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Who would have imagined that I would find myself in such a situation? That I’d become a Flower Boy, selling my body. The only easy method I could find to earn some cash for my school fees, which are due in three weeks, was to do this. I know there are better choices out there. Even though I’m an academic scholar, there are a lot of nonsensically expensive school bills that I have to pay.

My former supervisor at Nourriture Pour L'âme, a posh French bistro, abruptly fired me three weeks ago. That place was a historic hotel that opened in 1902 and closed in 1978 due to a horrible fire that killed many of the guests. It is said that the guests' ghosts are still stuck inside, haunting the workers and customers every night. Fortunately, I have not encountered any of the horror stories that my former coworkers swore by. Or maybe I did, but I was too oblivious to care.

Anyway, my best friend Drew and I were eating lunch in the George Amethyst University cafeteria, which consisted of low-cost, unhealthy dishes. But, hey, as long as it fills our tummies and gets us through the day, that's fine.

"Are you sure you want to do the Flower Boy job?" Drew asked me for maybe the billionth time. Secretly, he works as a rent boy for Flower Boys Inc., a company that dislikes the terms prostitute and pimping and instead refers to their employees as Flower Boys.

“I—I guess so,” I replied.

He had told me about the odd employment when I was fired because I was too shy and failed to interact with most of my coworkers, save Danny Sage, a schoolmate. Danny was likewise fired too because he annoyed one of the restaurant's VIPs, but he told me that he had found another job at Creed's, a local dive bar that serves big pints of beer to barely legal students and beefy-bodied motorcycle gang members from Chester's Lane, a caravan park that is nearly fifty acres big and is known to host weekly drug soirees.

When I asked Drew why he chose this profession, he merely shrugged and claimed it was easy money and he might get more than he hoped. Given that his parents almost rejected him six months ago after he was busted doing drugs, he may be onto something. Now, he's out in the world doing what he needed to do for his own good, just like what I had been doing for the past seven years. I guess we are meant to be best friends in that weird and undoubtedly sad kind of way.

There was a little snicker from the group of gossipy girls holding court near our table. Had they overheard our conversation? And if they did, should I be worried?

"What made you want to try, though?" Drew queried before shoveling rice into his mouth.

"You told me that the pay is good so I thought that maybe I could also do it."

He nodded before adjusting the collar of his white uniform top and unbuttoning two clasps to display his skin. "Yeah, the pay is good but you have to ready yourself because you have to have sex with your client on the first day."

The chocolate milkshake I was drinking almost choked me.

Did I just hear that right? Sex on the first day of meeting a client? Is it even possible? "What? Are you serious?"

Drew nodded and smiled. His sharp canine teeth glinted in the fluorescent light, making him resemble a golden retriever. "Why? Are you a virgin?" His heavy brows wiggled delightfully at me.

I lowered my head, and heat rose to my cheeks from embarrassment.

"Shit, man, are you still a virgin? No fucking way." The fact that he essentially publicized my virginity made things even more awkward for my life and soul.

The girls from the other side looked at our table, their glossy lips shimmering as they drew their heads back in a fit of laughter.


"Wow, Drew, thank you for declaring that so loudly. Now everyone knows," I grumbled, balling my fists and resisting the urge to give him an uppercut.


"Don't worry, Aki—" He simpered, placing a hand on my shoulder as if trying to comfort me.

I struck it aside, annoyed. The overwhelming aroma of heavy cream and orange juice made me feel sick, like I needed to vomit on Drew's enormous head.

“This job will pop that little cherry of yours. And for six glorious months, you’ll have to be someone’s Flower Boy, get paid to go on dates, and have sex all night long.” He paused, making sure that I was listening to every acrid detail of this job. “But I do have to tell you, all of our clients are men—gay men. Some of them are even married so just a fair warning.”

“Married?” I sputtered.

Drew nodded.

“Yep, but not all of them are. Some are just lonely single men who just want a good fuck. While the married ones are just looking for something different. You know? Younger, spicier, and can give them what their wives can’t.”

The way he stated it so casually set off the red alarms in my head, forcing me to reconsider my life choices.

As Drew nursed his soda, something—a worrying thought—ran inside my mind. My hands wrung together nervously hoping that the question that I would be asking wouldn’t offend him.

“Have—have you ever had a married client?”

Drew looked at me squarely and nodded. “Yeah, about three of them but I’m being very picky now.”

Oh God, three? Really? That’s three marriages that are now built on lies and deception.

I wonder how it felt to have sex with someone who is married? Thinking about that roiled my stomach. Do I really have the guts to touch a married man and destroy his family?

There was something deep inside my gut telling me it wasn't right and that I should back out, but Drew said I could always choose not to work with a married customer. So that's somewhat reassuring. I suppose.

I bit my lower lip nervously. "Could you tell me why you accepted a married client's offer?"

“Those married clients gave me a lot of luxurious things.” Drew quipped. “Like this phone, I got it from my last married client. Although we had to stop because...” He trailed off, looking into the distance. I waited for him to continue but he didn’t so I chose to guess what had happened.

“Did his wife catch you?” I lowered my voice so that the gossipy girls a few tables away from us would not be able to hear. That’s the last thing that we wanted, for rumors to spread and jeopardize our slot here in the university, especially mine, considering that I’m running for Suma Cum Laude.

