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Chapter One
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Everything was meant to go differently. Not that things were set in stone, or like I'd planned everything all the way through. I guess in my head I had the sketch that you always have in mind, the one that comes before the blueprint. 

The outline of something with promise. 

I'd go away to school, just far enough beyond the watchful gaze of my mom and the constant low-key disapproval of my stepdad, and reinvent myself. I'd be Robert, not Bobby. More mature, more confident, more comfortable in my own skin. Robert didn't second-guess himself all the time, or hang back when new opportunities came up because he was afraid of what might happen. 

Robert wasn't afraid to kiss another guy, just in case his parents heard about it, or the people at school did. 

So yeah, everything was meant to be different. New me, new experiences, new - okay, first - time doing something with a man. Something sexual. Something I thought about a whole lot. 

Problem was, Bobby was more reluctant to leave than I'd thought he'd be. And Robert, well, Robert didn't show up quite as readily as I'd hoped he would. And the kiss, and the sex, well... they just plain didn't happen. 

Instead I was somehow back at my old friend Pete's place - his Dad's place, really - since he was home from school on his break, too. Listening to him talk about the girls he'd been on dates with, and the clubs he'd joined, and the fan-fucking-tastic experiences he'd been having. And then here was Bobby, nodding and smiling and pretending that yeah, there are definitely some girls in classes who look hot, and sure, absolutely, the parties have been amazing. 

Pete looked basically the same as when we said goodbye at the end of the summer, except he'd grown this feeble attempt at a mustache. Everyone had apparently come to some unspoken agreement that we were not going to mention it, or how it looked like he'd been drinking chocolate milk and some dried on his top lip. I'd figured it was just New Pete, after all, and I couldn't really criticize considering how well New Robert had been going. 

Anyway, I was pissed at myself, and also a little pissed at how easily I'd slipped back into the old ways, and how I didn't exactly hate it. Like, being surrounded by new people, and constantly telling yourself that it's time for some big reinvention... it gets exhausting. Whereas sitting in Pete's basement, eating pizza from the usual joint two blocks away, and calling each other the worst names we can think of whenever we get beat in whatever game we were playing... I'm not saying I loved the role, but I didn't dislike how little I had to think about playing it.

I'd been home less than a week, and already my parents were driving me crazy. My mom kept giving me these looks, as though she was about to burst into tears with me back under their roof. As for my stepdad, I think it must've taken him all of 48 hours before he'd moved his shitty exercise equipment into my old room. Now I got to see that and be reminded that I'm not some big shot football player like he was, in those times he's not reminding me himself and asking me whether I'm working out when I don't have class. 

It probably wouldn't get to me so much, if I wasn't angry at myself for that, too. I've always been kinda tall, and kinda lean, and I'd told myself that I was going to go to the gym and get muscles and stuff. Robert was going to be the sort of guy who could take off his shirt, without blushing and wondering if people were staring at him, before realizing that nobody even noticed he was there. Robert was gonna turn heads, and those heads would be attached to men, and then Robert was gonna have sex with them. 

That had been the plan, anyway. Or at least the good intentions. I'd even made sure to get a keycard for the gym, and it was safe and sound in my wallet, undisturbed from where I'd tucked it the day they first handed it to me. 

So yeah, though shooting shit with Pete and feigning interest in his stories about girls and parties and amazing clubs was a nightmare, it was still better than being stuck at home. Not that it felt much like home any more, anyway. 

"Dude, are you even trying?" 

I looked up at the screen, where my character was dying - again - and then over at Pete, who was giving me a familiar scornful look. Shrugged, and tried to make my face look like it cared one way or the other. 

"Guess you're just better at this than I am," I told him. 

Pete shook his head. "Typical Bobby, your head's in the fuckin' clouds, dude."

I grit my teeth. Yeah, "typical Bobby" alright. Man, I really hated "typical Bobby."

"I'll get you this time," I countered, hitting replay. I'd learned from years of teenage experience that Pete's appetite for games was only exceeded by his appetite for talking about girls he wanted to screw. Maybe he was bullshitting, but it sounded like he'd at least got to play with more than one of the two while he was away. 

"Sure you will, asshole," he sneered, stabbing at the controls. 

Three rounds later, all my big talk had been proved just that. I was waiting for Pete to start crowing again, and about to reload my character, when he tossed the pad on the floor. 

"Look, I kinda have to call someone," he explained. He looked a little funny, like he was excited but embarrassed at the same time. 

"You have to call someone," I parroted, confused. 

Pete rolled his eyes. His knee was bouncing, which I knew meant he was feeling antsy. 

"I have to call a girl, okay. I told her I'd call her." 

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. "So call her, I don't care."

He shoved me in the arm. "And what, leave you sitting there listening to us? No fucking way, dude."

I sighed. "So should I just go home?" 

Pete shook his head. "I'm not gonna make you sleep on a weight bench, I'm not an asshole." It wouldn't be a weight bench - I did still have a bed, squeezed into a corner by the treadmill - but I appreciated him being at least a little considerate. "Just, y'know, go do something else for thirty minutes or whatever."

I could've pushed it, made him apologize for being a dick friend even, but it seemed a bit stupid to be complaining about not getting to continue a dumb game I didn't even want to play in the first place. Anyway, if Pete's leg twitched any more nervously, I was worried he might wear a hole in his jeans. 

"Fine, okay, whatever," I told him. "What time do you have to call this mystery girl?"

He glanced at his phone. "Kinda anytime now, basically. So..." 

The sentence might've been left hanging, but I didn't need a clue to know what he was leading to. Time for Bobby to clear out and give "Love Machine" Pete some room to work his magic. I stood up before I could start chuckling at the thought of it. 

"Okay, I'll just go get a drink," I suggested. Pete nodded, looking relieved. 

"But yeah, my Dad's probably asleep already so, like, don't make noise or anything."

I tapped the side of my head. "Right, play the drums really loud, got it."

