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      David left the party without saying goodbye. He now deeply regretted the time and energy his secretary had spent on finding him a costume, even if he did look damn good in breeches and a frock coat.

      Fondue, for God’s sake, like it was 1975, and most of the guests seemed to have hit their peak in the seventies too. A headache was creeping up on him from the terrible vodka, and the cat’s piss Ian had tried to pass off as 1947 Cheval Blanc was the last straw.

      Out on the street, he stood still for a second and let the breeze chill him while he waited for an opening in the traffic. He’d take a shortcut through the park and be home in ten minutes. He set out as briskly as his blood alcohol level would allow.

      The cherry trees were in bloom, thick as snow along the boughs. David passed into their shadow and stopped to look up at the glow of blossoms in the dark.

      From just behind him came a voice: “Don’t move.”

      David started to turn automatically, but a hard shove sent him to his knees, pieces of gravel and bark stinging his palms. Something sharp and cold pricked at the back of his neck, and he froze.

      “Up,” the man said.

      David rose unsteadily and rubbed his palms over his thighs. He glanced back but saw the man behind him only as a dark shape in tight jeans. Long hair and poor light obscured his face.

      He got another shove, this time against a tree. “Money,” the man said. “Where are the fucking pockets in these pants?”

      “Breeches don’t have pockets,” David said, with enunciation careful enough to compensate for the vodka. “That is why I don’t have money.”

      “You don’t – fuck. Like hell you don’t.” The man crowded in close behind him, holding him in place with his body. “You must have something. Give it to me, or – or I’ll cut you. I will.”

      David could hear the man’s quick breaths. His heartbeat thudded against David’s back. The knife was so sharp that David could barely feel the edge. David tried to concentrate on that instead of the man’s solid warmth, his hard thighs, his hair brushing David’s neck. Knives didn’t usually do it for him.

      “I don’t,” he said, voice just a little unsteady. He swallowed hard. “I promise.” And then, unable to help himself: “Search me.”

      “I will,” the man growled. “Don’t fucking move.”

      One hand groped up David’s sides, over his chest and his hips. A rough, hard grip on his ass seemed to linger a little too long and pulled a shaky gasp from him.

      “Quiet.”

      The side of the man’s hand covered David’s mouth, and the knife lay flat against his cheek. The other hand slid slowly and thoroughly over the curve of his ass and down his thigh. David tried not to squirm. Or to push back into the touch. He’d done stupider things, but he tried not to add to that list these days.

      The man slammed a hand against the tree. David jumped. The blade was back at his throat, and it caught against his Adam’s apple. His heartbeat picked up, and he felt his cock stir. He might need to rethink his position on knives. And his sanity.

      “You gotta have something. Twenty bucks. Come on. Rich assholes like you don’t walk around with nothing.”

      “We do when we don’t have any pockets.”

      “Are you laughing at me, fuckface? Fine. Get out of this, take it off.”

      He yanked at David’s jacket hard enough to make him stagger. A seam gave way. David struggled out of it, hands shaky.

      The knife point drew a sharp line between his shoulder blades. “Shirt too.”

      David worked at the buttons, but not fast enough to keep the man from slicing his shirt up the back. A few more seconds and it lay on the ground, certainly in no fit state to be returned to the costume shop.

      The man grabbed his shoulder, turned him, and shoved him back against the tree. He planted a hand on David’s chest. He was close enough that David could see his eyes, gray and sharp, the color of dawn.

      “You want to lose the pants too? Come on. Cough up the cash.”

      David curled his fingers against the trunk. He could feel his cock stiffening despite his best efforts to think about anything else. Breeches hid nothing, and he held his breath as the man’s eyes traveled down his body.

      “Are you getting off on this? What the fuck is wrong with you?” He sounded more confused than angry, and he was still staring.

      “I really don’t have any money.” David swallowed. He tried once again to keep his mouth shut, but he’d never been particularly good at that. “Maybe you’d like something else.”

      The man frowned at him, like he didn’t understand what David was offering, and then his mouth sagged open as he got it. He surged forward, pinning David hard with his body, knife tight against his throat again.

      “I don’t like being laughed at, asshole. I thought I made that pretty fucking clear.”

      Maybe not, but he liked something about the situation. David could feel his cock pressed against his thigh, and it wasn’t entirely soft. He seemed to realize that at the same time David did. A moment of stillness stretched between them, and then the man took a step back.

      “Fuck you, man. You’re nuts. Just – get out of here. And don’t tell anyone. Or I’ll find you.” His voice wavered on the last sentence, and then he took off running into the dark.

      David took a few seconds to lean against the tree and breathe and cup his dick. He gathered up his clothes. The shirt wasn’t even worth putting back on, so he slid his arms into the frock coat instead and buttoned it up.

      The vodka seemed to have been burned out of him. His steps were steady, and his mind was clear as he walked toward his house.

      He didn’t call the police. Up in his bedroom, he took off the costume and set it aside for cleaning. He stood under the shower until the smoke and perfume of the party washed away, but the feel of large hands on his chest and ass and thighs remained.

      In his mind, the man shoved him face-first into the tree and yanked his breeches down, fucked him with a knife at his throat, told him he’d better come quick or he wouldn’t get to come at all. David heard his breath echo off the shower walls and fisted his cock hard and fast. He came in a tingling rush with his face against the shower wall and water streaming down his back.
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      His phone woke him the next morning. He groped for it blindly, pressed the button to answer it, and said nothing. Whoever it was, he didn’t want to encourage them.

      Unfortunately, it was Angie. She knew that trick and needed no encouragement.

      “Did you actually go to that thing last night?” she asked. “You said you weren’t going.”

      “I had the costume,” David mumbled. He rolled onto his side and sat up enough to see the clock across the room. Almost eight. It had been one when he got back. That was enough sleep. He had no right to feel this dead.

      “How was it?” Angie asked.

      “Terrible.”

      “You said it would be terrible.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You said Ian was a classless whore.”

      “He is.”

      “Seems harsh.”