There was a weighty pause at our table.

A scream echoed and I whipped my head, craning to see what had happened. Jenna Rose—the beautiful, yet arrogant debate team captain—slipped on the floor of the cafeteria, her coffee spilling all over the navy blue power suit that she somehow managed to wear even if the University issued a uniform. A group of varsity players clapped their hands at her as she angrily wove her way out of the area, bumping into a freshman who was eating ice cream, not even bothering to apologize.

Drew cleared his throat, grabbing my attention once again. He was not smiling. Usually, he would laugh out loud when situations like these happen, especially to people he dislikes, like Jenna. “His wife caught us—you know, having sex in one of their apartments in Woodworth. I was on top of Fred—my client—when she barged in the bedroom, screaming.”

“You know what else made the entire thing embarrassing?” He leaned in to whisper, “I was already in him when she saw us.”

“In him? Like you two were already—”

He nodded. “Her husband is a bottom and likes to be fucked.”

“Oh,” I looked down at my hands, and they began to tremble.

“Don’t worry,” Drew tapped my forehead. “You don’t have to do what I’ve done. Just—just don’t fall for your client, okay?”

What he said seemed to have come from somewhere, like he had experienced falling in love with a client. It got me wondering. Did Drew fall in love with one of his married clients like the guy named Fred?

I wanted to ask him but I wouldn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable because that is a sensitive topic. Taking a deep breath, I took a sip from my chocolate shake, to soothe my suddenly dry throat.

“So are you free on Friday night?” Drew asked expectantly, changing the subject to which I was grateful.

“I need to introduce you to my boss first because he needs to see you in person before deciding if he would hire you or not.”

I mentally checked my schedule and remembered that I was free that day so it was cool with me. “Yeah, I am.”

“Good,” He winked at me. The secret he’d told me earlier seemed to have vanished right before my very eyes like somehow, I just dreamt it up.

“I’ll pick you up at nine.”

"Greg, this is my friend, Akira," Drew presented me to a man with an extremely short buzz cut. His tight-fitting button-down shirt enhanced his athletic figure, and his jeans made his calves appear thick and strong, but the large bulge in his trousers caught my attention for a moment. 

When he noticed me glancing down, he smirked. 

I looked away from him, embarrassed.

Is he one of those guys who think everyone wants to have sex with him?

“He wants to join our little company and be a Flower Boy.”

Greg canvassed me from my head down to my toes, making me feel very exposed even though I was wearing my favorite cream-colored knitted pullover, an old, ratty-looking but still comfortable light-washed denim jeans, and worn-out Converse sneakers that had seen better days two years ago. 

“Turn around for me young man,” His voice had this sexy and raspy smoker’s tone about it but still had that “I’m the boss and you’re just someone I can easily replace” way about it.

Greg sat into his buttery leather chair, gently moving it in long crescent motions as if he was relishing how judged I felt right now. 

I reluctantly made a full, slow turn, feeling like a mannequin. 

"Do you work out at all? He questioned before taking a sip from what appeared to be a glass of scotch. Its pungent smell drifted around the room.

“I do—sometimes.” 

I mean, I’m okay, I guess. My stomach area had some resemblance of abs, and my shoulders were just the appropriate breadth the last time I had my measurements assessed. The person who creates the school uniform told me that my waistline is so small that it can compete with some of the female students'.

“Well, I need you to do a photo shoot to see what you look like, underneath all those clothes.” 

Photoshoot? Drew never said anything about that. My gaze turned to my friend who became unexpectedly busy checking out the couch on the other end of the room.  

Greg suddenly gestured to a girl who was seated on one of the velvet couches to come over. She had a pink butterfly tattoo on her neck. Her hair was in a very short pixie cut, and the statement shirt she was wearing said: “Love is Love”. Pixie Cut gave me a friendly smile and extended her hand. “Hi! I’m Shiloh, his younger sister.” She rolled her eyes at Greg who just shook his head, looking very annoyed.

“I took all of the photos here. Soon, your photo will be up there too.” She mused, taking a look at her work proudly displayed in the room.  I gently reached my hand out and shook her extended one. 

My eyes wandered over the pictures of men in tight-fitting shirts and small, barely there thongs. There was a picture of Drew on the right. He was wearing a sexy firefighter uniform, no undershirt, and had a lot—and I mean a lot—of body oil on him, showing off his hard muscles.

“Are you up to it?” Greg asked me expectantly whilst he took another sip of scotch.

“Uh—yeah—sure, I’ll do it.” I knew I sounded so uncertain...because I was but I had to do this. I have no one to turn to for support. This is the only way. 

“Okay, good,” Greg said as he gestured for Shiloh to go to the studio and for me and Drew to follow suit. 

Wow, I’m doing this.

We entered a room that had all the facilities and apparatuses that were needed at such a studio.  

There was another female who was preparing some makeup off to the side. She has platinum blonde hair and was wearing a tight-fitting jumpsuit that was paired with black pumps with red bottoms. She looked like she was going to a party. 

“Please tell me that you’re over eighteen,” Shiloh asked me as she held her huge, professional camera, tinkering with its settings. 