Pete flipped me off. "We don't even have a drum kit, asshole."

"Plenty of pots and pans, though." Grinning, I pulled the door closed behind me. 

It's funny how a place can feel so familiar, even though it's been ages since you were last there. I'd spent so many nights at Pete's - before and after his Mom had left - that I didn't need lights on to find my way up the stairs and through the hallway. There was nearly a full moon outside anyway, casting long, cool shadows that turned everything a bleached-out monochrome. Barefoot, I padded past the dining room that, unless things had changed pretty drastically in the past few months, never got used any more. 

Turned the corner into the kitchen, and froze. 

The fridge door was open, light spilling out and overwhelming whatever moonlight there might have been. Silhouetting the shape of a man stood in the doorway, one forearm pressed against the icebox as he leaned inside. 

The unexpected company wasn't what surprised me, though. It was more the fact that he was only in his underwear. 

Tight boxer-briefs, the red fabric low on his hips and hardly reaching his thighs. Somehow, his body backlit and nearly lost in shadow, it felt all the more illicit to be seeing him like this. 

My throat felt thick as I swallowed. I knew I had a shrinking moment to say something, before I turned into the weird guy who stood silently and watched while you pulled something out of the fridge. 

"Um, hey," I mumbled, voice low. 

"Fuck!" Not loud, but definitely surprised. He stood up abruptly, turned to look at me. "What the fuck?" 

"Sorry, I didn't mean..." I started, squinting into the darkness, almost at the same time as he spoke again. 

"Bobby, is that you?" 

I recognized the voice, then. Pete's older brother, Evan. 

"Yeah, it's me," I said, still trying to keep my voice quiet and not wake their Dad. "I didn't mean to startle you." 

There were four years between Pete and his brother, enough time that he always seemed impossibly cool to us and we must've seemed painfully awkward and dumb to him. Add in the fact that he was the sort of guy who was on sports teams - and not just because it looked good on college applications - and you can probably guess that we didn't see him much. 

He pushed the fridge door closed, and my eyes fought to acclimate to the sudden lack of light. 

"No worries," Evan said, "I just didn't know anyone was up." I heard rather than saw a can being opened. "You're back on break, right?" 

I nodded, then realized there was a fair chance he couldn't really see me either. "About a week now."

Evan hadn't done the school thing, like Pete and I had. Instead he'd got an apprenticeship in town, and I guess he was good at it because after less than a year they offered him a job, and then not long after that a promotion. Another reason we didn't really cross paths with him that often.

"So what do you think of my little bro's bushy new face?" he asked. 

I could hear the smirk in his tone, and couldn't help but chuckle. "I don't think we're mentioning that," I replied, diplomatically. 

Evan laughed. "Every time I see him, I have to fight the urge to grab a dishcloth and wipe it off."

I chuckled again. "He'd be furious, I bet it took him at least two weeks to grow it." 

Gradually I was starting to see more of the room, and of Evan leaning against the counter across the kitchen. Enough to confirm that my first impression, and that he was almost naked. 

Not that he seemed to feel awkward about that. One arm casually stretched out across the marble, the other holding his drink. No move to cover up what I could see was a well-built chest. I couldn't let myself glance any lower; even in the gloom, I wasn't sure if he might catch me staring. 

"So how about you, any new school facial hair?" Evan asked. I shifted my weight in the doorway, left foot to right and then back again, feeling self-conscious. 

"No, nothing's changed," I answered. "Same old." 

Evan cocked his head to one side. "You look taller." 

I had a sudden mental image of standing with my back against the door frame, as he notched off my height in light pencil strokes on the wood. Something I knew Pete and Evan's Mom used to do, but which I didn't think their Dad still recorded. Maybe everyone just decided they were too old for that stuff. 

The silence spooled out for a minute, only the sound of Evan sipping his drink, and my breathing. 

"I'm guessing you broke in and are robbing the place, right?" 

I snorted. "Yeah, you know how it is. I've been staking it out all week." 

"Where's my hirsute brother?" Evan asked. 

I rubbed my hand across my face. Somehow it felt a little disloyal to be talking about Pete with Evan like this. Then again, my friend was the one who had exiled me so he could talk to some girl. 

"He had to make a call. Someone from school," I explained, trying to be diplomatic. 

"Hmm." I could tell from his tone that Evan had no doubt what Pete was up to. "Then you'd better get yourself a drink while you wait."

It felt like walking into the kitchen was a wrench, each step across the tiled floor an intrusion. Evan didn't move, and I realized I was holding my breath as I got closer to him. The moonlight had caught the edge of his torso, sculpting the curves and swells of his muscles as though he was carved from marble. 

I steeled myself as I pulled on the fridge door, couldn't resist a glance to my side as the light bathed him properly. Just a quick look, equal parts shameful and hungry. Enough, either way, to knock the air from my chest. 

He didn't look like Pete, or like Pete's Dad for that matter. Had always taken more after his Mom, with her light brown hair and fine features. With Evan that was paired with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and in-between them a chest that looked like the front of an underwear box. 

Speaking of, bright red as I'd first seen, and bulging in a way I knew I couldn't let my gaze remain locked on. It had only been a split-second's look, but it felt as though I'd stared for an hour and been caught every minute of that. Only the utter terror of getting found out that way stopped me from instantly springing an erection.

He was beautiful. More than that, stunning. The sort of guy you expect to find with a thirty-bucks-a-week OnlyFans subscription, and you still consider paying it because he's just too... much. A little more real than other guys, even though at the same time you don't see how he could be real at all. 

Bobby hadn't been allowed to look, hadn't been allowed to even start to think in that way. Not that I'd spent much time in his company growing up, but even on those rare occasions Evan was always "Pete's older brother" and I was quietly terrified of him for that fact. The age difference seems a lot more when you're twelve and he's a moody sixteen.

