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THE GUY I USED TO KNOW
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I almost didn’t recognize him at first.

That’s the thing I keep coming back to, the detail my brain keeps replaying like it’s trying to correct an error. I was halfway down Main Street, hands shoved in my jacket pockets, thinking about nothing more complicated than whether the coffee shop was still open, when I saw him leaning against the old brick wall outside the bookstore.

At first, my brain did what it always does when you’re back home: it reached for ghosts. Familiar shapes. Old versions of people. I clocked the haircut, the posture, the way he stood like he belonged there, and I thought, vaguely, that he reminded me of someone.

Then he turned his head.

I stopped walking.

It wasn’t dramatic. I didn’t freeze mid-step or drop anything or swear out loud. I just... slowed, like my body needed an extra second to catch up with what my eyes were telling it. Because that was his face. Same eyes. Same crooked mouth. Same expression he always had when he was half-amused and half-waiting to see what I’d say.

But everything else was wrong.

He was broader than I remembered. Not bulky exactly—just solid, like he’d filled in the empty spaces. His shoulders stretched the fabric of his T-shirt in a way that felt illegal, and his arms—his arms were not the skinny, awkward things I remembered from high school. These were... different. Defined. The kind you notice without meaning to.

The kind you notice even when you really, really don’t want to.

“Holy shit,” he said, grinning when he saw me. “Is that actually you?”

That voice did it. Lower than I remembered. Not unrecognizable, just... settled. Like it had found its place.

“Yeah,” I said, because my brain had apparently decided words were optional now. “Yeah. It’s me.”

He pushed off the wall and stepped toward me, and my body reacted before my brain had time to file a complaint. He smelled like clean soap and cold air. He looked down at me just slightly, which made no sense because we were the same height. We always had been.

“Man,” he said, giving me a quick, easy smile. “It’s been what—three years?”

“Something like that,” I said. College years. Time that stretches and shrinks depending on who you’re talking to.

“Didn’t think I’d run into you this fast,” he added. “I just got back yesterday.”

“Break?” I asked.

“Yeah. Figured I’d hide out at home for a bit before reality kicks my ass again.”

That was him. Same humor. Same way of saying things like they were jokes even when they weren’t. The familiarity of it should have been comforting. It was—mostly. Except for the strange, buzzing awareness running under my skin, like my senses had been turned up without my permission.

We stood there talking, catching up in that lazy, shorthand way that only works when you’ve known someone forever. He told me about classes, about the gym he went to near campus, about how he’d finally figured out how to cook something other than pasta. I nodded, laughed in the right places, tried very hard not to stare.

I failed. Repeatedly.

Every time he shifted his weight or crossed his arms, my attention followed without asking me first. I told myself it was just surprise. That anyone would notice a change like that. That this was normal. That it didn’t mean anything.

He was my best friend. Or he had been. The guy I’d shared a room with on trips, the guy I’d changed in front of without a second thought, the guy I’d known back when his ribs showed and his confidence didn’t.

This was just... an update. A new version.

“So,” he said after a moment, tilting his head. “You gonna keep looking at me like that, or do you wanna grab a drink and actually catch up?”

I blinked. “Like what?”

He smiled, slower this time. Not teasing. Curious.

“Like you’re trying to figure something out.”

I laughed too quickly. “Nah. Just—didn’t expect you to look so... different.”

“Yeah?” he said, clearly pleased. “Guess college did something right.”

He said it lightly, but there was something in the way his eyes stayed on mine that made my stomach flip in a way I absolutely did not appreciate. I told myself it was jet lag. Or caffeine deprivation. Or the weirdness of being back in a town that still remembered who I used to be.

Anything but what it actually was.

“Come on,” he said, already turning toward the bar down the street. “First round’s on me. For old time’s sake.”

I followed him without thinking.

That should have been the first clue.
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The bar hasn’t changed much. Same dim lights, same sticky floors, same scratched-up wood along the counter that everyone pretends not to notice. It’s louder than the street outside but still familiar enough that my shoulders loosen the second we walk in.

He heads straight for the bar like he knows exactly where he’s going. I follow, automatically, and we slide onto stools that are closer together than I expect. Close enough that when he shifts, his knee bumps mine.

It’s light. Barely anything.

Still, my brain short-circuits.

“Sorry,” he says, glancing down.

“No, it’s—fine,” I say, even though my knee feels like it’s been marked. Like it knows something I don’t.

We order drinks. Beer for him, something simple for me. He rests his forearms on the bar, and I try not to stare at the way his sleeves ride up when he does it. I fail again. There’s something maddening about how easy he looks now—comfortable in his body, relaxed in a way he never used to be.

