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  Foreword



I first encountered Rena Butler, as many have, through her work. Incisive, incredibly hot, and devastatingly funny, I looked up to her as a writer and was more than a little surprised when it turned out she wanted to be my friend. It was an honor and a privilege then, and remains so this not-insignificant number of years later.

As a person, I find Rena delightful, smart, funny, and a true friend. As a writer, I look up to her just as much as I did then. If you have read her work in the past, you know the treat that awaits you within the pages of this volume — story after story of cross-purposes, accidental hijinks, good intentions, human impulses, and ridiculously hot smut. If you haven’t yet had the privilege of reading Rena’s stories, I’ll admit to a certain amount of envy of the experience that awaits you.

Move forward, dear reader — be ready to laugh, to gasp, and to cover your face with your hands when it all, well, comes together. Because it will, and everyone will be satisfied.




Augusta Connor







  Preface



Dear friends and readers,

Welcome to what is hopefully the first of many anthologies of my work! The stories here represent a wide range of settings, genres, and years of writing, so here’s a little insight into how they came to be.

“Snapshots” and “Office Hours” are actually older stories, written around 2011 and previously published with a different press. While I’ve grown quite a bit as a writer in the fourteen (!!!) years since, I’m still proud of them. I did make a handful of changes to update and clarify a few things, but I didn’t change the time period in which they’re set. Hopefully, the little details that scream early-2010s (remember Words with Friends?) are charming rather than outdated.

I picked “Snapshots” to start this anthology for its punchy opening scene. It was originally written for and published in an anthology called Don’t Try This at Home, a collection of stories about love triumphing over everyday adversities and quotidian pains-in-the-ass. In other words: silliness. And, as my writing attests, I do love silliness. You can also spot a number of other themes that run through my more recent work: the Florida setting, the anxiety-riddled guy finding balance with the chill guy, the chemistry based on banter. Once they get going, my characters don’t like to shut up.

Also, one of the other Don’t Try This at Home authors is a personal friend—Bell Ellis, whose story “Outbursts” is, it pains me to say, funnier than mine—and it was an honor to be featured in the same collection. She actually read a rough draft of the story and helped me come up with Bryce’s apologetic gesture with the photographs, which is where the story gets its name. She also provided the invaluable service of telling me when I was prioritizing punchlines over characterization.

“Office Hours,” by contrast, is based on true events. Well, okay, a few of the background details are, anyway. I worked in academia for a while, some of it in an actual classroom, and behind the scenes at a university is a setting full of humor and heartbreak before you even introduce the characters. In the humanities, at least, adjunct instructors for intro-level courses exist in a strange limbo between graduate teaching assistants and actual professors, and are often not quite afforded the dignity of either group. You make fast friends with the people in the same situation, none of whom are there for the pay, and do your best to keep a straight face through the inane nonsense students and tenured colleagues alike throw at you. You can decide for yourself which bits of the story come from real-life nonsense.

Fast-forwarding a bit, “You and Me and the Airbnb” was the first story written specifically for Space Fruit Press, for the anthology Shackin’ Up. The theme was Canadian shack fic, a term that came out of fandom for the trope of forced proximity, i.e., two (or more) characters getting stuck together. “Snowed in” is perhaps the prototypical version of this trope, but I’m from the South, where snow comes in a cone with blue raspberry syrup on top. I do know hurricanes and power outages and living on a dead-end street that’s easily blocked by a fallen tree, which will strand you in a shack as surely as snow. It’s just quite a bit sweatier. I’d also recently spent some time in the Florida Keys, where there is only one road in and out, as well as locals for whom hurricane evacuations are a seasonal event rather than a cause for alarm.

As soon as they appeared on the page, Anthony and Kurt got on each other’s nerves. Embarrassingly, I got well over halfway through the story and still didn’t know why. It took a long time to realize, Oh, wait, they don’t actually hate each other’s guts — they just made out last night and it got super-awkward. So then I had to go back and rewrite everything, as is wont to happen. And what better to bring two people together than a huge, scaredy-cat dog? I love dogs with all my heart, but if you’ve never been through storm season with a dog who refuses to go outside when it’s raining because heaven forfend they get their dainty paws wet, I envy you.

Unfortunately, Bob’s Bunz has closed since this story was originally published. But it’s popped up in a couple of different locations over the years, so don’t count Bob (or his delectable cinnamon bunz) out. If you’re ever in Islamorada, keep your eyes peeled!

When the authors and editors at Space Fruit Press discussed putting together a sports anthology, my mind went to the obvious: middle-aged men playing company softball. The romance market clamors for it. “No Batter, No Batter” emerged from a long-time love of softball and a somewhat more sporadic love-slash-tolerance of baseball. I played softball as a kid, and then again in recent years as an adult with a friend’s office league, and the difference between those two experiences was… humbling. If you forget to stretch before a game as a kid, you may find yourself a bit sore the next day. If you forget to stretch before the game as an adult, you may find yourself slowly shuffling into Walgreens at 10 p.m. to get a heating pad and jumbo bag of Epsom salts. You know, hypothetically.