It didn't stop me jerking off at the idea of him, though. Not that it was the real Evan that my imagination conjured, more just some fantasy older guy who wasn't shy and fumbling and deeply closeted. In my naive young dreams he'd wrap his arm around my neck and touch me as I touched him, vague and indefinite; as I got older, I obsessed over the grip of his hands on my hips as his cock bruised me open. 

Hurriedly I grabbed a drink and shut the door, stranding us both in twilight. Walking back across the room felt too pointed, too strange, and so I willed my hand to steady as I popped the can open and tried to look nonchalant. 

Evan held out his drink, and I tapped mine against it before lifting it to my lips. 

"So what about you," he asked, "nobody you should be calling from school?"

I half-choked on a mouthful of root beer, spilling it down my shirt in the process. Evan laughed. "That hot a memory, eh?" 

I shook my head, pawing at my t-shirt. He held out a towel, and for a moment my eyes traced a path up his forearms, across the swell of his biceps, and then to his face. Flinched when I found him staring back at me, the slightest of smiles turning the corner of his mouth. Clumsily I took the cloth from him, swiping it ineffectively across my chest. 

He was closer now, about my height but more solid somehow. Near enough that I'd swear I could feel the heat from him, radiating against my bare arms. Desperate, I forced myself not to look his way. 

"Didn't mean to pry," Evan said, eventually. Voice lower than it had been, an undercurrent of apology. 

I shrugged, feeling mortified. "No worries," I said, finally. 

We stood together in the silence a little longer, as I second-guessed everything I'd done since walking up the stairs. Suddenly, he tipped his head back and chugged what was left in his can. 

I couldn't resist it, wouldn't have been able to even if you'd held a loaded gun to my head. Raked my eyes across his body, taking full advantage in that moment of his diverted attention. Trying to memorize every ridge of his abs, the soft jut of his nipples; the way his torso tapered into the clinging waistband of his boxer-briefs, and the way he filled them thickly. A visual feasting done so rapidly, by the time he lowered the emptied can I was feeling dizzy from gluttony. 

"Well," Evan said, wiping his wrist across his mouth, "I should go to bed." I nodded mutely. "Nice to see you, Bobby." 

He winked at me, and I hoped he turned away before seeing the way I had to clench my jaw to keep from groaning. The urge to watch his ass - I knew it would be incredible, nothing else would compute - as he walked out of the kitchen was nearly-overwhelming, but I just about resisted. 

It was only when I heard the slight creak of the stairs that I felt like I could breathe properly again. 

My hand was just a little unsteady when I fished my phone out of my pocket. I didn't follow Evan on Instagram, but Pete and I followed each other of course, and I figured he would his brother too. It took some scrolling through his friends list to find him, a long catalog of people who - if their little thumbnail pictures were anything to go by - skewed heavily toward the "female and owns a lot of bikinis that hardly fit her" demographic. 

Eventually I landed on his profile. Didn't look like Evan used Instagram that much; at least, not as relentlessly as it felt like everyone else my age seemed to. There were a couple of pictures of him with what I guessed was his team at work, all beaming smiles and "trust us with your car" expressions, and one of their old family dog who died not long after their Mom left and who never got replaced. 

And then there were the photos I'd been hoping there'd be. Evan with his shirt off, sitting by the side of a pool. Evan in his swim shorts at the beach, one arm raised to shade his eyes as he squinted good-naturedly at the camera. Evan in the bathroom pic that I think probably 90-percent of young guys have at least once in their camera roll, one hand on the toothbrush in your mouth and the other holding up your phone to snap a "look how casual I am, but also how topless."

I'd seen a lot of those sort of photos, of course, but Evan's counted as best-of-breed. Sweatpants hanging low off his hips, the faintest stripe of his underwear just showing above their elastic. The way his torso curved sinuously as he leaned to one side, and the way his biceps swelled just-so as he gripped phone and toothbrush. Bed-head hair mussed up in the perfect way - not too staged, no, but I doubted anyone's hair actually looked like that after a night's sleep - and of course that incredible chest with just the right amount of muscle. 

He wasn't cartoonish, but he wasn't small either. You could look at Evan's upper body and think "hmm, there's a guy who's active at work" and then maybe guess there was some gym action just for that final cut. Nothing too contrived or exaggerated. 

I smiled as I imagined how many attempts it might've taken to get that one casual photo. Knew from experience how it went, snap-and-check-and-snap-and-check, and then a mass delete at the end so that, in the horrifying event of someone snooping through your albums, they wouldn't see the full extent of your vanity. Not that I took shirtless selfies like this, of course, and not that I could blame Evan for his attention to detail. 

Attention I was appreciating myself. I leaned into the edge of the countertop, feeling the pressure against my stiff dick trapped in my briefs. It was tempting to touch myself as I scrolled through, but the idea of getting caught in my best friend's kitchen with my hand down my pants... well, it's the sort of thing you'd never live down. 

And so I just sort of levered my hips into the granite, not exactly rubbing but enough of a sensation to stop the hardness from ebbing away, as I scrolled through in the hope of finding what I really wanted to see. For all his body confidence, though, Evan didn't seem to want to go the whole hog and share a proper underwear pic, much to my disappointment. 

Not to say there weren't other, almost as rewarding shots. In one, his bare back to the camera, either boxer-briefs or skin-tight shorts were pulled taut around the rounded globes of his ass. The faintest crease of fabric dimpling in the center. I realized, in the gloom of the unlit kitchen, that my mouth was hanging open slightly. 

I felt, in that sudden moment, ridiculous. Predictable and stupid, lusting over some cute guy who, to the extent he knew I existed, thought of me as nothing more than a kid his little brother was friends with. And yet here I was, holding my breath and fawning over the contrived topless photos he posted to social. 

"Idiot," I muttered to myself, with all the force of a curse. What was I going to do, jerk off in the guest bathroom over some twenty-something's beach pics? Caught up in some dumb fantasy I couldn't even quite put into words. 