I nodded. “Yeah, I just turned twenty-one.”

She smiled at me as her camera made clicking sounds. 

“Good, because the last guy we got lied about his age—he was seventeen. He presented a fake ID and as we were doing the shoot, where he was wearing a g-sting thong, his mother came in angrily.” Shiloh chuckled, her eyes crinkling. 

“Turns out he has a tracker in his phone that led his mom here. She was so beside herself that she threatened to sue us for endangering a minor.” Shiloh rolled her eyes. “But Greg was able to shut her up by offering some...services from our Flower Boys here. It turns out that she just wanted a hard dick.”  

I gawked at her still trying to process what she had said. 

Drew let out a clamorous laugh that echoed in the studio. 

“Don’t scare him like that,” He says as he positions an arm on my shoulder, squeezing it. “Don’t worry about it. Just do this shoot and after this, we’ll get ice cream at Ice Cream Land.” 

“As long as you pay for it,” I say.

“Sure. I will.”

Blondie went up to our group. Her red glossy lips shone in the well-lit room. She gave Shiloh a peck on the lips, transferring some of the red tint on Shiloh’s bare lips. 

“Is this the latest Flower Boy recruit?” she asked in a lilting, sultry voice. 

Shiloh nodded, her lips pursed as she began setting up the lighting. “Yep, he’s friends with Drew. They go to the same University.” She paused, smiling at Blondie, “Akira, this is Jill, my girlfriend and of course, the star makeup artist of Flower Boys Inc.”

Jill gave me a bashful smile before taking my hand in hers and pulling me to the makeup station. “Put your trust in me Akira,” she said sweetly, somewhat taking some of my nerves away. “I will make you the prettiest boy in our little company.” 

A small smile formed on my lips. Her positivity is just too infectious. 

Shiloh finished setting up the lights and was now fixing the backdrop while Jill sat me on the makeup counter. 

“Get ready to see yourself in a different light Akira!”

Oh boy. 

––––––––
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The reflection in the mirror was almost unrecognizable. The delicate, light makeup Jill had meticulously applied to my face transformed me into someone I barely recognized. The subtle touches of foundation and contouring had sculpted my features into something almost ethereal. My normally squinty eyes, which had always been a source of self-consciousness, were now accentuated with expertly applied eyeshadow, making them appear larger and more expressive under the studio lights.

I tugged hesitantly at the fluffy cat ears Jill had so carefully pinned atop my head. They felt alien against my scalp, the weight of them a constant reminder of how out of my element I was. The blush-colored lace underwear I wore was cinched up uncomfortably high, creating a persistent wedgie that dug into the sensitive skin of my backside. I shifted uncomfortably, trying to ignore the discomfort as best as I could.

Jill stood beside me, her skilled fingers adding the final touches to my makeup. She patted a dusting of glitter onto my cheekbones, the iridescent shimmer catching the light in a dazzling array of blue, green, and pink hues. The sparkling effect created a halo of color around my face, giving me an otherworldly, almost magical appearance. I stared at my reflection, mesmerized and unsettled by how the glittering accents highlighted every contour of my face.

“Is this your first time doing a photoshoot?” Jill asked, her voice warm and reassuring as she applied a final touch of strawberry-flavored gloss to my lips, making them glisten and appear fuller than usual.

I looked at her through the mirror’s reflection, my eyes betraying the anxiety I was feeling. “Yeah, I’m still very nervous about doing something like this.” I bit my bottom lip, a nervous habit I couldn’t seem to shake. “This is such a foreign territory for me. I’m not sure I can handle it.”

Jill gave my bare arm a gentle pat, her touch both comforting and firm. Her eyes were filled with encouragement as she gave me a soft, sincere smile. “Everyone starts nervous, Akira. Even Drew was a wreck his first time, but things will get better. You’ll find your rhythm and get comfortable soon enough.” She ran her fingers along my jawline, adjusting the light to enhance the shimmer of the glitter on my cheeks.

“I hope so.” A sigh escaped my lips, my heart heavy with the weight of what was to come. I was standing on the precipice of a new chapter in my life, one that I knew would be met with judgment and scorn from others. Desperate times, after all, call for desperate measures. Tears began to well up in the corners of my eyes, but I willed them away, squeezing my eyes shut and forcing the emotions back.

Akira—it’s not worth it to break down now. You’re here, you’re alive, and you will find happiness again someday. This is just a stepping stone, a temporary path to a brighter future.

The gentle squeeze of a hand on my shoulder pulled me from my thoughts. I looked up to see Drew standing beside me, his body glistening with oil and showcasing his well-toned physique. His tight leather pants seemed to cling to him like a second skin, emphasizing every muscle and curve of his body. Despite the restrictive appearance of his attire, he wore it with a confident ease that belied the discomfort I was sure he must have felt.

“You alright, buddy?” Drew asked, concern evident in his eyes. His voice was steady, but there was a trace of genuine worry etched into his features.

I managed a shaky smile, playfully smacking his arm. “Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” The words were hollow, a thin veil over the storm of nerves and self-doubt raging within me.

Drew studied me for a moment, then gave a reassuring nod. “Okay, good. We need to get started with your shoot. You’ll do great, I know you will.”

