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Dear Reader,
A remake? I can hear you asking with revulsion, and, yes, I’ll grant you that I should have started a new novel instead of resurrecting the dead. You can officially deem me as creatively bankrupt as Hollywood now.
After I finished non timebo mala, I wanted to write something new, but I didn’t want to dive straight in to plotting and creating a whole new universe with different characters and backstories. Then I re-read The Family Business, and I was shook. So I thought about rewriting it, punching up the prose, retooling some awkward “people don’t talk like that” dialogue, but I came to realize the reward wouldn’t justify the effort. The story, as it stands, is pretty good. Despite its flaws, it still holds up. This one, however, did not.
I re-read this story’s predecessor and hated nearly every goddamn word of it. Of course, it had been written by a much younger me (I was 20? 21?) in the throes of self-loathing and nearly crippling depression, adopting the purple prose and insufferable soap-opera dialogue shared by the fiction I was reading at the time. I thought this story was the shit when I wrote it, but eight years later I saw nothing but glaring flaws and could-have-beens. So I performed emergency surgery.
What you’re about to read is what this story should have been. I won’t say it’s perfect, not by a country mile, but I think it fixes the gaping problems plaguing the original: dropping the overwrought, weepy prose, fleshing out the villain, evolving the dialogue into a more natural, mature dry wit, and turning our lovely main character from a pathetic, weeping mess (how many times did I shout “oh my God, get over it already!” at the screen while re-reading?) into a do-no-harm-but-take-no-shit kind of guy with just enough cynicism to be relatable but not a total bummer (after all, we’re stuck with him for 50,000 words).
I tried to patch up some of the logic holes too, but it was impossible to repair all of them, so you’re just going to have to deal with a couple authorial blind spots. But if you enjoyed the original (and I assume you did, otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this), you’re very forgiving of that sort of thing.
So here it is: the “after” shot in a before-and-after of eight years spent writing fiction. While I’m no Stephen King (yet), I’ve come a hell of a long way, and I’m proud of it. Here’s to another eight years of learning my craft. And, hey, hopefully I’ll look back on this one with as much embarrassment as I do now for the original.
Here’s hoping you dig it, Dear Reader.
Kira
June 13th, 2018
Things are not always what they seem; the first appearance deceives many. The intelligence of a few perceives what has been carefully hidden.
- Phaedrus
1: TOM
“The defects and faults of the mind are like wounds in the body. After all imaginable care has been taken to heal them up, still there will be a scar left behind.”
- Francois de la Roche Foucauld
1
April 24th, 2004
Michael has been in Florida for a little over an hour, and already he hates it. In his opinion (the worth of which has dwindled significantly in the past six months), it should never be this hot anywhere. But, as the old adage goes, it’s not the heat, it’s the humidity. The wet fog sticks in his throat, settling in a sheen inside his lungs. Inside his brother Randy’s lavish vacation home, the sunrays are laser beams seeking targets, slipping through the cracks in the blinds. Michael has scooted his chair out of the sun’s range. The A/C runs noisily throughout the house, doing a damn fine job of cooling his damp skin, but the golden glow of the sun serves as a reminder of what awaits beyond the comfortable walls.
“Mike?”
Randy’s staring intently at him. Maybe he thinks Michael slipped into a heat-coma.
“Just give him ten more minutes,” Randy pleads, cajoling in that way of his. “You won’t regret it.”
“Fine, but only ‘cause I think my back’s glued to the chair.”
Randy laughs a little too hard. “Always a joker.”
Randy called Michael this morning and begged him to come visit. Apparently Randy knows an attorney Michael just has to meet. At first, Michael assumed this was a poor set-up for a blind date, until Randy mentioned this lawyer is a he, so that theory went out the window, unless Randy’s secretly a mind-reader.
No, Randy simply thinks Michael’s current legal counsel is less than stellar. And in his defense (har-har), he’s right. When a beloved celebrity, even one as esteemed and revered as Michael once was, goes head-to-head with accusations of indecency with a child, the star is going to lose every time. And when it’s his second jaunt around this particular track, well, time to bring out the big guns, as Randy put it. The word “pedophile” is a modern-day Scarlet Letter, a falsified ball and chain Michael has dragged along for over a decade, since the last colony of parasites saw fit to cry wolf in hopes of a payout.
A knock at the front door has Randy up and running to answer it; Michael hasn’t seen him move so fast in quite a while. “You ready to meet this guy, Mike?”
“Only if he brought a gun to shoot me with,” Michael grumbles, but Randy’s not listening, already busy exchanging pleasantries with this mysterious savior. He leads the man inside to the living room where Michael’s waiting. “Mike, this is Tom.”
The name and sight of the stranger are a one-two punch. His eyes are kind and empathetic behind his glasses, and his smile makes Michael weak in the knees even while sitting. His hair is startlingly white, and the breadth of his shoulders and overall size of him makes Michael wonder if he gives good hugs. He probably smells good too, even after standing out in the muggy heat.
Unf.
But the name. That one brings back memories, which is a damn shame considering its commonality. Why, Michael wonders, couldn’t he have fucked someone with a name like Kareem Abdul-Jabbar instead? No chance of tripping over that one like an emotional landmine. But of course he had to bend over for a guy with one of the top five most common male names in the US.
Michael realizes he’s staring. “H—hi,” he sputters out, still somewhat mesmerized. “I’m Michael.”
Fucking duh.
Cute Lawyer (yes, that’s what Michael’s going with until he gets a surname) laughs a warm, soft sound. “A pleasure to meet you.” He offers his hand, which Michael immediately accepts. “Tom Mesereau. Randy tells me you’re looking for new representation?” His grip is firm, but not too firm, his hand soft and wide. There’s a ring on his third finger, but it doesn’t look anything like a wedding or engagement band. Maybe a class ring?
“Yeah, he might’ve mentioned that.” There’s no sane reason for Michael to blush, yet here he is, as red as a lobster. Maybe Mez (much better) will advise Michael to plead insanity, on account of him acting like a goddamn mental patient. “So, uh, you know Randy?”
Mez sits in the empty chair across from Michael. He’s wearing a light blue shirt and dark jeans, and, judging by the flash of skin when he crosses his ankles, no socks underneath his loafers. “Yeah, we’ve been friends for a while.”
Michael shoots a glare to Randy that he hopes his brother feels in his bones. If Randy had introduced him to Mez earlier, that simple act could have saved Michael years of heartache.
“So, uh, Mr. Mesereau…” Kinda French. Kinda sexy.
“Please, call me Tom.”
That’s not happening, at least for a good while. “Will Mez work?”
The corner of his mouth turns up into an endearing smile; if the sight of him hadn’t drawn Michael in, that smile would have sealed the deal. “I don’t see why not.”
Not even five minutes in, and Michael’s already got a nickname for him. That can’t be a good sign.
2
April 25th, 2004
Michael left that first meeting intent on ignoring the hot hum of electricity coursing through his veins when he thought about Mez. And Mez, of course, made that incredibly difficult by calling Michael the following day to schedule a more formal meeting at his firm.
Of course Michael went. And of course it took absolutely no convincing on Mez’s part.
Mez seems surprised when Michael enters his California office. “I thought I’d have to twist your arm to get you in here,” Mez says.
“Why? Did Randy tell you I’d be difficult?”
“He may have said some things.” God, Michael adores that little smirk.
Mez introduces Michael to his soon-to-be co-counsel, Susan Yu, a petite, gorgeous Asian woman with seemingly-limitless energy. Both Susan and Mez are equally sociable with Michael, and not in that phony, fawning way he’s come to expect. Most people are nice enough, but there’s always an air of worship around them, of adulation and, occasionally, envy. But Michael doesn’t feel any of that here; as crippled as his social skills may be, he doesn’t get the impression he’s exalted or special because of his fame.
The basis of the case is this: Michael faces fourteen falsified charges ranging from despicable to questionable acts involving a child whose cancer treatment bills he so generously paid. Michael answers all the questions posed to him by Mez and Susan, but there’s another story preceding the one of how he met his young accuser, a story that perhaps incited the past decade of false allegations that have followed Michael like cartoon stink lines on Pig-Pen.
But it’s a story he can’t tell anyone, because it wouldn’t stay secret for long.
Too bad it might also clear his name.
3
April 24th, 1992
“Mike, can you just try to enjoy yourself?” Janet asked, handing Michael a small glass of who-knows-what and joining her current boy-toy on the couch (Michael had forgotten the guy’s name already).
He accepted the drink and scrutinized the clear, bubbly liquid. “What is this?”
“Something to loosen you up.”
“That doesn’t exactly answer my question.” Michael swirled the glass a bit, and the vapors wafted up into his nostrils. “Really? You think I’m so boring you gotta get me drunk?”
“You’re not boring. You’re just uptight.”
Janet had dragged him to a ritzy gala held inside an even ritzier Los Angeles hotel. To put a finer point on it, Janet’s boyfriend had been invited (Michael vaguely recalled the guy being some sort of model), and he brought Janet, who dragged Michael along. Janet barely knew anyone here, which meant Michael knew absolutely no one. But of course they all knew him. He couldn’t move an inch without someone approaching him much too casually and fawning over the fact that Michael did indeed walk the earth with the little people. The only reason he was alone now was because he seemed like he was engaged in conversation with Janet and her date. That, and Michael’s security team looked like they could play defense for the Rams.
“Just drink it, dumb-ass,” Janet teased him before taking a sip of her own drink, which Michael suspected was far less potent than his own.
Her date swallowed down a shot of whiskey. Michael, wanting not to be the odd man out (a position in which he found himself for most of his life), downed the contents of his own glass. Champagne. Okay, maybe he overreacted.
Later, Michael found himself wandering the hotel somewhat aimlessly. The place was indeed ritzy: the interior was warm and welcoming. Everything looked gold-plated, like something he might wear. The pathway dipped down slightly and transformed into a long tunnel with dim lighting. Very Space Mountain-esque. When he reached the end, the mouth of the hallway opened up to an enormous dining room with seemingly-endless windows that showcased the city lights. Along the far wall was a bar with a decent amount of traffic.
Michael made it about halfway across the floor before someone called his name. He was grateful it wasn’t a social-climbing adult, but, rather, a child. He whirled in the direction of the voice to find a young girl around ten years old waving excitedly at him from a table a few feet away; the girl’s mother forced up a smile in his direction, but he could tell she was embarrassed.
Michael made his way over to their table with a spring in his step. He introduced himself and pulled up a chair.
“I’m sorry,” the girl’s mother apologized. “Susie’s a big fan of yours.”
Michael shook his head with a smile. “It’s fine. Nice to meet you both.”
“It’s so boring!” Susie wailed. “I’m like the only kid here!”
She was right; Michael hadn’t seen many children running around here. “Not even any cartoons on TV? No fair!”
He spent about an hour making small talk with Susie and her mother, Alice, before they turned in for the night. Michael wished that could have lasted longer; it was nice talking to someone he could relate to.
The dining room had begun to thin out, though the bar was still doing decent business. Overhead, a television played a Dodgers game. As Michael looked around, he noticed one of the large windows spanning the room had a door that led outside. He got up and headed that way, deciding to explore a bit. The door handle was not cooperative. Michael tried for what felt like a good minute struggling to open the damn thing before he felt someone sidle up beside him.
“Doors usually work better when they’re unlocked,” a smooth voice teased as the speaker reached out and flipped the lock.
Michael turned to see a man standing alongside him. He was ruggedly handsome, almost unfairly so. His sandy hair was slightly unruly, and his blue eyes seemed to pierce straight through Michael. He had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to showcase his forearms. Good Lord. Forget undressing the dude with his eyes; Michael was already naked and trying to find the lube.
Each second Michael just stood there admiring him was one more second for the man to figure out that Michael was an idiot. “Th—thanks,” Michael managed to say. “I was trying to figure out what I was doing wrong.”
The man smiled, probably amused by Michael’s inability to operate doors, and led him outside. He sat at one of the round dining tables, gesturing to the empty chair across from him as he set down a half-full glass of wine.
“Were you trying to make your escape?” he asked in that same smooth voice.
“Parties just aren’t my thing.”
“Well, there’s a surprise,” he said, to his credit sounding genuinely surprised. “Then why are you here?”
“My sister dragged me along.”
“Cute one or crazy one?”
Michael frowned, not appreciating his sister LaToya being called crazy by anyone outside the family. “You forgot Rebbie, but she tends to stay under the radar. And it’s Janet”—Miss Jackson if you’re nasty—”for the record.”
The man nodded as though this made sense. “Should’ve brought a date.” He leaned back a bit in his chair and took a sip from his glass. Mr. Casual.
“Well, y’know, hindsight’s always 20/20.”
The corner of his mouth twitched up into a smile. Or, maybe, a smirk. Michael stared at the man’s mouth, wondering what his lips might feel like, or if his mustache would tickle and tease between Michael’s thighs. A surge of arousal quaked down his spine.
Michael had felt a marginal curiosity toward the same sex for a long time, and he’d had his fair share of short-lived crushes on various men he’d worked with. Of course, none of those crushes ever went anywhere beyond friendship; voicing his attraction to another man was a risk Michael sure as fuck didn’t want to take, especially after his fame exploded into the stratosphere.
“Clever.” The man set his glass down again. “A couple drinks might loosen you up, don’t you think?”
“I’m still waiting for the first one to kick in.”
“What’s your poison?”
Michael didn’t know people outside of bartenders in cheesy movies actually said that line. “I don’t think I have one.”
“Well, what’d you start with?”
“Champagne.”
The man scoffed and rose from his seat. “Let me hook you up,” he said, and Michael thought there might have been a hint of contempt in his voice, some faint flavor of mockery, but he headed inside to the bar before Michael could give it too much thought. Michael wondered what it meant that the man didn’t ask him to wait, like he assumed Michael would stay.
When the man returned, he brought a glass of deep red wine and set it in front of Michael. “If you’re gonna drink, do it right,” he said, and Michael thought that was good advice.
Throughout the evening, one drink became two, and two turned into three. All the while, they traded simple conversation, most of which consisted of him—Michael learned his name was Tom Sneddon—relaying tales from the desk of the Santa Barbara District Attorney. As Tom talked, Michael felt himself growing more intoxicated, and his own stream of conversation shut off. But Tom didn’t seem like he would run out of steam any time soon; he had plenty of words for both of them, enough ego to power a small town. But Michael liked Tom’s confidence, treated it like a fire to stoke. On stage, Michael may be all confidence, the King of Pop, but anywhere else and he’s the king of self-deprecation, his brain still storing echoes of his father’s angry encouragement. So listening to a person talk as though they actually liked themselves was weirdly attractive.
Michael became increasingly aware of Tom’s knee “accidentally” bumping his own. He noticed Tom’s leg would brush Michael’s when he sat down—and Michael also noticed when Tom stopped pretending these touches were accidental.
“Michael,” Tom purred as Michael polished off his third glass of wine, and the last few patrons at the bar began to disperse. “Can I make a proposition?”
An erotic tingle prickled through Michael. “I don’t know. Can you?”
Another smirk. Be still, my heart. “I happen to be staying here for the weekend on business. If you’d like to continue our conversation, I’m in room 237.” He said the word with an edge that let Michael know exactly what he meant. Michael’s stomach flipped and lurched with excitement. Was he really going to have a one-night stand with a man he barely knew?
“I’ll be there.”
“Oh, you’re gonna have to get better jokes than that,” Tom said with a tiny frown.
It took Michael a moment to figure that one out. “Sorry,” he said around a laugh.
Tom smirked again. Fuck, he looked good when he did that. “I’ll be waiting,” he said, sliding gracefully out of his chair.
Michael watched Tom leave until he disappeared into the mouth of the tunnel inside the building. Sitting back in his chair, Michael tried to calm the erratic thrum of his heart. On some level, he suspected this might be some sort of setup, that he’d get up to the room and find a Candid Camera crew waiting for him, but what motive would a district attorney have to frame him like that? Michael hadn’t had any serious dalliances with the law, and while any man with long hair was still considered a homosexual in this day and age, he didn’t think those rumors were pervasive enough that the Santa Barbara DA would take it upon himself to entrap him.
Michael waited there for a bit. He didn’t want to come off as too desperate by hurrying up to room 237. But Tom had said he’d be waiting, which implied he wanted Michael to do just that.
There was a decent chance Michael would spend the night in Tom’s bed; Janet might worry if she doesn’t hear from Michael by the end of the night or into the following morning. But Janet had a boyfriend she’d been seeing for a couple months; it wasn’t until tonight that Michael had a fine-ass man waiting to fuck his brains out.
Sorry, Jan, you’re on your own.
Michael takes the elevator to the second floor. When the doors opened, he crossed the corridor and found Tom’s room. If Michael were well-versed in the more visceral type of horror movies (rather than partaking only in the campy black-and-whites shown on late-night cable), he would have seen the room number as a portent of things to come; in The Shining, room 237 is the crux of the hauntings in the Overlook Hotel.
But Michael hadn’t seen Stanley Kubrick’s horror masterpiece, so the manic thrum of his heart behind his ribs as he knocked on the door was due to nerves.
After a long handful of seconds, Tom pulled open the door, grinning at the sight of Michael standing there. The first couple buttons of Tom’s shirt were unbuttoned, giving a teasing glimpse of chest. Michael made sure the coast was clear before heading inside; this clandestine encounter definitely didn’t need to be plastered all over the tabloids.
Tom shut the door behind Michael, and almost instantly Michael’s back bumped against it as Tom closed the distance between them. The butterflies in Michael’s stomach flooded his throat.
“You’re not nervous, are you?” Tom asked with a hint of amusement. “It took you”—he checked his wristwatch, a gold Rolex—”all of five minutes to decide to come up here. Quick decision for a first-timer.”
“Who said it’s my first time?”
“You did. Not in those exact words, but with your body language. And the really interesting part is how quickly you agreed to meet me here.”
You arrogant ass. Take me now.
Tom continued, “So one-night flings may be something you partake in on occasion, but not with men. This is a first. Am I in the ballpark?”
“Did you really just say ‘partake’ in conversation?” Michael wondered aloud.
“Yes, well, let me simplify it for you.” There was that flavor of contempt in his voice again, but Tom grabbed Michael’s face in his hands so quickly Michael barely had time to consider his tone. Michael gasped against Tom’s mouth, surprised but not repulsed. His body responded eagerly, sort of undulating forward, and Tom’s other hand grasped Michael’s hip and yanked him close. His lips followed the line of Michael’s jaw until he found a spot below Michael’s ear that earned him a shuddering moan. Michael felt the pinch of teeth, shivered, then felt the heat of breath when Tom chuckled at his reaction.