In high school, I sometimes played catcher, and one of the expectations in the varsity league was chatter: the catcher would, to some extent, try to distract the batter verbally from behind the plate. Topics varied, from doubts about whether the batter’s shoelaces were tied to when, precisely, the batter should swing. I did not excel at chatter, but the character of Dan came from imagining someone who did. Someone who did nothing well in the game but chatter. Someone whose co-worker in the next cubicle had to listen to him all day and recruited him specifically for that purpose. In this situation, I would absolutely be the Kevin, trying to ignore the verbal deluge until I finally snapped.

My favorite scene is one that actually wasn’t in the first draft. Originally, the story went from the sex scene right to the final ball game, but my friend and fellow author Augusta Connor gave it a beta read and suggested another scene with Madison. Writing the scene where Dan and Madison meet was where the story finally came together for me. Yes, sometimes it happens that late in the process. Also, as an author, it is important not to let your own voice intrude on that of the characters. But sometimes, as an author, you’ll find that one of your characters shares your opinion about the horrible changes Frito-Lay made to Cracker Jacks in 2016. They should be ashamed.

“We Come in Peace” is — obviously — a deeply unsubtle homage to Star Trek. Originally, I tried very hard not to write something that was so obviously based on Trek. I was batting around this other idea about a man who literally falls in love with his spaceship… which, come to think of it, is just Star Trek again. So possibly a thinly-veiled Star Trek story was always inevitable, and fully embracing it worked in my favor. One big complaint about the Trek universe is that it is, with few exceptions, entirely sexless. You mean to tell me that human beings are engaging in diplomatic relations with new and fascinating species around the galaxy, and they’re not immediately coming up with creative new ways to fuck nasty? No, I say, this cannot stand.

Not to mention that a Trek-like universe provides endless opportunities for silliness. Essentially, I thought of an extended dirty joke and wrote the whole thing in a few feverish hours; sent it to Margo, my editor; and asked, “Is this too silly?” Friends, you know it’s a good working relationship, because she replied, “It’s not silly enough.” And so I took great joy in populating this new universe with even more varied, horny alien species. Margo also has my endless thanks for the title, which is so perfect that I’m mad I didn’t come up with it myself.

Finally, “The Heir and the Outlaw” was my first attempt at writing a heist story, and I’m quite proud of how it came out. As usual, I didn’t know where the story was going when I started it. My strength as a writer is not typically my complex plot structures (she understated), so taking on a heist was a personal challenge. The most helpful resource was a blog by a writer named Charles Kunken, who watched 41 heist movies of varying quality and identified 16 elements that made the most successful ones work. At that point in the process, much of my story’s structure was already determined, but thinking through each of the elements and why it was or wasn’t worth including was very helpful.

The mechanics of the actual heist still eluded me for a while. It was one of those things I poked at mentally for days if not weeks, then the whole thing popped into my head at 2 a.m. while I was trying to sleep. Astoundingly, my hastily-scribbled notes were even comprehensible the next morning. Is the finished product a complex Swiss watch of a heist? No, but it’s at least a reasonably well-calibrated sundial. As a final fun fact, the working title for this story was “The Gay Train Robbery.”

And with that, you may proceed on to the stories themselves. Please enjoy, and follow me on Bluesky (renabutler.bsky.social) and Space Fruit Press on the social medium of your choice to see what’s next!




Rena Butler
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He was one of the most gorgeous men Alex had ever seen. Unfortunately, he was also unconscious.

Or at least Alex hoped he was merely unconscious. The other club patrons in the men’s room didn’t seem too concerned; but then, they were mostly in pairs and largely preoccupied. Alex crouched down and grabbed the man by the shoulders, shaking him gently. Nothing. He shook a little harder and the man’s head lolled back, but at least Alex could tell he was breathing.

“Hey,” he tried, but if the pounding beat of the club music that poured in every time the door opened hadn’t woken this guy up, it was doubtful that shouting would. There was only one thing to do. Well, it worked in the movies, anyway. Alex drew his hand back and slapped the man hard across the cheek.

“—the fu—?” The man’s whole body jerked hard as he came to, and Alex breathed a sigh of relief.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked. Possibly not the most intelligent question under the circumstances, but he figured he should probably try to get this guy alert and talking.

“W’re ’m I?” he mumbled, wincing and bringing a hand to his head.

“Club Sugar. More specifically, the bathroom. More specifically, the floor of the most disgusting bathroom in south Florida. Which is probably crawling with, well, if you’re lucky, mostly fecal coliform bacteria. If you’re not….” Alex shuddered, not even wanting to think about necrotizing fasciitis or MRSA or… “Can you sit up? Because you should do that. Now.”