As he guided me toward the studio, I tried to steady my breathing. I could only hope that I’d find the same success in front of the camera that Drew had, and that I could manage to perform as well as he had.

The studio was alive with activity, the vibrant colors of the set and the low hum of the camera equipment creating an atmosphere of tense anticipation. I was introduced to Jill’s girlfriend, Jill, a platinum-blonde with a stunningly fashionable outfit that seemed more suited for a glamorous night out than for work in a studio. Her high heels clicked against the floor as she moved with a practiced grace.

“Please tell me you’re over eighteen,” Jill said with a playful, teasing smile as she adjusted her camera’s settings.

I nodded, trying to ignore the flutter of nerves in my stomach. “Yeah, I just turned twenty-one.”

“Good,” she said, her eyes crinkling at the corners as she smiled. “We had a bit of a mess with the last guy we had—a seventeen-year-old with a fake ID who caused quite a stir when his mother showed up in the middle of the shoot.”

My eyes widened slightly at her story, the humor and gravity of her words making me more nervous. Drew let out a loud laugh, filling the room with a sense of camaraderie.

“Don’t worry about it,” Drew said, his arm around my shoulders as he squeezed reassuringly. “Just get through the shoot, and afterward we’ll grab ice cream at Ice Cream Land. It’s on me.”

I managed a faint smile, the thought of a sweet reward easing my tension just a bit. “As long as you’re paying for it,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

“Of course,” Drew said with a grin. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Jill approached us, her red glossy lips shining under the studio lights. “Is this the newest addition to the Flower Boy lineup?” she asked, her voice lilting and seductive.

“Yep,” Shiloh said, her own smile warm as she introduced me. “Akira, this is Jill, my girlfriend and the fabulous makeup artist behind all our Flower Boys.”

Jill extended a hand, her red-tinted lips brushing against Shiloh’s as she gave her a peck. “It’s nice to meet you, Akira. I’ll make sure you’re the best-looking Flower Boy yet.”

I shook her hand, feeling a bit of my nervousness ease with her friendly demeanor. “Thank you, Jill. I hope I can live up to the expectations.”

With a final encouraging smile, Jill guided me to the makeup station. “Get ready to see yourself in a whole new light, Akira!”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what lay ahead. This was the start of a new chapter, and I had to face it head-on.

This was the hardest thing I had ever done. The weight of the situation pressed down on me like a heavy fog, clouding my thoughts and making every move feel like a battle. Shiloh had instructed me to channel the essence of a sultry cat, but no matter how hard I tried to follow her directions, I felt more like a malfunctioning robot than a seductive feline. The blinding flashes from the camera only added to the pressure, each burst of light stark and jarring against the dim ambiance of the studio.

I stole a glance at the clock on the wall, its ticking hands cruelly marking the passage of time. It was already ten-thirty, the minutes dragging by like hours. I was grateful that tomorrow was Saturday, a day free from classes. I needed all the time I could get, as this photoshoot was likely to stretch into the early hours of the morning.

“Akira, can you not look so nervous?” Shiloh’s voice cut through my anxiety, her tone tinged with frustration as she waved her hands in exaggerated motions. Earlier, she had been a beacon of enthusiasm, guiding me through poses and instructing me on how to move my facial muscles with a patience that had now begun to wear thin. After an hour of trying to emulate her instructions, her cool demeanor had slowly dissolved into impatience.

I looked at her with a mixture of apology and defeat, my shoulders slumping in surrender. “Sorry,” I muttered, my voice barely above a whisper.

Shiloh took a deep breath, her eyes narrowing as she suddenly jumped up and down, her excitement palpable. Her eyes sparkled with a sudden revelation, and she clapped her hands together as if she had just won the lottery. I watched her, bewildered by the sudden shift in her energy. “I have an idea!” she exclaimed, her voice brimming with enthusiasm.

“What—what is it?” I stammered, my eyes darting nervously between Shiloh and Drew, who was sound asleep on the velvety couch in the corner. His raven-colored robe draped over him like a shroud, his steady breathing a stark contrast to the chaos of the studio.

“Why don’t you just act all nervous and bite your lip? Like, be the baby virgin that you truly are,” she suggested, her eyes gleaming with the thrill of her idea.

I shot a resentful glare at Drew, his serene slumber mocking my own frazzled state. It was clear he had shared with everyone that I was still a virgin. Wonderful. Just wonderful. Thanks a bunch, Drew.

Despite my frustration, I tried to embody the shyness and allure Shiloh had described. I bit my bottom lip, attempting to exude an air of innocence and vulnerability while looking directly at the camera. To my surprise, it seemed to work. Shiloh’s expression softened, and she began to praise me, her earlier frustration forgotten. “Yes, that’s it! Perfect!” she exclaimed, her voice filled with renewed excitement.

The camera flashed incessantly, the rapid clicks a relentless reminder of the performance I was struggling to give. “One more frame!” Shiloh called out, her voice almost sing-song in its enthusiasm.

I bit my lip harder, trying to appear both shy and enticing as I gazed into the lens. Each click of the shutter seemed to capture a moment of hesitation and longing that I was desperate to hide but had now laid bare.

Shiloh’s eyes widened in delight as she reviewed the images on her camera. “That’s it! What a beautiful shot!” she whooped, her joy infectious despite my own exhaustion.

