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"Film yourself jerking off on the airplane."

I stared at my phone, fighting the instinctive urge to turn the screen away. Knowing that - in my sudden desperation to hide what I'd just read, stop someone else from inadvertently seeing it - any sharp movements would only draw more attention, and make me look more suspicious. 

Alfie didn't even need to be in the same room as me, it turned out, to leave me feeling light-headed and guilty in that weird, sordid, ever-so-slightly addictive way. 

"You're crazy," I tapped out in reply, then locked the phone.

I'd said it - or some variation on it - so many times over the past week, I couldn't have blamed Alfie for concluding it was my catchphrase. Or, for simply not hearing it altogether any more: dismissing it as Mason's nervous tic, his filler-phrase for when he's feeling overwhelmed and uncertain. The truth of it was, Alfie had very quickly figured out how to leave me feeling both overwhelmed and uncertain.

And horny. He'd figured out how to make me that, too. 

It'd been enough to turn a week I usually dreaded into something that I suspected was going to change everything in my life. The annual vacation into the back-ass of nowhere - where unending fields of corn are the most distinguishing attraction, and my Mom's old high school friends take turns trying to make her feel guilty for ever leaving - and seven days or so of being called "city-boy" and accused of everything from agricultural ignorance through to absolute sloth. 

Each year, for as long as I could remember, we'd go, and I'd have to nod and smile politely, and resist the urge to tell them all to go fuck a tractor. Wondering why they were so blind to the shortcomings of their lives; why they couldn't see the reasons - all so clear, so obvious to me - why my Mom had moved away years ago. 

Alfie had shown me a reason to want to stay there. One I'd never seen coming. 

The son of my Mom's best friend from the good old days, I'd long ago written him off as a corn-chewing, more-muscles-than-braincells idiot. Loud, crude, and perpetually teasing: I was pretty sure he'd coined the "city-boy" nickname that grated on me so much. Just another annoying farmhand, or at least I thought, right up until the point he showed me there were plenty of ways a couple of open-minded guys could entertain themselves, at least in the privacy of a barn.

Things had escalated, of course. With Alfie, they usually did. 

"It'd make a fucking crazy-hot video."

I tilted the phone, just enough to see his reply on the lock screen. Not really wanting to open the message and so show him I'd read it. Tempted, even, to ignore it altogether: sit through the ninety minute or so flight, then reply when we'd landed. Claim I'd turned on airplane mode, and so had missed his text until touchdown. 

"Shannon would pay for it, he already told me."

I winced, as I read his follow-up. Not that I was so naive about myself, at this point, to think that Alfie's connection in the "straight guys doing gay shit" porn world offering cash for videos was the only motivation for what I'd done over the past week. Just that, well, money was money. Though the idea of strangers on the internet watching me stroke my dick still released flocks of nervous butterflies into my belly, that nausea was easier to settle when I checked my bank account afterwards.

Ignoring him, that was the best answer. The only rational one, really.

I watched my treacherous fingers skate across the display. 

"I can't just jerk off on a plane, idiot." 

He'd see sense, I was sure he would. Recognize that what might work out in a half-forgotten barn was far less acceptable once you rejoined civilization. 

"In the bathroom, bro, not in your seat," he explained. The eye roll was a given; the exasperated expression on the handsome, grinning face usually smudged with dirt or grease or whatever else had occupied his day on their hectic farm. "Join the mile-high club."

I shook my head, fingers hitting the screen. "That's having sex. There's no name for just jerking off on a plane, because you're not meant to do it."

"People pay to watch guys do shit they're not meant to do, bro."

They were my own words, I knew that, and yet there was no way not to feel that wriggle of discomfort. I tried not to dwell too specifically on some of the shit I'd got up to with Alfie - or, for that matter, with his friends - and how much of it had been caught on camera and even uploaded. My first time getting blown by a guy, and sucking dick myself; my first time fucking another guy, and getting fucked by one. Partly because I still couldn't quite mesh the idea that it was me who'd done all that. Partly because thinking about it too much was enough to get me hard. 

Just more stuff which had seemed okay out in the back of beyond, but which I wasn't sure would fly once I got back to my usual life. 