“Yeah, I can si—ooh, shit,” the man groaned, making it no further than pushing up on his arms before he was collapsing back down to the floor.

Alex managed to catch him and, by getting his arms under the other man’s, hoist him up to sit against the nearby wall, trying to touch as little as possible of the man’s clothing that had been in contact with the floor. “Don’t vomit,” Alex muttered, half imploring, half praying. “Please, please don’t vomit.”

“Think I already did that. You smell good,” the guy said, and Alex got a glimpse of the most incredible hazel eyes, flecked ever so lightly with green, before they were rolling back in the man’s head and he was pitching forward again.

“No, huh-uh, stay with me,” Alex said in his best commanding voice, using his forearm to pin the man’s shoulders against the wall. He slapped lightly at the man’s face again. “Wake up.”

“Stop hittin’ me,” he grunted, one arm trying to come up and bat Alex’s hand away, but it missed by a good six inches.

“Then stop passing out. What’s your name?”

A lazy grin spread across the man’s face. “Who wan’s ta know?” he slurred.

“The guy who’s trying to make sure you don’t have brain damage. Did you hit your head? Does it hurt anywhere?”

“It hurts everywhere,” he groaned. “An’ I’m pretty sure I didn’t damage anything worse than it was before.”

“Open your eyes,” Alex said as sternly as he could manage, checking each pupil carefully. That’s what you were supposed to do, right? He’d picked up a few things from the seasons of House he’d watched. Which was why he was very carefully examining this man’s eyes for signs of a concussion, and not to determine if they were more green than brown. Or rather both, a gray-green ring inside an amber one, combined to the most stunning effect—

“Bryce,” the man said with a lopsided smile.

“What?”

“That’s my name. Bryce.”

“That’s not a name. Who’s named Bryce? Other than Ron Howard’s daughter, I mean.”

Even in his inebriated state, Bryce managed to shoot Alex a withering look. “’Cause yours is so much better, I’m sure.”

“Actually it is, it’s—” But Alex was cut off when Bryce’s eyes suddenly started to droop again. “Hey, pay attention. Are you here with anyone?”

Suddenly, Bryce seemed quite alert with anger. “Fucker ditched me for some leather daddy with a huge, bushy mustache. Seriously, straight out of creepy ’70s porn. Who does that to their supposed best friend?”

“Not a guy named Bryce, surely,” Alex said, pushing his finger through the other man’s glossy, dark blond hair—checking for any bumps or tender spots on his skull, of course.

“’Course not,” Bryce sighed. “Mmm, yeah, pull my hair a little.”

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?”

“Nah, I remember it. Kinda. I was dizzy, the floor looked really inviting, so I just kind of… slumped.”

“You may be right about the brain damage,” Alex muttered. “All right, you think you can stand up? Maybe splash some cold water on your face?”

“You tryin’ to get me wet now?”

That smirk should really not be so appealing on a man Alex had recently peeled off a bathroom floor. “I’m trying to keep you conscious. Standing up: yea or nay?”

“Possible yea,” Bryce said, grimacing as he got his feet under him. With Alex’s help, he made it to a wobbling stance, taking a few tentative steps to lean heavily against the sink. Alex turned on the tap as cold as it would go, and Bryce thankfully retained enough hand-eye coordination to get the water to his face without creating a splash zone. “Much better,” he said, pulling up straight and grinning at himself in the mirror.

And then his eyes went wide. He spun on his feet and dove for the nearest stall. To vomit.

Alex shut his eyes and plugged his ears until he was relatively certain it was over. “I thought you already did that.”

“Apparently I wasn’t finished,” Bryce groaned, his voice echoing off the stall walls. “And now?”

“Think I’m good.” A pause. “Wait.” Another, longer pause, and Alex braced himself for the sound of… a long, luxurious belch.

“Okay, all good,” Bryce said, voice far steadier than his feet as he stumbled back to the sink to clean up and rinse his mouth. Alex handed him a wad of paper towels, and Bryce wiped his face. Fortunately, his clothes seemed to be untarnished, if a bit wrinkled, and when Alex looked back up, he realized it must have appeared to Bryce that Alex had been giving him the once over. Bryce leaned in a little, his eyes darkening. “You have a really, really nice mouth.”

“And you have breath that could stun a rhino at fifty paces. I’m getting you into a cab.”

Bryce pouted, but he put up no further objections as Alex gently steered him out of the bathroom, through the mass of writhing bodies in the club (which took a little effort, as Bryce kept getting distracted), and out into the muggy evening air. Luckily, by this time of night, there was a line of cabs outside for situations just such as this. “You remember where you live?” Alex asked sardonically.