For a fleeting moment, I allowed myself a small, weary smile. Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe I could do this.
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That Saturday evening, the room was dimly lit by the soft glow of a desk lamp as I worked on my term paper. The topic was a heavy one: eating disorders and the media’s role in shaping body image issues among teenagers. It was a challenging subject to tackle, requiring a careful balance of sensitivity and academic exactitude. My professor, Dr. Fernandez, had been clear about her expectations. “Avoid graphic descriptions,” she had advised. “Be mindful of your language; you wouldn’t want to trigger anyone who’s struggling with an eating disorder.” Her words weighed on me as I typed, the responsibility of addressing such a delicate issue with respect and empathy pressing on my shoulders.

I was so absorbed in my writing that I barely noticed the gentle hum of my N-Kia phone vibrating on the desk beside me. The intermittent red light from the corner of the screen blinked rhythmically, a quiet beacon of distraction in my otherwise focused world. Last year, I had to sell my old Android phone to cover my final school fees and fund a project for Behavioral Psychology. In its place, I had been using my old bar phone from high school—an antiquated relic with a small screen and minimal features.

I reached over and pressed the READ button, a small, nervous hiccup escaping my lips as I saw the message notification.

It’s from Flower Boys.

I took a deep breath and began to read:

Good day, Mr. Akira Kim,

This is Gwen Nguyen, the Head of Human Resources at Flower Boys Inc. I am pleased to inform you that you have been hired as one of our talents. I will e-mail you the paperwork you need to complete, which includes healthcare documentation, tax payments, and your contract.

Please read all documents carefully before signing and confirming with us. You will have a two-week period to submit the necessary forms.

Regards,

Gwen Nguyen, HR Manager at Flower Boys Inc.

I stared at the message, rereading it several times as a wave of mixed emotions washed over me. The message seemed legitimate—there were details about tax payments, health insurance, and a contract that would be sent via email, all standard procedures for a job. But beneath the surface of the formalities, a swirl of anxiety began to churn within me. I had hoped that my first experience in this new world would be special, shared with someone I loved. But here I was, about to step into a role with strangers, an experience that felt far removed from the romanticized fantasy I had envisioned.

Would the people I would work with be kind? Would they treat me gently? The uncertainty gnawed at me. I had to cling to the hope that whoever I ended up working with would be compassionate and patient.

A soft, gentle meow interrupted my thoughts.

Polo, my Scottish Fold orange cat, was perched on the edge of the desk, his stark blue eyes fixed on me with a look that was both imploring and serene. He let out another soft meow, as if to say, “Hey, don’t forget about me!”

I reached out and stroked his fluffy head, the familiar sensation of his soft fur under my fingers bringing me a moment of comfort. Polo closed his eyes and purred, his small body vibrating with contentment at my touch.

Polo was my only family now. Two years ago, I had found him wandering the streets, his orange fur matted and his eyes full of quiet desperation. Growing up, I was never allowed to have pets, but there was something about his sad gaze that pulled at my heartstrings. I took him in, and together, we had become each other’s solace. His little quirks—like falling off the couch in his attempts to nap—had become a source of joy in my life.

We had created our own little family. I accepted him for all of his orange cat tendencies, and in return, he accepted me for who I was. In a world that often felt so lonely, Polo’s presence was a constant reminder of love and companionship.

As I continued to pet him, I whispered to myself, “Akira, this is just the beginning. Things will get better. One step at a time.” I tried to believe in my own reassurance, clinging to the hope that this new chapter of my life would lead to a brighter future.

––––––––
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It was Monday morning, and the sun had just begun to cast its golden rays through the narrow gaps in the curtains. I stood in front of the mirror, my fingers deftly buttoning up my crisp school uniform. I carefully smoothed out the creases on my white slacks, trying to make them look as immaculate as possible. The mundane ritual of preparing for school was my brief escape from the chaos of my life, a small sanctuary of normalcy amidst the storm that raged within me.

As I adjusted the collar of my shirt, a sharp knock echoed through the stillness of the early hour. My heart skipped a beat. It was an unexpected disturbance in my morning routine. I turned towards the door, my breath catching in my throat. Who could it be at this hour? My heart pounded with a mixture of curiosity and dread as I approached and slowly turned the knob.

To my utter astonishment—and deep, visceral horror—it was my father standing on the threshold. His appearance was a grotesque parody of the man he used to be. His disheveled hair hung in greasy strands, and his bloodshot eyes were glazed with a drunken haze. The stench of alcohol was overwhelming, a pungent cloud that seemed to envelop him, making my stomach churn with nausea.

“Dad, what are you doing here?” I managed to croak out, my voice trembling as I struggled to mask the surge of anxiety rising within me. A myriad of unsaid words clawed at the edges of my consciousness, things I wanted to scream— You hate me, right? You told me that people like me can go to hell—but I swallowed them down, stifled by the reality that he was still my father, and I was powerless in his presence.

He didn’t answer my question. Instead, he sneered at me, his lips curling into a menacing snarl. With a rough, unsteady grip, he seized the collar of my uniform, yanking me forward until our faces were mere inches apart. The acrid odor of his breath was suffocating, a blend of stale beer and rancid sweat that made me gag.