It was a thought that steeled me, made me confident in my "no, thank you" response, right up until the point that Alfie sent a screenshot of the dollar amount Shannon had suggested. Not as much as he'd paid for footage of Alfie and I hooking up together, no, but more than I could hope to make in some minimum wage job pushing shopping carts for a day. 

"I'll think about it," I sent back, chewing my lip in frustration. 

I wanted that to be lie, frankly. Didn't want to dwell on the possibility at all; was desperate to believe I could shake my head at Alfie's antics and gently decline. Not be swayed by money my brain was already cataloging ways to spend, or arousal I still wasn't sure how to name.

"Try thinking about Jack, instead," Alfie teased, breaking into my frustration. "That should do the trick."

"Fuck off."

I didn't want to think about Jack, either, that was another problem. Alfie's friend was exactly the sort of guy I'd have written off as yet another country asshole on previous trips: all muscles, and "shucks, y'all" exaggerated manners at the store where he worked. 

Which meant the fact that I'd kissed him - and not just for a video, not just because I was getting paid - and Alfie's repeated suggestion that I was "goin' gushy" on him, was a stumbling block to writing everything off as the simple fact that friction felt good. Even if it was friction between a couple of guys. 

"Look, it's easy money, bro. And it's gotta be better than watching some shitty movie on a tiny screen, right?"

"I'm turning my phone off, asshole," I sent, then flicked on airplane mode. 

On balance, thinking about whether it was madness to go stroke my dick in the bathroom was probably better than thinking about plane crashes. A little over a week ago, at the start of the vacation, that possibility hadn't sounded entirely bad. Like, sure, I'd be dead, but I also wouldn't have to spend time with a bunch of backwater idiots. Now, it just sounded ominous: the universe telling me I'd fucked up, and punishing me with a couple of jet engines bursting into flames.

Through the gap in the seats, I could see the guy in the row ahead was watching some old black & white disaster movie. Back from the days where people got dressed up to fly, rather than pulling on sweatpants and a baggy hoodie like I had that morning.  Then again, you could smoke on planes back then, and that sounded gross as hell. 

There's always the chance that what seems right one day, you'll end up looking back on with regret later. Only thing you can do is what feels best at the time.

I unbuckled my belt as soon as the little light went off, ignoring my mom's half-glance up from her novel. She'd bought it especially for the trip, but spent so much time chatting with her old friends, she was barely through the first chapter and we were on our way home. 

"That big soda," I explained, in a half-whisper, and ignored her smug look. She'd told me I'd regret ordering it, 10 minutes before we were due to board.

My phone was swinging in my pocket as I worked my way down the aisle. The sweats loose on me, baggy around my thighs. A fit I was grateful for, what with my cock already half-hard at Alfie's suggestions. The idea of all the other passengers, their eyes level with my crotch, seeing me boning up was enough to make my palms sweat.

Not like I wasn't hoping people might want to see my dick. They just had to be paying customers, first. 

I shut the flimsy door behind me, snicking across the latch, and resisted the urge to lean against it to catch my breath. 

My first thought was that Alfie's hopes of the mile high club would've run into logistical difficulties. It was a tight fit for just one person, never mind two trying to hook up. Any taller, and I'd have to tilt my head just to avoid hitting the angled ceiling. 

There was no obvious place to put my phone, but I managed to wedge it upright behind the hand soap bottle. Camera just peeking over the top, and enough of the screen visible that I could tell my body was in frame. Then realized I'd have to position it all over again, because I hadn't hit record the first time around. 

It was enough of a preview to know I looked antsy. I wasn't sure the weird, blue-tinged light in the bathroom was doing me any favors, either. Casting strange shadows across my features in the mirror, the Mason staring back at me not quite the one I was familiar with. 

Trying not to look right at the camera, I squeezed myself through my sweatpants. 

It was one of those times when - as frustrating as he could be - I kinda wished Alfie was with me. Not just because of his continual eagerness to get his throat filled with dick, but because somehow he made doing this crazy stuff feel... well, not normal, never that, but acceptable. Understandable, at the very least. 