Michael let himself be pushed against the door, Tom’s hard thigh between his legs, and there was no way he could resist. He ground his hips into that perfect, friction-providing thigh, and fire exploded in his nerves.
“Really?” Tom asked, unamused, but his voice had a rough edge of desire to it. “That’s how you want to do this? I guess I’m not surprised, but I thought you wanted to get your man-cherry popped.”
Michael was seized by the urge to suck the guy’s cock, because he figured Tom might actually shut up for two seconds if he’s getting blown. “We can do something else, then,” Michael said, his hands finding the latch on Tom’s belt, and what the fuck you’re crazy are you seriously doing this?
Michael had heard the horror stories about one-night stands, and he knew Tom’s intentions were less than pure, but it wasn’t as if his own intentions were pure, either. He wanted to have some goddamn fun for once, and he’d never met another guy who exhibited such a clear desire to bone him. And he was teetering on that edge of drunkenness where he was sober enough to consent but tipsy enough to lose his inhibitions, or most of them, at least.
Michael licked his lips, traced the outline of Tom’s cock through his pants before thinking fuck it and sticking his hand in there to grab him. Tom groaned a shaky, uneasy noise.
“Careful,” he warned, staring down between them at Michael’s fingers wrapped around his dick.
Michael glanced at him, as if to say, I’ve got one myself, and you can bet I’ve taken it on a few test drives. Sinking to his knees, knowing if he didn’t just do it he’d lose his nerve, Michael opened his mouth around the head of Tom’s dick. Tom rocked his hips forward, clearly giving zero fucks about Michael’s lack of experience here.
Michael pulled away, repeating Tom’s warning back to him.
Tom huffed an amused laugh, and Michael took him in again, as far as he could before he started to gag, which was about halfway. That would have to be good enough, but with the way Tom had a hand braced against the door and the other twisted in Michael’s hair, it probably was. Unpracticed, Michael resorted to techniques he enjoyed when the tables were turned: tracing his tongue along the bulging vein on the underside, humming around his cock as his lips glided and sucked.
Tom choked on a noise in his throat. “You have no idea how hard it is not to just fuck your throat right now.”
But Michael did, or at least had an idea, because he could feel how tense Tom was, his muscles pulled tight and rigid. “Then fuck me instead,” he said when his mouth was free. He was hard just thinking about it; he wanted sex that would rattle the headboard and wake the people in the next room.
“Ask and you shall receive,” Tom purred, latching his fingers around Michael’s oversize belt buckle and pulling, leading him toward the bed. Then Tom’s hands began the work of unlatching and unzipping Michael’s clothes. Michael wasn’t intoxicated enough to forgo his physical insecurities; he seized Tom’s wrists to stop him.
“No, let’s just—turn off the lights.”
Tom lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t want to look at me? I’m hurt.”
“It’s not you, it’s me.”
“That old saw?”
“I’m not—” Michael stopped, seeing the futility of discussing his body-image issues. He could discuss his vitiligo until he ran out of words, and Tom would nod like he understood, but when he actually saw the patchy discoloration ravaging Michael’s skin, saw the large splotches of albinic white splattered like paint on a brown canvas, well, that would be a whole different story.
“Y’know, the loss of one sense makes the others stronger,” Michael said instead; he’d read that in a magazine and had no idea if it was true, but it sounded smart. “So it’ll feel better for you if you can’t see.”
“So if I blind myself, I’ll come harder?” Tom said; Michael figured the question was rhetorical. But Tom switched off the bedside lamp and twisted the blinds shut, and Michael fell a little in love.
In bed, Tom took what he wanted, but supplied Michael with a few gentle pushes of slippery fingers before replacing them with his cock. The sensation of being so full made Michael’s toes curl. He’d experimented with his own fingers on occasion, but it had never felt anything like this. Michael groaned, his face pressed against the sheets, and rocked his hips back. With the way Tom pounded into him, Michael knew he wouldn’t last very long at all. He thought about mentioning this, but every time he tried to speak he could only choke out a couple words before another thrust shook him.
“Quiet down,” Tom huffed, but he didn’t stop shoving in. “You don’t want this ending up in the tabloids, do you?”
Michael hadn’t realized he was making so much noise. “Sorry,” he murmured, making an effort to keep his volume down as he gasped and moaned through Tom’s hips slamming into him. Then he felt it, the tight pull down below, and he whimpered, “I’m coming.”
“Not yet,” Tom panted against the back of Michael’s neck. His hips stilled, and Michael shook. “Not until you call me Daddy.”
Is this guy for real? Michael wondered, but if that’s what Tom wanted from him, he would provide. He had no qualms about the request. He had never called his own father “Daddy” or even “Dad” in his entire life; Joseph Jackson preferred to be on a first-name basis with his children.
“Fuck me, Daddy,” Michael begged, feeling like an actor in the world’s strangest porno. But Tom, to his credit, did as he was told, and Michael’s core exploded in a dizzy whirl. He heard a low growl over his shoulder, and Tom’s hands dug into Michael’s hips. But Michael was lost in the rush of release, in the euphoria rippling through him like a sonic boom. Out of all of his orgasms, of which there had been quite a few, none of them had ever reached that level of full-body rapture. He wilted onto the mattress, spent and satisfied, not even caring that he slumped in the wet spot.
Above him, Tom said, “Well, how was it, Mr. Thirty Seconds?”
“Screw you,” Michael grumbled.
“I’d love to if you had more stamina.”
“Well, practice makes perfect. And you didn’t last much longer than me.”
Tom tugged at Michael’s hair, tilting his head so he could brush his lips against Michael’s ear. “I didn’t know you were such a smart-ass.”
“Is that what you like?”
“You’re not the one calling the shots here.” Tom flipped Michael onto his back, pinning his wrists to the bed. There was a hot little gleam in his eye, a gleam that Michael was equal parts aroused and terrified by. It was a gleam that said, don’t spoil my good time, honey bunch, or you’ll be sorry. “Your job is to be very, very good, open your legs, and call me Daddy.”
If Michael had known what was really behind that gleam in Tom’s eye, if he’d heard the subtext in his words, he wouldn’t have wrapped his legs around Tom’s waist or pressed his heels into his lower back. And he definitely wouldn’t have smiled and said, “Okay, Daddy.”
Hindsight is 20/20.
2: MAYBE LIFE IS JUST GOD'S WAY OF TELLING A JOKE
“The heart has its reasons which reason knows not of.”
- Blaise Pascal
1
May 16th, 1992
Michael was surprised to hear Tom was interested in more than just a one-night stand. Maybe it would only be a two-night stand, but Tom had asked for Michael’s private phone number all the same. Later, Michael had spilled the details to Janet in a late night call. Somehow, she wasn’t as thrilled as he’d been.
Almost a month passed before Tom requested Michael’s presence in his bed. Well, Tom hadn’t been that eloquent about it. “Maybe you can be Mr. Sixty Seconds this time,” he’d said with that sneer in his voice.
Tom was staying in a different hotel this time, but they all looked the same to Michael. He found the room without much difficulty (he only got lost once) and knocked on the door. He waited, fearing the worst with each passing second until the door creaked open.
Tom stood there dripping wet and clutching a towel around his hips. His body was unremarkable (”a total Dad-bod,” as Janet would say), the moderately out-of-shape physique you’d expect from a district attorney. But Michael had a thing for Dad-bods, apparently, because he was overwhelmed with the urge to ravish this man. Something about seeing him wet and damp with only a towel between his skin and Michael’s mouth…
“Good morning,” Tom said with that leer of a smile.
“I’ll show you a good morning, hot stuff.” Michael tried to mimic Tom’s expression, but it felt wrong on his face. Too wolfish.
Tom let him inside, shutting the door and sliding on the lock. “I’m glad you came,” he said, coaxing Michael toward the bed, his hands around Michael’s wrists.
“Oh, I haven’t yet.” Michael couldn’t tear his gaze from the teasing trail of light-colored hair below Tom’s navel. He licked his lips. “But you will.”
Michael nudged him against the edge of the bed and dipped his head to taste the freshly-scrubbed skin of Tom’s throat and chest. His tongue and lips left a trail of wet kisses down Tom’s abdomen before grazing his teeth over the jutting bone of his pelvis. Tom groaned, settling on the mattress. The towel fell away as his hands wrenched in Michael’s hair, guiding him to the spot where his mouth mattered most.
Michael sank to his knees, his tongue teasing the head of Tom’s unremarkable erection, licking away the drops of pre-cum that had beaded there. He moaned when his lips glided over the shaft, making Tom arch and jerk, seeking that wet heat. After Michael’s previous attempt at giving head, he had a greater understanding of what Tom wanted; his tongue twisted patterns that made Tom tense and shift, and he sucked slow and soft down the shaft, taking in as much as he could. Tom swore, perhaps marveling at Michael’s prowess, and Michael hummed around him. Tom’s hips jerked in response, but Michael didn’t pull away this time, pulling the pleasure from him, making him groan and beg.
“Spit or swallow?” Tom asked, his voice breathy. Michael wanted to say something sassy like, We’ll find out, won’t we? But he knew what Tom wanted, what he would want himself if the tables were turned (what a rush that would be, he thought briefly). Michael slid back up to the head, eager to taste him and not wanting to gag when it hit his throat. Tom came with his hands twisted in Michael’s hair and his hips bucking. Michael swallowed, devoured, and Tom grinned down at him, pleased with Michael’s hunger for his offering.
When Michael climbed up to kiss his mouth, Tom’s hands showed considerable restraint, no longer grasping or pulling Michael toward him, as though the fire of his lust had weakened. Michael murmured, “Now it’s my turn,” only trying to be playful, to suggest a way for Tom to reciprocate, if that was something he wanted to do.
But Tom nearly shoved Michael away. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t look angry, only displeased. He let out a huff of laughter. “You’re joking, right?”
Maybe he wasn’t fully comfortable with his sexuality, and not being on the receiving end of a blowjob was a frightening prospect.
Not everyone’s a slut like you, Michael reminded himself. Don’t rush him.
“Sorry, that’s probably—You can start slow. Use your hands instead.”
“Michael, get out.” Tom’s words were harsh, but his voice was more exasperated than cruel.
“Or we could wait a couple minutes and just—”
“Michael.” Now he sounded mad.
Michael gave him a meek nod and moved for the door. He wasn’t sure what to say. Should he say goodbye? Would that be weird? Michael supposed it wouldn’t hurt. “Sorry. Goodbye.”
He supposed next time they’d have to get off together.
He hoped there would be a next time.
2
April 30th, 2004
Michael realizes the depths of his pathetic crush as he stands before the mirror the morning of his arraignment, primping long enough to make even a teenage girl on prom night say, “Enough already!”
Michael knew he was irrationally infatuated with Mez the moment he left the guy’s office not even a week ago. There’s no question about that. But this is the morning he sees exactly how disturbed he is, because he’s fussing with his hair and make-up, tinkering with his appearance like it would be worth a damn. Michael goes to some pretty ridiculous lengths to avoid looking at himself, so entertaining his reflection with more than a passing glance is laughable.
Michael likes to think he’s pretty down to earth. He knows his place, as Tom Sneddon would put it. Michael knows that women—and a few select men, he supposes—scream and swoon over him because he’s famous and a world-class performer, not because he looks like a GQ model. The thought that anyone could find him attractive is a joke. The thought that Mez could find him attractive blows past joke territory and straight into the realm of shoelace-eating lunacy.
Any shred of hope Michael might have is lost regardless, because Mez probably isn’t even interested in other men in a sexual or romantic nature. Michael knows from experience he’s setting himself up for inevitable, humiliating failure by pursuing men. It’s just not worth it.
Walking out the door, he keeps those five words in his head as a constant mantra in his head.
3
September 17th, 2004
Michael’s walking down the never-ending walkway into the Santa Maria Superior Court when he hears Janet’s voice beside him: “Who are you crushing on?”
Michael might yelp, maybe that’s a thing he does, startled by her sudden appearance. Janet just smirks at him so deviously Michael wonders if she’s telepathic. “Where’d you even come from?”
She lifts an eyebrow. “I’ve been right next to you since you got out of the car.” That’s true, which means Michael has been lost in his own head for a while. “Now what’s going on?”
“Nothing’s going on.”
Janet sighs and gives him the look that means she’s wondering how many times he was dropped at birth. “You lie like a rug. It’s all over your face. You’re diggin’ on someone.” Only Janet can make those four words sound like a death sentence.
Michael struggles to keep his voice even. “You’re crazy.”
“When’d you meet her?”
“I’m not playing this game with you.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’ll say ‘just one question,’ but one will turn into twenty, the way it always does with you, and you won’t even like the answer, so what’s the point?”
That stops her, and she eyes him with suspicion. “Why won’t I like the answer?”
It’s a good idea to tell her: another reminder of his nonexistent chances with Mez. But like hell he’s actually revealing the identity of his crush (God, what are we, five years old?). “Okay, that’s your one question. No more.”
Janet gives a perky nod, and a huge smile spreads across her face.
“Because… it’s not what you’d expect from me.”
“What? Why? What does that mean?”
“That’s three questions!” Michael practically yells, drawing a bit of attention toward him. He lowers his voice, his cheeks flushed red. “You always do this.”
If Janet’s bothered by any extra pairs of eyes on them, she doesn’t show it. “Michael Joseph Jackson, don’t you dare leave me hanging with an answer like that.”
“That middle-name intimidation stuff only works when parents do it.”
“Really?”
“You’re younger than me. Why would I ever be intimidated by you?”
“’Cause I would whoop your ass, and you know it.”
Michael scoffs; she’s not wrong, but she shouldn’t say it.
“I want a better answer,” Janet demands.
“And I want a unicorn. Doesn’t mean it’s gonna happen.”
“Why won’t you just tell me?”
Michael heaves a sigh, sort of snorting in frustration. “Because I don’t want to? Why is this not an acceptable answer?”
They walk inside the building, waiting in the security line. “Look, Michael,” Janet says in her I’m trying to be understanding but you’re pissing me off voice, “I know you probably have a good reason to keep this close to your chest, but I thought we could trust each other. You not filling me in on this is gonna keep me up at night.”
“Your mind is a very dramatic place.”
“Can I at least guess?”
“Oh God…”
“Oh! I know!” Janet exclaims, making LaToya, Randy, and Jackie turn around to look at her and Michael. Michael glares at them to mind their own goddamn business. Janet leans in to whisper into Michael’s ear. “It’s a guy, isn’t it?”
“You’re really making me reconsider my stance on violence.”
Janet laughs, pleased with herself. “It is, isn’t it?”
“Please stop trying to guess.”
“’Cause I’ve narrowed down the roster?”
Michael turns to her, and he thinks he sees a shock of white hair in his periphery. His heart stutters as he tries to keep his voice in a quiet, shut the hell up range. “Why does it matter so much?”
“’Cause if I know who it is, I can kind of push you two together.”
“No, you’re not playing matchmaker for me. Leave it alone.”
“You’ll be sorry.”
Michael rolls his eyes, and he could swear he hears Mez’s distant laugh behind him.
3: (RED) FLAGS
“To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken.”
- C.S. Lewis
1
September 25th, 1992
Michael opted to drive himself to the hotel this time rather than risk letting a driver in on his dirty secret. This hotel looked a lot like the previous one, but after years of staying in hotels around the world, they tended to blend together into one indistinguishable mass.
Michael had been surprised that Tom wanted to see him again after their little spat; he’d figured that last encounter had destroyed their chances at anything more. Tom hadn’t apologized when he called, but in all fairness he hadn’t done anything that really warranted an apology. And Michael had been too excited to hear from him to try to press the guy for an apology.
Michael managed to slip inside the hotel unseen, but as he walked down the hall to Tom’s room, something twisted in his gut and gave him pause. A familiar curl of nausea he’d only felt in the presence of one other person…
It’s probably nothing, he told himself. You’re just nervous now that you know he can push you away, that he might be able to take or leave whatever the hell this is.
Michael ignored his queasiness and knocked on the door. Tom seemed pleased to see him, because his smile actually reached his eyes. The sight was somewhat dazzling. When they made it inside, Tom’s mouth latched onto Michael’s neck, drawing out moans and sighs. As much as Michael enjoyed the teasing ache, he wasn’t in the mood for foreplay. He made his way to the bed, pulling Tom along, but Tom anticipated this move and pinned him face-down onto the mattress. His hands latched around Michael’s wrists, and he straddled his hips as he placed warm kisses on the back of Michael’s neck.
Tom let go just long enough to pull off Michael’s shirt. “Wait,” Michael sputtered, but by the time he knew what was happening, the deed was done. His cheeks burned. Tom had an adequate view of Michael’s skin in the dim light.
“Oh, relax. We’re all insecure about something,” Tom said, almost dismissively. His hands began to knead between Michael’s shoulder blades.
“What about you?” Michael wondered, reveling in the strength of Tom’s hands as they worked up and down his spine.
It’s not his cock he’s insecure about, that’s for damn certain. What it lacks in length, it makes up for in technique.
Tom made a contemplative noise, as though debating whether to reveal this information. With a small sigh, he said, “It’s a hell of a cliché, but I was the kid who got wedgies in study hall, the fat kid who could only do girl push-ups. I never had a date until college, when I took up boxing to get in shape.”
“You done good,” Michael said with a smile. He loved that Tom touched him without coaxing, that he was opening up. It was almost silly that Michael had felt afraid coming here. “My father used to box too. What was your alma mater?”
“Notre Dame.”
It was Michael’s turn to make a contemplative noise; he wasn’t sure why he’d asked, seeing as he knew nothing about colleges or what made one different from another besides location. “So why’d you go from boxing to law?”
“I never wanted to feel powerless or overlooked again. And I suppose you can throw in the old chestnut about upholding the law and being an ally of justice, and all that altruistic shit that sounds good on a résumé. But every now and then, all those memories come rushing back like high school was yesterday.” Tom chuckled sadly. “Kids can be cruel.”
“I’m not sure that’s true,” Michael said as Tom’s fingers pushed and pressed against his skin. “In my experience, it’s always been adults who’ve hurt me.”
“That’s right, you skipped that whole childhood phase. Must be nice.”
Michael frowned, though he was bent over, so Tom didn’t see his face. “I’d trade lives with you in a heartbeat.” And he meant it. All the money and fame in the world didn’t mean shit when you couldn’t leave the house without being mobbed by fans. The fact that Michael seemed to be getting away with this clandestine affair was a blue-eyed miracle.
“Now there’s a sequel to Trading Places.”
Michael gave a small laugh, vaguely recalling the Eddie Murphy film. “What happens at the end when you wanna trade back but I don’t?”