“You’re still a disrespectful little faggot, huh?” His voice was a guttural growl, each word dripping with venom and loathing. The word "faggot" was spat out with a ferocity that struck me like a physical blow, the impact reverberating through my entire being. The bitter sting of his slur was a fresh wound on an old, aching scar, a reminder of every moment of abuse and rejection I had suffered at his hands.

I could feel the weight of his hatred pressing down on me, a crushing force that made it hard to breathe. It was as if his words were dragging me back through time, to the moments of my childhood that I had buried deep beneath the surface—those times when he would berate me for being too feminine, or that one horrifying day when he caught me dancing in a dress and beat me so severely that I lost my last baby tooth. Those memories, raw and bleeding, surged up like a tidal wave, threatening to drown me in their relentless torment.

“Where’s the money? You haven’t wired anything into my account in weeks,” he demanded, his voice a harsh, unyielding command. He had always taken a cut of whatever I earned from my part-time jobs, despite the fact that I struggled to make ends meet myself. His greed knew no bounds, and his sense of entitlement was as deep as his bitterness.

I stammered, trying to explain, “I’ve yet to start my new job and—” but my words were swallowed by the sharp, stinging slap that landed across my cheek. The sudden, searing pain was almost more than I could bear. I was flung against the dining table, the edge digging into my lower back and sending a jolt of agony through my body. A lone glass, perched precariously on the table’s edge, toppled over and shattered on the floor, the sound echoing like the breaking of my heart.

He didn’t give me a moment to recover. He dragged me from the table, his movements brutal and unrelenting. With a fierce shove, he slammed me against the wall, the sharp impact of the concrete against my back driving the air from my lungs in a painful gasp.

“You are a fucking embarrassment, a no-good fag,” he spat at me, his rage a palpable force that filled the room. His words were a cold, harsh condemnation, a culmination of years of hate and resentment.

“Let—let go of me—please, Dad I—” Tears began to speck my eyes, feeling helpless and heartbroken.  

This act of violence took me back to a decade ago when I was just eleven years old, when he repeatedly berated and abused me for being too feminine and soft. Or that time when he saw me lip-synching and dancing to a Kylie Minogue song in my bedroom wearing my mother’s dress. I remember that day very vividly because he immediately punched me in the face, knocking my last baby tooth out. To this day, those memories live on and I don’t think that I would ever be able to recover from it.

Dad jolted me back to reality when he hurled me to the ground with all of the strength in his meaty, hock-like arms. My tailbone hit the floor, causing me to cry in pain. 

My gaze returned to my father, who looked like he was going to strike me with a series of powerful punches. He raised his fists, preparing to assault me and, most likely, take my life since he believes I ruined his life. According to his story, mom left us because I am gay, but in reality, she left due to his frequent violent tendencies. It’s just sad that she left me with him, not even bothering to contact me. 

I closed my eyes tightly waiting to feel the pain but the punch never came. I heard my dad and a familiar voice scrambling on the floor. 

I slowly opened my eyes and saw Drew putting my father in a chokehold as the building security rushed in to pacify the situation. That’s when the dam broke and I just sobbed. I never thought that things would end up like this—that my father is still prejudiced about who I am.

I would have preferred it if he just straight up abandoned me and forgot that he has a son and moved on, erasing every peripheral of who I am from his life but today, he chose to step on my already broken heart.
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“You alright, bud?” Drew’s voice cut through the fog of my thoughts as we came to a stop in the school parking lot. His question was gentle, almost hesitant, as if he was afraid of shattering the fragile bubble of silence that had settled around us.

I could barely manage a croak in response, my voice hoarse and trembling. “Yeah,” I said, though the word felt as hollow as a whisper in a storm. The tumultuous events of the morning still churned in my mind, a storm of shattered memories and stinging pain that I could barely keep at bay. I was grateful for the few quiet moments Drew had given me to try and gather my scattered thoughts, to piece together the fragments of my shattered composure before he prodded me for more.

I turned to look out the window, my gaze wandering aimlessly over the mundane scenes of everyday life unfolding outside. The school’s parking lot was filled with students bustling about, their laughter and conversations a jarring contrast to the storm that raged inside me. The sight of their normalcy only deepened the chasm between my own despair and their untroubled lives. It was as if the universe itself was mocking me, showing me that while my world was crumbling, for everyone else, it was just another ordinary day.

A wave of bitter resentment surged within me, a sharp edge to the thought that echoed in my mind: Why does it have to be this way? It felt so selfish and self-centered to think it, yet it was impossible to ignore. In that moment, the world seemed to revolve around my suffering, and the stark contrast between my inner agony and the casual ease of those around me only intensified my feelings of isolation. Isn’t it natural to feel this way? I wondered. Aren’t we all, at some level, self-centered creatures trapped in our own personal hells, unable to see beyond the narrow scope of our own pain?

Drew cleared his throat softly, the sound almost like a hesitant sigh. “I know you’re not ready to talk, but you know where to find me if you need to vent, right?” His words were carefully chosen, spoken with a warmth and understanding that cut through the fog of my despair like a beacon in the darkness. He was giving me space, not pushing me to open up before I was ready, but offering a refuge should I choose to take it.