Guys liked friction, they liked getting their dicks rubbed, and sucked, and all the rest. And who better to do that, than another guy? No need for romance, or mixed-messages, or trying to decode what was happening with a girl. Not when you could wrap your fingers around some dude's crotch, and feel unmistakably that he was up for it.

The way I was tenting out the front of my sweats suggested I was definitely up for it. 

No time for cheesy acting, or setups, or any of the stuff Alfie had suggested to help put me at ease. Not when my mom might realize I'd been ages in the bathroom, or - worse still - a line might be forming outside. 

My dick caught against the clinging sweatpants as I dragged them and my boxer-briefs down my thighs. Underwear I'd borrowed from Alfie's drawer, in fact, our extended stay leaving me out of clean clothes by the end of the trip. He hadn't seemed to mind, and there was something strangely exciting about knowing that my junk was wrapped up in what some hot, built, farm-jock stud normally sweated in. 

Flecks of precum splattered against the mirror, as my cock bobbed free. I grit my teeth, awkward at the sense of putting myself on display, as I paused to let the camera catch how hard I was. The way my swollen tip already glistened. 

Not waiting for long, though; impossible to hold off the temptation to wrap my fingers around my shaft and milk myself slowly. Long, measured strokes from thick root to fat cockhead, swirling my fingers around that steadily-growing slick of bro-juice before smearing it down my length. 

I could smell myself, hot and musky. Wondered if the phone was sensitive enough to capture the faint but lewdly squishy sounds of my fist. Careful, even as the swell of pleasure built, to angle myself so as to present the best view to the camera's lens: imagining what strangers, random men, might want to see of me. 

"I'm so fucking hard right now," I murmured. Voice low, as syrupy as the cock-drool that smoothed my jerking. Feeling ridiculous, just like I'd felt ridiculous acting out some cringeworthy scene with Alfie, and yet remembering how I'd not felt that way watching them, later. Had those videos on my phone, in fact, and no doubting that my halting acting and Alfie's teasing flirtation only added to the build-up. The sense of anticipation, when he eased me out of my clothes and showed me what one guy could do to make another feel good. 

"I need to cum so bad," I hissed, teeth clenched. Letting my strokes grow longer and more extravagant, fingers twisting around the broad flare of my head until my knees threatened to buckle from the overload of sensations. Anticipation, and the thought of Alfie on his knees looking up at me - eyes filled with lust, mouth filled with my dick - and the knowledge that what I was doing was risky, inappropriate, all driving me with hurtling speed toward climax. 

It was only when my balls began clenching that I realized I'd not thought through what came next. 

This wasn't some barn, or the flowerbeds out back of Alfie's house: I couldn't just blow my load, or rely on my friend to take care of it. And spending ten minutes wiping up cum from an airplane bathroom didn't exactly seem practical. 

"Oh, fuck," I gasped, pushing my dick down at the last moment and half-cupping my other hand around the tip. The first thick spray of cream splashing against my hastily-positioned palm, already threatening to spill through my fingers as a second, and a third, and a fourth blast hit. Forced to chew down hard on my lip, to stop myself from crying out from the intensity of the orgasm. 

I knew what Alfie would tell me to do. What he himself would be so eager for. 

Staring at the camera, my cock still throbbing in my grip, I held out the sticky, sloppy mess of my hand. Tilting it, left to right and back again, as if to prove the extent of my excitement, before lifting it to my face. 

I closed my eyes, stuck out my tongue, and licked. 

The taste of myself was strong, almost overwhelming. Musky and sharp-sweet, smearing across my lips as I pressed my mouth into my palm and swallowed over and over. Picturing Alfie's hungry expression, the way he held your eye as he gulped, greedily. Heedless of whatever mess his face might be, or how slutty, how needy, how utterly desperate he might appear in the process. 

I was panting by the time I pulled my hand away. Cock still lolling, half-hard and sticky; sweatpants shoved to mid-thigh, in a tangle with my borrowed boxer-briefs. With shaky fingers, I stopped the recording. 

Reality flooded back in. 