      “You haven’t met him. With luck, you never will. I just woke up. Do you have a point?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got those reports you wanted on the vineyard in Switzerland. Do you want them sent over, or will you wait until Monday like a sane person who has a life outside of work?”

      “Guess.”

      “I’ll send them over.”

      “Great.”

      “In the afternoon. Get some more sleep. You sound like shit.” She hung up on him.

      More sleep would’ve been nice, but he had a nagging headache, not quite a hangover, and he’d fallen asleep with his hair wet the night before, so it undoubtedly looked like something had nested in it. A shower would fix both problems.

      By the time he’d showered, shaved, and had his first cup of coffee, he did feel less dead, if not substantially more awake. The second cup helped. Thinking about his near-mugging last night did not, but he couldn’t stop.

      Maybe he could go to the club tonight and find someone. That was, after all, why he’d joined. In an effort to keep himself from being any stupider than he had to be, to keep from getting himself into serious trouble.

      Last night could’ve been serious trouble.

      Maybe you’d like something else.

      He could’ve gotten himself killed with that line.

      He passed a hand over his eyes and got up to make toast. He could still feel the knife at his throat, the hard body holding him down. He leaned against the counter with his eyes closed and palmed his cock through his sweatpants.

      What if the man had taken him up on his offer? What if he’d let David suck him right there? Made him do it. Pushed him down and fucked his mouth.

      The toast popped up and startled David so badly that he dropped the butter knife on the floor and had to get out another. He spread butter on the toast viciously in retaliation. He needed those files sooner rather than later so he’d have better things to think about than a failed mugging under the cherry blossoms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Four days later, David had thought about it often enough that he needed to buy more lube.

      He walked home from the drugstore with the bag swinging from his wrist. The shortest way home was across the park. He hesitated near the little fountain with its spouting stone dog, but obviously nothing was going to happen. Regardless of whether he wanted it to or not.

      He ducked off the gravel path and into the dusk that had arrived a little earlier under the cherry trees.

      A shadow moved behind him.

      The knife at his neck made him stiffen immediately, and that same half-desperate voice spoke in his ear. “Take out your wallet and drop it on the ground.”

      David couldn’t help himself. “You’ve refined your technique, I see,” he said.

      A long pause. “Fuck,” the man said. “I don’t believe this.”

      “You should’ve picked a different park.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t see any fancy coat or leggings this time, asshole, so quit talking shit and get out your wallet.”

      David dug in his pocket and came up with the two dollars and seventeen cents he’d gotten in change. “On the ground? It won’t be easy to find the coins.”

      “Goddammit,” the guy said through his teeth. “You want me to search you again?”

      David bit the inside of his lip to stop himself saying yes. The pause stretched at least a decade. He could hear his own breath and the other man’s, the thump of his heart, could feel it in his ears and his cock.

      “Maybe you do,” the man said, in an entirely new tone of voice. He palmed David’s ass and squeezed tight. “You want this?”

      David leaned back into it with a sharp breath. “Yes. God.”

      The man gave him a hard shove, and David stumbled forward until he hit one of the cherry trees and held on with both hands. A second later, there was a body pressed close against his, and the man’s cock was hard enough to feel through two pairs of jeans.

      He spoke low in David’s ear. “Did you come out here looking for this? Looking for me? Or maybe just anybody.”

      “I actually went out to buy lube.”

      That got him another short burst of very loud silence. “You’re fucking crazy,” the man said.

      David leaned his hot cheek against the cool wood of the cherry tree. “Probably. Do you want my two dollars, or do you want a blow job?”

      The man snatched the money from David’s hand, but he didn’t move. David could hear a group of people passing by on the sidewalk, talking and laughing. They seemed very far away from this insulated pocket of silence.

      “I’m not gay,” the man said.

      “What’s your point?”

      “You’d do it right here?”

      “Say yes and find out.”

      The man swallowed audibly. “Yes,” he said.

      He let David ease back from the tree, turn around, and kneel. He leaned over him, and his dick was rock hard by the time David got it out of his jeans. David could smell him, and his mouth was watering.

      “Do it, come on,” the man said, closer to a plea than an order, despite the knife he still held in his right hand. “Fuck. Come on.”

      David felt dizzy from lack of oxygen long before he got the man’s cock in his mouth and sucked him in deep. He was so hard now he ached with it, felt it in his teeth and the hot twist of his stomach. He closed his lips tight around the base and brought his hands up to the man’s thighs, solid with taut muscle.

      “Jesus, I can’t believe this. You’re such a slut,” the man said, and it sounded like awe.

      The faint high whine that escaped David at that was enough encouragement for the man to take his head in his hands and grind into his mouth. David lost his rhythm and his breath as a thick hard cock shoved down his throat. He choked on it, heard the sounds the man was making, helpless grunts as he shoved forward in tight thrusts. David clung to him and let him do it.

      “You – oh – God, you love this, take it, fucking take it. Swallow it—”

      The man came with a hard spurt against the back of David’s throat, and David swallowed as instructed, swallowed around the head again and again until the man pushed him away with a low groan and bent over with his hands on his knees.

      The knife had fallen to the ground some time ago. David picked it up.

      “Gimme that,” the man said but, out of breath and with his cock still hanging out of his jeans, he was less than intimidating.

      “No. I’m keeping it. Find a new career. You’re not very good at this one.”

      The man straightened up and got his jeans zipped. He made one grab for the knife, but David held it out of reach. He looked like he might say something else if David gave him an excuse, but David just stayed on his knees and licked a dribble of come off his lower lip.

      The man stared. His hand hovered in mid-air, and then he turned and stalked away without a word.

      David made himself wait until he got home to do anything about his own erection. Sucking cock outdoors was one thing, but being caught jerking off in a public park was too sordid to contemplate.
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      The Maritime Club occupied a brownstone with a red painted door in one of the more expensive parts of Greenwich Village. Its only sign was the bronze door-knocker in the shape of a square knot.