“We fight to the death, I suppose. Last man standing. And, sorry to burst your bubble, but I think I’ll win that one. You may be spry, but experience sits firmly in my corner.”
“Speaking of firm…” Michael rocked his hips into the mattress, seeking friction through his jeans. “Baby, I need you.”
Tom’s hands paused. “Please,” he chuckled humorlessly, “call me Tom.”
Not ‘Daddy’ this time?
“Tom, I need you.”
“That’s better.” Michael almost heard the smirk forming on Tom’s lips. Tom rolled Michael onto his back, and their mouths clashed, desperate, hungry. Michael laced his fingers behind Tom’s head, tugging at his hair, urging him to give all he had. Tom pushed Michael’s legs apart and squeezed his thighs with firm hands.
“Fuck me, Daddy,” Michael purred.
Tom didn’t have to be told twice.
It was rough this time, but Michael took it all, coaxing him with sighs and swears. Michael knew he’d be sore and bruised tomorrow with the way Tom’s hands crushed around his hips. He felt the pinch of teeth at his neck, and Michael sighed, immeasurably turned on by the weight of Tom’s stare and the sensation of his cock driving in and out.
Tom chuckled lowly, sliding a hand to the juncture of Michael’s knee so he could shove in deeper. Michael howled a pleasured moan, melting in Tom’s hands. “You like that?” Tom asked, though by the tone of his voice it sounded like he knew.
“I like you,” Michael said in between thrusts. He reached up to bring Tom back to him, and Tom claimed Michael’s bottom lip, tugging it between his teeth. He pinned Michael’s arms behind his head, one hand binding both of Michael’s wrists.
“We’ll both like this,” Tom promised with a grin, his other hand pushing back Michael’s leg to fuck him deeper. Michael wrapped his free leg around Tom’s waist, tilting his hips, and the next thrust began to unravel the threads of his orgasm.
Michael yelped, high and shaky and loud, before biting down on the sound. He wasn’t sure if Tom still wanted him to keep quiet, but Michael wasn’t taking chances, not when he was this close to crumbling. He spoke soft praises as Tom pounded harder and harder, his own hands bound, each shove hot and heavy and filled with frantic lust, deeper and deeper until—
Michael came apart in two quick bursts, cries of exaltation leaving his throat in Tom’s honor. Tom grunted and stilled inside of him as slow, languid movements wrung out the last ripples of his release. He freed Michael’s hands to allow himself the balance to lean over him, smug in his satisfaction. “You’re so fucking tight,” he said with lust on his breath.
Michael blushed. “You like that?”
Tom claimed Michael’s mouth again, his thumbs rough as he toyed with the sensitive nubs on Michael’s chest. “I do. It feels good, like you’re mine.”
“Do you want me?” Michael asked, eager for the thrill of hearing him repeat it.
“I want you.”
Michael couldn’t wipe the stupid grin off his face. His hands slid from Tom’s hair to grip his shoulders. Tom took Michael’s wrists and pinned him again, albeit gentler this time. Michael considered the reason for these restraints but didn’t dare ask, still drunk on the new taste of passion.
“I’m yours.”
Michael came even harder the second time around. That night, he pushed down the uneasiness that reared up once more in his gut when he showered and saw the dark bruises around his wrists and hips.
2
February 28th, 2005
Fast-forward through months where nothing interesting happened. Contrary to what you might think, it’s entirely possible for Michael not to categorize most things surrounding the trial as “interesting.” Try being charged with multiple felonies while being world-famous and tell him the media’s lies and false truths are “interesting.”
Michael knows today’s going to be difficult. Today is the “official” first day of the trial, after all the preliminary mess has been said and done, and the prosecution’s opening statement will not be kind to him. He also knows Tom Sneddon will insist on delivering it, given his role as district attorney. Michael is required to be in the courtroom, and Sneddon won’t hold back. And Michael can only just sit there and soak it all in, absorbing hate from the man who owned his heart for over a decade.
The abuse Sneddon dealt Michael in secret was nothing. The real damage will be done with the cameras running and the world watching, with over two thousand media correspondents ready to twist every word. Michael knows he must prepare himself for battle if he has any hope of surviving.
Sneddon’s words echo in his head: We fight to the death, I suppose. Last man standing. And, sorry to burst your bubble, but I think I’ll win that one. You may be spry, but experience sits firmly in my corner.
Because Mez is both gorgeous and intelligent, he insisted on keeping as much salacious misinformation out of the media as possible. That means no cameras in the courtroom and a gag order on the main players. Anything that the press could contort to fit their theories was highly advised against. People were less likely to gossip if Michael wasn’t dancing atop limos after court—a bad idea, in retrospect, but he had his previous counsel team with him then, so Michael’s not really holding himself accountable for that one.
Michael sits behind the defense table at 9:10 a.m. listening to Tom Sneddon concoct lies that Michael built Neverland as a lure to pursue sexual relationships with children, and he feels his battle armor crumbling. It just isn’t fucking fair. Michael gave this asshole his heart, and Sneddon squished it under his heel. Then he handed it back, bruised and broken. The sting of betrayal burns like acid in Michael’s veins.
You know you’re a goddamn liar, Michael thinks, and if thoughts alone could kill, Sneddon’s head would have exploded out through his asshole. You fucked me in more ways than one, but in the more enjoyable instances you know I only get it up for older men with egos the size of small planets. A pedophile? You’re reaching and you know it. The question is: will the jury see that you’re just a bitter ex slinging mud on a grand stage?
Michael sits at that defense table for three hours and twenty minutes as each word from Sneddon’s mouth plucks at the stitches holding Michael together. When the judge calls for a recess, Michael hurries to the men’s room and locks himself in an empty stall. Tears cascade down his cheeks while he watches the many pairs of shiny shoes come and go. How could he let this prick get to him?
If Michael expects to survive even a week of this, let alone the months this trial will take, he has to get his shit together. He can’t let Sneddon’s petty jealousy unravel him. He needs to be strong. Invincible. Unbreakable.
All of that sounds good on paper, he tells himself, but how are you going to do it?
Once the men’s room has emptied out, Michael ventures from the safety of the stall and evaluates the damage in the mirror.
Yikes.
He wipes away the tracks of his tears (as the old Smokey song goes) with a splash of water and fixes his hair, but his eyes are still red and raw. People will assume he’s been crying or smoking pot, and he doesn’t like either of those options. Too much room for ridicule. He stares at his reflection and sees the creature he covers his own mirrors to avoid looking at: ghostly pale skin, murky eyes with deep purple circles beneath them, and flat hair hanging around sunken, skeletal cheeks.
The door creaks open, and Michael sees the familiar coif that makes his heart begin an anxious gallop.
“Hey, I found you!” Mez says. “Okay, now it’s my turn to hide.”
Michael actually manages a laugh. It’s not a huge guffaw, just a quiet little chortle, but it’s something, the first stroke of happiness he’s felt all day.
“I didn’t think it’d be so easy for you to sneak off like that,” Mez says, moving closer and taking the sink to Michael’s left. “I must’ve spent a good five minutes looking for you.”
His reflection is juxtaposed beside Michael’s own, and Michael is repulsed. Mez is Michael’s perfect foil. White hair against black. Peach skin against desaturated ivory. Poise against catastrophe.
“What can I say? I’m good at hiding,” Michael says, trying to sound blasé and beyond all of this, but the words hiccup in his throat. All the agony from the past thirteen years is imprinted on his face for Mez to see. Mez can see it all: what Sneddon did, what Michael allowed him to do.
“You can do this, Michael,” Mez says simply, placing a hand on the small of Michael’s back. Michael closes his eyes and savors the touch, his cheeks burning. “Trust me.”
Michael builds his pillar of strength around the concept of entrusting himself to Mez, but when he returns to the courtroom and listens to the defense’s opening statement, those two words become the punchline to a cruel joke. The entire basis of this case centers around deceit. Michael has been deceived by Sneddon, by the Chandlers, by Martin Bashir and the Arvizo family. As Mez addresses the jury, he fans out these betrayals like a poker hand, and Michael can no longer deny his foolish trust led him to his own destruction.
As Michael listens to Mez, it becomes clear that trust is off the table. If he opens up his stupid, bleeding heart to someone else, all of his self-resolve and dignity will shatter beneath their seemingly inevitable disloyalty. One thing Michael knows from years of experience is how love has the power to completely destroy a person.
Michael is already broken. He’s not giving anyone else the chance to shatter him again.
4: CAUGHT IN A BLAND ROMANCE
“The pain I feel now is the happiness I had before. That’s the deal.”
- C.S. Lewis
1
October 8th, 1992
Michael couldn’t tell the difference anymore. All the rooms and hotels really did look the same. They all had that same diamond-patterned carpet, the same harsh fluorescents, the same too-small accommodations, the same bland wallpaper, and the same bland routine.
Michael knew he was unhappy, but he still returned to Tom Sneddon for reasons his own gut told him were deeper than the potential of hurting the man’s feelings by leaving. Some sort of void inside of Michael had swallowed this fruitless relationship as a panacea for an ill. What was he truly searching for here? Commitment was out of the question, as Tom had made no strides to turn this into a real relationship. While secretly dating one of the world’s biggest superstars would be difficult, Michael had surmised Tom could at least make an effort. He could suggest they meet at Michael’s place, for once. Maybe that ball was in Michael’s court, but he didn’t want to raise the subject, not when the simplest things could bring about that cold expression on Tom’s face.
Michael knocked on the door, and Tom pulled it open, taking one look at Michael and raising his eyebrows. “You’re unhappy.”
Michael didn’t deny it. “May I come in?”
Tom let him inside, shutting the door like an iron gate. Michael sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor while Tom stood watching him. “If you didn’t want to see me, why’d you come?
Michael raked a hand through his hair, exhausted, trying to find the right words that wouldn’t upset him. “I want to, Tom, I’m just… unhappy with the way things are.”
“I don’t satisfy you?”
Michael shrank beneath his tone. “In bed, of course. You’re the best.” He toyed with the button on his shirt cuff, needing a distraction from his words. “But I need more than just mind-blowing, amazing sex.”
Tom chuckled. “Good to hear you give credit where it’s due.”
Michael felt the corner of his mouth twitch into a half-hearted smile, still charmed by his humor, no matter how tried and tired he became. “This was just s’posed to be for fun, one night that didn’t go anywhere.” He lay back on the bed and grabbed a pillow, curling up so he could see Tom while he lay there. Tom pulled out the chair from the desk and sat, leaning back slightly and resting his left ankle on his right knee. “But that’s kind of all my life’s ever been: one night that doesn’t go anywhere. Not just relationships, but I grew up traveling from city to city, state to state. I was never in one place for too long. Even now, I’m drifting.”
“Am I getting dumped?” Tom chuckled a harsh sound, as though he’d assumed things like this were past him. “I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted you.”
“I know, but I don’t think it means the same thing to you as it does to me.” Michael wished he could breach the space between them and bring him closer. Maybe if Michael held him, Tom might intuit the life they could have together if he would just try. “And that’s okay. We all want different things. But for me, the risk outweighs the reward.”
“The risk being public knowledge?”
Michael nodded.
“Then what’s the reward? What are you here for?”
Michael didn’t know if Tom truly sounded accusatory, or if he’d imagined it. “I want something real.” He dared to meet Tom’s eyes and wasn’t sure what he saw there. “We can’t just keep doing this, meeting every couple months and doing the same thing over and over. Nothing ever changes. Things get boring.”
Tom tilted his head like a dog does when it hears a strange sound. “So, what, you wanna try different positions or something?”
“That’s my point. This isn’t a real relationship. I feel like your hooker.”
“If you are, you’re shit at your job. Don’t you know you’re not supposed to do something for free if you’re good at it?”
The smile broke through this time, but Michael had heard enough to know Tom had no interest in being his boyfriend. And, if Michael was honest with himself, he had known that going in.
“So what are we left with?” Michael wondered.
“Mind-blowing sex,” Tom suggested, rising from the chair and coming over to Michael. “That’s a whole lot better than nothing, wouldn’t you agree?”
Michael did.
After they had finished, Michael watched him dress, Tom’s nimble fingers threading the buttons of his shirt through their clasps.
“Maybe we could try meeting up at your place sometime,” Michael suggested, toying with the comforter.
Tom turned his head toward Michael, his eyes blazing. “Don’t be stupid. We both know this isn’t going anywhere. Why encourage intimacy?”
Michael tried another avenue. “Could you at least tell me more about yourself?”
Tom’s expression tightened. “What’s to tell?”
“Your hopes, your dreams, your childhood. Well, the nice parts, at least.”
Tom chuckled lowly, taking Michael’s hand and pulling him to his feet. “I think personal information’s on a need-to-know basis.” He nibbled at Michael’s neck, nudging him toward the door. “And you don’t need to know yet.”
“But that’s not fair. You already know so much about me.”
“Haven’t you learned by now?” Tom said with a smirk. “Life’s not fair.”
Michael could have sworn Tom tripped him as he was ushered out the door.
2
March 1st, 2005
“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say you’re angry,” Mez asks as he and Michael leave the courthouse.
“Whatever gave you that idea?”
“Because I heard you mumble something that sounding like ‘fucking douchebag’ back there. Maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think that’s a phrase you normally say.”
Well, that’s true. Michael is righteously pissed off. Today was his defense team’s turn to cross-examine Martin Bashir, and the spineless little bastard dodged almost every single question Mez asked him, hiding behind some bullshit shield law.
“You might be on to something.”
“Don’t let it get to you too much,” Mez says, trying to soothe Michael’s rage. “His refusal to answer shows the jury that he was intentionally deceptive with you. Or, in layman’s terms, he made himself look like a fucking douchebag.”
Michael laughs, which comes as a surprise, because he thought he was too angry for mirth. “Now is that something you normally say?”
Mez gives a half-shrug. “When someone cuts me off in traffic, sure.” He studies Michael’s face for a moment, then says, “You wanna hang out?”
“I’m sorry, what?” Michael’s pretty sure he didn’t mishear Mez, but he still wants a bit of clarification, because it sounds like Mez just asked him out.
“Is that too antiquated? Do people not say that anymore? I wanted to ask you to come over to my place, but that just makes it sound like I’m picking you up at a bar.”
Oh yes, Mez definitely asked him out. Michael wants to poke at that last part (Is that what you’re doing? Picking me up?), but he knows better than to ask questions he doesn’t want the answers to. “Why? I mean, why me?”
Because they’re all the same, his inner voice tells him. He’ll take you up to his room and bang you silly, then after it’s all said and done he’ll get frosty and unreachable, and you’ll let it happen because you need him a hell of a lot more than he needs you.
Mez looks confused, like he can’t understand why Michael would even ask. “Because I want to cheer you up and get to know you better. Is that totally uncool? No, don’t tell me. Just say you have to wash your hair or something. I can take a hint.”
“Well, I’m following you to your car, so I guess I’m going.”
“Fantastic.” They reach Mez’s car, and he holds the passenger door open for Michael like a goddamn gentleman. “You want to get in?”
“Gee, no candy to go along with my abduction?”
“I don’t think it’s an abduction if I’m holding the door for you and asking if you want to get in.”
“You don’t think? You’re a lawyer. Shouldn’t you know the laws?”
Mez grins, bright and brilliant. “Your sense of humor is just wonderful.” It sounds sarcastic, and it might be coming from anyone else, but with Mez there’s a warm appreciation in his tone.
Michael’s instinct is to hop right in that passenger seat, but what reason does he really have to trust Mez? Mez’s task of saving Michael’s sweet bacon in court means nothing when there’s money and prestige involved. It’s not like he took the case pro bono, though that wouldn’t erase the prestige angle. Mez is just doing his job. So what’s he trying to do here?
Michael wants to trust him so desperately, but look where trust has gotten him: on trial for his life.
He looks up at Mez to tell him no, maybe some other time, but if there’s even a slim possibility that they could lose this trial, shouldn’t Michael take those dopamine shots of happiness where he can get them? So what if Mez doesn’t have any true interest in him? For the time being, it will feel real, and that’s good enough.
Fuck it.
With a sigh, Michael slides into the car and shuts the door. He turns when Mez fills the driver’s seat. “So where do you live?” Michael wonders, trying to start a conversation.
“It’s just a dinky little condo in the city. Don’t laugh.”
“You don’t hear me laughing. City rent ain’t cheap.”
“Yeah, but it’s chump change compared to what you’re used to.”
“If it’s so dinky, why don’t you upgrade?”
“Well, the thing is, I don’t really live here,” Mez explains as he gets the car started. “I split my time between the overall L.A. area and Orlando.”
“Orlando, Florida?” Michael gapes at him.
“Yeah, that’s how I know Randy. We’re golf buddies.”
“A golfer who lives in Florida? Jeez, you’re a cliché.”
Mez gets them onto the road. Michael doesn’t pay much attention to the world flashing by beyond the tinted windows. “Yeah, yeah, God’s Waiting Room and whatnot, but you stick with what you know.”
“And that’s, what? Ugly golf clothes and humidity?”
“Hey, you don’t get to poke fun at my bad fashion choices. One, I’m allowed; I don’t have a personal stylist. Two, you’ve made some pretty bad fumbles in that area yourself, mister. What’s that old saw about stones and glass houses?”
Michael chuckles. “Fair enough.”
During the drive, Michael texts Grace, his children’s nanny, to let her know he’ll be a little late getting home.
“Texting your girlfriend?” Mez asks jovially.
“No, and please keep your eyes on the road. I have children.”
Mez laughs, and Michael doesn’t know if he genuinely finds him funny or if he’s just humoring Michael. “Don’t worry, I’ve never wrecked.”
He doesn’t say the yet part of that sentence, but Michael thinks they both hear it loud and clear.
“But you do call people fucking douchebags when they cut you off,” Michael reminds him.
“And I think I’m entitled to.”
When they make it to Mez’s condo, Michael looks around, admiring the décor. It’s nowhere near anything he’d pick for his own place, but there’s a charm to it, a minimalist touch that conveys a bit about Mez’s organized nature. Michael isn’t really sure what else to do; he isn’t invited to other people’s houses that much anymore. So he just stands in the living room like an idiot. Should he sit down somewhere, or should he wait for Mez to sit first? What if Mez never sits and they just have to stand around forever?
Mez answers this internal questioning by pulling out a chair from the dining table. The table is already set with dishes, silverware, and two wine glasses, something Michael assumed only happened in movies or Country Living magazine photos.
“Sit,” Mez says.
Yes, Daddy.
Michael does as he’s asked and watches Mez head into the kitchen.
“You hungry at all?” Mez asks as he peers into the fridge.
Michael isn’t, really, but he thinks saying no would be rude. “I could eat, I guess.”