With a sigh I closed the app; locked my phone. Took a deep breath and then slowly sipped from the can, feeling like the worst sort of third wheel. An even more idiotic one, really, cut loose while Pete flirted long-distance with a random girl.

I was there for another fifteen, twenty minutes maybe. Not trusting myself to pull out my phone again, and so just watching as the moonlight filtered through the trees and cast flitting shadows on the kitchen cabinets. By the time Pete texted me to know he was done, I was almost feeling calm again. 
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We'd played another few games - Pete won each time, but it didn't seem to get old for him - and then gone to bed. At one point it felt like he was hinting that he wanted me to ask about the girl, but that was a can of worms I couldn't bring myself to open. 

It wasn't like I didn't want my best friend to be happy. It was just that, well, hearing about it would only drive home how my own love life amounted to a big fat zero. 

After time away, getting used to the new noises of school dorms, it was weird to be back amid the familiar sounds of Pete's house. Something about the way it settled, softly creaking, as I lay on the pull-out mattress and heard my friend's breathing even into sleep. 

It wasn't clear how long it took for me to do the same. By the time I opened my eyes again, sunlight was nosing weakly around the blinds. Some part of my body loved to wake me up early when I had no reason to, while also delighting in sinking me into the deepest sleep when I had a morning lecture. 

This time, though, I could probably blame my bladder. I considered trying to sleep through it, maybe get another hour in - Pete certainly wasn't going to wake up for at least twice that - but then I made the mistake of thinking how terrible it would be if I had a dream about pissing, only for it to actually happen while I was asleep. Once I'd imagined that, there was no way I could drift off again. 

Gingerly, I pulled the bedroom door closed behind me. The clock said it was not much past six, and I wasn't sure if Pete's dad would be awake yet. I certainly didn't want to be the reason that might change. He was a nice enough guy, but sometimes he seemed... bemused, maybe, at finding himself a single father of two. It made things feel awkward. 

There was an old nightlight in the hallway, one of those little plug-in ones, left over from when Pete was a kid. He probably didn't need it now, wasn't even living here most of the time, but I bet nobody even noticed it was there any more. One of those things that just gets enveloped into the house. 

The bathroom blinds were up, just enough sun to see what I was doing. I pulled my dick out of my briefs and sighed in relief, trying to aim around the edges of the water so as to avoid making noise. Not that I thought anyone would hear me with the door shut, but everything feels louder than it really is when you're in someone else's place. 

I was just shaking off the last few drops, and wondering whether the bed would still be warm when I slipped back into Pete's room, when the door opened behind me. Hurriedly tucked myself back into my underwear before turning, to where Evan was stood in the doorway, one hand still on the knob. 

"Sorry," I blurted out, then wondered why I was the one apologizing when he was the one that had walked in. Then again, I hadn't locked the door - hadn't thought I needed to - so it wasn't exactly his fault either. 

"Shit, sorry Bobby," he said, looking a little startled himself. "It wasn't..." He turned the handle to illustrate. 

I shook my head. "I didn't think..." 

"Right, no."

"I just didn't want to wake everyone up," I explained, my voice still low. Evan gave a nod of understanding, then quickly stepped in and pulled the door shut behind him. 

I was suddenly very aware that I was standing there in my t-shirt and briefs, only a few feet away from Evan wearing nothing but the red trunks I'd seen him in last night. Figured he must've worn them to sleep in, forcing my eyes to stick up to somewhere in the region of his face. Even though he was closer to naked than I was, I still couldn't shake the sensation of being exposed - or, for that matter, the urge to cover my crotch. 

"You're up early," he observed. I nodded.

"Had to pee."

"Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt," Evan continued. 

I shook my head. "S'ok, I'd finished," I said, lamely. 

He glanced down, and I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to imagine what he would be seeing. I'd just jammed my dick away in a hurry, after all, but it wasn't like I could adjust myself with him right there. Even just thinking about it left me terrified that I might start to bone up, and then he'd definitely think I was a freak. 

"I should, y'know..." I started, looking over his shoulder at the door. There was something about being in this small room with him, the knowing that were I to lower my eyes I would see him in - nearly - all of his glory, that set my nerves on edge. Not that I was going to do anything dumb, like try to touch him. More that just being so close to a hot, nearly naked guy was more than my overwhelmed body could handle. 

"I was gonna lift some weights," Evan said, interrupting my spiraling. "You can join me, if you want."

I swallowed. Everything about it - from showing someone just how feeble I was at lifting anything more substantial than a suitcase, to being in close proximity to Evan while attempting even that - seemed like a terrible idea. Yet another part of me desperately wanted to jump at the excuse to be around him a little longer. 

"Um, I haven't got any workout clothes," I pointed out. Evan's gaze flicked down my body again, then back up to my face. 

"This isn't some fancy health club gym, dude. There's no dress code."

I nodded, sheepishly, and he must've taken that as acquiescence. 

"Okay, cool. Gimme one second to, y'know."

Blinking at him, I realized that he wanted to get past me, to the toilet. Turned my body to the side, my ass pushed against the sink as I tried to make myself as small and inconspicuous as I could, lest Evan actually have to touch me as he brushed by. When I heard him lift the lid, I fixed my eyes on a spot up in the corner of the room, not daring to look around. 

It was only a minute, but a minute imagining him standing there, his cock in his hand. If I turned around, I could probably see him in the mirror, his reflection in profile. Forget teasing Instagram selfies, I'd get the whole thing with no filter. 

I didn't, of course. Just grit my teeth until my jaw ached; so focused on trying to be invisible that, when he pulled the flush and nudged me in the arm with his shoulder, I jolted at the touch. 

"Come on," he instructed. 

I expected him to lead me downstairs, to the basement. Or the garage, maybe, figuring there'd be a bench and maybe a rack of weights there. It seemed like something Pete and Evan's dad would have, a little post-separation midlife crisis station. 