“So,” he says, angling toward me. “How’s college treating you?”
“Good,” I say. “Different, but good.”
“Yeah?” He smiles. “You always seemed ready for something bigger than this place.”
“I was,” I admit. “Still am.”
He nods like that makes sense. “Guess some things stick.”
He smiles at that, soft and familiar, and for a second I see the guy I used to know again. The one who used to crash on my bed and steal my headphones and fall asleep halfway through movies.

Then his knee shifts again.

This time, it stays.

I tell myself it’s an accident. The bar’s crowded. The stools are close. Normal things happen. But neither of us moves away, and the longer it goes on, the more aware I become of every inch of contact.

“So you dating anyone?” he asks casually, like he’s asking about my classes.

“Yeah,” I say, too quickly. “I mean—yeah. I have a girlfriend.”

“Oh?” He raises an eyebrow. “Serious?”

“Pretty serious,” I say. “She’s... great.”

Which is true. Mostly. She’s smart and pretty and easy to be with. Safe. The kind of relationship that makes sense when you explain it to people.

“Nice,” he says, taking a sip of his beer. “Good for you.”

There’s no edge in his voice. No jealousy. Just curiosity. Still, something about the way he looks at me—steady, focused—makes my skin prickle.

“What about you?” I ask, partly to return the question, partly because I need him to stop looking at me like that. “Anyone back at school?”

He hesitates. Not long. Just long enough for me to notice.

“Not really,” he says. “Nothing serious.”

I nod, watching the way his mouth curves around the words. “Seeing anyone at all?”

He glances down at our knees, still touching, then back up at my face. The look he gives me this time is different. Less casual. More deliberate.

“I mean,” he says slowly, “I’ve dated.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Something in my chest tightens—not painful, just... alert. Like I’m leaning toward something without realizing it.

“Girls?” I ask, because that’s the default question. Because it’s what I expect.

He smiles. Not wide. Not nervous. Just calm.

“Actually,” he says, “no.”

The word hangs between us, heavier than it should be.

I blink. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” he says again, softer. “I’m gay.”

There’s a moment where my brain stalls completely. Like it’s buffering. Recalculating. Rerouting everything I thought I knew.

“Oh,” I say again, because apparently that’s all I’ve got.

He watches me closely now, like he’s trying to read my reaction before I’ve had time to fake one. I’m aware of my pulse, of the warmth where our legs touch, of the fact that I still haven’t moved away.

“Is that... okay?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, too fast, then correct myself. “I mean—yeah. Of course. That’s fine.”

He chuckles quietly. “You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself.”

“I’m not,” I say, defensive before I mean to be. “I just didn’t know.”

“Not a lot of people do,” he says. “I didn’t exactly advertise it in high school.”

“No,” I say, thinking of locker rooms and late-night conversations and all the moments that suddenly feel... different in hindsight. “You didn’t.”

Our drinks arrive. I take a sip mostly to give my hands something to do. He doesn’t look away.

“You’re staring,” he says gently.

I almost lie. Almost. “You look... different.”

He smiles at that. “You said that already.”

“I know.” I swallow. “It’s just—hard to wrap my head around.”

“Which part?” he asks. “The muscles or the gay thing?”

I laugh despite myself. “Both.”

“Fair,” he says. His knee presses just a fraction closer, unmistakable now. “For what it’s worth, you look good too.”

My breath catches. Just a little. Enough that I notice.

“Yeah?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “Always did.”

There it is. Not a move. Not a confession. Just enough to make my thoughts scatter and my body lean in without permission.

I tell myself I should pull back. I don’t.

Instead, I take another sip, feel the warmth spread, and wonder when exactly catching up turned into something else entirely.
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That night, I lie awake staring at the ceiling like it’s going to offer me answers.

It doesn’t.

The room is dark, familiar in the way childhood bedrooms always are—same walls, same faint hum of the heater kicking on and off. My phone sits face down on the nightstand, where I left it after sending my girlfriend a goodnight text I reread twice before hitting send. I miss her. I do. The thought of her usually settles me, anchors me.

Tonight, it doesn’t.

Rowan’s face keeps sliding in where hers should be.

I roll onto my side, then onto my back again, restless. The bar replays in fragments: the way his knee stayed pressed to mine, the way his voice sounded lower than I remembered, the look he gave me when he told me he was gay. Calm. Open. Like it was just another fact about him, something he’d already made peace with.

Unlike me.