I nodded, my eyes still fixed on the scene outside, my throat tightening around the lump of gratitude that had formed there. “Thank you for helping me,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper, as fragile and tremulous as the first rays of dawn.

Drew’s response was a soft, reassuring smile that spoke of his unspoken support. “What are best friends for?” His words were gentle, imbued with a sincerity that warmed me even in my cold, desolate state. He reached over and gave my shoulder a brief, comforting squeeze before he opened the car door, ready to face the day ahead.

As I followed him into the school, the enormity of what had happened still loomed over me, a heavy weight on my chest that I struggled to ignore. The day’s ordinary routines were a stark reminder of the fracture in my world, but Drew’s presence, his simple act of friendship, was a small comfort amid the chaos. His support was a flicker of light in my shadowed world, a reminder that, despite the darkness of my past and the pain of the present, there was still someone who cared.
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It was already lunchtime, and the cafeteria buzzed with the usual midday clamor of students exchanging stories, sharing laughs, and savoring their meals. The smell of greasy pizza and salty fries mingled with the faint scent of disinfectant, creating an oddly comforting backdrop to the chaos of the day. I found myself seated at a corner table with Drew and Carrie, a surprising trio for this project on Abnormal Psychology that had grouped us together.

The table was littered with pizza boxes, their contents half-devoured, and crumpled napkins that had seen more than their fair share of use. The vibrant red and yellow of the pizza box lids seemed almost garish against the dim interior of the cafeteria, a visual reminder of the food’s greasy allure. The fries, golden and crispy, lay in a heap beside the remnants of our meal, their salt-dusted surfaces glistening under the flickering fluorescent lights.

Carrie, sitting across from Drew, was a portrait of determined charm, her eyes sparkling with a mixture of hope and expectancy. Her auburn hair framed her face in soft waves that bounced with every animated gesture she made, and her perfectly applied makeup accentuated her features with an almost theatrical flair. Today, her low-cut top was an invitation, a daring display of cleavage that seemed designed with the sole purpose of catching Drew’s eye. She had been pining for him since our first year at university, and this was her latest, boldest attempt to win his affection.

“So, Drew, do you have any plans for Friday night?” she asked, her voice dripping with a honeyed sweetness that was as calculated as it was sincere.

The question hung in the air, a deliberate attempt to draw him into a conversation that veered dangerously close to flirtation. I couldn't help but roll my eyes as I watched her; the way she batted her eyelashes and leaned forward, her lips curving into a playful pout, was almost cartoonish in its overt sensuality. In my mind, I could almost hear the gears of her strategy clicking into place.

Friday night is my official day as a Flower Boy, I thought to myself, and Drew promised he’d be there to support me. He also needed to talk to Greg about finding a new client. Just last night, Drew had told me about his decision to drop his old client, a man whose bizarre requests had ranged from the mildly unsettling to the outright grotesque—like insisting on having marbles and other strange objects inserted into unspeakable places. It had been a hard decision for Drew, but he had made it for the sake of his own sanity and well-being.

Drew gave me a knowing glance, his eyes briefly meeting mine with a shared understanding of the plans we had made. He was juggling his commitments with a grace that only masked the exhaustion underneath. His expression was a careful blend of apology and amusement as he addressed Carrie. “I have something to tend to on Friday,” he said, his tone warm yet firm, a subtle reminder of the prior arrangements.

Carrie’s face fell into a pout, her frosty lips shimmering with the gloss she had applied for the occasion. “Aw, I thought we could hang out and, you know...” She trailed off, her voice dropping to a sultry murmur as she leaned in slightly, her eyes glinting with a suggestive gleam. “Do something fun.”

Drew chuckled, a rich, melodic sound that seemed almost too genuine for the situation. “Maybe next time, Carrie,” he said, his voice tinged with mock sincerity as he shook his head, trying to hide his amusement behind a mask of polite disinterest.

I could barely contain the laughter bubbling up inside me as I watched Carrie’s increasingly bold attempts to win Drew over. Her movements were exaggerated, her expressions a mix of faux disappointment and flirtatious hope. Her eyes lingered on Drew, and the way she subtly adjusted her top, revealing more of her cleavage, was both blatant and pathetic.

“You promise?” she cooed, her voice dropping to a seductive whisper as she leaned even closer, her fingers lightly grazing Drew’s arm.

Drew wiggled his eyebrows in a playful manner, and Carrie practically preened, her body shifting to present her best angles. Her eyes sparkled with the hope of a future encounter, but Drew’s reaction was nothing more than a gentle tease. His eyes met mine briefly, a silent communication of our shared understanding.

I pursed my lips, struggling to keep the laughter from escaping. The absurdity of the situation was a welcome distraction from the raw, aching emotions of the morning’s events. For a brief moment, the banter and flirtation provided a shield against the deeper, more painful realities I was facing. Yet, even as I managed to stifle my amusement, I knew that once I returned to the quiet solitude of my apartment, the memories of my father’s visit would return with a vengeance, a visceral force that would reawaken the wounds I had tried so hard to ignore.