Mez opens the microwave and pops in a white styrofoam container. “Great, I can get rid of these leftovers.”
“Well, you’re in luck. Unidentified leftovers are my favorite.”
“It’s Chinese. Lo mein. They really give you too much for just seven bucks.”
“Too much for too little? What a complaint.”
“You know what they say: build a bridge, and somebody’ll probably complain about it.”
After a minute or so, Mez sits at the table with their food and a bottle of white wine.
“A bit early for that, don’t you think?” Michael asks, gesturing to the wine bottle with his fork.
“Hey, I’ve had a hard day. Something tells me you have too.” He pours Michael a glass.
“How’s it hard for you? You barely broke a sweat.”
“I make it look easy, but lawyering is actually really hard.”
Michael smiles at Mez’s use of what he’s pretty sure isn’t a real word. “I thought you said this case was a slam-dunk.”
“It is, but I gotta get up in front of people and talk,” Mez says, pouring his own glass. “You know people consistently rank public speaking higher than death on their list of fears?”
Michael pauses mid-bite. He never imagined Mez could be afraid of one of the cornerstones of his own job. “You have stage fright?”
“You don’t?”
“On stage is the one place where I feel at home,” Michael says, and hearing it out loud makes him realize how sad it is. “It’s everywhere else I feel out of place.”
“I can’t even imagine what that’s like.”
“So why’d you become a lawyer if you’re afraid of public speaking?”
Mez takes a sip before he speaks, as though giving himself time to formulate an answer. “Because I wanted to help people like you, people who got screwed over by our too-fallible justice system. And there’s this thing called exposure therapy, which posits continual exposure to a thing that frightens you until it’s no longer scary. So I figured if I forced myself to talk in front of crowds, eventually it would stop being so terrifying.”
“And did it work?” Because it sure as hell didn’t work for Michael.
“You tell me,” Mez says with a smile.
“No one likes a smart-ass,” Michael says.
“Good thing my ass is probably the dumbest part of me,” Mez says with an impossibly straight face for someone talking about his own ass.
Michael feels himself blush. “So you’re a lawyer who’s afraid of public speaking. You think Sneddon’s the same way?” It’s not like the fucker would actually tell Michael anything, much less any of his weaknesses. He probably thought Michael might use them against him at some point.
“Oh no, he gets off on it. Guys like that need the whole room to pay attention to them or they explode.”
“I wish he would,” Michael grumbles, taking a drink.
“Not literally, of course. They explode inside, because they’re all filled up with scum and squirming gluck. It’s not easy being sleazy, but I’m not shedding any tears for him.”
Over the next hour and a half, they eat and drink and trade small talk until they’re interrupted by a knock at the door. Mez answers it, and Susan peers over his shoulder at Michael.
“Oh, Michael, nice to see you here,” she says.
Michael gives her a small wave and a smile. “You too.” Suddenly he feels like a third wheel.
Susan walks inside, carrying a briefcase full of files, and Michael figures he ought to see himself out.
“Um, Mez, I should go and let you guys work,” he says, standing up and heading for the door. “Thanks for… whatever this was, I guess.” He almost stumbles over the coffee table in his hasty, anxious departure.
“Michael, wait.”
Michael pauses, wondering (hoping) Mez will ask him to stay.
“How’re you getting home? I drove you here, remember?”
5: NO "BEAT IT" JOKES, PLEASE
“Hold on when there is nothing in you except the will which says, 'Hold on!’”
- Rudyard Kipling
1
October 16th, 1992
Michael woke that morning incredibly horny, as though someone was rubbing the crotch of his voodoo doll. Tom had been uncharacteristically kind, letting Michael stay the night in his bed. Granted, they still hadn’t graduated to meeting each other at their own houses, but, yeah, baby steps.
Michael noticed Tom was still asleep, so he slipped out of bed and tiptoed over to the pile of Tom’s discarded clothing. Digging through his pockets, Michael didn’t find anything but a set of keys and a wallet. He pulled out the wallet and flipped through it, searching for a condom; his hormones were calling the shots this morning, that’s for certain. He stopped, noticing a small photograph inside the wallet: a young boy, age seven or eight, maybe, with sandy blond hair. Probably Tom’s son. Hiding beneath that photograph were others of the same size, each depicting a different child, or perhaps the same two or three kids at different ages. Michael smiled to himself. So Tom had kids. Michael wondered why Tom had hidden that from him but shrugged it off.
After giving the wallet a thorough search, Michael came up empty with regards to a condom, which put a serious damper on Operation Surprise Morning Sex. He reached into the other pocket, and his fingers brushed something round and small and cold. When he repositioned his fingers to withdraw the object, his mind had already registered what it was, but he was still completely unprepared when he saw it in his palm: a ring.
Tom was married.
Michael stayed there, kneeling on the floor, stunned. Something cold seeped into his chest, and the pressure mounted in his throat. No, this couldn’t be right. Maybe Tom went through a rough divorce and had a hard time letting go. Or maybe his wife had recently died. It wasn’t like the guy told Michael anything. He had no real reason to think—
Michael heard Tom shift in the bed, then his voice: “What’re you doing?”
Michael jumped a little, surreptitiously shoving the ring back into the pocket from whence it came, though he was sure Tom had seen him going through his belongings like a petty thief. Busted. “Just looking for a condom.” Michael made his way to the bed, straddling Tom’s hips. “I wanted you inside me.” He pressed his lips to Tom’s neck, hands on his chest as he stripped away the hotel sheets and crawled on top of him. Tom’s strong hands grasped Michael’s lower back, and Michael shivered, greedy for his touch.
“You should have asked,” Tom said, pulling open the drawer on the nightstand, and—oh, well, of course that’s where the condoms were. Michael knew that. No way did he go through Tom’s pockets to snoop, to learn more about the man he’d fallen for.
Careful what you wish for.
When Michael sank onto him, Tom’s fingers pressed into Michael’s hips to guide and hold him steady. Michael straightened up a little, rolling his hips once he was filled up, rocking against the dick hot and hard inside of him. Tom thrusted his hips up to meet Michael’s own, and Michael writhed, his body jerking on instinct as his nerves were stroked and teased. Michael closed his eyes, his head tilted back, letting his hips grind, letting the fire burn and blaze.
Tom’s fingers gripped Michael’s thighs, and Michael wondered if the tan line of the ring was still visible, if he could see proof of dishonesty right there. He twisted, his eyes seeking out evidence, and Tom reached up, dragging Michael down until he was flat against his chest. Tom’s mouth crushed against Michael’s own, his fingers now hidden in Michael’s hair. Thwarted. Michael shifted his hips, and Tom gave a dark chuckle, his mouth moving beneath Michael’s jaw, his teeth leaving gentle bites on his neck as their hungry lust swelled thick and hot in the air.
Tom closed his teeth around Michael’s shoulder, spurring Michael to jerk and buck wildly against him. When Tom’s nails scraped down Michael’s back, the dam broke. Michael crumbled atop his throne, his pleasure spilling between them, and Tom jerked until his nails and teeth surrendered.
They slowed, softened, and while Tom’s mouth trailed Michael’s neck, Michael worried he wasn’t the only one Tom blessed with these kisses. He grunted quietly at his own inner thoughts and climbed down Tom’s body, tongue seeking the taste of his spilled arousal. Tom wrapped his hands in Michael’s hair and sighed. Michael hummed against his skin, inquisitive to his distress.
“What?” Tom asked.
Michael looked up, detecting melancholy in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“You look sad.”
Tom combed away the loose tendrils of hair hanging over Michael’s face. “I’m not.”
“Oh. Sorry.” Michael kept quiet for a bit, crawling next to him in the bed. Should he even bring up the whole married thing? Tom had probably caught Michael digging around in his pockets, and mentioning anything pertaining to family would tip Michael’s hand. But what the fuck was he supposed to do?
Michael felt the sting of tears and knew he wouldn’t be able to let it alone. “You never told me you had kids.”
Tom shrugged in response, staring up at the ceiling.
“Their mother. Is she…” Michael swallowed. “Did she pass away?”
Tom huffed an amused sound. “No. Don’t be so dramatic.”
“Are you divorced?”
“No.”
“Then—then you’re still married?”
Tom just looked at him, a heated stare that Michael felt in his bones. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.”
Michael tried to breathe, but there was no air. Tom really was married, and he’d been cheating with Michael for over a year. Michael had inadvertently been helping him destroy his family.
You’re no better than dear old Dad, Michael.
“I—I see.” Michael staggered out of bed on legs that felt like jelly. He gathered his scattered clothes off the floor. “Why didn’t you tell me you were married?”
“Would you have slept with me if I had?”
Something inside of Michael began to tear. “Does your wife know about us?”
“She doesn’t ask questions, and I tell her no lies.”
Michael’s fingers trembled with the buttons of his shirt as he jammed his socked feet into his shoes. “I should go.” He rushed for the door.
Tom’s hand’s locked around Michael’s wrists, pulling him back against the solid wall of his body. “Michael, listen. It’s not as bad as you think. I’m not the only one looking for fulfillment outside the home; my marriage has been over for a long time now.” His thumbs brushed the inside of Michael’s wrists, as though trying to ignite the fire between them.
Michael didn’t know what to believe. As much as he wanted to trust Tom, an inkling of doubt gnawed at his mind. His own father was no stranger to extramarital affairs; hell, Joseph probably gave this same spiel to Joh’Vonnie’s mother when she found out he’d been lying.
Tom slid a hand down the curve of Michael’s back, pulling him closer, and eclipsed Michael’s mouth with his own. “I don’t want her anymore,” he said around the kiss. “I want you, remember?” Michael did, but his hands moved to Tom’s chest, braced to push him away. “Please, don’t leave me.”
“If you don’t love her anymore, why you do stay?” Why do you still have that goddamn ring in your pants’ pocket?
His hands moved into Michael’s hair, his mouth on his neck. “Divorce is always so difficult on the kids, isn’t it?” he asked rhetorically, speaking against Michael’s skin. “How do you think things might’ve shaken out if your folks split when you were young?”
At the age of that young boy pictured in Tom’s wallet, Michael would’ve appreciated anything that got him away from Joseph, but he understood a normal child would have trouble dealing with a divorce. Michael couldn’t form a reply to that, knowing that insistence on separation would hurt Tom’s kids in the end. Don’t ask that of him, of them.
“It’s just easier this way,” Tom continued. “Comfortable.” He kissed Michael’s neck and jaw, creating a thick, lusty haze in his brain. “Michael, I need you.”
Desperate for a moment of clarity, Michael tore out of the embrace. “No. You need her. You need your family.”
“What people want and need are often at a crossroads, don’t you think?”
Michael stepped back, keeping his eyes on Tom. “We shouldn’t be doing this. Please. I’m trying to do the right thing. You lied to me.” Michael turned around, making his exit. He shut the door behind him and hurried down the hall, tears spilling down his cheeks. He knew he needed to pull himself together in the event someone saw him. He wiped his eyes, swallowed back the pain, and stood up tall, his impromptu show of bravado unattended by the time he made it to the car.
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March 10th, 2005
Michael wakes up groggy, irritated, and unusually horny. He was in the middle of a glorious dream starring Mez—and himself bent over the defense table—when he awoke. He shuts his eyes and groans, hoping to salvage whatever he can of the dream. No go.
Brain, if you’re gonna play Midnight Double Feature with my nightmares, can you at least let me finish my good dreams?
Michael mumbles curses under his breath at his brain, his body, and the world. The more he tries not to think about the dream, the more he finds himself focusing on it. With a growl of annoyance, he reaches between his legs, brushing his fingers over the tip of his cock, and the growl in his throat becomes a moan. His hips meet his fist, slowly at first, then quicker, and his free hand grapples behind his head for the pillow. Each rhythmic cycle builds up a tight burn in his core, a burn he craves more than anything in recent memory. As his wrist twists and his fingers work, the burn builds and blazes. He hears himself moaning, and he doesn’t even care, because it’s so good, and maybe Mez’s name slips out once or twice, but he doesn’t care about that either, doesn’t care he shouldn’t be fantasizing about his attorney screwing his brains out—
“Michael?”
Grace’s voice and the sound of the bedroom door opening sends Michael scrambling. His heel catches in the sheets, and he takes a swan-dive straight to the floor. He thinks he might scream as he plummets to the ground.
“Michael, are you—”
“A little privacy, please?” he whines. Grace is standing there looking at him with confusion and concern; the tangle of blankets around him is the only thing separating him from more humiliation.
“Are you alright? I heard you—”
“I’m fine! Get out!” Michael tries to sit up, and a sharp pain shoots through his entire body, numb tingles centered in his lower back. He makes a noise that could be an exotic bird mating call.
“You don’t look fine,” Grace says, and she’s still standing in the doorway, having made no attempt to leave him to his misery.
“Well, I am.” He tries again to sit up, but pain rips through him and destroys his willpower. Yeah, he’s not getting up. He’ll just lay here for the rest of his life like an upended turtle. “I’m not.”
Grace is standing over him now. “Do you need to go to a hospital?”
“Yeah, pretty sure a hospital’s in my future.” Michael’s only been awake for fifteen minutes and has somehow managed to injure himself. Another one for the record books.
“Okay, but if we keep doing this you’re not going to learn anything.”
“Why don’t you just shoot me?”
“I don’t get paid enough for that.”
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So now he’s lying in an uncomfortable hospital bed in his pajamas while a steady stream of doctors and nurses poke and prod his aching back. His mood has declined severely, and considering he wasn’t very bright and cheery when he woke up, this is quite an achievement.
His family flutters in and out of the room; his mother and sisters force up awkward small talk, while his brothers drop the whole charade and resort to teasing him about his accident. Michael’s glad they don’t know the whole story, but he’s getting sick of hearing “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up” each time one of them passes by his room.
Siblings. Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em.
Michael’s grumpy mood doesn’t exempt his own kin; Tito’s one bad joke away from a punch in the dick. Michael’s not sure how he might accomplish that in his condition, but he’ll find a way. Maybe he can sic one of his bodyguards on Tito.
His cell phone trills, and Michael tries to pinpoint which direction the sound came from. Janet pushes her way through the crowd of family to hand him the phone, but not before glancing at the display and grinning. “Who’s Mez?” she asks, a teasing lilt to her voice. Michael recognizes that lilt. Back when he was nearly inseparable from Diana Ross, Janet used to sing, “Mike and Diana sittin’ in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G” at him in that same tone of voice, as well as asking questions like, “Did you see Diana today?” or “Do you like her? Y’know, like-like?” Of course, Janet was only a kid then, but that doesn’t explain why she kept pulling that shit throughout the years with every crush Michael ever had.
“My lawyer,” Michael tells her with a glare. He grasps for the phone, which is still ringing, but Janet lifts it out of his reach.
“Which one?”
Michael almost says the hot one, but, boy, would that be a mistake. What the fuck kind of pain-killers is he on? “Older guy, white hair.” Which could also describe two of Michael’s other co-counsel, Robert and Brian.
“Yeah, that narrows it down.”
“Just give me the phone.” Janet does, placing it in his hand, and Michael answers the call. His voice shoots up about ten octaves, which he can’t wholly blame on the drugs pumping through him. “Hey, you!”
“Hey yourself. You didn’t get hurt too badly, did you?”
That ship has sailed. Not only did Michael fall ass-first to the floor, but his dick was occupied in a rather vise-like hold at the time. “Well, I’m not going to die, at least. Why? What’s up?”
“Melville wants you here at nine-thirty or else he’ll throw your ass in the slammer.”
“He actually said that?”
“Not in those exact words. I was trying out my TV-cop impression. What do you think?”
Michael chuckles, despite himself. “It could use some work.”
“But you might want to think about getting down here,” Mez says. “Like, thirty minutes ago.”
Michael’s eyes bulge. “Why didn’t you call earlier?”
“I did. It’s not my fault you don’t pick up your phone.”
Someone is going to pay dearly for this. “Can you buy me a half-hour?”
“I tried. Just get down here, okay? I want to see your ass in this courtroom right now.”
“I bet you do.” Michael really needs to get off these pain meds.
“That was my TV-lawyer voice,” Mez says.
Another chuckle. “It’s pretty effective.”
Michael hangs up and checks the missed calls. Of course, Mez did call plenty of times, but no one bothered to answer.
“Thanks for not answering the last five times he called,” he sneers at Janet, who’s been standing at his bedside for the whole conversation. He shifts in the bed, trying to heave his legs over the side. While the muscle relaxers have turned him into somewhat of a blathering idiot, they work pretty well at keeping the pain at bay.
“First off, I didn’t hear it,” Janet says, “and second, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” She puts her hands on him, preventing him from moving.
“I need to be in court or I’m going to jail, no thanks to any of you who didn’t answer my fucking phone!” He sort of screeches that last part, and everyone in the room looks at him. “Can I change clothes now?”
“Mike, there’s no time!” Randy says. “They’ll revoke your bail if you don’t get there now.”
Michael glances down at what he’s wearing and feels like laughing, crying, and throwing himself out the window all at once. He’s wearing pajamas. Not just any pajamas. Fucking planet pajamas. So his choices today are be arrested or die of humiliation.
Fuck my life.
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On second thought, maybe Michael should have just been arrested. At least the orange jumpsuit would be comfortable and not look completely ridiculous.
Of course, he’s swarmed by press and onlookers alike as soon as he steps out of the SUV, and once people notice what he’s wearing Michael wishes very hard for the earth to open up and swallow him. Today is up there on his list of worst days ever, a list which lately seems to grow by the day. He can hear everyone murmuring and commenting about him and his wardrobe choice.
I am so sick of this shit.
The pain-killers are still hard at work, which is the only reason he’s able to be here. But he knows he’ll pay dearly for this later, physically and mentally. The pain will catch up to him sooner or later. He has learned that pain is damn near impossible to outrun.
Mez smiles as Michael approaches. “You didn’t tell me we were having a sleepover.”
If we were, honey, there wouldn’t be much sleeping going on.
“What happened?”
“I fell out of bed,” Michael mutters, humiliated. He leaves out the masturbation part and the sex dream involving Mez.
Give Mez some credit; he holds in the laughter as long as he can. “That’s what you’re going with?”
“You don’t believe a grown-ass man could fall out of his own bed?”
“I believe it, I just thought you were more graceful than that.”
Michael huffs a laugh, his cheeks burning at the memory of why he fell out of the bed in the first place. Mez would probably find it hilarious that Michael injured himself jerking off, but there’s no way Michael’s letting that one slip. He’s taking it to the grave.
“So I guess you’re doped up pretty well then, huh?” Mez asks, leading him through the court atrium. “If you’re up and moving without screaming in pain. And you sounded a little loopy on the phone.”