      The inside kept to a vaguely nautical theme of polished wood and brass. A painting by one of the members hung in the lounge: a grating rigged on a sailing ship, the man tied to it, and the bosun’s mate with his arm pulled back to strike. The title was engraved on a small plaque underneath: Rum, Sodomy, and the Lash.

      David sat on a stool at the bar and studied it. Newly installed lighting in the lounge picked out the face of the man about to be flogged in a way David had never noticed before. He looked almost smug.

      Ian slid onto the stool next to David, equally smug and garishly handsome with a gold watch, a Caribbean tan, and a smile made of teeth. “David, my darling. I didn’t think I’d see you back here so soon,” he said.

      “You’re a cheap host,” David told him. “That was a dreadful party, and you should send apology notes to everyone who came.”

      “Most of the people who actually came thought it was all right.”

      “No amount of sex could make up for that wine.”

      “You’re such a snob, David.”

      “I’ve never understood why that’s meant to be a bad thing.”

      Ian grinned at him, chin propped on his fist. “No, you wouldn’t. How have you been?”

      “You don’t care how I’ve been, and I’m not in the mood for small talk.”

      “When are you ever? All right. What are you in the mood for?”

      David shrugged and turned his glass on the bar, first one way and then the other, spreading out the puddle of condensation that had collected beneath it. He was still thinking about the man in the park, still feeling that dangerous spark under his skin. He had the knife in his bedside drawer, and he’d held it to his own throat when he’d jerked off last night.

      “Need some help relaxing?” Ian asked.

      “I don’t need your help for anything.”

      “You’re in a state.”

      “That’s insulting and condescending.”

      “You’re usually into that,” Ian said dryly.

      David looked down to hide his smile. “What are you offering?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Just get a fucking room.”

      He picked up his drink to finish it off, and Ian caught his wrist. “Not if we’re going upstairs,” he said.

      David set it down. “Fine. Hurry up then.”

      A few minutes later, David was following him upstairs. They had the second room on the right, which was mainly bare inside. A series of eyebolts were screwed into the wall and a closet full of ropes and toys stood in the corner next to a wooden chair. The bigger rooms had beds, but David and Ian seldom got that far.

      “Well?” Ian said.

      “Just pick something.”

      Ian leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “I hate to even ask, but is there something you want to talk about?”

      David stripped off his shirt and slung it onto a chair in the corner. He paced from the closet to the door and back. “We go through this every time. Doesn’t it ever strike you as a little dull?”

      “This?”

      “Negotiations, safewords, all of it.”

      “If you’re expecting me to agree to do without safewords—”

      “No, of course not. Just—” He shook his head. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      Ian was watching him, head tilted to one side. “I feel like I’m juggling live grenades with you sometimes. If you walked out of here now, where would you go?”

      “Nowhere. Home.”

      “Sure about that? Not a back alley somewhere?”

      “That happened once.”

      “You called me once. I feel like it wasn’t the first time it happened. Maybe it was just the first time you had someone you could call.”

      “I’m not as stupid now as I was when I was younger. That’s why I joined this place to begin with.”

      “You never told me what happened.”

      “Nothing that bad.” He dropped into the chair and arched his back until his spine popped. “Just enough. I’ve learned my lesson. Promise.”

      “You’re still bored.”

      “Maybe it’s you. Maybe you’re just boring,” David said.

      “Find someone else. I won’t be offended.”

      “Too much trouble.

      Ian sighed. “Do you want to go back down and have a drink instead?”

      “You’ve got the room already. Just tie me up and get on with it. Tell me what you’re going to do if you must, but for God’s sake don’t keep asking me if it’s all right. If I don’t like it, I’ll let you know.”

      Ian smiled. “That I can believe.”
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      Despite what he’d said to Ian, despite all David’s best intentions, the third time was on purpose. The cherry trees were still heavy with flowers, and it seemed impossible that so little time could’ve passed. He stood in their shadow and waited and felt faintly foolish.

      Once was chance, twice was an odd coincidence. The third time would require intention on both sides, not just his, and he had no reason to think – well. That wasn’t quite true. Free blowjobs were a damn good reason for most men to do anything. Even so, it was unlikely.

      He waited, paced the park, and saw no one. A police car cruised by. David wondered if someone else had been more successfully mugged than he had. Maybe the man had been caught. Maybe the police could see him lurking suspiciously in the trees and thought he was going to mug someone.

      After another five minutes and a police siren in the distance that made him itchy with paranoia, he gave up. Might as well head home, get a shower, go over the notes from Australia again.

      Just behind him, the man said: “You’re really asking for it this time.”

      An honest to God chill ran down David’s spine, and he let out a slow breath. “No knife?”

      “You took it,” the man said. He sounded young and a little sulky.

      “You let me.”

      “Yeah, well. I wasn’t having much luck with it.”

      “So what are you doing here?”

      No answer. David could see their shadows, cast long in front of them by the ground lighting at the edge of the path and merging into one.

      “You were looking for me,” David said. “And I was looking for you.”

      “Yeah?” The voice was just a little breathless, and the man stepped up behind David to press against his back, one hand tight on his hip. “You want my dick again?”

      David closed his eyes and swallowed. It was a little embarrassing how much he wanted to get down on his knees in the dirt again right now, but he had more in mind for tonight.

      “What’s your name?” he said.

      There was a deeply suspicious pause. “Why do you want to know? So you can tell the cops?”

      “I haven’t reported either incident to the police. It doesn’t have to be your real name. Just something I can call you.”

      Some insomniac bird tootled quietly in the tree nearby. The body behind David shifted and pressed more firmly against his. David could feel the hard bulge of his cock, hot through his jeans.

      “Jasper,” the man said. “Jazz. People call me Jazz.”

      “Come home with me, Jazz.”

      “You are fucked in the head.”

      “I’d rather be fucked in the ass.”

      “I told you I’m not gay,” Jazz said.

      “You don’t have to be. It’s not that different.”

      Another pause, a shaky inhale behind him, and then Jazz shoved him away a step. “Fine. Don’t have to go anywhere for that. Get your pants down.”