Instead, I followed Evan's ass as he padded down the hallway to his bedroom. Managed to multi-task just enough to both admire the way his cheeks flexed, cupped in the clinging red fabric, and to feel a mounting sense of near-overwhelming terror at our proximity. 

He closed the door behind me, and I tried to remember whether I'd ever been in his room growing up. It didn't have that weird half-kid, half-abandoned feel that Pete's did, where stuff left over from sixth grade science projects and wrestling cards gather dust on the shelves they've lived on for years. Pete had come home from school and basically dumped the contents of his bags on top of all that, another geological layer in his eighteen-year-old history. 

Evan didn't have posters up on the walls, or old sports trophies. It was pretty tidy and nondescript, actually. A bed, the sheets still kicked back; a desk with a closed laptop and a separate display. Over to one side, by a tall mirror on the wall, there was a bench and a rack of free weights.

Seeing it felt bizarrely intimate. 

I thought he might pull a shirt on, or some shorts at least, but he didn't. Just walked over to the weights and squatted down next to them. My eyes immediately shot up to stare at the point where the wall met the ceiling; anything rather than being caught looking at the way his ass swelled against the red fabric. 

"So what do you normally lift?" Evan asked me, over his shoulder. 

Instinctively I snorted. "I don't," I admitted. 

He glanced back at me, grinning. "Well, I guess that changes today, right?" Grin widening as I nodded. "Okay, let's start you off with something manageable."

Looking like he had no issues at all holding any of the plates he was picking up one-handed, I watched as he stacked a few onto a long bar and deftly clamped them into place. 

When he turned around again, he looked mildly surprised to see me still standing across his bedroom from him. "Y'know it's easier to do bench presses when you're actually on the bench, right?" 

I grit my teeth. There was no mat, no obvious boundary between where he worked out and the rest of his room, but still the idea of stepping into that imaginary zone seemed fraught. Not that I could put into words exactly why. 

"Look, head goes here," Evan pointed, "and feet go there. I'll be ready to catch things if something goes wrong, but it won't."

It was just a few steps in distance, but I had to fight the urge to cross my arms protectively and hug my chest. Evan's smile was encouraging, though, as I swung my leg over the bench and gingerly laid back. 

"I wipe it down after I'm done, don't worry," he assured me, presumably mistaking my reticence for being concerned I was about to lie down in a pool of his sweat.

Flat on my back, I gazed up as Evan looked down at me. It was a funny angle to see him at - he was still cute, of course; no, more than that, he was still utterly hot - but I was trying not to be distracted by the blur of red just above my head. Too close, the angle too strange, for me to focus on his crotch even if I'd intended to. A mixed, teasing blessing, maybe. 

The heat from his thighs was definitely noticeable, though. IT was hard not to glance at the contours of his chest, the way his pecs pushed forward, as I attempted eye-contact. 

"Okay, so I'll give you this bar, and you slowly lower it until it's just above your chest. Then, slowly back up again, until your arms are almost at full extension but not totally, right? Eight times in all, and then take a break."

Eight times. Even I could manage eight times. Assuming he hadn't loaded up the weights to something crazy. 

Turns out, having the muscles in your arms screaming at you is a fantastic distraction from otherwise horny thoughts about your best friend's older brother. Evan had counted off five and I was regretting ever laying eyes on him. Parts of my body that I didn't even know were meant to be muscles were complaining furiously. 

"And... eight. Dude, nice work!" Evan scooped the bar from my white-knuckled grip, and I tried to ignore how easily he wielded it. My self-esteem couldn't handle that sort of comparison, not with my arms like overcooked noodles. 

I let them flop down to my sides, breathing heavily. There was rapidly-cooling sweat under my arms, I realized, and the tingling rush of blood around my ears. Fuck, if this was what it took to get a body worth flaunting on Instagram, maybe I'd just plan on forever keeping my shirt on. 

"Give it a minute, and you'll start to feel good," Evan promised. 

I frowned at him, skeptically. 

"No, seriously. The body lets out endorphins after you exert yourself." 

I knew about endorphins, of course, I just wasn't sure you could expect them after eight reps of what was in reality a relatively paltry weight. Still, I appreciated his attempts to keep me upbeat and motivated. I tried to grin back up at him, maybe match a little of his smile and enthusiasm.

"You wanna spot me?" he asked, after a moment.

Rationally, I knew he probably didn't need it. After all, he probably used this setup every day, and didn't have another person hanging around for that. I wished I didn't feel quite so warm and fuzzy at the thought of him spinning a story to keep me feeling involved. 

By the time I'd sat up, he was crouched by the weight rack again, stacking plates onto a second bar. I figured there was no point in mentioning that, with all he could probably expect to lift on even an average day, I wasn't sure how useful I'd actually be should the need to intervene arise. 

Positions reversed, I suddenly wished I'd cried off helping. For a start, Evan had a perfect view right up over the bulge in my briefs, and I was immediately very aware of how little I was wearing. Adding to that danger was the fact that, with his body stretched out in front of me on the bench, it was all too easy to rake my gaze across his muscles. 

Perfect, shapely thighs. Perfect, tapering torso. Perfect, narrow waist and perfect, broad shoulders. And then there was the way that his boxer-briefs, a bright red slash across his midsection, perfectly emphasized the parts I was simultaneously fascinated with and desperate to avoid staring at. 

It didn't get easier when he started lifting. Then, all I could see was the way his chest expanded with each rep; the way the muscles in his stomach clenched. The slight scent of his exertion rising up to envelop me, punctuated by his deep, measured breathing. The ceiling could've fallen in on us, and I wouldn't have had the focus to react to it, so mesmerized was I at his practiced movements. 

It was a slippery slope. Allowing myself to take one look, then a second, and then before I knew it, I couldn't stop. My eyes drifted to where the elastic waistband of his boxer-briefs hugged his hips, deciphering the contours of what was snug inside. The soft thickness of his cock pushing to the left, above the cupped bulge of his balls.