This is stupid, I tell myself. He’s my best friend. Or he was. And I have a girlfriend. And nothing happened. Nothing is happening.

Except my body doesn’t seem interested in logic.

There was something about him tonight—about the way he filled space now, about the confidence in the way he moved, like he knew exactly who he was. It wasn’t just that he looked good. Plenty of guys look good. I notice that all the time and move on.

This felt different. Closer. Personal.

I close my eyes and immediately regret it.

Rowan leaning against the bar flashes behind my lids. The curve of his smile. The warmth of his leg against mine. The way he looked at me when he said my name, like he was really seeing me, not the version I used to be.

My stomach tightens.

I think about my girlfriend—her laugh, the way she curls into me when we sleep, the easy certainty of us. I try to hold onto that feeling, to let it drown out everything else.

It helps. A little.

But then Rowan’s voice slips in anyway. Low. Familiar. Saying my name the way he did earlier, like it belonged to him as much as it ever had.

I swallow and shift under the covers, suddenly too aware of my own body, of the tension humming just beneath my skin. This isn’t just nostalgia. It’s not just surprise.

It’s want.

That realization lands hard enough that I open my eyes again, heart thudding. Want for my best friend. For a guy. For Rowan.

“No,” I mutter under my breath, like saying it out loud might make it go away.

It doesn’t.

Instead, my mind drifts—uninvited—back to his knee brushing mine, to the way he didn’t move away. To the way he smiled when he caught me staring, like he knew exactly what he was doing to me.

The room feels warmer. Quieter. Every sound magnified. My thoughts slow, then spiral, circling the same impossible truth.

I miss my girlfriend.

And I can’t stop thinking about Rowan.

Both things are true, and neither one makes any sense.
I shift in bed, the sheets tangling around my waist as I stare at the ceiling. My dick is already hardening, traitorous and uninvited, as I picture Rowan’s body. His chest hair, just visible through the unbuttoned collar of his shirt, and the hint of armpit hair peeking out when he gestures with his arms. Those tight jeans he wore, hugging his thighs in a way that made me look away—and then look back. I bite my lip, trying to push the thoughts away, but they’re relentless. What would his nipples look like? How would his armpit hair feel against my fingers? What does he smell like up close?
My breath quickens as I imagine him standing naked in front of me, his broad shoulders filling my vision. I can almost smell him, that masculine scent I remember from high school, now probably mixed with something expensive and intoxicating. My mind wanders lower, to his dick, and I groan softly, my hand twitching at my side. I’ve never thought about another guy like this, especially not Rowan, but here I am, my body betraying me in the most primal way.
I can’t stop it. My hand moves before I even realize what I’m doing, sliding down my stomach and my abs towards my cock. My dick is already throbbing, hard and heavy in my grip. I spit on my palm, the slickness making my skin tingle as I wrap my hand around myself. It’s messy, but I don’t care. I’m consumed by the image of Rowan, his body, his scent, his touch. I tweak my own nipples, imagining it’s his fingers pinching them, his rough hands exploring my chest. I then let my hand drift down to cup my balls, slowly rolling and tugging them both. My fingers drift lower towards my taint, rubbing slow circles that make me shudder.
“Fuck,” I whisper, my voice hoarse and breathless. I’m so turned on, my body aching with a need I’ve never felt before. Rowan’s face is burned into my mind, his smile, his laugh, the way his eyes crinkle when he’s happy. I close my eyes and let the fantasy take over. I imagine him here, in this room, his cologne filling the air as he leans over me. His chest hair brushes against my skin; his armpit hair tickles my face as I breathe in his scent. My dick twitches in my hand, and I stroke faster, my grip tight and desperate.
“Rowan,” I moan, the name slipping out before I can stop it. It sounds strange on my lips, but it only fuels the fire burning in my veins. I’m so fucking close, my body tense and trembling. I imagine his hands on me, his mouth on mine, his dick pressing against my thigh. The thought is too much, and I’m falling apart, my release building like a storm. I stroke harder, faster, my breath coming in ragged gasps.
“Fuck, Rowan,” I groan, my voice breaking as I let go. My body convulses, my dick pulsing in my hand as I cum, the pleasure overwhelming and raw. I imagine him watching me, his eyes dark with desire, and it sends another wave of heat through me. My release is intense, my mind flooded with images of him, his body, his smell, his touch. It’s too much, too good, and I can’t believe I’m doing this, thinking about him like this.
As my body slows, my breath evening out, I stare at the ceiling, my heart still pounding. My hand is sticky, my dick sensitive and spent, but my mind is still racing. Rowan’s face lingers in my thoughts, his smile, his laugh, the way he looked at me tonight like he was seeing me for the first time. I feel a strange mix of guilt and exhilaration, my chest tight with emotions I can’t name.
I wipe my hand on the sheets, the mess a stark reminder of what I’ve just done. My girlfriend’s face flashes in my mind again, and I wince, but the image of Rowan is still there, overshadowing everything else. I don’t know what this means, what these feelings are, but I can’t deny them anymore. My dick is softening now, but my mind is still hard with thoughts of him, his body, his scent, his touch.
I roll onto my side, pulling the sheets tighter around me. The room is quiet, the only sound my own breathing, but Rowan’s presence feels heavy, like he’s still here, watching me. I close my eyes, trying to push the thoughts away, but they’re stubborn, lingering like a ghost I can’t shake. I’ve never felt this way before, this mix of desire and confusion, but one thing is clear: I can’t stop thinking about him.
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The text comes the next afternoon while I’m halfway through doing absolutely nothing.