      David turned toward him finally. “Are you sure? I live very close, and I promise to let you steal my silver.”

      Jazz’s jaw tightened. “You think this is funny, huh?”

      “Not at all. Don’t you want to get me alone so you can have your way with me? I have handcuffs if that would help.”

      “You’re just fucking with me.”

      “I promise you I’m not.”

      Jazz wavered visibly, lips pressed together in a tight line, and then grabbed David’s wrist in a bruising grip. “You better not be.”

      “The north side of the park, and then left at the intersection. Keys in my pocket.”

      Jazz let go of his wrist and grabbed his upper arm instead, like he thought David might run. They walked close together. David glanced at him as they passed under the streetlights and finally got an impression of his face that wasn’t all shadows and pale eyes: dark blond hair not quite to his shoulders, pointed eyebrows, solemn mouth, hollows under his pale gray eyes. If not for the strength in his shoulders and the way he carried himself, he would’ve looked terribly young. He still looked young.

      “What are you staring at?” Jazz said.

      “Nothing.” David nodded down the street. “That’s the house, the black door.”

      Jazz stabbed the key into the lock and pushed open the door of David’s townhouse. The mirrors in the front hall glittered at them, reflecting the dull gold streetlights until Jazz kicked the door shut.

      David shook him off and ran for the stairs. There was a moment of stillness, and then footsteps pounded after him. He slowed enough to let Jazz catch up with him at the bedroom door.

      Hard hands caught his shoulders and shoved him into the room and then face-first into the wall. “Don’t run away from me,” Jazz said, low and rough.

      “If I don’t run, how are you supposed to catch me?” He was so hard he pushed his hips forward and rubbed himself against the wall.

      Jazz’s grip tightened. “I guess I need those cuffs.”

      “Bedside table.”

      The weight left his back. He heard the open and slam of a drawer and the rattle of metal on metal. One cold circle closed around his wrist.

      “Are you,” Jazz started. “You shouldn’t – Jesus, dude, I tried to mug you.”

      David turned to glare at him. “Do you want to do this or not?”

      There was a long stretch of heavy breathing in his ear, and then Jazz yanked him around and pushed the other cuff through the bed frame before snapping it onto David’s left wrist. It left him bent over, elbows resting awkwardly on the mattress. He straightened his legs and pushed his ass out and up.

      Jazz cursed and nearly tore David’s pants open, yanking them down around his thighs. He palmed David’s cheeks roughly and spread them. “Shit. You got yourself all slicked up like a chick.”

      One finger touched David’s hole, and David made a high sound in his throat. “Please,” he said, almost needy enough to be embarrassed by it. “Put it in.”

      “Yeah,” Jazz breathed.

      And then there was the blunt head of that thick cock forcing its way inside him in short little stabs, no time to adjust or do anything but  moan and hump back against it. Jazz grabbed him and slammed in the rest of the way, hips and balls right up against David’s and so deep that David’s cock jerked and spat pre-come across his belly.

      “Tight,” Jazz whispered. “Jesus. Didn’t know it could be so tight.”

      David squeezed down around him and heard his breath catch. The next second, Jazz was fucking him flat out, so hard that David’s cock bounced in the air and his feet slipped on the floor.

      David rested his forehead against his cuffed hands and held onto the bed frame. Jazz’s fingertips ground into the blades of David’s hipbones as he yanked David back against him. A sharp kick spread David’s legs still wider.

      “Christ, shit, gonna fuck your ass so hard,” Jazz muttered, and he did, hard and wild. David let his head hang down between his arms and panted. He could feel every inch, slicked barely enough, and that hot touch of friction made him sweat.

      Jazz paused inside him, screwed his hips forward so hard and slow that it made David whine helplessly and turn his face against his arm.

      “Hot,” Jazz whispered. “You want it bad, huh?”

      “Yes, fuck, yes. Move.”

      Jazz moved, fast and deep, pounding him hard with quick strokes that knocked the breath out of him. David’s fingers slipped on the bed frame, and he bent further. Jazz’s hand slid up his spine to the back of his neck. His other hand pressed across David’s stomach, tipping his hips so he could sink in deeper.

      David closed his eyes and bit at his own arm. His cock jerked and pulsed, so close, and then Jazz’s hand closed tentatively around it. David moaned and shoved into it, and that was all it took. He came hard, knees shaking and feeling like they might dump him on the floor.

      Jazz shoved into him still faster, low sounds muffled against David’s back. He stilled as he came. His nails dug into David’s shoulder, and his panting was the only sound in the room.

      “The silver’s downstairs if you want it,” David said into the silence that followed.

      Jazz smacked his ass hard and pulled out. “How about you stop laughing at me, and maybe I won’t decide to just leave you here.”

      “It was a serious offer,” David said. “At least somewhat serious.”

      Jazz unlocked the cuffs, and David rubbed at his wrists. They hurt now, had probably hurt before, though he hadn’t felt it. Irregular red circles ringed them like bracelets.

      “I don’t want your silver,” Jazz said.

      David looked over his shoulder. “Is there something you do want?”

      Jazz gnawed at his lip and came nowhere close to meeting David’s eyes. “A guy like you – you must have a bunch of suits, right? You look like sorta my size.”

      David blinked at him. “Yes. Of course.” He waved at the closet. “Take whatever you like.”

      Jazz zipped up and stood, unsteady and gripping the bed. He opened the closet door and flipped through David’s stuff. A lot of it was suits, unfortunately. One had to look respectable.

      David crawled onto the bed and wiped himself clean with a handful of tissues. He kicked his shoes and pants off and lay back against the pile of pillows, watching. He’d expected Jazz to grab what he could and run, which was why the spare key to the cuffs was on a chain around his neck. He definitely hadn’t expected the reach-around, let alone the odd sartorial request.

      Jazz held the grey Hugo Boss to his chest. “This one?”

      “Told you, any one you want.”

      Jazz just stared at him.

      David sighed and rolled off the bed. He found Jazz a light blue shirt and a dark silver tie.