Horrified, I felt myself reacting. My dick doing exactly what I'd been terrified it would all this time, and in a situation where there was no way I could adjust myself without it being entirely obvious to Evan. Desperately I willed myself to simmer down, staring at the ceiling and thinking of math problems, global thermonuclear war, anything that might stop me from tenting out my briefs inches above his head. 

I instinctively took a half-step back when he finished, trying to shift myself out of his line of sight without it looking too pointed. Did a sort of half-crouch thing, as though I was helping him move the bar to the floor, but really just trying to sandwich my still-swollen shame. I wanted - needed - desperately to leave, before something happened that I could never come back from.

"Right, your turn again," Evan said, sitting up suddenly and rubbing his hands together. I racked my brain for an excuse, but only succeeded in wasting time. In a moment he was stood at the head of the bench again, "my" bar in his hands, waiting for me to get into position. 

Don't look. Please don't look. Don't see anything. Oh god, don't say anything. I chanted desperate pleas in my head as I slowly lay back. The vinyl was warm where his body had just been, probably a little slippery from his naked torso, too. I didn't dare glance down at myself, that would only make it more obvious. That meant I could only guess at what a show I was making of myself. 

"Eight more. Nice and slow, remember it's about form not speed," Evan instructed, carefully passing me the bar. I felt the instant strain in my arms, all of my anxiety suddenly pushed to the side as I focused on not dropping the weights on my neck. 

"One..." he counted, his face blurring as I squinted at where the shiny metal moved toward me and then slowly away again. I knew this must be a tiny amount of weight to be lifting, laughably small, but there was a gulf between that fact and the way my shoulders were feeling. 

"Halfway through, you're doing great," he murmured, reassuringly. "Don't speed up, keep this pace. Think about the process, and let the end result take care of itself."

I grit my teeth and pushed, feeling the slight shake in my wrists. The growing frustration proving to be just as much motivation as anything else. How did I get myself into this? Why was I so willing to follow a cute guy and make an absolute fool of myself?

"Seven..." Evan counted. Furious at myself now, I pushed my arms up hard. Felt the bar wobble as I over-extended my arms, and then the way he steadied it ever so subtly. "One more, Bobby... that's it... okay, eight!"

Panting, I let him take the weights from me. Heard them clink against the ground, as the tension slowly ebbed from my jaw. The strain might've been removed, but the annoyance I was feeling at myself remained. 

"You gonna fall asleep there?" 

I coughed out a laugh, then pushed myself up on the bench. That cold sweat under my arms was back; I felt sticky and gross. 

Evan flashed me a grin. "You did great."

I laughed again. "You could lift those weights with one hand and not even notice."

He shook his head. "It's not about how much is on the bar, it's about lifting it regularly. That's when you'll notice a change." 

My expression apparently made clear that I wasn't convinced. 

"Okay, look. Stand up."

Grudgingly, I obeyed. 

"Take your shirt off."

I blinked at him. "Um..."

Now it was Evan's turn to roll his eyes. "Just take it off."

He closed the gap between us, then reached out toward the hem of my t-shirt. 

Instinctively I knocked his hand away. "No! I mean... no, it's okay. I don't think I'll... I mean..." I fumbled for words, wondering if I could just make a bolt for the door. 

"Bobby," Evan said, voice suddenly firm, "just take your shirt off."

Hating every second, inwardly cursing everything from coming over to see Pete and then before that, too, all the way back to meeting him in kindergarten in the first place - no, even to us being born at all! - I dragged my t-shirt up and over my head. Felt it, cold and clinging, sticking to my skin. Uncomfortable, but not as uncomfortable as the feeling of being nearly naked in front of Evan. 

"Okay, look in the mirror," he told me. 

I grimaced. Mirrors and I, well, we're not really friends. 

Evan sighed. "Bobby..." 

Gently he gripped my bare shoulders and turned me on the spot, until I was facing the floor-length mirror on his wall. "Look."

Feeling miserable, I forced myself to look at my reflection. Just a skinny, pale guy with dark brown hair that wasn't really short or long, just... there. For some, inexplicable reason, standing in nothing but a pair of dark blue briefs, next to some muscled hunk. We really couldn't look any more different. 

"Okay, you're lean," Evan said, voice matter of fact. I appreciated, just a little, the absence of pity in his tone. "Not fat, though, which is a good place to start from. He stepped half behind me, and I bit down on a gasp as I felt his hands on my shoulders again. Just holding them this time. 

"There's not much definition, and I don't know if that's what you're going for, but it wouldn't take much. If you keep doing weights like just now, it'd add width here" - he squeezed my shoulders, ever so slightly - "and make your chest wider. You've got a really slim waist." Another stifled hiss as his fingers took hold of my midriff. "It doesn't have to be crazy abs or anything, you can target something a little more natural."

"Damn," I replied, falling back on the usual sarcasm when I felt uncomfortable or out of my depth. "And here I was, hoping for a six-pack."

Evan chuckled. "Well..."

Suddenly his fingers were at the edges of my briefs, carefully pinching where the elastic stretched around my thighs. Tugging them down slightly - the breath stopped in my chest as I watched in mingled horror and fascination - until the waistband was taut across my hip-bones. 

"I mean," he continued, "you could aim for the six-pack, if you really wanted to." His fingertips were still gently nudging under the leg holes of my underwear, ever so slightly grazing the soft skin there. "You could even go for that V-cut." He reached up with his thumbs, pressing lightly at my flat abdomen. 

I dragged my gaze up, from where I was staring at his hands on me in the mirror, to look at his face hovering over my shoulder. Evan gave me a grin, almost a smirk, and I knew in that moment that I was going to get hard and there was nothing I could do about it. That expression on his face, teasing but as if we were both in on the joke, rather than me being the butt of it. 

Desperately, I stepped to the side, pulling myself away from his touch. Fighting the urge to cover my crotch with my hands. 