Trying to yank up my clothes, straighten myself out again, felt like dressing in a casket. The tiny bathroom oppressively claustrophobic, now, with barely enough room to bend and pull my sweats into place. I scrubbed my hands under the too-low faucet over the too-small sink, then attempted to clean my cum-smeared face with wet paper towels that only seemed to spread the remnants of my load. 

All the time, the knowledge simmered that I'd been in the bathroom too long, conspicuously so. That someone, anyone - my mom, or another passenger waiting outside with growing impatience - would've realized that I'd been locked in for far, far too great a stretch of time for anything innocent. 

I knew I must be bright red, when I slid the lock and pulled the flimsy door open. Expecting to come face to face with someone irate, steeling myself to brazen out the angry stare I could imagine all too clearly. Then let out a relieved sigh when I realized there was nobody waiting.

And promptly jumped out of my skin, or very nearly, at someone clearing their throat behind me. 

I turned, body feeling unwieldy and barely-controlled, to find the beaming grin of a flight attendant. Knowing amusement all over his handsome face. 

"Everything okay, sir?" 

Something there, in his tone, which made me feel like we were both playing a role. Him an actor, who just so happened to be wearing the fitted white shirt and tight black pants of cabin crew; me, cosplaying a wiser, more mature version of myself, someone who knew what the hell he was doing. 

"Uh... yeah, sure, everything's fine." 

I wanted to push back into the cubicle; to examine my face again, see what wet spots, what rogue smears of cum I might've missed. Regretting my haste just moments ago, and kicking myself for deciding that forcing someone to wait a minute or two longer outside was a worse option, compared to emerging with the evidence of my jerking still visible. 

His eyes skated down my body, then back up. Fast, the grin undimmed as his gaze met mine again. 

I fought the urge to look down, to check what he might've seen. Hyper-aware of the way my sweatpants were clinging to me - knowing, too, that my cock had only really gone half-hard - and the way Alfie's boxer-briefs had twisted as I tugged them up my legs. 

"Just making sure, sir," he continued. "The bathrooms on these smaller aircraft can be quite a squeeze. And the walls are so thin."

I stared at him, in growing dismay. Certain that the next words out of his mouth were going to be "I heard exactly what you were doing," or "you're disgusting," or "what sort of person does that, here, now?"

Answers I wasn't even sure of myself, yet, but which I knew I'd be held to regardless. Branded with them - that weird guy who can't stop playing with his dick, and films it for other men to jerk off to - and from that, no going back.

"I... I..." 

Saved, from my stuttering, brain-dead horror, by a chime and the "Fasten Seatbelts" light suddenly glowing into life. 

He cocked his head at me, expectant. "I'm afraid that means you'll have to return to your seat, sir. Things could get... jerky."

I could feel my face blushing beet-red as I hurried down the aisle. Stumbled into my seat, yanking the belt across my lap. 

"What's the matter?" My mom lowered her book, to give me a bemused look. 

"Just worried about turbulence," I lied.

She sighed, as though I was being ridiculous. "Flying's safer than driving."

I didn't reply, too busy listening to the announcement that came over the speakers. Recognizing his voice, my brain automatically summoning the picture of his knowing smirk.

"... so we'll be passing through the cabin, checking the security of your lap belts. Please remain seated."

I forced myself to loosen my grip on the armrests, reassured at least that anybody seeing it would probably just assume I was a nervous flyer. Not recognize that my spiking anxiety was because the flight attendant was getting closer and closer every second. 

"Just checking all the seat belts are securely fastened," he commented, as he walked. Glancing side to side, scanning each row. 

I held my breath, as he paused next to me. 

"Excuse me, sir. Can I just make sure..."

He reached down, deft fingers plucking the loose end of the seatbelt and then giving it a sharp tug. Cinching it snugly enough to make me gasp, not to mention pull the crotch of my sweats around my bulge. The curved heft of my dick outlined almost obscenely, as I fought the near-overwhelming urge to cover myself with my hands.  

"We like it to be low, and tight, across the lap, sir." No chance of confusing his expression as anything other than entertained. 

"He's a nervous flyer," my mom interjected, eyes fixed on her novel. 