      “They’re expensive,” Jazz said, with the hint of a question in his voice.

      “I wouldn’t wear anything cheap.”

      “Right. And these all go together, yeah?”

      “I promise,” David said solemnly.

      “Right.” Jazz let his eyes sink below the level of David’s shirt hem, presumably checking out his cock. He looked quickly away. “Okay, I’m out of here.”

      David walked him down and locked the door behind him.
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      Their restaurant choice for the night, Kiwi, was a bit gaudy for David’s taste, with bright green tablecloths and too many mirrors, but Angie liked it and so did Kevin. David thought their new trend of naming desserts after fashion designers was questionable, but that didn’t stop him from eating Betsey Johnson and licking the fork clean.

      “Ian’s after the Cheval Blanc again,” David said. “He was waving around some counterfeit he paid a mint for.”

      “If you’d just get it for him, he’d stop bothering you,” Angie said.

      “It’s overrated.”

      “You’ve never had it,” Kevin said, in what David considered an unnecessarily loud voice.

      David waved a hand. “It makes a good story. The little wine that could, throwing off the stench of the Nazi occupation, excelling under difficult conditions. That’s the only reason the media’s latched onto it.”

      “Media,” Angie said. “A couple of online articles.”

      “Enough so Ian’s heard of it, and that is more than enough.”

      “You could try it,” Angie said. “It wouldn’t kill you. Or you could buy some and let me try it. You know, take one for the team.”

      “One of our clients offered to sell me some. He’s docked in Argentina right now.”

      “He has a wine cellar on his boat?” Kevin said.

      “I think when it gets that large, you’re meant to call it a ship.”

      “Are you sure about Argentina?” Angie said. “Do we really need it after the Casa Mafalda stuff?”

      “It’ll sell. Argentina is the new big thing in organics.” David scraped more pink frosting off his plate and looked round. The piano music was a bit loud.

      “If people will trust anything that comes from South America,” Angie said.

      “They will. A few ads, hard working farmers and donkeys. No problem.”

      “Hey, yeah. Nice.” Kevin sounded faintly admiring. He’d been in advertising before he came to work for David.

      Angie gave both of them a look.

      “It is not my fault people are easily manipulated,” David said. “Anyway, Argentina’s organic safeguards are very good. It’s not like we’d be lying to them. Except about the donkeys.”

      “Wouldn’t count on that. That biodynamic vineyard in California uses mules and oxes.”

      “Oxen,” Kevin said.

      “They bury oxen horns under their vines at the full moon,” Angie said. “Filled with cow shit I think.”

      David half-listened to the ensuing conversation about what kind of crack the state of California was on, but the piano music kept poking at him like a polite but insistent panhandler. It was loud because it was live, he realized, and who had live music these days? Kiwi did, apparently, and now that he was actually listening, David thought he might see why. It really wasn’t bad.

      It took him a few seconds to locate the piano in the room’s glittering labyrinth of mirrored walls and faux-Venetian chandeliers. When he did, he looked away again immediately. That was his suit over there, and presumably the young man inside it was Jazz. He looked astonishingly respectable out of his jeans and grubby hoodie and with his hair tied back in a short ponytail.

      “—check, David?” Kevin was saying.

      “Hm?”

      “I said, should I get the check?”

      “I’ll get it.” He nodded to the waiter and thought about Jazz’s hands on him, rough and utterly lacking in subtlety. Weren’t musicians meant to take care of their hands?

      “I can get it this time, honestly.” Kevin was usually as smooth as an oil slick, but when he was groping for his wallet in these situations, he always managed to look like he was touching himself.

      David handed over his card before Kevin managed to get his wallet out, as usual, and he slipped the waiter a folded-up hundred as well. “For your piano player. What’s his name, Jasper something?”

      “Yes, sir. Jasper White. Thank you, sir. I’m sure he’ll appreciate your generosity.”

      David watched to make sure the waiter actually handed over his generosity and then turned away. He didn’t particularly want to see Jazz’s reaction.

      “Suddenly a patron of the lounge singer arts?” Kevin said.

      “He’s not singing,” Angie said. “And he is quite good.”

      “If I wanted live music, I’d go to a damn concert. People are here to eat and blab, and here’s this poor sucker stuck in the background, cramping up his fingers for five bucks an hour. It’s so nineteenth century.”

      Angie clasped a hand to her heart. “Oh, Cutthroat Kevin, man of the people!”

      They were off again, dinner and a show.

      David signed the bill, tipping the waiter almost as absurdly as he had Jazz. On the way out, he mentioned to the maître d’ that they had a good thing in their piano player.

      “Jasper White, isn’t it?” David said, and watched him get that shifty look common to all social climbers who fear they might be unfamiliar with the next rung on the ladder.

      “You’ve heard of him?”

      “Of course. Talented, I’m told, though I’m not musical myself.”

      “Nor me,” the maître d’ agreed, glancing at Jazz with newfound respect. “But you can hear he’s got something, can’t you?”

      “Oh, yes,” David murmured. He let himself look back once before they left. Jazz was focused entirely on the sheet music in front of him.

      Angie and Kevin watched him warily as they left Kiwi. Even David would admit that his romantic history was something short of ideal, but he did wish they wouldn’t automatically assume he was going to jump every innocent young thing in sight.

      “Who’s coming with me to Argentina?” he asked, to head them off.

      “Not it!” Kevin said immediately.

      Angie rolled her eyes at him. “My God, are you five?”

      They were still bitching at each other twenty blocks later when the cab pulled up in front of David’s townhouse. David wondered if Angie even knew her hand was on Kevin’s thigh.

      “You’re both coming,” David said as he got out. “Let’s say Thursday. I’ll make the arrangements. Clear your schedules.” He slammed the door before Kevin could make the inevitable crack about Montezuma’s revenge.
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      It started raining around midnight. David was sitting in his kitchen, reading over profit reports and eating ice cream out of the carton with a teaspoon. The sound of his doorbell was almost drowned by thunder.