“I did?” Please don’t tell me what I said.
“Yeah, you were”—Mez searches for the word—”giggly.” He watches Michael’s face for a reaction, his lips quirking into a smile.
Michael thinks he’s blushing a deep purple now.
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“So how do you fall out of bed anyway?” Mez asks during the break while they’re standing in the atrium. “I really thought you had more coordination than that.”
Mez’s hand is warm on the curve of Michael’s back; warm shockwaves ripple up his spine. “Sorry to disappoint you,” Michael says, and his heart seizes when Tom Sneddon passes by.
“Forgot to set your alarm?” Sneddon asks Michael with a too-familiar sneer. “Or did you consciously decide to make a mockery of our justice system?”
“Since when do you care about justice?” Michael volleys back, taking a great deal of confidence and poise from Mez’s hand still lingering at his back. “I thought that was just altruistic shit that looks good on a résumé.”
Sneddon bristles somewhat, like he didn’t expect Michael to remember that particular exchange, let alone quote it back to him.
“Not that it’s any of your business,” Michael continues, “but I injured my back this morning.” Might as well tell him, Michael figures; Sneddon will find out by the time he gets to his car anyway.
Sneddon smirks, a familiar, infuriating gesture that puts Michael right back in those interchangeable hotel rooms. “I believe it. After all, you’re not getting as much exercise as you used to.” He says it with an edge that lets Michael know exactly what he’s insinuating.
Mez interjects with, “I hate to interrupt, uh, whatever this is, but did you come over here just to bother my client?”
“Michael, am I bothering you?” Sneddon asks, looking hurt and offended that his motives could ever be called into question.
“A little,” Michael admits.
“A little? Where’s all the hostility you’re so fond of?”
“Numbed by the Vicodin,” Michael says.
“That would be a really good name for a band,” Mez points out, and Michael chuckles.
Sneddon rolls his eyes. “You two clowns deserve each other,” he says, as he walks away.
“For a moment there, I felt like I was back in high school and a bully was trying to shake me down for my lunch money,” Mez says, sort of awed at Sneddon’s nerve. He shakes his head. “Don’t worry about him. We’ll win this, Michael. He can’t touch you.”
Oh, honey, he already has.
6: BLACKING OUT IS A COPING MECHANISM
“I imagine one of the reasons people cling to their hates so stubbornly is because they sense, once hate is gone, they will be forced to deal with pain.”
- James Baldwin
1
October 25th, 1992
Michael didn’t talk to either Janet or Tom for over a week. As much as he would have liked to stay curled up in bed and weep, prior obligations made that impossible. But that didn’t mean Michael had to grin and bear it; he was physically and mentally drained, and he knew his miserable state had manifested on his face and body.
At the end of the week, Janet showed up, knocking at his door. Actually, it was more of an angry pounding than a knock, loud enough for Michael to hear it from his bedroom. Janet stood on his doorstep poised to put her fist through the door if Michael hadn’t opened it at that exact moment. She took one look at him and visibly flinched.
“Oh shit, what happened to you?”
Michael was too tried and tired to bounce back with some witty reparteé, so he slammed the door in her face. Or, he tried to. Janet stopped the swift swing of the door with her thick leather boot.
“What happened? Will you talk to me?” She let herself inside and shut the door behind her. “I’m not leaving ‘til you do.”
“What makes you think anything happened?”
“Because your eyes are all red and puffy, and you’re as white as a ghost, and those dark circles under your eyes…”
Michael rubbed his eyes. The power of suggestion. As much as he wanted to be left alone, he knew Janet was only here with the best of intentions. She was concerned about him and willing to listen if he wanted to unload his problems.
Michael sighed and sat on the couch. “Tom’s married. I’m a homewrecker.” They were only words, but they ripped him wide open.
“Holy shit,” Janet said, and, yeah, that pretty much summed things up. She joined him on the sofa. “How’d you find out?”
Michael told her about how he’d snooped through Tom’s pockets and found the ring, how he’d asked questions he didn’t want the answers to.
“He kept all that hidden from you for a reason,” Janet pointed out, and Michael wondered what that reason might have been. “Do you know what you’re gonna do?”
Michael shook his head. “I know it sounds stupid, but I still love him. I can see the life we could’ve had together, and maybe we could still have it, but I don’t think I could ask him to leave his family for me.”
“Do you think he would?”
Michael didn’t know. His gut told him no, but Tom could be full of surprises sometimes.
“He lied to you,” Janet reminded him.
“It’s not like I asked him. I didn’t see a ring on his finger.”
“But he’s older than you, right? Did you ever ask if he had kids?”
Another head shake.
“What the hell do you guys even talk about?”
“There isn’t really a lot of talking, if you know what I mean,” Michael admitted, his face going hot.
Janet frowned but soldiered on. “Alright, but he still lied to you. A lie of omission. Real relationships are built on honesty, and he never gave you that.”
“I know.”
Janet wrapped him in a tight hug. “You’ll get over this, Mike. Trust me. A break-up isn’t the end of the world.”
“It just feels like it.” Michael sagged in her embrace, feeling pathetic and stupid for allowing himself to be duped. “I thought he liked me, y’know?”
But what Tom had liked, just as Michael’s many past lovers had, wasn’t the man himself. Maybe it had been the allure of money, or the vicarious fame that went along with being part of Michael’s world, or the easy, amazing sex, but it sure hadn’t been the man behind it all. And what a shame that was, Michael thought, that no one he loved ever truly loved him.
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March 11th, 2005
Tom Sneddon sure knows how to put a crowd to sleep; Michael can’t remember the last time he was this bored. He might actually feel sorry for Sneddon if the guy wasn’t a prolapsed butthole given human form. He wonders if Mez has this much trouble staying awake. Probably not, considering that sitting through boring direct examinations is his job. Michael’s so glad he isn’t a lawyer himself.
He steals a glance at Mez but does a double-take when he notices how tired Mez looks: faint, bruise-like shadows beneath his eyes, and the grooved lines around his mouth. Has he not been sleeping? Is the stress from such an important trial taking a toll on him?
Michael gets a chance to talk to him during a short recess at the defense table. “You alright?”
“Hm?” Mez looks at him, and Michael sees small red lines of fatigue beginning to form in the whites of his eyes. The weight of his exhaustion feels like a powerful backhand.
“I’m just wondering if you’re okay.”
Mez gives him a small smile, but something’s off about it. “Oh jeez, I must look worse than I thought. I had some trouble sleeping last night. That’s all.”
“I know that old tune by heart,” Michael says, smiling wanly.
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March 21st, 2005
Michael bites back a groan as he gets out of the car, his back screaming in protest that he dares to move. He makes an angry grunting sound at the injustice of it all. He’s pretty sure this trial will actually kill him. The agony in his head has begun to manifest in his body, and Michael has no idea how much longer he can take this.
“Need me to carry you?” Mez asks, placing a hand on the curve of Michael’s back.
“Would you actually do it if I said yes?”
Mez considers this. “I would, but if I throw my back out too, we’d be in a whole lot of trouble.”
Michael didn’t want to think about the twists and turns the trial might take if Mez was unable to attend. It’s not that Michael doesn’t trust the rest of his legal team, but when push comes to shove he wants Mez right there with him on the battlefield. Seeing Mez each day in court is one of the reasons Michael’s even made it this far; maybe that’s ten different kinds of hopeless. Michael doesn’t much care. You take your pleasures where you can get them.
“I bet if you showed up to court wearing pajamas, no one would care,” Michael says as they walk to the door of Mez’s condo.
“I beg to differ. I sleep naked.”
Michael feels his face burn, and of course he’s picturing that. Blushing hotter, he says, “My point still stands.”
Mez laughs and unlocks the door.
After visiting so many times, Michael’s beginning to see Mez’s condo as a second home. It’s comforting, familiar, unassuming.
“You want to see the rest of the place?” Mez asks. “I think you’ve only seen the living room and the kitchen.”
“Give me the grand tour.”
Mez starts down the hallway, leading Michael into a wood-paneled room that was probably supposed to be a bedroom. Instead, it’s filled with towering bookshelves covering most of the wall space. Michael’s never seen this many books outside of a library or his own personal collection.
“I thought you might enjoy seeing the study,” Mez says. “I remember you like to read.”
Michael makes some sort of vague gesture to the interior. “Can I…”
“Of course.” Mez watches with an almost fatherly amusement as Michael examines the spines of the books crammed onto the shelves.
Mez’s taste in books is all over the place, ranging from thick volumes of legal texts to contemporary fiction to classic literature. “You’ve got a lot of Stephen King,” Michael observes.
“He writes a lot. Maybe a book or two a year, and those things average three, four-hundred pages each. I don’t know how he does it.”
“I do,” Michael says. “The craft keeps the demons at bay. You distract yourself with one project or another, and pour all your scum and squirming gluck into it.”
Mez blinks, looking somewhat unsettled by this revelation, or maybe he’s just surprised that Michael remembered the turn of phrase he’d used earlier this month. “Is that how it is for you?”
Michael nods. “Like sending a bucket down a well.” He straightens up, his lower back aching from bending forward to look at the shelves. “Do you have anything like that?”
Mez considers this for a moment. “Work, I guess. It’s not very creative, but it serves as a distraction.”
“And what do you need to be distracted from?” Michael tries to sound flirty, otherwise the question comes off as too much of a challenge.
“The fact that time’s running out?” Mez leans against the entryway, effortlessly casual. “You get to be my age with no kids and nobody to come home to, and, well, maybe you start wondering if you played the wrong hand. And you wouldn’t say you regret it, but you know something’s missing, and maybe you’d like a chance to do it over. Just to see how the other half lives.”
Michael had no idea Mez was carrying all this bad-gunky around in his head. Are these the anxieties that keep him awake at night?
“You’ve never been married?” Michael’s learned from his mistakes with Sneddon; better to ask the hard questions before you become wed to your own answers.
Mez shakes his head. “No, never made it that far. Most of them didn’t like the workload, the time spent away from home. From what I’ve seen, lawyers marry so they can show off their trophy spouse, and the spouse doesn’t much care as long as they’re provided for.”
“Sounds familiar,” Michael says. He settles into a nearby armchair, his back screaming for relief. “Would you do it over? Take the other road and see where it goes?”
“Maybe. I think the bigger question is: would you?”
Michael chuckles humorlessly. “In a heartbeat.”
“Really?” Mez’s eyes widen, and there’s a hint of amusement at the corners of his mouth.
“I know I’m s’posed to say, ‘no, I’d never make the trade, my children are wonderful,’ but having them after all that mess with the Chandlers was the most selfish thing I’ve ever done.”
Mez listens with the gentlest expression on his face. No trace of judgment. There is, Michael thinks, a smidge of hurt in his eyes.
“Their lives are ruined because of who I am,” Michael continues. “Maybe they would’ve had a shot at a normal life before, or at least as normal as it could be, but that’s out of the question now. All the crap shoveled on me? That falls straight onto them, and it’s gonna follow them for the rest of their lives. How are they s’posed to deal with that?” He shakes his head. “Y’know, I had a chance at a halfway normal life. Before everything changed. I met somebody…”
He’s never told anyone but Janet about Sneddon; he’s sure as fuck not going to name-drop, and he’ll keep it vague, but this is something he has carried for quite a while. Since Mez revealed something personal, Michael thinks it’s only fair for him to do the same.
“We could have built something,” Michael murmurs, and it all comes rushing back. The bright sting of possibilities, the butterflies of infatuation, the solid warmth of his hands. “There were sacrifices, and maybe if I was willing to make ‘em we wouldn’t be here now. None of this would have happened, and I’d be… happy.”
“Well, you know what they say about hindsight…”
“I think about that every single day. If I hadn’t walked out when I found that stupid ring…”
Mez lifts an eyebrow. “Ring?”
Michael meets his gaze with a sad half-smile. “It wasn’t an engagement ring, that’s for sure.”
It takes Mez a moment to connect the dots. “Whoa. Well, that changes things. If someone’s cheating with you, odds are pretty good they’ll cheat on you.”
“Maybe,” Michael says with a shrug. “Maybe not. It was complicated.”
“People say that a lot, but most of the time it isn’t.”
“But sometimes it is.” On some level, Michael thinks Sneddon’s discomfort with his own attraction to men made it hard for him to make a real connection with Michael. And how much of their secrecy was borne from necessity versus Sneddon’s own self-hatred?
Mez nods, conceding the point. “Well, all I can say is you’ll drive yourself crazy thinking too much about the what-ifs. Maybe that person would’ve been good for you. Maybe not. But I think if they were, you wouldn’t have broken things off.”
In the darkest parts of his heart, the places to which he dare not venture long, Michael knows this to be the truth. If hiding his failing marriage was the only sin of which Sneddon was guilty, Michael would have stayed. If Sneddon had been more like Mez in the ways that matter—kind, open-hearted, warm—Michael would have entertained Sneddon’s pleas for understanding after the dust settled.
Michael also appreciates Mez’s cooperation in using gender-neutral terminology when speaking of his ex-lover. Mez probably assumes it’s a woman that Michael’s talking about, but he’s not letting it show, instead using the same ambiguity Michael uses.
“I think you’re right.”
“Oh, good,” Mez says. “I’m a little shaky when it comes to giving out life advice. I’m not that kind of counselor.”
Michael laughs, a sound he’s still not used to hearing from his own mouth lately. Then he notices something. On the bottom rows of the bookshelves are stacks of LPs. He hadn’t seen them before, since he’d been overwhelmed by the selection of books, and now that he’s sitting down the lower rows are closer to eye-level.
“Oh,” Michael says with curiosity. “Oh. What do we have here?” He grabs a small stack of records and rifles through them, curious what Mez’s taste in music might be.
It’s a hot mess.
Traffic. Bad Company. Creedence Clearwater Revival. Steely Dan. Bob Seger. Van Morrison. The Rolling Stones.
Mez approaches him and sort of leans on the back of the chair. “Looking for your own records in there?”
Michael stiffens slightly; he can smell whatever cologne Mez wears still lingering on his shirt. “Uh… no, of course not.” He scoffs, returning the stack to its proper place and withdrawing another. “I’m just curious what you like.”
The second stack of records is more in line with Michael’s tastes: The Temptations, Stevie Wonder, Smokey Robinson & The Miracles, The Spinners, and, oh, look, there’s Michael himself on the cover of Off the Wall. He smiles sadly, which Mez doesn’t see since he’s looking over Michael’s shoulder.
Michael shoves aside this internal wave of dysphoria like clothes inside a closet, because he’s not ready for another heavy conversation today.
“I think my bookshelves are more varied than my record collection,” Mez admits.
“I’d say they’re about even,” Michael says, flipping through another pile of albums. This one’s got Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin, Tears for Fears, Joy Division, The Cure (did Mez go through an ‘80s goth phase, Michael wonders), Talking Heads, The Cult, Billy Joel…
“Do me a favor and tell me what else you have of mine in here?” Michael wonders.
Mez chuckles. “I think you already saw it.”
Michael looks at him in disbelief. “You have Off the Wall but not Thriller? Literally everyone has Thriller. Did you let someone borrow it and they just never returned it?”
“How angry would you be if I said I think Off the Wall is better than Thriller?”
“Get out of my house.”
“This is my house.”
“Shit.”
Mez is laughing, and his amused smile makes him look almost ten years younger. If Mez wasn’t so infuriating in this moment Michael would find it all adorable. “I’m only half joking,” Mez tells him. “You act like you’ve never met anyone who didn’t own your entire discography.” Then, as if rethinking that statement: “Actually, you probably haven’t. Are you disappointed?”
“I’m… intrigued,” Michael says, finally finding the proper word. “Your tastes seemed to have stopped developing by the ‘90s. Judging by these, at least. I haven’t seen your iPod library yet.”
“You kids and your newfangled devices.”
Michael ignores this attempt at derailment. “And it looks like you listen to music for nostalgia.”
“Just come out and call me old, Michael. I can handle it.”
“I’m not stepping in that one,” Michael says, shaking his head. “But music is my life. I’m always searching for new sounds and ideas. So it’s kind of shocking, I guess, to see someone who isn’t…” He searches for the proper word, but it doesn’t come.
Mez helps him out: “Obsessive?”
Okay, so Mez is a little infuriating with his teasing. It doesn’t stop Michael from wanting to kiss him. “That’s not at all what I was gonna say.”
Mez gives him a knowing smile. “Why don’t you go on and pull the other one while you’re at it?”
Michael blushes and stows the records back in their proper place. “Okay, but I didn’t want to say it. Obsession has a negative connotation.”
“Fixated?”
“So does that.”
“Focused?”
“What, are you Mr. Thesaurus all of a sudden?”
“Words make up a great deal of my job,” Mez says with a small shrug. “I wouldn’t be a very good lawyer if I didn’t know how to use them.”
“Lucky for me.” Michael smiles, and there’s a short moment where Mez’s expression is unreadable, as though some soft secret hides behind his kind eyes. But it’s gone before Michael can attempt to identify it.
“You in the mood for some more leftovers?” Mez asks. “I’m starved.”
Michael feels a flutter in his chest and tells Mez that he is too.
7: ON A SCALE OF ONE TO IKE TURNER, HE'S OJ SIMPSON
“In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act.”
- George Orwell
1
December 11th, 1993
Michael stormed down the hotel hallway in a fury, his mind roiling with anger. He couldn’t believe he was doing this. Why didn’t he just turn around and try to rebuild? Why did he give Tom the power to destroy him, the power to stir his emotions so violently? Tom had already humiliated Michael enough. Anything more would be sheer cruelty for its own sake.
He’d ignored Tom’s desperate calls after the discovery of the ring. He’d tried to distance himself and hoped Tom would just take the goddamn hint already, but Tom Sneddon, it seemed, did not take kindly to being ignored. So he’d decided to play hardball. Well, Tom would learn that Michael could play the game too.
Michael reached the door and paused before his knuckles rapped on the door. What good could come from this? Tom wouldn’t see the error of his ways simply because Michael had many choice expletives for him. Coming here had been a mistake.
The door pulled open just as Michael moved to turn away. Tom smirked at him as though he hadn’t crushed Michael’s life into tiny little pieces. “I must be a mind-reader,” Tom sneered.
“I highly doubt that,” Michael seethed through clenched teeth and pushed his way inside.
Tom smirked; Michael used to find this cocky self-assurance sexy. Now it only made him want to punch his teeth out.
“Listen up, you son of a bitch, and listen good,” Michael began, shaking with anger. “Call this shit off right now. No more investigations, no more humiliating strip searches. Pull whatever strings you have to pull, but get it done.”
“Or else what?” Tom closed in on him, fingers stroking over Michael’s cheek.