The steward gave me an amused look, eyebrow raised. Late twenties, maybe, and attractive in a polished way I didn't think I could ever hope to match. Perfect teeth, perfect hair, perfect skin... I could imagine him sweet-talking any unruly passenger he might have to deal with. Problem was, his attention wasn't making one very obvious part of me inclined to settle down.

His pat on my shoulder was reassuring, or at least it would've been had I not been willing my cock to ignore his presence. 

"Nothing to worry about, sir," he purred, "you're perfectly safe in my hands."

Another wink, and he was gone. 

The roiling sensations of having been caught, and seen, and not entirely hating either remained, though. Churning in my stomach, more potent than any flying anxiety. Gingerly, I pulled my hoodie from the seat pocket and laid it across my lap, covering the one part of me which seemed to know what it wanted. 

"If you're gonna throw up, use a bag," my mom warned me. 

I nodded, weakly. She was right that I felt nauseous, just confused over its cause. 
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Chapter Two
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It was like my eyes had been opened, and then there was no going back. I wasn't sure whether to curse Alfie, for that, or to thank him.

It was also quite possibly true that, compared to a lot of people, I'd been walking around blind to the world.

I knew that there were gay guys out there, of course. I wasn't completely stupid. I just hadn't realized just how much they were hitting on each other - or simply acknowledging each other's presence - while everybody else was blissfully ignorant. 

Like I said, once you were aware of it, you couldn't not see it. 

The steward first, standing by the airplane door as we slowly filed down the center aisle toward the jet bridge. My insides doing lazy cartwheels, it felt like, as I followed my mom and tried not to make it obvious that I was peering around her. Simultaneously desperate and terrified of having to make eye contact with him again.

He wasn't going to say anything. It wasn't, even, like he'd really known what I was doing, in that tiny restroom cubicle. After all, the only camera in there had been the one on my phone. Rationally, there was no reason at all for me to feel nervous.

My brain cycled through all those truths; recognized and accepted them. Then it remembered his smile, as he startled me outside of the bathroom, and the wink he'd flashed me after tugging the seat belt tight. All sensible thought fled like bonfire sparks.

He knew. Of course, he knew. And, unlike the people who paid to watch videos of me hooking up with Alfie, or Trent, or any of the others, I had to look straight back at him, and live with that knowledge that he'd seen through me. Figured out something, come to some conclusion, about the sort of guy I was.

That sense of being seen so thoroughly and completely left me squirming with horror.

I hoisted my bag higher on my shoulder, my fingers sweaty on the handle of the suitcase I was dragging behind me, and wondered if it would be unutterably rude just to stare at my shoes and avoid eye-contact altogether. 

"Ah, it's my nervous flyer." 

No way not to look up, my best - rude - intentions be damned. His grin was megawatt-bright; frankly, if the airline didn't use him in one of those dumb safety briefing videos, it was missing a golden opportunity.

"We have a company tradition, for guests who make it through their aerophobia," he continued, digging into his pocket. "Even if you're... bigger than most."

My chest was tight, at his innuendo, though I couldn't look away. Or move, even, as he reached for my hoodie. 

Mom looked back, at the little enamel airplane pin he was fixing to my lapel. "Aren't those usually for kids?" 

He winked at her. "We make exceptions, sometimes. Y'know, if a passenger really stands out."

I could feel the heat of his knuckles through my t-shirt. The touch fleeting, just like the soft pat he gave the little pin, before pulling his hands away. Even so, I still held my breath.

"Have a good day, sir."

I tried not to stumble, as I tugged the case up the jet bridge.

If my mom had been relaxed, disconnected while we were away, she snapped straight back into her usual, efficient self as soon as we were in the terminal. Leading me through the crowds, making a beeline for the parking shuttles. Barely a glance back, to be sure I was actually following.

I was fine with that, though. It meant there was nobody really paying attention, as I turned my newfound senses on the hundreds of people around us.

Alfie's voice was like a whisper, at the back of my brain, as I scanned left and right. "It ain't gay just to recognize a dude's hot, bro," in his teasing, beguiling drawl. 