Rowan:
Game’s on tonight. You wanna come over? Like old times.
I stare at my phone longer than necessary.

Like old times.
That’s the problem.
Back then, it was easy. Two guys on opposite ends of a couch, yelling at the TV, drinking cheap beer, passing something rolled too tight and pretending we didn’t care who won as much as we clearly did. Back then, nothing about it felt loaded.

Now everything does.

Me:
Yeah. Sure.
I hit send before I can overthink it.

His place is only a few blocks away, and by the time I get there the sky’s already darkening, the cold settling in. He opens the door in a hoodie and sweats, hair still damp like he just showered, and my brain does that annoying thing where it stalls on details it shouldn’t. I glance down and see that his cock outlined in the sweatpants; he’s freeballing it.

“Hey,” he says, smiling like this is the most normal thing in the world.

“Hey,” I say back, stepping inside.

The place smells faintly like weed and pizza, the TV already tuned to the pregame. It’s familiar in a way that makes my chest ache. He tosses me a beer without asking—another old habit—and I catch it automatically.

“Figured we’d keep it classic,” he says. “Football, beer, no expectations.”

“No expectations,” I repeat, nodding like that’s comforting.

We settle onto the couch, leaving a respectable amount of space between us that doesn’t last long. The game starts. The beers open. Conversation flows easily—too easily. We trash-talk the teams, argue over calls, laugh when the commentators say something stupid.

At some point, he pulls out a joint and holds it up between two fingers, eyebrow raised. “You still smoke?”

“Sometimes,” I say. “You?”

“Yeah,” he says. “Helps me shut my brain off.”

He lights it, takes a drag, then hands it to me without ceremony. Our fingers brush. Just for a second. Still enough to send a ripple through me that has nothing to do with the weed.

I inhale, cough a little, laugh at myself. “Guess I’m rusty.”

“College softened you,” he teases.

“Please,” I say. “You’re the one who came back jacked.”

He grins at that, unapologetic. “Hard work pays off.”

As the game wears on, the space between us disappears without either of us acknowledging it. Our shoulders touch. Then our thighs. When he shifts, his arm stretches out along the back of the couch, close enough that I can feel the warmth of it.

I tell myself it’s nothing.

I tell myself I’ve done this a hundred times before.

But when he leans in to say something over the noise of the crowd on TV, his mouth close to my ear, my body reacts before I can stop it. I instantly get hard, my cock straining against my boxers.

“You good?” he asks quietly, catching my expression.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just... buzzed.”

He nods, accepting that answer without pushing. But his gaze lingers, searching. Curious.

The game plays on, forgotten in the background. I’m too aware of him beside me—of the way his knee presses into mine now without apology, of the way his laughter feels closer than it used to.

This is how it always starts, I think.

With something harmless.
With something familiar.
And the scariest part is how badly I want to let it stay exactly like this a little longer.
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By the second quarter, the game is just noise.

I know that because I haven’t registered a single play in ten minutes. The crowd roars from the TV, the commentators argue about calls, and none of it sticks. All I can focus on is the weight of Rowan’s arm stretched along the back of the couch behind me.

He hasn’t moved it.

If anything, he’s settled in more, relaxed, like it belongs there. Like I belong there.

I shift slightly, telling myself I’m just getting comfortable, but it only brings me closer. Our shoulders touch. His knee presses into my thigh again, solid and warm. I’m acutely aware of my body in a way that’s starting to feel dangerous.

“You actually watching this?” he asks, glancing at me.

“Yeah,” I lie. “Totally.”