      When he opened the door, he was somehow unsurprised to see Jazz on the other side. His clothes – the hoodie and jeans, not David’s suit, thankfully – were sodden and dripping.

      “What do you want?” David said. “If you offer me my money back, I will shut the door in your face.”

      “No. Uh.” Jazz looked at him through the wet streaks of hair pasted across his cheeks. “Thought maybe I could stay here tonight? Don’t got anywhere else. It’s cold.”

      For a hundred dollars, he could get a fairly decent hotel room, even in this city. He might well steal David’s silver, or at least his electronics. He was a thug, regardless of how well he played. 

      Of course, he could’ve done all that before and left David cuffed to his own bed while he did it.

      “Get in here then. Towels and dry clothes upstairs, and don’t bother me, I’m working.”

      Jazz pushed past him and clomped upward, boots leaving wet marks on the wood.

      “And don’t throw your clothes on the floor, the hamper’s there for a reason!” David called, just as he heard the first wet splat. He sighed and went back to the kitchen.

      He meant to put the ice cream away, or at least put it in a bowl. Eating it out of the carton wasn’t a habit he indulged in front of other people. But Angie’s summary of organic cacao plantations proved oddly engrossing, and he was sucking absently on his spoon when Jazz came back down.

      Jazz was wearing David’s Harvard sweatpants and nothing else. His still-damp hair spotted beads of water down his chest. His exceptionally well muscled chest. Perhaps letting him in hadn’t been a mistake after all. David wondered if he was wearing underwear.

      “What’s that?” Jazz said.

      “The work you’re interrupting.”

      “What are you, like, a lawyer?”

      “God, no.”

      “Shrink? Stockbroker?”

      “I buy and sell wine.”

      “Your thing says chocolate.”

      “My research division is trying to convince me that single-estate organic chocolate would be a good addition to our investments.” That should sound sufficiently obscure to head off any more questions. Calling Angie his research division was overstating things a little, but it was still a small company.

      “Huh. Makes sense, I guess.”

      David glanced up at him. “Oh?”

      “Chocolate and wine go together, right? And single-estate, that just means not mixed in with other chocolates, like wine doesn’t get mixed in with other wines, yeah? Unless it’s really crappy wine. That’s what the wine guy at the restaurant said. You could match them up and sell them in pairs, like the perfect combination for people to get fat and drunk on.”

      That was a disturbingly good idea. David frowned. “Organically fat and drunk. Stop hovering. Why don’t you eat something?”

      “Like what?”

      “There’s leftover Indian in the fridge.”

      “Rather have ice cream.” He stole David’s spoon and dug it into the pint of rocky road.

      It was difficult not to watch him. His lips. His hands. David still had bruises from those hands, faded and yellowing. Jazz sucked on the spoon and dripped spots of ice cream onto David’s clean counter top.

      “How come there’s sheets on all your furniture?” Jazz said.

      “I’m not here much. I was in Australia for a month, and I’m leaving for Argentina on Thursday. It’s hardly worth it.”

      “So you just sit in your kitchen and eat ice cream?”

      “And occasionally get molested in the park by musical muggers, yes.”

      “You liked it.”

      David shrugged and looked down at the report again. It didn’t hold his attention the way it had a few minutes ago.

      “You did,” Jazz said, sliding off the counter to stand behind him. “Even the first time when I cut your shirt off, you had a boner like fucking Texas. You really get off on the rough shit.”

      David ignored him as much as was possible when he could feel Jazz’s heat and see one large hand resting on the granite beside his. He wondered again how it was possible for those hands to play as they did. Jazz’s knuckles were skinned, like he’d been fighting.

      “So if I just shoved you down over the counter and—”

      “I’m working,” David said, as severely as he could while all the blood in his brain was rushing south. “There’s a piano in the living room. Go and entertain yourself.”

      There was a long, tense moment where David thought Jazz might do it anyway, just push him down and take him, and he closed his eyes as his cock grew stupidly harder. When he opened them again, Jazz was gone.

      A few jangled notes came from the living room, and then a shout. “This thing needs to be fucking tuned!” But Jazz played anyway, something faster than the classical music at Kiwi.

      David listened and looked at his reports and utterly failed to read them. Eventually, he got up and closed the door to the living room so he could concentrate.

      In the morning, he called someone to tune the piano.
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      The week before Argentina went quickly, and David saw little of Jazz.  His spare key had disappeared from the hook by the door, and he heard music at odd hours of the morning. The Hugo Boss suit appeared one day draped over the kitchen island and in sad need of cleaning. He sent it out with his other things. He thought about changing the locks, but never quite progressed to the point of calling a locksmith.

      Tuesday night, they had dinner at Kiwi again because Angie wanted to irritate Kevin further with their nineteenth century live music. David got up to use the men’s room while he was waiting for his Dolce and Gabbana tart. He was drying his hands when Jazz pushed through the door and came to stand behind him.

      “You keep looking at me,” Jazz said.

      “No, I don’t.” He had been careful not to let himself do any such thing.

      “Well, then you keep not looking at me!”

      “I can hardly help that.”

      Jazz shoved him back against the wall, where he was hemmed in by two small tables piled high with fluffy, kiwi-colored hand towels. Jazz smelled like his aftershave.

      “I’m not giving you your keys back,” Jazz said. He sounded like he wasn’t sure he meant it, and his hands pressed harder into David’s chest as if to compensate.

      “I don’t believe I asked you to.”

      “I could steal all your shit.”

      “You haven’t so far.” He eyed the suit Jazz was wearing tonight, not the Hugo Boss but definitely one of David’s. “I assume I’ll get that back when it needs to be cleaned.”

      Jazz clenched his teeth and shoved at David again, though he was already flat against the wall with nowhere else to go. Jazz stepped in close, and David could feel the ridge of his cock against his hip. He was wondering if it would be a bad idea to blow Jazz in one of the stalls when Jazz planted a hand on the wall beside his head and kissed him.