"You don't have to be self-conscious," Evan told me. That grin was still tilting the corners of his mouth. "Everyone starts somewhere."

I snorted. "Yeah," I pushed back, sounding more confident than I felt, "easy for you to say when you look like that."

He laughed. "It's not like I was just born like this." Absent-mindedly he stroked the flat of his hand down, across his chest and his abs. It was like a magnet for my eyes. 

The way the red fabric clung to him was almost obscene; it seemed like those shapes I was being so careful not to reveal my obsession with were even more defined. 

"I don't really have the V, not properly," Evan commented. He was staring down at his own chest now, and somehow that felt like permission for me to stare, too. As I watched, he tucked his thumbs into the top of his boxer-briefs and eased them down. Just enough to expose the half-ridges of muscle trailing down into his underwear. 

"I, I mean..." I stuttered, my mouth feeling bone dry. Swallowed. "It looks pretty good already, I think."

He didn't look up, just pulled the waistband a little lower still - could I really see the faintest hint of hair there now? - and turned slightly, left and then right, as though trying to see how the light might fall on his contours. 

I could feel my dick swelling, stretching across to my hip where it was trapped in my briefs. Trying to stop it was impossible: there was no distraction, no turn-off that could diffuse the inevitable. My brain knew it, too. Knew that, whether I tried to hide myself with my hands or something else, it would all be abundantly clear to Evan. 

He looked up, then. Still holding down the front of his trunks, wearing an indecipherable smile as he met my terrified eyes. Glanced down again - slowly, measured, no mistaking it - to where I knew my cock was pushing urgently against the dark blue cotton - and then back.

I steeled myself for the reaction, for the comments. At best disgust, and at worst, god, whatever twenty-something guys say, or do, when they find out some eighteen-year-old gay kid has been perving at them. I didn't think Evan would hit me, there was too much history there, but a swift ejection from his room seemed about the least I could get away with. 

My ears echoed with the silence. And then...

"Okay, your turn to spot me again."

He brushed past me, his skin warm against my goosebumps, and reached for the weights. "Come on," he said, simply, as he swung his leg over the bench and began to settle back. 

Body on obedient autopilot, fueled by disbelief, I stepped back into place. Looked down to see Evan's smiling face, both boyish and mature at the same time, looking back up at me. There was no way he couldn't see the bulge my dick was making: the ridge of the head was clearly outlined by the clinging material. I was so hard, in fact, it was pulling the waistband away from my skin, my shaft bowing out as it fought against my briefs. 

He couldn't not see it, and so he could only be... ignoring it?

Evan reached up, gripping the bar and extending the weights above his head. Arms stretching, the muscles in his chest shifting with the strain. 

"You're supposed to count," he murmured. I shook my head with a jolt.

"Sorry," I told him. "Um... one."

He winked at me, then slowly lowered the weights almost to his chest before raising them again. 

"Two," I counted off. Then a third, and then a fourth.

There was something hypnotic about it, watching him shift on the bench as a thin sheen of sweat built on his chest. I could smell him again, the heat of him heady and sharp. I even allowed myself to stare down his torso, tracing the thick outline of his cock with my eyes. 

"Five," I told him, and then gasped as the bar brushed against my briefs. Just the very slightest contact, vague enough that I wasn't sure if I'd inadvertently tilted my hips forward, or Evan had accidentally angled the weights back, or if I'd perhaps imagined the whole thing. 

I looked down at him, his face inverted from my perspective. Even upside-down, I could recognize the smirk.

He pushed through another rep, muscles straining. 

"Five," I counted again. 

Evan frowned. "You missed one!" 

I shrugged, a flicker of a grin at the corner of my mouth. "Guess I got distracted."

He glared at me, but I could see he was trying not to laugh at the same time. "Ugh, fine." The weights rose back up, Evan's biceps bulging. I chewed on my lip, wondering if he'd graze against me again, but he didn't. Just slowly hefted the bar until I'd counted off each movement. 

I was counting, but I was also staring again. Trying to memorize every contour of his dick, so that I could picture it later on when I was home. For a moment it almost felt like Evan was helping me do it, still laying back even when he'd finished. 

When he finally sat up, turning on the bench to face me, I used the opportunity to snatch up my t-shirt. It was damp with sweat, and probably didn't smell too great either, but it was enough to cover my bulging briefs with and give me some vague semblance of being in control of the situation. 

Evan glanced over at the clock on his nightstand, then looked up at me with a smile. "I'd say let's go again, do another set each, but I gotta be somewhere."

The disappointment at not spending more time with him fought with relief at getting to escape my embarrassment. "Thanks... I mean, for teaching me," I told him, hating how awkward I sounded. 

He ran a hand through his hair, and I tried - and failed - not to look at the way the muscles in his arm swelled, and at the short, dark hair in his armpit. Fuck, Bobby, keep it together. Just a little bit longer pretending to be normal, and then you can go be a screw-up on your own. 

"I have to open up at work," Evan explained. 

I grimaced in sympathy. "They keep you busy, don't they." 

He shrugged, absent-mindedly scratching at his abs. "Well, I keep volunteering for this stuff. It's a pain in the ass, but the overtime is worth it." 

"Gonna buy a new car?" I asked him, curious.

Evan laughed. "I'm about six, maybe eight months away from having enough for a deposit on my own place." 

My jaw must've fallen open, because he laughed again. 

"Shit, remind me why I'm going to school again?" I complained. "In four years you'll probably be on your second apartment and I'll just be graduating with a ton of loans to pay back."

He stood up, stretching. I briefly closed my eyes, because it was the only way I could think to stop myself from visibly drooling. 

"Well, you get that college experience, right?" 

I couldn't stop the instinctive, disappointed grunt. 

"That bad, huh?" 

I bit my lip again, wondering just how much of the question was Evan being polite. When people asked how school was going, they usually just wanted a glib "oh, just grand" answer, not the truth. Whatever the truth actually was.