“I remember all the words to that one R.E.M. song. ‘It’s the eeeend of the wooooorld as we—’”

Alex cut him off with a hand over his mouth, wrapping an arm around Bryce’s (warm, lean) waist to make sure he actually got into the cab. Alex pulled his hand away and Bryce chanted “Leo-nard Bern-stein!” But then he smiled and laughed a surprisingly sane, almost musical laugh and slid into the seat. “Sure you don’t want to come with me?”

Alex ignored the question; much as he might like to say yes, this guy was still wasted, and Alex felt like he’d done enough charity work with the drunk for one evening. “Make sure you shower as soon as you get home; I don’t know how long you were on that floor. And maybe get yourself tested. I don’t mean just for STDs, I mean for everything. Tell them you just got back from six months in the Amazonian rainforest.

And how much bleach do you have at home? No, never mind, just burn the clothes.”

Bryce laughed again, and Alex began to reconsider. Maybe he could at least get Bryce’s number, for a time when the man smelled less like tequila and public bathroom.

But Bryce was pulling the door shut, yelling “Au revoir, mysterious stranger!” as the cab pulled away and into the late-night Miami traffic.

That’s when Alex realized he’d never even told Bryce his name.

* * *

It took a good ten minutes for Alex to get himself into his best skinny jeans, but there was no denying they made his ass look incredible. He did his best to tame his thick, dark hair with a comb and whatever was in his medicine cabinet, but it was getting to that stage of growth where his natural waves were starting to assert themselves. His pale yellow button-down wasn’t breaking any new ground, fashion-wise, but the color looked good against the tawny brown of his skin.

It had been two weeks since Alex’s foray to Club Sugar and he’d finally gotten the chance to go out again, and he didn’t intend to come home alone this time. He rarely did the one-night stand thing anymore, but sometimes a man just needed to get laid. Tonight, Alex was that man.

The bar he chose was one of his favorites—smaller and quieter than Club Sugar, perhaps a touch more dignified; Alex did have some standards, after all. Grinding against half-naked strangers was all well and good, but he preferred a little conversation as foreplay, call him old-fashioned. And the pickings looked good tonight as he surveyed the other patrons, so he chose not to approach anyone right away, but decided to take a seat at the bar and observe for a bit.

The hand that clapped down on his shoulder nearly made him drop his rum and Coke. “We’ve got to start meeting like this,” a voice behind him said. “You know, when I’m not flat on the bathroom floor.”

Alex spun in his seat to come face-to-chest with a smirking Bryce. And what a nice chest it was, too, shown off to perfection in a simple black T-shirt. Alex set his drink on the bar and quickly wiped his hand on a cocktail napkin so it wouldn’t be clammy when he held it out. “Hey, man,” he said, still reeling a little in shock. “Nice to see you vertical.”

The laugh was just as infectious as Alex had remembered, and the little spark in Bryce’s eye made Alex consider the benefits of getting him horizontal again. “And to think I never even got the name of the man who was brave enough to rescue me from a slow, gruesome death.”

“Alex. It’s Alex.” He should probably have stopped shaking Bryce’s hand by now.

“Well, I took your advice and burned my clothing,” Bryce said, sliding easily onto the stool beside Alex. “I’m also passive-aggressively ignoring my quote-unquote ‘friend’ who ditched me. Though I’m still enjoying his regret-filled texts about waking up next to a middle-aged flogging-enthusiast-slash investment-banker who won’t stop calling him.”

Alex laughed. “Don’t leave him hanging for too long. A man like that needs all the friends he can get, if only so they can selflessly point out the error of his ways.”

“And I’m about as selfless as they come.”

“Glad to hear it. And your own enthusiasm for flogging?”

Bryce appeared to ponder it with great concern. “Fickle. Depends on the flogger.”

Alex grinned, feeling a distinct heat flooding his veins. “Ah, so you’re the floggee.”

“This is all completely hypothetical, you understand,” Bryce said, maintaining his solemn façade. “I have a strict no-flogging policy until at least the third date.”

“Are we counting our bathroom rendezvous as a date? Should I have the cat-o-nine-tails ready for our next run-in?”

Bryce’s stern expression broke into a grin. “Here we are already talking about corporal punishment and you haven’t even bought me a drink.”

“Apologies. What’s your poison? From our previous encounter, I’m guessing… Sauza?”

With a grimace, Bryce said, “God, no. I’ve sworn off tequila for life, if that horse piss even counts as tequila. And you’re in luck, because I don’t actually want a drink. Finish yours and let’s dance.”

The dance floor was just crowded enough that Alex didn’t feel too embarrassed when Bryce threaded an arm around his waist and yanked him in tight. They weren’t quite grinding on each other, but Alex was pretty sure his high school dance chaperones wouldn’t have approved. Bryce was ever so slightly taller, and their bodies fit together in a way that made the front of Alex’s jeans tighten considerably.