And there were hot guys, dozens of them. My eyes feeling like they'd been pried open, and that while I was seeing plenty of cute girls, the men they were traveling with were suddenly equally fascinating. Some of them my age, similarly dressed for comfort, but others older, buttoned into suits and tapping on their cellphones. Sprawled out in the bars and fast food places that lined the concourse, laughing and joking with a sort of untempered enthusiasm that was contagious. 

I used to be like them, too, I figured, only now I'd changed somehow. Which was why I started noticing the guys who'd already noticed me.

Not many; the exception rather than the rule. But more than once I found myself unexpectedly making eye-contact, as I trailed in my mom's wake. Discovered I was returning a look, not responsible for initiating it. 

Never anything more than a grin, or a smirk. The flicker of eyes down my body; fast, but enough to leave my skin prickling with the shock of it. The same, quick glances that I remembered from Jack at the grocery store, or how I'd realize Alfie had been watching while we worked together down by the pond. No words but, now I understood that silent language, the context was clear. 

"Do you need the bathroom, before we get the car?"

My mom's question cut through my thoughts, leaving me blinking as my mouth struggled to catch up. I blinked at her. 

"I'm not a little kid."

She eyed the airplane pin, pointedly. 

I rolled my eyes. "Fine. Look after my bags, then."

Dumping them at her feet, and ignoring her scowl, I worked my way through the throng of people to the nearest restroom. 

Honestly, I hadn't needed to go, right up until the point she'd mentioned it, and then suddenly it felt like my bladder was howling. I walked past the row of stalls, relieved to see an empty spot at the urinals at the end of the room.

It was hard not to sigh in relief, as I tugged the front of my sweatpants down and stopped mentally crossing my legs. 

The older guy standing next to me zipped up and left, quickly replaced by someone new. Usually I wouldn't care, only the hefty jangle of what had to be an oversized belt buckle caught my attention. 

The glance down was instinctive, a sly look I'd swear wasn't intentional. My brain simply curious, interested because of the sound; not having made the connection that whatever the guy's hands were doing at his jeans would eventually include hauling out his cock. 

Soft, but still decently long and thick, and for a moment I felt like I was frozen. Eyes hooked on it, on this part of a stranger that ordinarily I should never see, and so caught up in that shock that it took long, stretched-out seconds before I realized that he was just standing there, too. Not moving, not pissing. Just holding his dick, jutting out from the fly of his pants.

Like he was presenting it, for inspection. 

My eyes flit up, a wave of panic threatening to crest through me. Wanting, desperately, to be faced with his disinterest in profile: blithely unaware of me, much less what I'd just been staring at. 

He winked at me, the smirk just starting to curl his lips.

In his thirties, maybe, or a little older. Handsome, in a not particularly memorable way, though that could've been more down to the deafening scream of dismay filling my skull. 

Something deeply, pointedly intentional about his glance down. Like he wanted no confusion whatsoever about the fact that he was checking out my cock.

The way he licked his lips, as he met my wide-eyed stare again, was similarly clear. 

I wasn't exactly sure when I'd stopped pissing, and got angry-throbbing hard instead. 

A slight jerk of his head, back in the direction of the stalls. 

Even through my shock, I could understand how things might go. The way we'd both slyly duck into the same cubicle; the way his hands would feel, groping at my crotch. The moment of uncertainty that'd leave me frozen once more, and then a fifty-fifty split, a coin toss whether I'd reach for him too, or just bolt for the exit.

Alfie would tell me to do it. Hell, Alfie would be trying to squeeze into the cubicle with us. Three guys, and the idea of it - that ridiculousness - was what hit the reset button in my brain. A splash of ice water to pierce the arousal.

Lungs burning, like I'd forgotten how to breathe, I stumbled back. Away from the leering guy and his thickening dick still fat in his hand. Remembered to shove my own cock away, or at least as best I could; wishing my underwear was tighter, that Alfie's body hadn't stretched it out, so that it could pin down my eager erection rather than leave it tenting my sweatpants obscenely. 

Splashing water on my hands was a vague, desperate attempt to look normal. Even if a snatched glance at my reflection was enough to dash those hopes. My wide-eyes and flushed cheeks seemed to scream my guilt. 