Michael slapped Tom’s hand away. “I’ll go to the newspapers, or even the tabloids. They’ll eat it up. JACKO TELLS ALL: SEX WITH SANTA BARBARA D.A. When that shows up on all the magazines—straight from the horse’s mouth, mind you—you can kiss your re-election goodbye.”
Michael thought that sounded good, like it would hurt Tom where he lived. As much as Michael hated the thought of being publicly outed, if he was going down he might as well take this fucker with him.
“Michael, don’t compare yourself to a horse,” Tom said. “They’re majestic creatures.”
Michael scowled at him. This would have been the perfect time to develop Carrie-like powers of telekinesis and send the bedside lamp smashing into Tom’s head, but alas. “What the fuck is your problem? You don’t see anything wrong with ruining my life over some petty fucking nonsense, do you? Is this really how you handle break-ups?”
Tom’s smirk never faltered, but a gleam flickered in his eyes. “You’re incredibly sexy when you’re angry, you know that?” He took Michael’s chin in his firm grasp, forcing Michael to look at him. “But don’t put this on me. It’s my job to order these kind of things. It broke my heart, but I didn’t have a choice. I never meant to hurt you.”
The saccharine in Tom’s voice served as gasoline on the fire of Michael’s anger. “Bullshit! You knew exactly what you were doing. You had them strip-search me!”
“To verify or disprove the boy’s claims—”
“Which you knew were false!”
“What would you have me do?” Tom asked, his hand skimming down Michael’s side, almost tenderly. “I can’t dismiss the report based on my own knowledge. What would I say if I’m questioned about why I didn’t pursue the investigation? Tell them I’ve seen your dick quite a few times and it doesn’t match the boy’s description?”
“You’re a great liar. You’d think of something.”
Tom chuckled and hooked a finger in one of the belt loops on Michael’s jeans, sort of yanking him closer. “Now where was all this spunk and moxie when we were in bed? I didn’t know you had it in you.”
“Apparently there’s a lot of things you don’t know about me,” Michael snarled. “Like how I would never ever do a thing like this! It makes me so fucking sick that you think I could. You should know me better than that!” He stopped Tom’s hands from unbuttoning his jeans, wrenching out of his grip.
“It got you here, didn’t it?” Tom said with an almost reptilian smile. “You wouldn’t listen when I played nice, but one little accusation of misconduct and here you are—”
All of a sudden Michael was filled with pure, unbridled fury. His fist seemed to move of its own accord, driving into Tom’s jaw like a piston. The impact stunned Tom momentarily, and Michael felt both fear (oh God I hit him I actually hit him) and a dangerous exhilaration (do it again fuck him up). Before Michael could listen to that devil on his shoulder and go for another swing, pain burst behind his face like a balloon being popped. Tom, as Michael knew, had been a boxer, and a trained fighter knows the shortest distance between two points is a straight line. Tom’s fist hit a far more delicate target than Michael’s had. Michael heard something snap like a dried-up bird’s nest, and fireworks exploded behind his eyes.
Shock, fear, and starry dark surprise took Michael’s legs out from underneath him. Blood dripped from his nose, blooming crimson on his shirt. The bones were broken; he could feel it. He gagged on the steely taste in his mouth.
Tom sighed and shook his head, approaching Michael’s cowering form. “Now look at this mess,” he said, as though scolding a puppy that’s piddled on the floor.
Aside from his father, no one had ever hit Michael before, but old habits die hard, and his body reacted on auto-pilot. He pedaled backwards on the carpet, scrambling to put distance between them. But Tom kept advancing on him, and Michael thought he might truly go mad if this man touched him again.
“Is it broken?” Tom asked, crouching at Michael’s side. Michael gasped and pedaled back, back, back, until the bed stopped him. “Quit being a goose. I’m not going to hurt you.”
Michael showed him the bloody tips of his fingers as evidence to the contrary.
“That was an accident. An unfortunate reflex.” Tom rose to his feet and disappeared into the bathroom. Michael remained on the floor, frozen, and heard water running in the sink. Tom returned with a wet washcloth. He knelt at Michael’s side and held out the rag for him. “You know I don’t solve my problems with violence.”
No, you solve them with emotional violence. Physical violence leaves marks, but you can tear someone up from the inside and no one would be able to tell.
With a shaking hand, Michael took the damp rag and pressed it weakly underneath his dripping nose. Dark red stains spread on the white cotton.
“It was an accident, Michael,” Tom said again. “And I’m willing to extend the same benefit of the doubt to you.” He rubbed his jaw on the spot where Michael’s fist had connected. “You’ve got a pretty mean right hook, but it’s over and forgotten. Get another nip-and-tuck on that nose while you’re having it set, and no one would ever be the wiser about what happened here.” He offered a smile, and for a moment Michael was right back in that hotel lounge where they’d first met, weakened by his shallow charm. “Now I’m going to tell you how it is, and you’re going to listen. If you think telling the media that you’ve been getting fucked by another man will somehow absolve you, you’re in for a hard lesson. They will bury you. To them, there’s no difference between a pedophile and a homosexual. You’d only be providing the final nail in your coffin.”
Nausea curled in Michael’s stomach. He stared at the rag, which had now turned red from his blood. “But I didn’t do it,” he whispered.
“You know that doesn’t matter. The truth is whatever people want to believe. But if you really are innocent—of these accusations, at least, I know you’re no angel—then nothing will come of this.”
Michael risked a glance at him and saw an expression on Tom’s face he couldn’t quite place.
“If you just sit tight and mind me, everything will be fine,” Tom said as his hand snaked across Michael’s thigh and into the fork of his crotch. Michael’s body was still comatose with fear and shock, but the lulling rub of Tom’s hand between his legs seemed to do the trick to wake him up.
Michael choked out a tiny gasp, too frightened to resist. But the real bitch of it was, even though Michael knew he was alone with a monster, he still wanted Tom to love him. He didn’t open his legs, but he didn’t fight when Tom pushed his thighs apart, and he didn’t protest when Tom stuck his hand down the front of Michael’s jeans. A thin rod of rationality remained inside of him, but it was only a spectator; Michael kept the damp rag pressed to his nose and watched Tom’s fist stroke and squeeze, his gaze fixed on the beads and splashes of blood on Tom’s knuckles.
2
March 22nd, 2005
Michael awakens from yet another sex dream, staring up at the bedroom ceiling as shame and guilt roil through him. Recurring sexual fantasies involving a person of interest are normal and healthy—for a normal person. But Michael isn’t a normal person, a fact the tabloids get an almost sexual thrill out of restating time and again. His brain, like the God who created it, works in mysterious ways, so it’s no surprise Michael’s dreaming about his sex life with Mez as though it’s actually possible.
He could write these wet dreams off as a side effect of his insomnia, but his brain goes to the gutter when he’s awake, too. At the very least, they’ve replaced the screaming bedlam of his nightmares (for the time being).
Though there’s an element of danger in allowing himself these fantasies. There will come a point where, as he’d done with Sneddon, Michael will picture their life together with perfect clarity, and this mental wonderland will be too fleshed-out and comfortable to abandon, even in the wake of Mez’s inevitable rejection. Michael’s heart is too fragile to handle that. In wanting something safe to cling to during the trial, Mez has become Michael’s own personal heaven and hell.
If Michael really examines these feelings, he comes to one sad life-long conclusion: he doesn’t love himself, so he can’t understand why anyone else could ever love him. And examining the basic premise of his life—built by his father Joseph and completed by Tom Sneddon—is untenable: that the way they treated him is perfectly okay, perfectly normal. There’s a chance, however slim, that Mez could be the one person who doesn’t treat Michael like he’s defective at his core. And that’s a little scary, because if Mez is gentle and good to him, if he tells Michael he’s worthy of love, Michael might actually start believing it.
3
“Oh, c’mon,” Mez groans, rolling his eyes and throwing out a hand at the television screen. “I hate when they do that.”
They’re sitting in Mez’s living room, sharing a late lunch and watching Law & Order reruns on the TV. Over time, they’ve established a nice little routine spending time together after court.
“Do what?” Michael asks through a mouthful of rice.
“When they let the guy give commentary while he’s questioning a witness. Save it for the summation.”
“They have to make it entertaining. Would you watch if it was as dry and boring as real courtrooms are?”
“Yeah,” Mez says, and, ugh, of course he would.
“Okay, well, you’re weird, and most people probably wouldn’t. I don’t think they write these shows for lawyers.”
“They should.”
“I guess you have a lot of trouble getting through A Few Good Men, huh?”
“Michael, don’t even get me started,” Mez says, like he’s offended. “In a real courtroom, Jack Nicholson’s entire monologue would have been shut down, or he’d be held in contempt of court for the rest of his life.”
“Speaking as someone who isn’t a lawyer, real court procedures are boring.”
“Speaking as someone who is a lawyer, you’re right.” Mez grins at Michael’s bewildered expression. “I find it fascinating, of course, but the average person would be bored to tears if they saw how dry court procedure really is.”
Michael sets his plate on the coffee table so he can turn toward Mez. “Can I ask you something?”
“I think you just did.”
“Ha-ha.”
Mez shrugs as if to say, couldn’t help myself. “Ask away.”
Michael doesn’t think Mez will balk at what he’s about to ask, but he’s still nervous. He tries to keep the quake out of his voice, hoping Mez doesn’t hear the subtext beneath it. “How is it you’ve never been married? I mean, really? You’re, what, fifty?”
“Give or take a couple years,” Mez says around a laugh.
“You’re kind and sweet and funny and so, so smart. You’re telling me no one wanted to be your trophy spouse? I’ve been married twice and I’m a piece of shit.”
Mez looks incredulous. “Whoa, I think we’ve got a bigger question on our hands: why do you think you’re a piece of shit?”
“Constant reinforcement?”
“You can’t take all that crap they print about you seriously.”
“I don’t, not really, but it started before that.”
It takes Mez a moment to intuit the meaning behind Michael’s words. “Oh, right. Your father.”
“And someone else,” Michael says with a nod, his voice almost imperceptible. This isn’t something he wants to sidestep—not with Mez—but it feels like too much of a bombshell to drop on its own. “You didn’t answer my question.”
Mez sees Michael’s game here, evident by the smile at the corners of his mouth. “What makes you think there’s a reason beyond me being a pathetic hermit?”
“’Cause I happen to be a pathetic hermit myself, and I know you don’t end up on that road by accident.”
“Sometimes you spend too long looking at the map, and before you know it you’re in Hermit Town.”
“Somehow I don’t think that’s what happened,” Michael says. He gives Mez what he hopes is an understanding look. “If it sounds like I’m being nosy, well, guilty as charged, I guess.” He winces inwardly at that particular choice of phrasing but soldiers on. “But I want to know you.”
“In for a penny, in for a pound, right?” Mez rubs his palms on his thighs. “This attorney-client confidentiality thing goes both ways, remember?”
Michael pantomimes locking his lips and throwing away the key.
“The reason I’m not married is because I’m gay.”
Michael thinks his stomach drops so far down that it’s exited his body and is now wedged between the couch cushions. You have a chance, his brain tells him, rejoicing. Heat rushes to his face. He shakes his head, his hair swaying, and he hopes that disguises how red he is. “No, you’re putting me on, aren’t you? Or this is a lesson in semantics, and you’ll start showing me pictures of your long-term boyfriend back in Florida?”
Mez laughs a sweet, honest sound. “I’m afraid not. When I was young, well, I was so deep in the closet I was practically in Narnia.”
Michael giggles, clapping a hand over his mouth.
Mez continues, looking amused by Michael’s reaction. “Once I finally accepted who I was, it was the eighties, and what a fine time that was. Talk about timing,” he says with a jaded laugh. “I dated a little bit, but none of it ever went anywhere. Of the few long-term relationships I had, one of them ended with me being cheated on, and the other wanted me to choose between him or my work. You can guess what I chose.”
Michael feels shaky and lightheaded. You have a chance with him, his brain says again. Maybe it’s not so hopeless after all.
“Are you… open about it?” Michael asks, finding his voice.
“No, but I’m not hiding it like I did when I was in high school and college. Need-to-know basis, y’know?”
Michael nods and says that he does. His mind’s still reeling with what this means for him, for them. “And you thought I needed to know?”
“You asked,” Mez says with a grin. Then his expression softens into something serious yet still gentle. “But I want you to know me. Full disclosure.”
“Full disclosure,” Michael echoes, and he tells Mez a painful truth he has only revealed to two other people. “I dated a man who was cruel to me. For a very long time.”
Michael’s hands are knotted so tightly in his lap that his knuckles are white. He lifts his gaze briefly to look at Mez, searching for the hate, the disgust that must surely be in his eyes after hearing such a thing.
“How long?”
“Eleven years.”
Mez lets out a low whistle. “That is a long time. And you made it out. I’m proud of you.”
Michael didn’t know how much he needed to hear that until now. I’m proud of you. His father rarely, if ever, said anything of the sort. “Well, I don’t know about that, the getting out part. He’s like… a stain on the carpet that won’t come out.”
“And like a stain, he’ll fade over time. Eventually you’ll reach a point where you forget the stain’s even there until you take a good, hard look.”
“Speaking from experience?” Michael wonders if the ex who cheated on Mez was anything like Sneddon.
“Second-hand. I used to do pro bono work for women’s shelters when I was first starting out.”
“So you’re not going to ask me why I stuck around so long?”
“No way. I get it. I haven’t been there myself, but fear is a powerful motivator. And maybe—I don’t know, I’m just tossing out theories here—he threatened to out you if you left him.”
Michael laughs a shaky, nervous sound. “Hell of a theory.”
Mez studies Michael’s face for a moment, and Michael wonders what he sees there. “How old were you when it started?”
“Thirty-three.” Michael looks away, embarrassed to admit his naivete at an age when he really should have known better.
“Oh, wow, I thought you must’ve been in your twenties. Maybe younger.”
Is that judgment he hears in Mez’s voice? Or is Michael putting it there because he can’t handle what it might mean if Mez isn’t scared off by these admissions?
“Mike, I’m not judging,” Mez says, as though he’s pulled the thought from Michael’s head. “I’m just surprised.”
Michael shrugs. “What can I say? I was stupid.” In a vivid moment of recall, his hand goes to his nose, which is still a little tender at the bridge.
“You expected him to be decent. If that makes you stupid, the world could use more of it.” Mez’s gaze tightens, and Michael feels a prick of fear. But Mez’s anger isn’t directed at Michael. “Well, y’know what? Fuck him. He had no right to treat you that way. And whatever he made you think about yourself is manipulative bullshit. You deserve better. I hope you know that.”
In this moment, after hearing Mez’s confession and acceptance and tender words, Michael wants to confess his crush. Full disclosure, right? But on the heels of this conversation, he fears Mez would dismiss his feelings as fleeting things borne in the wake of his kindness. Of course Michael would fall for someone who told him nice things, someone bound by confidentiality not to reveal his secrets, Mez would think. And if that person happened to be gay and in charge of saving Michael’s life, well, that just sweetens the pot, doesn’t it? Mez wouldn’t believe Michael’s crush is anything more than hero worship, a rebound after a bad relationship.
And what scares Michael is that he can’t disprove that notion.
“Knowing and believing are sometimes worlds apart,” Michael says with a small smile. “But I’ll take it.”
8: THE GOOD SON
“They mess you up, your Mom and Dad. They may not mean to, but they do. They fill you with the faults they had. And add some extra, just for you.”
- Philip Larkin
1
December 14th, 1993
This must be what dying feels like.
Michael lay on his bed, feeling the steady ache from the torn sinews of his heart. He felt like he’d been living someone else’s life for the past four months, because none of this could be real. Eventually he would wake up and this nightmare would be just that: a horrible dream.
But he knew better than to delude himself that way.
He was ruined. Destroyed.
There was nothing left for him.
The phone rang, and Michael reached out to answer it. Janet’s voice blasted through the receiver. “Can you believe her? Who the hell does she think she is?”
“Who? What are you talking about?”
“You didn’t hear what LaToya said about you?”
LaToya was notorious for spouting off weird things; Michael didn’t see why Janet was bothering him with this. “No, what?”
“She said she thinks you did it, Michael!”
Michael sat up in bed. “What? She said that?”
“Yes!” Janet insisted, her anger resurfacing as she continued. “She said she didn’t want to be a silent accomplice to your crimes, or some bullshit like that. She made a huge deal about it. What the fuck is her problem? How can she turn on her own family?”
If even half of the stories Michael had heard about LaToya’s husband Jack were true, her sudden change of heart wasn’t surprising in the least.
LaToya and I may be kindred spirits, though she’d never know it. Members of the same tribe. It may not run in the blood, but the blood certainly runs, yes, indeed.
“You know those aren’t her words, Jan,” Michael said.
“Michael—”
“She’s not heartless, no matter how it may seem.”
“You’re defending her? She said you’re a child molester!”
“She didn’t.”
Janet made a production out of sighing, long and crackly, into the phone. Michael could almost see her rolling her eyes. “Fine,” Janet said, softening her tone. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s that prick making her say that shit. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
“Just cut her some slack, is all. She’s doing what she must to survive.”
Janet began to argue but stopped herself. “Anyway, how are you holding up?”
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t sound fine.”
“I’m just tired. I’ve been having some trouble sleeping.” Understatement of the century. Nightmares had plagued Michael’s sleep since the degrading strip-search, horrible dreams in which he relived the humilating experience and the bone-snapping punch from Tom, dreams where he imagined himself convicted and condemned. No matter how he tried to fight and evade sleep, the darkness was always waiting for him when he arrived.
“We’re all worried about you,” Janet said.
“I’ll be okay,” Michael told her, and he thought that had been the end of it until Janet showed up forty-five minutes later. There was a tap at the bedroom door, then Janet’s voice: “Mike? You in there?”
Michael felt a bolt of panic. He couldn’t let her see him this way. After the punch, Michael had followed Tom’s advice and had his nose tweaked. Vain, perhaps, but it had served as a great cover-up for what had really happened. No one had questioned his explanation too harshly, but Janet would know that he hadn’t suddenly decided on more rhinoplasty in the midst of his life falling apart. No, Janet would know the truth.
“Yeah,” Michael said through the door. “What’s wrong?”
“I wanted to see if you were okay.”
“I told you I’m fine.”
“You know I don’t believe that.”
Michael did. Ever since they were kids, Janet had had a strange kind of intuition regarding Michael’s moods, which had rendered her totally annoying whenever Michael developed a crush.
Michael reviewed his options. He could, of course, refuse to open the door, but that would be suspicious as fuck. He could let her inside, but she would see the bruises on his face, and the questions would come. If he told her the truth, could she keep it between them?