Alex slid his arms around Bryce’s neck, and Bryce responded with a sudden thrust of his hips that drew a surprised gasp out of Alex. But he gave back as good as he got, pressing in closer until his thigh was nudging between Bryce’s legs. He felt Bryce’s chest vibrate as the other man chuckled approvingly. “You’re an excellent dancer,” he whispered right against Alex’s ear, sending a shiver down his spine. “Wonder what else you’re good at….”

Oh God, yes. This was going perfectly. Gorgeous, witty guy with a great body, who seemed to be—yep, a press of their hips confirmed it—just into Alex as Alex was into him. So why waste time? Alex was just leaning in to whisper an invitation when Bryce said, “Looks like you’ve got an admirer.”

Ah, so maybe Bryce was the jealous type. “Really,” Alex said coyly. “Is he hot?”

But Bryce pulled back just enough for Alex to see his face, his eyes fixed over Alex’s shoulder, and his expression was not one of playful jealousy. “Uh, not so much ‘hot’ as ‘a little crazy around the eyes’.”

“Um,” Alex said, his throat suddenly going dry, “shift around and let me see?”

Bryce executed a neat little 180-degree spin so that Alex could see what he saw. And it was bad. So very, very bad.

“Quick! Around again!” Alex hissed, turning them so fast that he nearly tripped over Bryce’s feet and sent them both to the ground. “Shit shit shit. Did he see my face?”

“Yes,” Bryce said definitively.

Alex swore heartily under his breath; he should have known his luck wouldn’t bear out. He didn’t think Jason even knew Alex liked to come here, but apparently Alex had picked one hell of a night to be wrong.

“Let me guess,” Bryce muttered. “Ex?”

“Ex-boyfriend or ex-con? Because the answer to both is ‘yes’. But no, I didn’t know about the ‘ex-con’ bit at the time.”

Bryce’s eyebrows shot up, and he actually looked a little impressed. “Alex. I didn’t figure you for the type.”

Alex groaned. “I was young. Mistakes were made.”

“How young?”

“Erm, a year younger than I am now? It still counts as ‘young’.”

“Hey, no judgment here. Though you should probably know that your jailbird ex is currently headed this way. And if you want to curse some more, go for it, it’s kind of hot.”

Alex accepted that offer, frantically trying to think of a way to get out of this without dying of either embarrassment or Jason. Not that Jason had ever actually hit him, but there were some flying coffee cups that came close. And Alex had handled the ending of the relationship… poorly. “Bryce,” he groaned, burying his forehead against Bryce’s shoulder so he wouldn’t have to turn around, “Bryce, I broke up with him by text.”

“Okay, see, now I’m judging you. Doesn’t mean I’m not going to help you out, though.”

Alex had no time to ask what that meant before he felt a thin, wiry claw of a hand clamped on his shoulder, spinning him around. Jason didn’t look all that physically intimidating, but he had a temper. “Alex,” he said in that painfully familiar, reedy voice. “Where the fuck have you been?”

Before Alex could answer, Bryce gently pushed him aside and smiled cheerfully down at Jason. “He’s enjoying a night out in this fine establishment. As I assume you are.”

Jason squinted up at him. “Who the fuck are you?”

“That’s not really important, is it?”

“The fuck it’s not.”

“Quite an impressive vocabulary we have here. All right, sir, how can I help you?”

“Move out of the way. I need to talk to that guy hiding behind you. We have unfinished business.”

Yes, okay, at some point Alex had moved behind Bryce, but he wasn’t cowering. There was no cowering involved. Just a little… sheltering. But Bryce didn’t seem inclined to move. In fact, he turned quickly to face Alex, just long enough to mutter “Run!” and give him an encouraging and thorough grope on the ass disguised as a shove.

Alex ran.

It was not the proudest moment of his life, ducking and twisting between other bar patrons who were now turning to see what was going on. Alex heard Bryce’s voice rising above the clamor: “I’m sorry, sir, I’ve consulted with my client and he’s not prepared to meet with you at the moment—”

Bryce was cut off by a barrage of cursing, which was the last thing Alex heard as he exited the club and ran for his car.

It was only when he was back on the road and his heart rate had decreased to a less stroke-inducing level that he realized he didn’t have Bryce’s number or even his last name. Nor, he learned after thoroughly checking his pockets, did Alex have his cell phone.

* * *

When Alex’s landline rang the next morning at 6:00 a.m., he answered it for fear it might be a family member calling with an emergency.

Nope.

“Alex!” he heard in a far too cheerful tone. “How’s it hanging?”

It took Alex several seconds to recognize the voice. “Bryce? Wha—? The hell did you get my number?”

“Aha, yes, well, uh, I may have palmed your cell phone last night. A little bit.”

Alex remembered the gratuitous ass-groping and buried his face in the pillow until he could compose himself. He couldn’t quite quash the sarcasm, though. “I appreciate your help last night, but I’m not looking to trade one criminal for another.”