Frantic, I yanked my hoodie off. Balled it up, around my still-wet fists, so that I could clutch it at crotch-level; hide the fact that, for all I was very nearly a gibbering wreck, my dick was still rampant. 

My mom flashed me an unimpressed glance when I stumbled out. "We're going to hit traffic."

I struggled into my backpack, no easy task when you're also trying to shield your junk, and then snatched at the handle of the suitcase. "Let's go, then."

#
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It was ridiculous, to miss the long, dull, empty roads of the countryside. One thing you could say about life in Alfie's home town, though, was that they didn't have to worry about bumper-to-bumper gridlock. 

Then again, I could remember one year when he'd got stuck behind some huge combine, crawling along and taking up both sides of the road. His building frustration as we dawdled at fifteen miles-per-hour; the fantail of dust and gravel as, patience exhausted, he'd swerved around the lumbering machinery. Barely-plowed field be damned.

I'd rolled my eyes, back then, at Alfie's ire. Now, my forehead pressed against the cool glass as we inched along toward our exit, the memory of it made me smile. 

"Back to normal," my mom said, then side-eyed me, knowingly. "I bet you must be relieved."

"Uh, normal, yeah..."

That was the other part of it: I really did feel normal, still. Despite everything that'd happened on the trip; despite all the things I'd discovered that, given the chance, I actually enjoyed doing. Regardless of the gender of the people I was doing it with. I couldn't hand-on-heart claim that the Mason I saw in the side mirror now was a different guy to who he'd been a couple of weeks back.

Normal, then. Only I wasn't sure how that flavor of normal would work, away from Alfie and the farm.

He was liberated, practically uncontrollable. And when I was around him - when I was away from my "normal" life - I could afford to let some of that freedom rub off on me. Alfie was always going to think I was uptight, and frankly if that ever changed it'd probably be a sign that I'd gone disastrously off the rails, but I could loosen up some. By my own measure, at least. 

I'd already seen enough - felt enough - today, though, to know I couldn't necessarily allow myself the same liberties when I was at home. Couldn't afford to succumb to my baser instincts; to chase the things my body had realized could feel pretty fucking good, if only I got past the mental hangups. The fact I'd been seriously considering jumping into a public restroom stall with a total stranger, even if only for a moment, felt about as clear a sign as you could hope for that my lizard brain wasn't to be trusted.

"Back to normal," my mom had said, and she was right: I had to stuff this genie back into its bottle. The shit you could do out in the sticks just wasn't going to fly, not on your own doorstep. Pretending it was any other way, could be any other way, was only going to get me in trouble. 
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Chapter Three
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In an ideal world, I could've ignored it. Done "the Mason usual," as my best friend Carl had branded it: feigned bland ignorance, until my brain got the message and moved on to something else. 

Kinda ironic, then, that Carl was instrumental to this particular problem. 

I'd thought my best bud and I were close. Brother-close, even. Sure, he gave me shit about stuff, and sure, I could be an asshole to him in return, but - under the jokes and the trash talk - we had each other's backs. He'd known what little enthusiasm I'd had for this particular vacation.

And then he'd heard just how that experience had turned around. 

I'd felt nervous as fuck, that first time, trying to find the words to explain what Alfie and I had done together. Something not just out of character for me, but still difficult to believe even after the dust had long settled and the sweat long dried. Worried that not only would it change the way Carl thought about me, but that it could detonate our friendship altogether. 

Sending him the video had been a cop-out, even if it had also left me all the more exposed. You couldn't edge around the truth of what had happened, not when it was bluntly visible on-screen.

Carl had been shocked, sure, but it was more a sort of shock that his uptight best friend would do that sort of stuff, not that guys did it at all. Which I guess made sense, considering it wasn't all that long before he admitted that he'd hooked up with guys before, too. 

Just when I'd been reeling from that - which was, yes, a little hypocritical, but we were both full of surprises - he hit me with the double-whammy. Carl was bisexual: happy to put a label to it; happy to make it "official." In fact, the only reason he hadn't told me before, apparently, was because he thought I might not react well.