He snorts. “Sure you are.”

I glance up at him, catching the way he’s already looking at me. Not staring exactly—just attentive. Like he’s been tuned into me instead of the game for a while now.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says. “You just get this look when you’re distracted.”

I swallow. “Do I?”

“Yeah,” he says quietly. “You always did.”

That lands heavier than it should. The past keeps sneaking into the present like it’s got unfinished business.

We fall into a brief silence, the kind that isn’t awkward but isn’t empty either. The beer in my hand is warm now. The buzz is steady, humming under my skin, loosening thoughts I should probably keep locked down.

Rowan clears his throat.

“Can I ask you something?” he says.

“Sure.”

He hesitates, fingers tapping once against the back of the couch. “You ever... been with a guy?”

The question hits me like a missed step on the stairs. My stomach flips.

“No,” I say after a beat. Honest. “Never.”

He nods, like that answer confirms something. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Not even curious?” he asks, not teasing. Just... open.

I laugh softly, mostly to cover how aware I suddenly am of the space between us—or lack of it. “I mean. I don’t know. I never really thought about it.”

“That fair?” he says.

“Is it?”

“Yeah,” he says. “It is.”

Another pause. His knee shifts, presses closer. Intentional now. I don’t move away.

He looks at me, really looks this time. “Can I tell you something else?”

My heart thuds once, hard. “Okay.”

“I used to think about you,” he says, voice low enough that it feels like it’s just for me. “Back then.”

I blink. “What?”

“In high school,” he continues, calm but focused. “I didn’t know what to call it at the time. I just knew I noticed you. A lot.”

My mouth goes dry.

“You were confident,” he says. “Easy in your skin. Everyone liked you. I... watched that.”

I laugh, weak. “I was not confident.”

“You were to me,” he says simply.

The room feels smaller. Warmer. My dick is throbbing against my underwear now, leaking pre. The game erupts in noise behind us and neither of us flinches.

“I didn’t do anything about it,” he adds. “Didn’t think I could. Didn’t think you’d ever look at me like that.”

My pulse is loud in my ears. “And now?”

His eyes flick down, then back up, slow and deliberate, as he licks his lips. “Now I’m not so sure.”

The space between us feels charged, stretched thin. His arm shifts slightly, his hand now resting closer to my shoulder than before. Not touching. Almost.

I don’t pull away.
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Rowan shifts closer, his thigh brushing against mine. My heart skips a beat; his presence is overwhelming. He leans in, his breath warm and sweet against my cheek. I can smell his cologne, and it sends a shiver down my spine. My pulse quickens as he turns to face me, his eyes searching mine.

“You okay?” he asks, his voice low and husky.

I nod, unable to find words. My throat feels dry, and my mouth is suddenly parched. He studies me for a moment longer before his gaze drops to my lips. My breath catches as he leans in, his movements slow and deliberate, as if testing the waters. My heart pounds in my chest, a frantic rhythm that echoes in my ears.

And then his lips are on mine.

The kiss is electric, a jolt of pure sensation that shoots through me. His lips are firm yet soft, pressing against mine with a gentleness that belies the storm of emotions raging inside me. I taste a hint of his cologne, mingling with the warmth of his breath, and it’s intoxicating. This is my first time kissing a man, and the sensation is overwhelming—foreign yet achingly familiar, like coming home to a place I never knew existed.

His tongue presses against mine, slow and deliberate, exploring in a way that feels both intimate and uncharted. I respond instinctively, my tongue tangling with his, the kiss deepening as our breaths merge. His muscular body presses against mine, his broad shoulders and chest solid and warm through his shirt, and it sends a rush of heat through me.

We’re making out like teenagers, our kisses hungry yet tender, our tongues dancing in a rhythm that feels primal. His tight jeans brush against my leg, and I’m acutely aware of his hard cock rubbing against me. My hand rests on his chest, feeling the rise and fall of his breath, the steady beat of his heart beneath my palm. His hand moves to my waist, pulling me closer, our bodies pressed together in a way that leaves no space between us.

I’m lost in the moment, drowning in the sensation of his lips, his touch, the overwhelming intimacy of it all. My mind is a blur of desire and confusion, guilt and exhilaration. I’ve never felt anything like this before—the way his body fits against mine, the way his kisses make me ache in places I didn’t know could ache.

But as quickly as it started, it stops. Rowan pulls back slightly, his forehead resting against mine, our breaths mingling in the space between us. His eyes are closed, and I can see the rise and fall of his chest, the flush of his skin. I’m breathless
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