      Jazz kissed like he fucked, rough and unsubtle. His teeth clicked against David’s, and he bit at David’s lip before shoving his tongue into his mouth. He wouldn’t have gotten that far if David hadn’t been caught in a bubble of shock.

      David grabbed his shirt and pushed hard, swinging him to the right with all his body weight. Jazz crashed into the counter and stayed there. His mouth was open and wet, and the front of his suit was wrinkled. His hard-on was incredibly obvious through his pants.

      “If you want me to stop laughing at you, stop doing things I find laughable,” David snapped, and then he was out the door and down the hall. He stood in the shadows by the emergency exit and forced his breathing back to normal. If only he could do the same for his heartbeat.

      He replayed the scene, Jazz’s surprise and confusion, maybe even hurt. Not that it mattered. Better to be clear. David didn’t need one more pretty young thing thinking he was boyfriend material. He’d never thought to expect it from an arrangement that had started with a knife at his throat.

      Jazz would likely be gone in the morning. David get the locks changed. Things would go back to normal. He nodded to himself, fixed his hair, wiped his mouth, and walked back to the table.

      Angie punched Kevin in the shoulder as David sat down. “David, tell this idiot I’m right. You know it’s true—” She stopped and looked at his face.

      He passed his tongue over his bottom lip and could feel the heat and swelling there from Jazz’s bite. He felt too warm.

      Kevin and Angie looked in unison toward the piano just as Jazz stalked back to his place.

      “I like this restaurant,” Angie said grimly.

      Kevin looked down and shook his head, exiting the conversation as thoroughly as he could without physically leaving the room.

      “I want to be able to keep coming here.”

      “I’m not—” David started.

      “Don’t think I’ve forgotten the incident at El Paradiso.”

      “Oh, dear God,” Kevin muttered.

      “It’s nothing,” David said quickly. “He’s nothing. There won’t be a problem.”

      There was no way Jazz could’ve heard, but David couldn’t help glancing his way. Jazz was staring right back at him. There was too much distance between them for David to read his expression.
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      Much later that night, David lay in bed and listened to the faint creaks and groans in his otherwise dead-quiet house. He realized he was listening for Jazz. Not unreasonably, since Jazz usually got home about this time, but that wouldn’t be happening tonight.

      He thought of Jazz’s lips on his, wet and slippery. He let himself imagine, only briefly, how things might have gone if he’d allowed the kiss.

      It was better not to set up unrealistic expectations. The waiter at El Paradiso was a case in point. Kiwi was looking to be Angie’s favorite restaurant for the next few months, and her snark level would skyrocket if they had to abandon it. David preferred her snark directed at Kevin, where it belonged. At least Kevin was getting sex out of it. 

      There had been no sex with Jazz since that one hot fuck cuffed to the bed. He’d expected at least one more after Jazz had shown up at his door dripping wet.

      David closed his eyes. Enough. He had things to do in the morning, things he should be well rested for. It was much less messy this way than it might have been.
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      David woke to warm breath on his cheek and cold metal pressed to his throat.

      “This is how you like it, right?” Jazz said.

      If he hadn’t just woken from a dead sleep, if he hadn’t pictured exactly this scenario at least a dozen times since Jazz started sleeping in his spare room, he might’ve managed a sensible answer. What came out was: “Oh, God, yes.”

      The knife clattered on the bedside table, and Jazz ripped the covers back. “Damn. You always sleep naked?” He palmed David’s ass, fingers digging into his flesh.

      “Usually.”

      “Good to know.”

      That didn’t exactly suggest an end to their arrangement. David couldn’t worry about it, not with Jazz pushing his legs apart to kneel between them and pushing cold fingers between his cheeks.

      “Lube,” David said. “In the drawer.”

      “I know what I’m doing, shut up.” There was the sound of a cap flipped open, and a glob of cool slick landed on David’s skin. “I looked it up online.”

      “God bless the internet. Condoms, too. Did you look those up?”

      Jazz paused. “Didn’t use one last time.”

      “This isn’t last time.”

      “I always used them before, couldn’t we just—”

      “I haven’t, which is why you should,” David said.

      There was a brief silence, and then a hand reaching forward into his line of sight to open the drawer. David hoped they weren’t past their expiration date. Apart from Jazz handcuffing him to it, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had sex in his own bed.

      “You haven’t, like, got anything, right?”

      “Nothing I’m aware of.”

      “Okay,” Jazz said. “Do I have to, you know, do the stretching thing?”

      “Not if you go slowly.”

      “Good. Up.” Jazz pulled at David’s hips until David got his knees under him. “Fuck,” he muttered. “Can’t believe I’m doing this again.”

      “Nobody asked you to.”

      Jazz smacked his ass hard, sting fading into lingering heat. “You shut up,” he said.  “Just can’t believe I want to, that’s all.” His fingers slid over David’s hole, warmer now, and slippery-wet. “Never did a girl up the ass.”

      “I would imagine not.”

      Jazz smacked him again, almost casually. David closed his hands on the sheets and bent his head.

      “Gonna fuck you now,” Jazz said.

      David heard the sound of the condom being opened and then felt the head of Jazz’s cock pushing into him, hot and stiff, nudging forward in short, hard stabs. It hurt, but David didn’t care. He only cared that it not stop.

      Jazz forced his way in, inch by inch. David heard his soft grunts and the wet sounds as he added more lube. Jazz was muttering under his breath, hips twisting and rocking, hands heavy on David’s skin to hold him and pull him closer.

      “Yeah, Jesus,” Jazz said. “You want it, right? Tell me you want my dick.”

      He shoved forward sharply, and David gasped. “I want it,” he said.

      Jazz moaned and shoved in all the way. The tips of his hair brushed along David’s back, moving with his heavy breath. “I gotta move. Enough of this slow shit. I gotta.”

      “Do it.”

      More lube spilled down between their joined bodies, and Jazz grabbed David’s shoulder. His nails sank in. He pulled David’s body back to meet every thrust. “Yes, yes, yes,” he hissed, bearing David down into the mattress, pounding him hard.