“Yeah, no, I’m really sorry about that. But I figured it was the only way you could escape and I could get your phone number. I wasn’t planning on keeping it. I looked for you last night, but I couldn’t find you. That’s why I’m calling so early—I wanted to catch you before you left for work, so I could meet you somewhere and give it back to you if you needed it.”

Alex found himself grinding his teeth. “It’s. Saturday.”

“Is it? Fuck me, sorry about that too.”

“Why are you even awake?”

“Never went to sleep. I work odd hours. Gig economy, you know how it is. And, ah, tend to forget what day it is, sometimes.”

“Obviously.”

“Look, let me make it up to you. I’ll buy you dinner tonight when I give the phone back. I know this amazing little Cuban place. Better than all the other amazing little Cuban places, I swear.” He paused, and for the first time, Alex sensed a wavering in Bryce’s considerable self-confidence. “Unless, uh, you need it back earlier. And then never want to see me again. Which I suppose would be understandable, but disappointing, as I find the thought of you eating coconut rum flan very, very arousing.”

Oh goddamn it, Alex knew better than this. But… “Coconut rum flan?”

“It’s insane. It’ll make you weep with bliss.”

There was a perfectly good innuendo to be made there, but it was far too early for Alex to put it together. “All right, fine. Call me back at a decent hour and we’ll figure it out.”

“Awesome.”

“And Bryce?”

“Mmm?”

“If you try to hock my phone, I will make you pay. Jason taught me a few things about kneecaps.”

* * *

If Bryce hadn’t actually called Alex back, he would have thought the whole thing was a dream. As it was, he didn’t get the call until almost three because Bryce had been “napping.” So much of this whole mess should have set off Alex’s mental Red Alerts—the ones he’d ignored about five minutes after meeting Jason, and for several months thereafter—but it didn’t. The memory of Bryce’s heavy-lidded hazel eyes as he murmured you smell good still made Alex reach down and adjust himself in his jeans. And that was to say nothing of the way they’d moved together on the dance floor.

So after calling a friend to let him know about the date—standard anti-serial-killer precautions, especially necessary in Florida—Alex wriggled back into his best jeans and set off for the restaurant. It really was a hole in the wall, but out front was Bryce, looking suitably apologetic (and gorgeous) and holding out Alex’s phone.

Bryce grinned as he took it. “It says good things about you that you don’t need to be glued to your phone on a Saturday.”

“It’d say better things about you if you didn’t go snooping through it,” Alex said, trying to remember to be wary in the face of that disarming smile.

“Just looked to find your home number, I swear. Oh, and I peeked at your Words With Friends games. I couldn’t help myself, but I’m hoping the fact that ‘you’ played surveyor for 83 points against someone named ‘sherlockian47’ this afternoon will make up for it.”

Alex couldn’t help but forgive Bryce on the spot—Alex had to beat his sister at that stupid game, just once. “I guess I won’t turn you into the police, then.”

Bryce chuckled, but Alex could hear some genuine relief. “Thank you. I know it was a stupid, impulsive thing to do, but I really wanted to see you again.” Then his expression turned downright mischievous. “And tell you that Jason now thinks he’ll be arrested if he comes within 500 feet of your house, says your name over the telephone, or even looks at your Facebook page.”

“What are you, the Batman of lawyers? Roaming the streets by night making insane legal threats?”

“Nah, I’m just a freelance photographer—not Spider-man, either, before you ask—and your ex boyfriend is really, stupidly terrified of violating his parole. But you can call me Bryce Wayne if you like. If you want the rubber suit, though, you’re going to have to give me some time.”

Alex stared down at his phone for a moment. Sure, Bryce shouldn’t have taken it, but it had been in a moment of surprisingly quick thinking that had gotten Alex out of a nasty public scene. Maybe those red alerts were more like a stoplight yellow: keep going, but slow down. “I should thank you. For last night, with Jason. As you may have guessed, I’m not so good with, uh, confrontations.”

“I did pick up on that, yeah. Just out of curiosity, what landed Jason in the slammer? I’m dying to know.”

“Um, securities fraud. And some light embezzlement.”

Alex could see Bryce’s eyes watering with his fervent attempt not to laugh. “I see. You must have been so afraid for your poor kneecaps.”

Alex sighed. He felt like he ought to be offended, but… yeah, okay, it was kind of funny. In hindsight. “Oh, shut up. He was a grade-A dickweed; I just couldn’t bring myself to say it to his face.”

“No, no, I get it,” Bryce said, squeezing Alex’s shoulder. “That’s what I’m here for. I love telling off dickweeds to their faces. One of the few great joys in life.”