He didn’t see he had much choice in the matter. He pulled open the door and let her inside.
Janet instantly noticed the fading bruises. “Oh my God, what happened?” She pushed loose tendrils of hair away from his face for a better look at him.
Michael put his arm up as though fending off an attack, pushing aside her hand. “Nothing. I had it adjusted. No big deal.”
“In the middle of all this?”
“What can I say? I’m self-conscious.”
Janet gave him a look that seemed to peer right through his skin and into his heart. “He did this, didn’t he? That piece of shit cheater you were seeing?”
Michael shuddered away from her. “You’re not listening to me. I told you I just had it adjusted! Why do you always have to make a big deal out of everything?”
“Because all of this mess is exactly what I’d do if I was a shitbag D.A. butthurt about a break-up.”
“You always did have a flair for the dramatic.”
“He’s the one leading the investigation on you, isn’t he? This is how he gets back at you for breaking up with him.”
Michael moved for the bed and sat, their conversation draining him. “He’s just doing his job.”
“Do not make excuses for him! He hit you!”
Michael didn’t answer for a moment, swallowing what felt like a hot stone in his throat.
Janet’s voice was softer when she spoke again. “Michael?”
“It was an accident,” Michael admits, his hands clenched into tiny fists. “I hit him first.”
“Good. He deserved it.”
Michael shook his head, as though shaking away Janet’s approval of his knee-jerk violence. “No, I was stupid. I went to confront him. I shouldn’t have…” Another head shake. “He said he’ll take care of things if I stay.”
“And you believe him? This guy doesn’t give a shit about you.”
Janet’s words cut into him like a hot knife. Michael couldn’t make himself believe that Tom didn’t care about him; orchestrating an invasive investigation on an ex-lover is not typically something you do when you don’t give a shit about the person in question.
“I think he does.”
Janet scoffed. “Seriously? Man, are you and ‘Toya cut from the same cloth or what?”
“Leave me alone.” Michael lay on the bed, turning his back to her so he wouldn’t have to see the disappointment and pain in her eyes. No, it was the pity that he couldn’t stand, the way she looked at him like he was a wounded animal in the street.
But his reaction had told Janet that the comparison to LaToya pierced him in some secret, tender place. “What does he have on you?” she asked. “Is it the affair? Who gives a shit? Let it come out. It might spin this thing in a whole different direction that actually helps you. If people see he’s just a bitter ex—”
“He said that would make it worse for me. That me being attracted to men makes it easier to believe I did those awful things.”
“That’s bullshit. And it’s not proof. Who cares what people believe?”
“The truth is whatever people want to believe,” Michael echoed.
Janet sat on the edge of the bed, attempting to be closer to him while still giving him some space. “No. If they wanna charge you with anything, they need proof. And they won’t get it, because you’re innocent. Call his bluff and go public with this.”
A shudder rocked him. “No, I can’t. I won’t. I won’t do that to him or his family.”
“Really?” Janet crowed, disbelieving. “Is he worth all this? And if his wife is still in the dark, you’d be doing her a favor by coming out with it.”
“He’d hate me…”
“Oh my God, you still love him, don’t you?”
Michael didn’t answer, didn’t want to face that one.
“Oh, Mike,” Janet sighed, placing a hand on his knee. “What’s to love? All he seems to do is treat you like garbage. If you’re sticking with him out of self-preservation, like ‘Toya seems to be doing with Jack, okay, I get it, but don’t drink the Kool-Aid.”
“I don’t know how to explain it so you’d understand. I don’t even understand it myself.”
“I’ve got a theory. An emotionally and physically abusive older man who denies you the love you deserve: does that remind you of anyone?”
The insinuation struck Michael like a blow to the solar plexus. In his head, things clicked into place like locks in a tumbler. “No! Don’t even go there! Don’t you dare!”
Janet shrinked away from his sudden anger. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
But maybe she should have. Michael hadn’t noticed the parallel until Janet brought it up, but now that the idea had been articulated, he was horrified to discover that it made sense.
And why not, Michael? Hadn’t he wanted you to call him Daddy while he fucked you? And didn’t you open your legs and say ‘fuck me, Daddy,’ and he did, and you came harder than you ever had in your life? Sort of makes you wonder what turns your crank, doesn’t it?
“No,” Michael moaned, curling into himself. But the dominos had begun to fall.
He’s an ex-boxer, just like dear old Dad. And that punch brought back some unpleasant memories, like you were right back in that old house in Gary, Indiana. He even suggested you get another nose job after he broke it. Is it all coming together for you now, Michael? Because Tom’s ticking a lot of boxes on the Joseph Jackson checklist. And maybe you think it’s Tom you’re in love with, but we know the truth, don’t we? You don’t want love if it’s easy. You like it hard. Tough.
Tough love. Just like Daddy used to dish out.
Michael gasped, fearing he might vomit, but his stomach was empty, and he couldn’t manage more than an acidic bubble in the back of his throat. “Oh God, no, no, no…”
“Mike, I’m sorry,” Janet said, taking his shoulders and hoisting him up. She held him to her chest, and he sank into her embrace, shaking with silent sobs. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave it alone. Just promise me you’ll take care of yourself.”
“I promise,” Michael managed to say, wanting to mean it.
“Are you sure? Because if he hit you once, he’ll do it again.”
She was right.
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March 28th, 2005
Along with his collection of books, Mez also owns a bevy of poorly-made, forgotten movies, one of which he has forced Michael to watch with him. It’s some shitty public domain sci-fi flick Michael can’t remember the name of, but he’s not complaining; if spending time with Mez, just the two of them on the couch in his condo, means Michael has to sit through a movie about suicidal, racist robots, he’ll gladly endure it. Because Michael’s barely paying attention anyway; today the judge ruled that Sneddon could include past allegations in his attempt to completely destroy Michael’s life. Okay, it wasn’t worded that way; Janet isn’t the only Jackson with a flair for the dramatic.
But Mez is a goddamn wizard in court, and Michael trusts him to deal with the witnesses and “evidence” with his usual ease. The day’s events only reminded Michael how goddamn stupid he was to ever trust Sneddon. Every move that asshole made in court was a huge middle finger to Michael, and Sneddon knew it. That’s probably exactly why he did it.
In his mind’s eye, Michael sees his relationship with Sneddon in stunning clarity now that time and experience have granted him a bitter wisdom. He had plenty of opportunities to leave (or even stick it to the prick), but “no, he really loves me” was the hill on which Michael chose to die.
If that’s love, it can go fuck itself.
Mez glances over at Michael, concern etched on his brow. “Something wrong?”
“No.”
Mez frowns. Clearly he doesn’t buy that, but Michael didn’t make much of an effort to sound convincing. “You know, I tried to keep that stuff out, but—”
“I know,” Michael says, a little too quickly. “That’s not what I’m thinking about.”
“Then what is it?”
Michael looks at Mez for a moment and then glances away. He’s still not used to those kind eyes. “Full disclosure, right?”
“Only if you want to tell me.”
Michael fidgets with one of the charms on the chain of his vest, his hands needing something to worry. “Just promise not to think I’m an idiot?”
“Of course,” Mez agrees, his brow creased.
“I was just thinking about how stupid I am. I really give people too much credit for their own good.” He’s staring at his hands (they’re in his lap now), but out of the corner of his eye he sees Mez shift on the couch to face him. “I’ve realized that if someone does one nice thing for me, I’ll use it to justify a lifetime of hurt.”
Mez stays quiet and waits for him to continue.
“One time when I was little, my father helped me up onto a pony at a fair. For some reason, I remember that. And every time he’s been cruel to me, I think about that as”—he searches for the word—”proof that he really does love me. I just… I wonder why I do that.”
What he’s really thinking about is that third time with Sneddon, when he’d said nothing about Michael’s vitiligo and pressed his hands along his back, how he’d shared parts of himself with Michael. And after the first punch, when he’d fetched Michael a damp rag with which to stanch the blood flow.
“I’m not that kind of counselor,” Mez says with a small smile, and Michael thinks that’s going to be a running gag between them. “But if we’re being serious, it’s not your fault for trusting people. Compassion can be a double-edged sword, but if someone takes advantage of your trust, that’s on them. It doesn’t mean you’re stupid.”
A strange, airy feeling comes over Michael, and he’s actually relieved to confide in Mez.
He’s bound by attorney-client confidentiality. You better get it while you can.
“Well, I’m glad that wasn’t a mistake,” Michael says. “Telling you things.”
There’s a hint of hurt in Mez’s eyes that he tries to cover with a smile. “I’m glad that you’re glad. You don’t need to keep secrets from me. I won’t judge you.”
What if you knew I’ve been taking it in the ass for our dear D.A. over the last decade or so? Would you still flash that charming smile and tell me none of it’s my fault?
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Michael doesn’t realize he’s dozed off until he feels his pillow shift underneath his head. That’s when he discovers his pillow is Mez’s shoulder. How could you let that happen? Michael asks himself, but he knows how: insomnia and shitty movies.
“Y’know, you could’ve at least stayed awake long enough to find out that the robots get genitals at the end,” Mez teases, faking indignation.
Michael groans, “What?” and sits up, rubbing his eyes.
“That’s why they made the suicide pact: they couldn’t have sex with each other.”
Michael doubts any of that would make sense if he stayed awake. “How long was I out?”
“Thirty minutes, maybe.”
“Why didn’t you wake me up?” He wasted an hour and a half on that stupid movie; might as well stick around for the end.
“You need your sleep.”
Hard to argue with that, especially when said sleep came free of nightmares. “Sorry I fell asleep on you.”
Mez smiles. “Don’t be sorry.”
Michael isn’t, really.
9: THIS IS THE BEST NON-RELATIONSHIP EVER
“It is easy—terribly easy—to shake a man’s faith in himself. To take advantage of that to break a man’s spirit is devil’s work.”
- George Bernard Shaw
1
April 15th, 1995
“Y’know, Michael, if you keep avoiding me like this, I might get my feelings hurt.”
Michael glanced over at Lisa while she flipped through the channels on the TV. She had zero interest in his conversation, for which Michael was grateful.
“What do you want now?” Michael hissed into the phone.
“Don’t be obtuse,” Tom said.
Michael bit back a gasp. “I’m married!”
“That’s never stopped me.”
“’Cause you’re a dog. Just ‘cause your marriage is falling apart doesn’t mean I’m going to ruin mine.”
“Michael, I thought we had something here, but now I’m starting to feel used.”
Michael knew this was going to get ugly, so he took the cordless phone outside where Lisa couldn’t hear. Despite his new wife focusing her attention on Wheel of Fortune, Michael couldn’t risk her overhearing something. “You feel used? Now that’s rich. I made a commitment to Lisa, and I’m going to keep it. I’m not like you.”
Tom laughed at that. “I love when you get angry.”
Hearing him say that gave Michael pause. Granted, Tom hadn’t said he loved Michael, but it was progress, wasn’t it? Michael recalled the third time they met, when Tom had kneaded the knots in Michael’s back and said nothing about his skin disease. Such a sweet, simple gesture made Michael understand that, in Tom’s own twisted, emotionally-constipated way, he loved Michael. He had to. Why else would he keep asking him to come back? Someday Michael knew he’d hear those words. Until then, he had to settle for subtext.
“I—I can’t.”
“Yes, Michael, you can,” Tom said, and Michael imagined the serpent in the Garden of Eden tempting Eve with the forbidden fruit. There was definitely something reptilian and snake-like about Tom. “It’s as easy as saying yes. I know the kind of man you are; you need to be told that you want it, that all those nasty little things you like in bed are okay to want.”
Was that a dig at the allegations, or was Michael hearing something that wasn’t there? Though he wouldn’t put it past Tom to insinuate Michael was guilty.
“That first time with you was the best piece of ass I’ve ever had,” Tom continued, “and I’d bet Vegas money it’s the same for you too.”
Michael sighed. “Don’t…”
“She’ll never know if you do it right. I’ve been getting away with this shit for years.”
Michael never imagined that sleeping with a cheater would turn him into one.
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“Say it, Michael,” Tom murmured in Michael’s ear as their hips clashed, his hand fisted in Michael’s hair to pull him closer.
“No,” Michael gasped, then he groaned a contented noise into the sheets as Tom showed him what he thought of that. Michael knew Tom’s anger was a fire he could stoke, and he didn’t mind violence when it stayed contained to sex, when it meant getting pounded like this. Denying Tom any satisfaction only spurred him to grab Michael’s hips tighter and pull his hair and fuck his goddamn brains out until Michael was a slick, shaking mess on the bed.
Michael told himself it would be the last time, but it wasn’t.
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April 1st, 2005
Michael usually loves April Fool’s Day, but not when the joke is cruel and at his own expense. But he expects nothing less from Sneddon, who approaches him during a break and asks to meet with him in private.
Mez, whose presence beside Michael is being ignored, says, “Excuse me? Hi. A member of Michael’s counsel ought to be present, don’t you think?”
Sneddon gives him a look as though Mez is a dog turd scraped off his shoe. “We’re just going to have a friendly chat.”
“Somehow I doubt anything you have to say to him could be considered friendly.”
“I’ll have a bodyguard outside the door,” Michael tells Mez. It’s incredibly sweet that Mez wants to protect him, but Michael thinks he should be capable of handling this on his own. What kind of man is he if he can’t?
Besides, Michael knows Sneddon won’t put his hands on him. Trying to fondle him or intimidate him with physical violence would be the stupidest thing Sneddon could do in a courtroom jam-packed with witnesses. No, whatever he’s going to say will cut through Michael like hot blades, and that will be enough.
Michael follows Sneddon down the short hallway, and they step inside an empty overflow room. No one around. Of course he planned it that way.
“It’s been a while,” Sneddon says. “Have a seat.” He gestures to one of the chairs across from him.
Michael shakes his head, folds his arms over his chest. “I’d rather stand.” He wants to force Sneddon to look up at him, but he also wants a quick escape in case he’s read this wrong.
“Suit yourself.” In a curious yield of power, Sneddon sits. “So, how do you think all of this is going to end?”
“Cut the crap and tell me what you want.”
“Why do you always assume I want something?”
“Because you do,” Michael sneers. “You’re always taking things from me. My virginity, my dignity.”
Sneddon chuckles lowly, a familiar gleam in his eye. The same hot gleam that Michael saw on their first night together. “That’s not exactly fair. You gave me that first one.”
“You stole the second.”
“Oh, you’re still on about that? I was just doing my job. You couldn’t have honestly expected me to snub my civic duties in favor of my mistress. Or is it mister? What’s the proper term for a washed-up pop star who spreads his legs for me?”
Michael grits his teeth. “I don’t know; what’s the proper term for a sentient garbage can in public office?”
“Mmm, I always did love your thorns.” The flattery gives Michael pause, and Sneddon leans back in his chair.
Michael shakes off a response to that one. “You never answered my question. What do you want?” Sneddon’s proficiency in diverting a conversation never fails to astound Michael.
“I think you know the answer to that.” Even though Sneddon’s voice exudes confidence and charm, Michael thinks it’s a front. “But tell me something. Does Mesereau see the way you look at him? Do you think he’s ever noticed what even just a smile does to you?”
Michael’s heart crawls into his throat. “I—I don’t—”
Sneddon holds up a hand to halt the protest. “Don’t try to lie to me, Michael. You used to look at me the same way you look at him now. You think I wouldn’t notice? What do you think he’d do if he knew I’d already fucked your brains out?” Sneddon’s voice wavers almost imperceptibly there but regains its angry arrogance. “He would think you were disgusting, cheap, to let a man fuck you so easily.”
I don’t think he’d be half as disgusted as you’re letting on. I think you’re projecting just a bit, operating under the flawed assumption that deep down everyone’s as homophobic as you.
“He would, or you do?”
A flicker of unreadable emotion crosses Sneddon’s face for a split-second before he rearranges his features back into that conceited mask. “I knew you were dolled-up trash before you were ever in my bed. But you seem to like Mesereau for some reason. I’m just looking out for you,” he says, placing a hand on his chest, faking sincerity. “I’d hate to see you get your heart broken.”
Michael wants to lash out at that, but he stops himself. Something deeper lurks beneath the surface of Sneddon’s taunts, and maybe it popped up long enough for Michael to catch a glimpse of it there.
Michael takes a breath. “Look, Tom, I’m sorry that I didn’t stay when I found out you were married. I’m sorry if I tried to push you into things you weren’t ready for.” Sneddon’s eyes narrow ever so slightly, and Michael clutches onto that, hoping the sane part of Tom Sneddon is in there somewhere. “I’m sorry if I acted like I was ashamed of being with you. And I’m sorry if I broke your heart—”
Sneddon interrupts with a harsh, barking laugh. The amused smirk stays on his lips, but his eyes are pure ice. “Break my heart? Let’s not fool ourselves here, Michael. Maybe you had some kind of delusions about what this was between us, but for me it was just a bit of fun. Didn’t you ever wonder why all we did was fuck around?”
“But you said—”
“I said a lot of things. But I never said that I loved you.”
It was true. He never had. Any expressions of the sort were carefully worded, avoiding the implications of binding his heart to Michael’s own.
“Don’t get me wrong, it was fun, but let me tell you a secret.” Sneddon beckons him forward, and Michael leans in as though drawn like a magnet. “I’m just not into men like you are.”
“So it was all a lie?”
Is Sneddon lying now? Is this his way of lashing out after Michael said something that struck too deep?
“Well, of course,” Sneddon says, as though Michael is the stupidest human being to ever exist. “Being district attorney is just a game of politics. And politics is all about knowing how to get people to give you what they want. You should think about running sometime; you got me to take you up to my room all those years ago.”
Michael feels a chill sweep through his body. “Wait, what?”
“You don’t remember? Well, I suppose you’ve rewritten history in your head, convinced yourself that I seduced you, but it was really the other way around, wasn’t it?”
Was it? No, no, Michael clearly remembers Sneddon inviting him up to room 237 that fateful night, remembers the drinks and the accidental footsie, all of which were Sneddon’s doing.
But memory is so damn fallible. Hell, sometimes Michael forgets lyrics to songs he wrote, songs he’s performed hundreds of times before. If the lyrics to “Billie Jean” can slip his mind, doesn’t it stand to reason he could have misremembered these events, just as Sneddon said he had?
For a moment Michael is assailed with terrible doubt. Could all of this really have been just his own madness? Seeing things that weren’t there? Ascribing nobility to man who had none?
All of Michael’s will rises up in protest. “It doesn’t matter,” he says. “What does matter is that you can’t seem to let this go. You’ve been after me for thirteen years, and all of it traces back to that night. Unless you’re totally crazy—which I haven’t ruled out—you would have given up years ago if you didn’t care about me. In some way, Tom, I did break your heart. And I’m so sorry. I’ll own up to that.”