      David pushed the pillow away before he smothered in it, chest and cheek flat against the bed. His brain was still sluggish with sleep, thoughts winding through it like snakes uncoiling in the sun. Stupid thoughts, like come to Argentina with me.

      Jazz’s hand groped down his stomach until it found his cock and squeezed, not hard enough to hurt, but close. David groaned and spread his knees wider, back arching hard.

      “The fuck is wrong with you,” Jazz panted, braced over him. He bent down to bite at David’s shoulder. “Can’t kiss you, but I can slap you around and fuck your ass and call you names?”

      David pushed a hand over his eyes until he saw red. “Do you always talk this much during sex?”

      “You don’t mind it when I’m calling you a slut and telling you how deep I’m gonna stick my cock in you.” He thrust in so deep on the last word that David moaned. “See?”

      “Don’t fucking psychoanalyze me,” David snarled. “You’re not equipped. Just move.”

      “Okay, okay,” Jazz muttered. He ran a hand down David’s back. It was probably meant to be soothing but only made David want to hit things.

      And then Jazz was thrusting again, deep and steady, jacking David’s cock while he did it. David closed his eyes and let his thoughts scatter gratefully. “Harder,” he said. “Harder.”

      Jazz did it harder, and harder still, until every thrust was slamming David towards the headboard and Jazz was grunting behind him. His hand slipped from David’s cock and rubbed restlessly over David’s stomach.

      “Fuck, fuck, yeah. Gonna shoot inside you, baby, fill you right up,” he muttered, low and quiet against David’s skin, and then he was coming, nails scraping over David’s stomach, breathing short and fast.

      Jazz’s body settled over his, muscles relaxing, sheer weight holding him down. He got his hand around David’s cock again. “Go on, fuck my fist. Get yourself off. I’m not gonna do it for you.”

      David couldn’t stop himself. His hips moved by themselves, sharp and fast, with no kind of control. He moaned and panted and bit at his knuckles. His heart thudded against his ribs, and he came hard over his stomach and Jazz’s hand. His knees gave out a second later, and he slid down flat with Jazz spread out on top of him.

      He couldn’t even work up a complaint when he felt Jazz’s hands on him, just touching him. It wasn’t so bad this time, or he was too fucked out for it to make him twitchy. He only wanted to be still and close his eyes.
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      When he woke, it was morning. He was alone, sticky, and sore. He stretched, smiling at the ceiling. There were thoughts lurking at the edges of his mind, but he pushed them back for now to enjoy the warmth of the sun falling across his bed and the ache of his body.

      The sun caught on something and glinted in his eye. It was the knife Jazz had used, the one David had taken from him at the park and kept in his bedside table.

      When he went down for breakfast, he found Jazz hunched over a bowl of Lucky Charms. He must’ve bought the cereal himself because it certainly wasn’t David’s.

      David made oatmeal on the stove and was pouring maple syrup on it when Jazz spoke. “That chick at the restaurant, she your girlfriend?”

      David stared at him and kept pouring maple syrup until he’d nearly flooded the bowl. He set the bottle down firmly. “No, she is not my girlfriend. Because I’m gay,” he said slowly, spelling the last sentence out in fake sign language. “And don’t call her a chick, she wouldn’t like it.”

      “Whatever,” Jazz mumbled. “She was giving me dirty looks.”

      “She was giving me dirty looks. She thought I was taking advantage of you.” He spooned his overabundance of syrup into the sink and washed it down the drain before stirring the remainder into his oatmeal.

      “You haven’t told them? About—” Jazz frowned and gestured broadly, presumably in reference to the fact that he was living in David’s house and in fact taking advantage of him, or at least his suits and his internet.

      “I haven’t told them anything. All they know is that I like your music.” He ate his oatmeal and watched Jazz’s expression waver.

      Jazz blinked at him. “You do?”

      “Well, yes, obviously. I gave you a hundred dollar tip.”

      “I thought that was just because, you know ...”

      “No, I do not generally tip the men who fuck me.” David turned away and rubbed at his eyes. He had a headache blossoming in his right temple, and his jaw ached.

      “I meant I thought you were just being nice.”

      “Does that seem likely to you?”

      Jazz looked down at his cereal. “Guess not. Are there a lot of them? Men who fuck you?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Some music guy came to hear me play,” Jazz said, after a few seconds.

      “How lovely for you.” David scraped the last of his oatmeal from the bottom of the bowl and turned to wash it out.

      “Don’t you even care, man? It’s only because of what you said to the head waiter guy.”

      “Please, enough with the ‘man’ and ‘dude.’ I do have a name, even if you’ve never bothered to ask it.”

      “I know your name.” Jazz had the affront to sound hurt. “I, uh. I read it off your mail.”

      David turned around to tell him off – for any number of things – but Jazz was looking at him, so intent and still weirdly hurt. He shut his mouth again.

      “David,” Jazz said. He got up and came around the island. “Hey, David. Are you gonna hit me if I try to kiss you again?”

      “Yes,” David said, and was careful to walk and not run as he got his coat and keys and fled onto the sidewalk.

      He didn’t get home until after nine that night. Jazz was already at the restaurant, or maybe playing for his music man. David ate a pizza, packed, locked his bedroom door, and went to sleep.

      Jazz wasn’t lurking in his kitchen the next morning, but he’d left a note on the fridge, stuck under a magnet: Hey, get some more ice cream while you’re out. I like chocolate.

      There was also an empty carton of ice cream on the counter with a spoon welded to its bottom by a small, sticky pool of melted rocky road.

      David was still staring at it when his phone rang to let him know the car for the airport was outside. He ripped the note down and crumpled it, meaning to toss it in the trash on his way out. He did trash the carton but, somehow, between getting his coat and suitcase and files, the note ended up in his pocket instead.

      Somewhere over Georgia, he tucked it between the pages of The Plague to mark his place and closed his eyes. He dreamt of rats, a whole concert hall full of them, every beady eye intent on the stage where Jazz was playing.
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