Dinner went surprisingly smoothly: two whole hours in Bryce’s company with no vomit or crazy exes or petty theft. Well, Alex was reasonably certain about the petty theft. Bryce was a little on the odd side, but he made every story he told—even sitting through a teacup poodle fashion show for a glamour shot of the winner—sound like an adventure. It made Alex’s answer to the inevitable “So, what do you do?” pretty anticlimactic.

“Uh, I’m a database administrator for an accounting firm,” Alex said directly into the remains of his ropa vieja.

Bryce shook his head, but he was smiling. “Man, that computer shit. I can do a little work with Photoshop—have to, these days—but I prefer an old-school dark room and a roll of film. I am totally in awe of people who can make computers do their bidding. To me, it’s just a mysterious, noisy rectangle that sits on my desk and runs on magic. Or possibly several tiny, very tired hamsters on wheels.”

Alex laughed, delighted he hadn’t gotten the blank-faced What? that always made him feel like he had to justify his living. “First of all, if you’ve got a ‘noisy rectangle’, you’re way past time for an upgrade. It is the era of progress, my friend. The wheels are quieter, but the hamsters are twice as fast.”

“I’ll be damned. And you… communicate with these hamsters, do you? You speak their language?”

“I make those little bastards speak my language.”

He was rewarded yet again with that laugh. It made something in Alex’s chest ache, and he realized he needed to laugh more often.

“So you enjoy your job?” Bryce asked, seeming genuinely interested.

“Well, if we may lay the hamster metaphor to rest…” Alex said, and was met with a brief but adorable pout. “Yeah, I do. I mean, it’s tedious at times, but some of it’s like detective work: running searches, hunting down missing data. And it’s really gratifying when I figure out how to make something run more efficiently, get the right information to the right people faster. Take something that’s clunky and outdated and make it… elegant.”

“And it would seem you’re a poet, too.”

Alex shook his head, suddenly embarrassed. “Wow, okay, I think that’s the first time I’ve ever been guilty of romanticizing my job. Out loud, at least.”

“Not at all,” Bryce said with a flourish of his fork. “It’s important, right? Without you, all those hamster wheels would grind to a screeching halt.”

“Hardly. There’d be three guys fresh out of college ready to take my place.”

Bryce snorted. “Let’s not compete in the Job Security Olympics. Any idiot with a camera can do what I do.”

“I seriously doubt that. You don’t go into something like freelance photography unless you can’t live without doing it. So what do you photograph? I mean, other than annoying little dogs in sequined vests.”

Bryce looked contemplative for a moment. “I hate taking pictures of still things. I love movement, you know? Even those yappy little dogs. Their owners want the perfect freeze-frame of little Precious staring directly into the camera, but if I can get Precious prancing down that stupid miniature runway like she’s the queen bitch—and I do mean that literally—I’m happy.” He paused to consider it. “Well, happier. Animals are fun, but I prefer people. So many more stories to tell.”

“You’ll have to show me some of your work,” Alex said, but Bryce didn’t get a chance to respond, because just then the waiter brought dessert to their table.

The coconut rum flan was everything Bryce had promised and more. Alex was starting to wonder if it wasn’t some kind of aphrodisiac, because every time Bryce licked his lips, Alex’s heartbeat started to quicken. He remembered the hot press of Bryce’s body against his own, and his toes were curling in his shoes as they waited for the check to come.

They made it out to the parking lot before they were on each other, Alex pressing Bryce up against the car and licking into his mouth to sweep up the last traces of coconut before he could get to the taste of Bryce himself. The only smell that registered with Alex was the Cuban coffee that Bryce had spilled on his own shirt, but it was infinitely preferable to any number of colognes and body sprays, especially in the sticky Miami heat. Bryce’s body was lean and strong, biceps flexing as Alex gripped them with his palms.

Bryce moaned, surrendering to Alex’s kiss and plunging his fingers into Alex’s hair. He rested his weight back against the car and spread his legs just enough for Alex to push a thigh between them, just as he had on the dance floor. This time, Bryce was even more shameless about grinding his hardening cock against Alex’s leg, and when they had to break for air, he chuckled against Alex’s mouth.

“Your place or mine?” asked Alex.

Bryce grinned, letting his tongue peek out for a quick swipe at Alex’s lips. “I live five minutes away.”

“Yours it is, then. And while you’re at it, you can show me some of your work.”

“That was either a compliment or a really terrible innuendo,” Bryce laughed, taking one last nip at Alex’s lower lip. “Either way, I’ll take it.”

The drive felt like a hell of a lot longer than five minutes, probably because Alex was so turned on he was practically molesting the stick shift. He parked his car behind Bryce’s and chased Bryce up three flights of stairs to his condo door. They were both panting and laughing like idiots when they got there, but Bryce was surprisingly quick with the keys and before Alex could even get his breath back, they were tumbling into Bryce’s living room, barely avoiding the coffee table as they managed to land on the spacious couch.