As the conversation continued, the cafeteria’s din faded into a distant hum. The laughter of the other students, the clatter of cutlery, and the sizzle of the pizza oven’s grill became a background murmur to the turmoil within me. I clung to the momentary respite that Drew’s presence and Carrie’s theatrics offered, knowing full well that the storm was only waiting for me to return home.

Like a trick in the time warp, it’s already Friday—D-Day. 

My nerves started to rattle together like I was about to implode.

You can do this. You can do this...

My knees trembled as I began to wiggle my way into the overly skin-tight leather pants and the cropped shirt made of compression material—the ones that muscle-bound gym gods always wore to show off their body, no matter how pompous it made them seem. The reflection in the mirror caught me off guard—Akira Kim, the honor student who always turned in projects one day before the deadline, now appears entirely different.

This is not me. This is someone who looked secure of himself.

Jill did such a wonderful job with how she made me up. My eyes popped with the little liner she put on them. The gloss on my lips made me look extremely kissable and of course, she sprayed me with a honey-vanilla-scented perfume that just wafted in every room that I walked into. 

Before going to Greg’s office, Drew pulled me aside.

“So, before you begin your journey as a Flower Boy, have you douched yet?”

“What’s Douche?” I asked—perplexed.  

He looked at me as if I should have known what that was. 

“Douching is a method of cleaning the inside of your ass so that when the customer puts it in, he won’t get...you know...shit on his dick.” 

I gaped at him.

“How do I do that?” There was a nervous tinge in my voice and I hated it. 

Drew let out a wound-up breath before going to a drawer and passing me a round-shaped ball that had a nozzle that could be filled with water. “You need to put water in this, put the tip of it in your hole, and squeeze the ball,” 

I let out a chuckle but my friend gave me a stern look so I clammed up, pursing my lips to prevent myself from laughing again. 

“Anyway, when you feel the water filling you up, hold it in for a bit and let go. Do that over and over until the water coming out of your ass is clear.”

I squeezed the contraption in my hand, feeling a little lightheaded. 

You need the money to support yourself, Akira...you need the money to support yourself...  

“Earth to Akira,” Drew was waving his hand close to my face. 

I was pulled out of my reverie and I managed to croak out, “Huh?”

“Are you okay? Do you need a minute before cleaning up?”

“I—I can do it now. Where’s the bathroom?” 

Drew pointed me towards the left side with a wooden door that said STAFF ONLY.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Not bad, Akira...” Greg’s voice was steady, though his eyes held a sharp, assessing gaze as he looked up from behind his desk. The dim light of the office illuminated the intricate grain of the polished wooden desk, casting subtle reflections on the surface where a sleek laptop rested beside a carafe of steaming coffee. Greg took a leisurely sip from his coffee cup, the rich aroma of freshly brewed beans wafting through the air. His fingers, poised over the keyboard, hovered as if weighing the importance of his next words. “Have you read the entirety of our contract?” he asked, his tone casual but carrying an undercurrent of seriousness.

My toes wriggled inside the tight confines of the boots that seemed to mock my discomfort. “Yes, I’ve read it,” I managed to croak out, the words escaping from a throat that felt as dry as sandpaper. “I signed it and gave it to Miss Gwen.”

The weight of what I was about to embark on hit me all at once. It was as if the mundane act of signing the contract had somehow transformed the theoretical into the real. The enormity of the situation settled over me like a heavy fog, obscuring the edges of my thoughts and emotions.

Greg gave a slow, deliberate nod, his eyes reflecting the faint glow of the desk lamp as he took another measured sip of his coffee. The steam from the cup curled upward, a fleeting wisp of warmth against the sterile chill of the office. “Akira, I need you to understand that this job does not require you to come here every day. So please, save your time and spend it with your client for as long as possible. Just come here if you have any complaints about them.” His voice was firm, but there was a subtle undercurrent of encouragement in his words, as if he was trying to give me a lifeline in the midst of this storm.

He paused, his gaze locking onto mine with a penetrating intensity that made me squirm under its weight. “If you begin to feel something non-platonic, just go with it, but please protect your heart because you never know what is going on inside a client’s psyche. Do we have an understanding?”

The term “non-platonic” hung in the air between us like a heavy, unspoken promise. My chest tightened with a knot of anxiety. What does that even mean? I wondered, my mind racing to grasp the full implications of his words.

“Yes, sir,” I said, my voice trembling slightly as I offered the only response I knew would satisfy him. It felt more like a reflex than a true affirmation, but it was the answer he was looking for.

Greg’s eyes scrutinized me, his expression a mixture of professional detachment and sincere concern. “Good. Also, please remember that you cannot disclose any information about your clients to anyone other than me. And make sure that you can pleasure your clients so they get their money’s worth.” His eyes bore into me with a focus that was almost clinical, as if he was measuring the sincerity of my commitment.

“I will, sir,” I replied, my voice steady despite the storm of nerves raging inside me.
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Miranda, one of the staff members, guided me down a narrow hallway lined with doors, each marked with a discreet plaque identifying it as a “Deflowering Room.” The corridor was dimly lit, the low light casting long shadows that danced on the walls as we walked. The rooms were medium-sized, their doors closed and unremarkable, but each held the promise of a world beyond—a world I was about to enter for the first time.

As we walked, a shiver ran down my spine at the memory of a story Carlos had
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