Which left me feeling pretty fucking shitty, if I was being honest. 

Like, nobody wants to be told that they're so straitlaced, their closest friend is afraid to discuss some key part of themselves out of fear that you'll boil over in sanctimonious outrage. Nobody wants to be thought of as such an uptight asshole, that the people in their life self-censor because they're not sure you can handle hearing anything remotely challenging to your buttoned-up worldview. 

In a way, I'd had it easier. I'd gone away for a week or so, had my eyes opened - well, blown open, was more accurate - and been forced to account for the fact that my body clearly didn't have a problem getting turned on by other guys. Whereas Carl had presumably come to the same conclusion, but over however long a period, and without the person who was meant to be his best buddy to talk it over with.

So yeah, I felt like a Grade A fuck-up, on the whole "best friend" thing. Problem was, there didn't seem like a way to talk about Carl's shit, without my own coming up as well. I could already picture his skeptical expression, and the way he'd tell me I was full of shit for trying to change the subject.

I stared at the last messages we'd exchanged, while my mom bustled around putting in laundry. It didn't help that the last conversation we'd had, Carl and I had joked about me filming him hooking up with another guy. At least, I'd decided it was easier for me to handle it if I assumed we'd both been joking. 

Maybe "the Mason usual" could have one more outing, to make life easier.

"Just got home," I tapped out, and hit send.

"Missing the clean country air?" 

I grinned at his text. "The clean country air usually smells like cow shit."

"Don't tell me, you missed the engine fumes and the constant sound of traffic."

I hadn't, but I'd be lying if I claimed there wasn't something weirdly reassuring about hearing it again. It was hard to feel lonely, with that ever-present background hum. The first night at the farm always felt unnerving: the blackness outside of the windows, and the sense of emptiness rolling out for miles. The city might never sleep, but somehow I did all the better, knowing it was there.

"It's good to be back," I told him.

It wasn't the only thing I wanted to say, of course. My fingertips were itching, desperate - and terrified - to bring up everything that'd been weighing on my mind since we landed at the airport. The distance, of words on a screen, had made it easier to spill out all my uncertainties to Carl while I was away. Now, though, he was just down the block; at some point, I was going to be face-to-face with him again, both of us aware of how things had changed.

"You want to hang out later, or are you too tired?" 

I blinked at the screen, trying to process. That was the other thing with texts, you had to project the intonation onto the words yourself. Sure, it wouldn't be out of character for Carl to be teasing me; for "or are you too tired" to be laced with the sarcasm he wielded so well. Only it could also be a genuine question, or even an easy excuse that my best friend was half-hoping I'd take.

I wasn't the only one who'd shared new secrets, after all. Carl had been pretty blunt, when he'd revealed he liked guys as well as girls, but maybe he was feeling that uncertainty about being face-to-face with me, too.

Honestly, I didn't really know whether a "good" friend would give him the out, or push him to get it over with. I only knew what felt right, right now, for our friendship.

"Not too tired to beat your sorry ass in a head-to-head." 

Carl couldn't resist a gaming challenge. "You're on, bitch."

The row of taunting yellow emojis didn't look like him, but I could still picture his cocky expression and smile.
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I'd forgotten how good it felt, not having to ration your time in the shower to two minute increments. There was still a non-zero possibility of my mom yelling at me about wasting hot water, but that was still preferable to someone hammering on the door, demanding that I hurry up because there were cows that needed milking or fields that needed plowing.

There were always fucking cows to milk, and fields to plow, I'd wanted to point out. Only having a top-of-your-lungs argument while you were simultaneously trying to rinse off soap never seemed practical.

Just being able to stand there - with the spray hammering on my shoulders and the back of my head - and pretend there was no world outside my bubble felt like the height of luxury. The difficult part was trying not to dwell on the thoughts that'd already wormed their way inside that bubble.

Parts like the fact that I'd almost hooked up with a stranger at the airport, while my mom waited impatiently for me outside the restroom. Or the fact that there was a video of me jerking off while on the plane, and licking my fresh load from my own palm, saved on my phone. 

Alfie had said that Shannon would want to sell that, and at some point I'd have to decide whether or
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