There was no jockeying for position; Bryce slid neatly under Alex’s body as if he’d done it a thousand times. Alex had to smile at that, kissing Bryce down into the cushions. But Bryce was hardly passive; Alex felt Bryce’s hands working their way into the back pockets of his jeans, gripping Alex’s ass to rock him down into Bryce’s hips. They moaned together, and Alex slid his hand down between their bodies, feeling the distinct outline of Bryce’s erection through his trousers. Alex lifted up a little and used his thumb and forefinger to tease, rubbing at the crown of Bryce’s cock through the fabric.

Bryce gasped beneath him, reaching down to paw open Alex’s belt and zipper. But that was as far as he could get, because Alex’s hottest pair of skinny jeans, while greatly increasing the likelihood of getting him into this position in the first place, were not made for easy removal once there. Alex quietly cursed this paradox while Bryce tried in vain to shove the jeans down further, or even pull Alex’s cock from his underwear, but none of that was going to happen while they were twined together on the couch. Bryce had to settle for shoving his hand the best he could into the minuscule gap between Alex’s jeans and his briefs and squeezing lightly at Alex’s growing arousal.

In turn, Alex continued to rub the whole of Bryce’s considerable length with his palm. It slowed Bryce’s hand in his own pants to a dead stop. But Alex was in no hurry; he had all night to explore the hard, writhing body beneath him: the long limbs, the lean torso, the hungry mouth that was now sucking at

Alex’s tongue. He could only imagine what that mouth would feel like on his cock, Bryce’s hazel eyes flickering up at him as Alex—

—heard the key turn in the lock and froze. But the door only gave a muted thud. That’s when the pounding started.

“Bryce! Bryce! Open the fucking deadbolt, man!”

“Who the hell is that?” Alex hissed against Bryce’s mouth.

“Roommate,” Bryce groaned softly, beginning the slightly arduous process of extracting his hand from Alex’s jeans. “But he was supposed to be spending the night at his girlfriend’s place.”

“You have a roommate?”

“I’m a freelance photographer. I had to make some sacrifices to find a decent place to live.”

At least they both still had their clothes on; maybe the skinny jeans were a good choice after all. Alex held Bryce close and started to nibble at his ear, whispering, “Well, let him in and we’ll go back to your room.”

But Bryce pulled away and rubbed at the back of his neck, obviously embarrassed. “Yeah, see, he doesn’t like to be here when I have guys over.”

Outside, both the pounding and shouting increased in volume, and Alex rolled his eyes. “What? Why? You’re an adult.”

Bryce’s face turned an even darker shade of red, and he looked away. “I don’t know,” he said, so quickly that Alex was positive Bryce knew very well and didn’t want to share.

“Well, tell him to go back to his girlfriend’s place!”

“Alex, the guy weighs three hundred pounds, and his is the only name on the lease.” Alex stared at him disbelievingly. Bryce glared right back. “Freelance photographer.”

“So glad you’re living the dream.”

“Just… get behind the couch!” Bryce whispered harshly.

“What?”

“Get behind the couch and I’ll see if I can get him to go away. Or distract him and we can sneak out and go to your place.”

“Uh, I don’t—”

“Behind the couch!” Bryce hissed and reached for him, and Alex had the simultaneous realizations that Bryce was very strong, and that Bryce had decided the quickest route to behind the couch was over it. Alex hit the floor on his side, letting out a wheeze like a crumpled accordion. It could have been worse; he could have faceplanted in this… questionably clean carpet. How likely were these two guys to vacuum regularly? Alex scrambled up to his hands and knees, nursing a seriously twinging funny bone.

“Christ!” Alex heard Bryce yell. “I’m coming! Can’t a man take a dump in peace?”

Classy, Alex thought, but then again, he was crouching on all fours behind another man’s sofa. With his fly open over a rapidly wilting erection. As he zipped up, he wondered if he should start crawling down the hallway toward Bryce’s bedroom, but decided he wanted to preserve what little dignity he had left. Besides, he didn’t know which room was Bryce’s, and that was a mistake he did not want to make.

He heard Bryce unlock the deadbolt. “What the fuck, Rob? You were supposed to be at Melissa’s house tonight.”

“Her sister got dumped by her boyfriend,” said a man Alex assumed to be Rob the Roommate. “She showed up at Melissa’s sobbing. I got my ass out of there as fast as I could.”

“Is there any way you could find somewhere else to be for, like… tonight?”

Rob the















* * *






























* * *




















































OEBPS/8eefa0e3f630e8ea380db69a0470f310724cf9ef_smallRaw.jpg
MEN
B\
FOCUS

A Rena Butler
M/M Romance
Anthology

SEP Space Fruit Press







OEBPS/images/5fa4f7018e9b1c0328790d0f24766c66_smallRaw.png
Space Fruit Press