"I mean," I started, then paused. "I guess it's just not going how I hoped it would. Which is mostly my own fault, I think."

He gave me a look that I couldn't quite decipher. Then glanced at the clock again. 

"Shit, I gotta shower else I'm going to be late. Or stink the place up. Either way, nobody's gonna be happy." 

I gave him my practiced "it's fine, all is grand, just grand" smile. 

"But we should lift again later," he added. "Like, tonight or something. I think you can handle some more, right?" 

His confidence in me was inspiring, and certainly more than I felt in myself. "Um... right?" 

"Okay, great. Come over after dinner or whatever."

It felt like I'd been railroaded into it, even though I hadn't exactly protested at any point. Evan looked down at where I was clinging semi-desperately to the crumpled mess that was my t-shirt. 

"Did you bring another shirt?" I shook my head. Usually I'd just wear the same one when I stayed over with Pete, and then shower and change when I got home in the morning. But usually I wasn't sweating like a pig at any point during that. "Okay, I can get you one. Not like anything of my brother's is going to fit properly."

He walked over to the set of drawers and pulled one open. I watched the way his ass shifted in the boxer-briefs; if my dick had started to soften any, this was exactly the wrong thing to do because I instantly boned up again. After a moment's rummaging, Evan turned around with a gray t-shirt. 

"This should do. It's a little small for me now." 

One hand still holding my own shirt clamped over my crotch, I reached out to take his from him. 

"Thanks, I'll wash it and bring it back."

He shrugged. "No worries, like I said it's too small for me anyway. Just keep it." 

The cotton was soft and smooth, and my brain suddenly spun at the idea of wrapping myself up in something that had not long ago been wrapped around Evan. 

"Okay... thanks," I managed to stutter. 

We stood in silence for a beat. Two. 

"So will it fit?" he asked, eventually. 

I blinked at him. "Um, I'm sure it's fine."

Evan snorted. "If you put it on, we'll know for sure and not have to guess about it."

It was excellent logic, nothing I could argue with, and would've been great advice were it not for the fact that putting the new t-shirt on required dropping the old one. And the old one, as the knot in my stomach helpfully reminded me, was covering my dick bulging out in such a way that - face to face like this - there was zero chance Evan would miss it. 

Not that I could tell him why I was so reluctant. That would involve admitting that I had been lusting over him shamelessly. 

I stared at him, feeling like a rabbit focused on oncoming headlights. Evan stared back, with that familiar half-smile. 

"Bobby," he said, eventually, his voice quiet, "just try it on." There was something in his tone that left no question that I was going to obey him. 

Steeling myself, I let my t-shirt shield drop. Evan's eyes were still fixed on my face, a hint of satisfaction edging into his smirk. Trying not to make it look like I was desperately hurrying, I shook out the shirt he'd given me and began to pull it over my head. 

That required raising both arms over my head, leaving me feeling more exposed than if I'd been completely naked, somehow. That thin strip of my briefs only serving to call his attention to my hardness. 

When I pulled on the fabric, mercifully covering my stomach - but not, I noted with annoyance, going any further than that - I realized Evan's gaze had slipped down. Slowly, casually, he lifted his head to meet my eyes again. 

I don't know what I expected. Teasing, maybe, at best. Simmering straight-boy anger at worst. Instead, Evan flashed me a thousand-watt grin and winked, so quick I half doubted I'd even seen it. 

"See you later, then," he told me. Mute, I nodded my agreement, and then - forcing my unruly body not to take one last look at his - pulled his bedroom door shut behind me. 

A moment. Catch your breath, Bobby. In, out; one, two. 

The thought of immediately locking myself in the bathroom and jerking off shot through my brain. All of a half-dozen strokes - and the thought of Evan in his underwear - before I'd be making a mess. Only the barest remaining trace of propriety, and the realization that Evan himself would be coming out momentarily to use the shower, stopped me. 

Instead I quietly opened Pete's door, and - noting that I could probably be playing a trumpet and not wake him - slipped back into bed. 

Trying to figure out just what had happened, to understand what had gone on between Evan and I, was making my brain feel like when you mix vinegar and baking soda. Lots of fizz and bubbles, and very little order. Rationally, I knew he was just being generous with his time; politely thoughtful to his younger brother's best friend. Even though I was sure he was cracking up laughing now, at the idea of me trying desperately to hide my erection, he was at least nice enough not to do it in front of me. 

There was a part of my brain, though - a sly and beguiling part - that wanted to believe it was something more. The same part that left me still hard, the temptation to reach under the covers and squeeze my dick driving me mad. 

Eventually I'd drifted off again, only for Pete to wake me up a couple of hours later. By then, everything with Evan felt like a dream. Something my boy-addled imagination had conjured up, after seeing him in the kitchen. 

The fact that I was still wearing his shirt, and the ache in my arms, were proof it had been no dream. 

The anxiety coiled up in me like a watch spring as the day went on, tighter and tighter. I'd walked home from Pete's, welcoming the cool late-morning air and hoping it would help clear my head. It would've taken a half-ton of ice to put my racing brain to rest, though. 

My Mom looked worried when I said I wasn't much hungry at dinner. My stepdad just looked happy when I told them I was going out again that evening, probably relieved he could use my repurposed room. I couldn't exactly blame him for moving his stuff in once I'd moved out, but that didn't stop the irrational side of me getting annoyed at being usurped. 

By 7:30pm I had showered. Then spent far too long trying to decide what to wear. 

It was a workout, but I didn't really have workout clothes. The few things that could've stood in for that, I'd left behind in my dorm, figuring I wasn't going to need them. 

In the end, the choice came down to a pair of tired looking cargo shorts or some old high school gym shorts I found at the back of the wardrobe. The former seemed a little too "Midwest Dad," frankly, even with the latter not quite offering as much cover down my thighs as I'd like. 

Up top, I had a simple gray t-shirt. That just left the question of what to wear underneath. 

Regular boxers, like I wore under sweatpants when I
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