnerability and interest that swelled me back to uncomfortable as fuck even though I could never measure up.

      Chase was twenty-six, I’d worked out from
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