There’s that unreadable expression again. Sneddon pushes back from the table and stands up. “You’re forgetting one other possibility: that I’m just a cold-hearted son of a bitch. I think you’ve known that all along, and unfortunately for you men like me seem to be your type.” He moves for the door. “What does that say about your crush on Mez?” He says the nickname with amusement, like he doesn’t know he’s the reason for it in the first place.
Before Michael can protest, Sneddon is gone.
Pain blooms in Michael’s chest. He’s heard stories about jilted lovers killing the person who rejected them, but Sneddon has reached an entirely unprecedented level of revenge. He has turned the world against Michael and defiled his home, not once but twice, and now has upped the ante by leading a criminal trial against him. For over ten years, Sneddon has ground this particular axe like a blacksmith whittling a blade. Michael cannot believe his own capability of hurting someone this deeply.
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It’s Friday night, which apparently means Dungeons & Dragons night at Mez’s condo. Michael had no idea his attorney was such a nerd, and it seems Mez’s co-counsel are too. Susan and Robert join in, and with Michael as the third (and very confused) player, Mez takes on the role of Dungeon Master. It’s the geekiest thing Michael’s ever been a part of, and considering he’s played games with actual children, this is no easy feat. No one takes it too seriously, giving characters names like Wizard Bill and Slim Jim Jenkins. Despite, or perhaps because of, the silliness, Michael forgets his troubles for the length of the session.
It isn’t until Susan and Robert have left that Michael slips back into melancholy. His brain is a toxic soup of the day’s troublesome business mixing with his own crush on Mez. Wherever he goes, he leaves hurt in his wake: Sneddon, the Chandlers, Lisa, Debbie, the Arvizos, and of course, the burden his own children must carry by virtue of their paternity. Even his brothers seem to hold their own brand of resentment for him, a lifelong disdain for his success. If there were any hope of a future with Mez, could Michael be sure that relationship wouldn’t end in tears for one (or both) of them?
While Mez digs through the fridge, Michael rises from his chair. Best to see himself out before he overstays his welcome. But Mez straightens up, having seen or heard Michael’s escape attempt. “You’re heading out?”
“I don’t want to make a nuisance of myself,” Michael says, moving for the coat rack where he hung his blazer.
“What nuisance?” Mez pulls out a bottle of wine from the fridge. “Stay a while. I hope you enjoyed yourself earlier; it seemed like you did, but you’ve probably had to grin and bear it through a lot of life, haven’t you?”
Michael stops his stride. Mez seems like he genuinely wants Michael to stay, and Michael enjoys their one-on-one conversations. And now that alcohol is involved…
“No, I had fun. I just have a lot on my mind, is all.” Michael sits on the couch, needing someplace more comfortable than a chair to rest his still-aching back.
Mez pours their glasses. “Business as usual, or is it something else?”
“Something else.” Michael settles into the couch and sighs. “Have you ever really hurt someone? Not physically, I mean, but deep in their heart?”
“My ex,” Mez says. “The one I didn’t choose over my job.”
“How’d you get over it?”
“I guess I didn’t really think about it at the time.” Mez joins Michael on the couch, handing him a half-full glass of red wine. “But he got over it. He got married a couple years ago and sent me an invitation.”
“Married? To a guy?”
“No, a woman. He swings both ways, as the saying goes.” Mez takes a sip from his own glass.
“Did you go?”
“No, I had to work.”
“Did you really?”
Mez chuckles. “No, but he didn’t need to know that. It’s awkward, being a guest at the wedding of someone you used to love. Or still do. Maybe he was hoping I’d show up and stop the wedding like at the end of The Graduate.”
Michael takes a long drink. He thinks about engaging Mez in a discussion about the ending of that movie, about how the two main characters ending up together isn’t as romantic and happily-ever-after as it seems, but he has bigger questions on his mind. “When you broke it off with him, or even later on, did you ever think about how he must have felt?”
“Sure, but sometimes you’ve got to put yourself first.”
“Isn’t that a little selfish?”
“You can’t set yourself on fire to keep someone else warm.”
“Can you give me an answer that’s not in fortune cookie-speak?”
Mez laughs again, and Michael has fallen in love with the sound. It’s rich and musical and gentle, never a harsh, contemptuous thing like Sneddon’s cruel bark of a laugh. “You’re one of the kindest people I know. A break-up isn’t worth raking yourself over the coals.”
“But I hurt someone,” Michael says, insistent, “so deeply that they can’t see past it, even now. How do you make up for something like that? ‘Here’s the last thirteen years of your life back’?”
“If you’re talking about the douchebag who treated you like crap and cheated on his wife with you, don’t lose sleep over him.” Mez takes another drink. “You didn’t make him.”
“Are you sure about that?” Michael can’t escape the gnawing thought that, if he’d just stayed when he found the ring, everything would have turned out okay. Sure, Sneddon probably would have done something dickish eventually—he seems to have come by his cruelty honestly—but it wouldn’t be this.
Mez looks at him with tender eyes. “Well, yeah. You’re not his mother, his father, his priest, or his rabbi, or anyone who made him who he is. By the time he met you, all of that was set in stone. You can’t love someone out of being who they are. The best you can do is help them change on their own.”
Michael finds this to be a very profound insight, applying not only to Sneddon but his own father too. “That’s all well and good, but it doesn’t change the hurt I caused. What you said before, about me being one of the kindest people you know? I hear that all the time. And I know that sounds like I’m humble-bragging, but that kindness is a double-edged sword, because I can’t ever take it away. What reason would anyone have to want to know me if I wasn’t a nice person? If I’m not good, then I deserve everything bad that happens to me and ought to pay double for every good thing. And a good person doesn’t tear somebody up like that. Intentionally or not, the song remains the same, doesn’t it?”
Mez swallows a long gulp of wine, as though preparing himself for this doozy of a conversation. He sets his now-empty glass on the coffee table. “Alright, first off: whatever that jerk did to muck up his life isn’t on you. He was gonna muck it up eventually—people like that always do—and in a cosmic case of bad luck it just happened to be you who took the brunt of it. Second, can I tell you something I don’t think anyone ever has ever said to you before?”
Michael nods, a little unsure.
“The world doesn’t revolve around you,” Mez says. “And while people like to use that as an insult, I’m saying it because it’s the most freeing thing in the world once you believe it. Everybody has their own free will, and the things they do and say are more about them than you. Your father didn’t hit you because you’re innately a bad person; he did it because he had, what, ten kids, and he didn’t know how to balance discipline with love. And that ex of yours dumped his crap on you because he’s an asshole. And instead of wanting to protect the naive, childlike part of you, he saw it and said, ‘I know exactly how to manipulate that.’ But none of that’s on you, because it’s not about you.”
Michael isn’t sure he believes this—battling a lifetime’s worth of programming ain’t easy—but he wants to, because it would be incredibly liberating not to blame himself for everything. If Mez, someone good and kind, has made it this far carrying that philosophy, maybe Michael ought to adopt it himself, or at least try.
“You’re pretty good at this, Mr. Not That Kind of Counselor,” Michael says.
“Must’ve missed my true calling.”
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April 2nd, 2005
Michael’s eyes flutter open, adjusting to the wispy streams of sunlight peeking through the curtains. Fairly startled not to be in his own bed, he becomes aware of a strong, cozy warmth beneath him. He tilts his head to find the source and discovers that warmth belongs to Mez. At some point, Michael fell asleep on top of him like a drunken sorority girl, his head resting on Mez’s chest and his arms wrapped around him. Also, their legs are entangled. Michael’s fantasized about sleeping with Mez, but this is a bit too literal for him. And embarrassing, because he doesn’t even remember falling asleep, so Mez probably spent the entire night on the couch wishing he could push Michael off and sleep in his own damn bed.
As humilated and ashamed as Michael is of himself, being this close to Mez is impossibly calming. The soothing sounds of his heartbeat, the rise and fall of his chest with each breath. No wonder Michael managed to fall and stay asleep without any nightmares. It should be like this all the time, Michael thinks, and briefly imagines a universe in which it is, where he wakes from a restful sleep with Mez beside him (or underneath him) every morning.
Mez stirs, and Michael shuts his eyes and stops moving, pretending to be asleep. Mez exhales a soft sigh, and something touches Michael’s face. On instinct, Michael jerks away, which is a pretty clear sign that he’s awake. Michael glances at him, and Mez offers a small wave and a shy smile. “Well, good morning.”
Chagrined, Michael buries his face in Mez’s chest. His shirt still smells of whatever cologne he wears.
“How’d you sleep?” Mez asks.
Michael smiles into the fabric of Mez’s shirt. “Good, but I think you have other things to be worried about.”
“Like what?”
“Like how this is probably a breach of something. Pretty sure there’s a ‘don’t sleep with clients’ clause in whatever contract you sign to be a lawyer.”
Mez laughs, a comforting rumble in his chest. Somehow, he’s able to laugh at the naive things Michael says without laughing at him. It’s a skill Sneddon was never able to perfect, never bothered to attempt. “I think non-sexual sleeping is fine. Maybe a little questionable, but who’s going to tell?”
“People will wonder why I didn’t come home,” Michael says, disentangling his legs from Mez’s own.
“Tell them you had too much to drink and wanted to sleep it off. It wouldn’t be a lie.”
Michael glances at the nearly-empty bottle of wine and drained glasses on the coffee table. They had, in fact, drank quite a bit last night.
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Mez tells him, knowing Michael needs to hear this.
Michael slides off the couch. Best to just leave before he creates more problems for himself and Mez. “How sad is it to take the walk of shame without even getting laid?”
Mez chuckles and says, “I can fix that. You got five minutes?”
Michael chokes on a breath and whirls to face him. He would faint if he wasn’t certain he misheard Mez’s words, because there’s no way Mez just suggested a quickie.
“What?”
Mez’s smile holds no malice or cruelty. “I’m joking. That would be a breach of the lawyer contract.” He rises up, leaning back against the arm of the couch as he rubs his eyes. “Now how about some breakfast?”
10: THE HAZE
“Nothing can drive one closer to his own insanity than a haunting memory refusing its own death.”
- Darnella Ford
1
November 20th, 2003
Shove.
Slam.
Clang.
Dark.
Alone.
Lost.
Empty.
Pain…
2
November 21st, 2003
“Michael, it’s Janet. Can you hear me?”
“He won’t answer you.”
“How long has he been like this?”
“Since he came home.”
“Is he gonna come out of it?”
“I don’t know, honey.”
3
“Mike, what do you want for dinner?”
“I’m not hungry.”
4
Shower.
Water.
Soap.
Scrub.
Clean.
Dry.
5
Shove.
Slam.
Clang.
Dark.
Alone.
Lost.
Empty.
Pain.
Screaming.
No escape.
6
November 25th, 2003
Voices.
“…it’s been days, Liz! Can’t you see he’s dying?”
“Don’t you think I know that? Can’t you wake him up? You’re his sister! There has to be something you can do!”
“I can’t! He hasn’t spoken in days. He just lays there.”
“Maybe this is what he needs right now. Maybe he’ll come out of it if we just give him some time.”
Michael, listen. It’s not as bad as you think. My marriage has been over for a long time now.
“I can’t watch my brother drain away in front of me! There has to be a way…”
It’s just easier this way. Comfortable. Michael, I need you.
7
December 1st, 2003
Low murmurs.
“…Janet, I think we should threaten a counter-suit.”
“No! Look at him! You think he could handle that right now?”
“It might make the D.A. back down if this comes out.”
“And it might not help a damn bit! Do you know what that would do to Michael?”
“How much worse could he get? I know it’s risky, but I don’t think there’s much to lose at this point.”
“Look at him, Liz! He’s barely hanging on. If we do this… He’ll never forgive us.”
“The D.A. won’t let it leak out. It would hurt him just as much as it could hurt Michael.”
It’s my job to order these kind of things. It broke my heart, but I didn’t have a choice. I never meant to hurt you.
“I don’t think that’s the best option right now.”
The truth is whatever people want to believe. But if you really are innocent—of these accusations, at least, I know you’re no angel—then nothing will come of this.
“Then tell me what to do.”
“I don’t know…”
8
December 3rd, 2003
“No, Mama, no change yet. … I’m sorry, I’m doing my best. I’ll take the kids tomorrow. … He appreciates this. … We love you.”
An emotionally and physically abusive older man who denies you the love you deserve: does that remind you of anyone?
9
December 8th, 2003
Fork.
Scrape.
Chew.
Swallow.
10
Bowl.
Choke.
Acid.
Sick.
11
December 12th, 2003
“Michael, Jermaine’s on the phone. You wanna talk?”
“No, thank you.”
12
December 17th, 2003
“Mike, you have a phone call. He wouldn’t give a name. Said you’d know who it is.”
“I do.”
At this, the haze in Michael’s head began to clear, dissolving into a red fog of rage. He snatched the phone from Grace’s hand and waited for her to exit the bedroom before he answered.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Michael seethed. “Why are you doing this to me again?”
“I follow the evidence,” Sneddon said.
“What evidence? I didn’t do this, and you know it!”
“What I know is that you’re too selfish for your own good. You left when I needed you most. You ran away.”
The accusations twisted Michael’s stomach, made his blood boil. “You were married. What was I supposed to do?”
“Stay.”
“Why would I stay with you? All I ever seemed to be to you was an option.”
“Really, Michael?” Sneddon said in that smug, condescending tone that made Michael want to punch him in his fucking teeth. “You’re the one who treated me like an option. You went through two marriages while seeing me on the side.”
How many other hapless fools did you feed your lines to? Michael wondered. You’re too good at sneaking around for me to be your first.
“This isn’t about me, Tom. You’re the one who lied to me from the start. You’re the one who treated me like garbage. We’re fucking through.”
“Are you sure about that?” Sneddon chuckled darkly. “Do you really want all your dirty little secrets coming out at trial?”
A desperate bluff would be the only way to win. “Try me. Go on. Bring it all out. I’ve got nothing to lose.”
“Nothing?” Michael could almost see one side of Sneddon’s mouth creeping up into that maddening smirk. “Not even your career?”
“I don’t care.”
“Your family?”
“They’re already lost to me.”
“Your children?”
“They’ll be better off without me.” And he’d meant it.
That made Sneddon laugh, and his stoicism fell away, replaced by amusement. “While I don’t disagree with that, go on and pull the other one while you’re at it. You always were a terrible liar.”
The haze threatened to set in again, to wrap Michael in its suffocating, numb embrace. He had to struggle to think clearly. “What about your family? If this comes out, they’ll see you for who you really are.”
“They know I would never stoop so low as to screw around with the likes of you. And I don’t care what the public thinks. I don’t have to worry about re-election. I’m hanging up my hat after this term.”
Michael listened in horror, feeling the haze closing in. Sleep, sleep. Let all of this unfold however it chooses, and you can stay comfortably numb and dead to the world. It will be easier that way.
“But you,” Sneddon continued, “you’re the one who seems to care so much about what other people think of you. You settled the first allegations out of court, which looks mighty suspicious in the eyes of the public. Like you were covering something up. Like you paid the Chandlers to keep their mouths shut. But people forgave you, because you’re who you are. Do you think they’ll grant you the same reprieve a second time?”
Michael would be a liar if he said he didn’t consider running back to Sneddon and begging for absolution. Only Sneddon, it seemed, was capable of clearing Michael’s name in a way that was satisfactory for public consumption; he could make a statement that the charges filed against Michael were, upon further examination, erronous and false, that there was no evidence of wrongdoing on Michael’s part. Becoming Sneddon’s sexual and emotional toy didn’t seem like much of a sacrifice if it meant earning that kind of salvation. Sneddon, despite his many faults, was familiar; when all the normal patterns and routines in your life fall apart, you hold on to something predictable, something that makes sense in this crazy new world order.
But Michael knew from eleven years of experience that being with Sneddon had never granted him the reprieve he’d hoped. Sneddon had not, in fact, interceded during the Chandler allegations, at least not in any way that would benefit Michael. And hadn’t Michael stayed with him then? Hadn’t he obeyed Sneddon’s every whim?
Your job is to be very, very good, open your legs, and call me Daddy.
Yes, Michael had done exactly that, had done it so well he would have earned himself a promotion in a workplace with a boss who recognized a can-do attitude when he saw one. And yet, Sneddon refused Michael any semblance of mercy. What made Michael think this time would be any different? Now that charges had been filed, Sneddon would have to risk his career and his good name (ha! Now there’s a laugh) to wrangle Michael a way out of this mess.
Do you really think a man who couldn’t even say “I love you” or offer the most basic human decency would stick his neck out like that for you? Michael asked himself. If you stay with him now, knowing all about his empty promises, that’s not loyalty. That’s lunacy, and maybe you are Wacko Jacko after all…
“I don’t care,” Michael said into the phone. “I’m done with you.”
13
December 18th, 2003
“…seven counts…”
If he hit you once, he’ll do it again.
“… willfully, unlawfully, and lewdly committed a lewd and lascivious act upon, and with, the boy’s body and certain parts and members thereof…”
What’s to love? All he seems to do is treat you like garbage. If you’re sticking with him out of self-preservation, like ‘Toya seems to be doing with Jack, okay, I get it, but don’t drink the Kool-Aid.
“… with the intent of arousing, appealing to, and gratifying the lust, passions, and sexual desires…”
I know the kind of man you are; you need to be told that you want it, that all those nasty little things you like in bed are okay to want.
If you just sit tight and mind me, everything will be fine.
14
April 8th, 2005
Another Friday night, another D&D session. As much as Michael enjoys the group interaction, it’s emotionally exhausting when it’s over, when the curtain closes and he can be himself around Mez. He’s still somewhat of a performer for Susan and Robert, who he doesn’t trust as much as Mez, though he doesn’t exactly distrust them. If Mez deems them trustworthy, then Michael assumes it must be so, but he’ll keep his guard up anyway, just in case.
After Susan and Robert have departed for the night, Mez and Michael fall into their routine of drinks and late-night conversation. “White or red?” Mez asks, showcasing the contents of his fridge, most notably the wine bottles chilling in the refrigerator door.
“I can handle just about anything,” Michael says. He doesn’t realize how flirty that sounds until it’s out of his mouth.
“But what do you like? You’re my guest; you might as well have what you like rather than what you can tolerate.”
Michael finds this hospitality endearing. “Let’s go with white this time.”
“Good choice.” Mez grabs a bottle and pours their glasses. Michael waits on the couch. “Can I confess that I only buy wine based on presentation? If there was a wine with Superman or Captain America on the label, I’d buy it in a heartbeat.”
Michael laughs. “You like comic books?”
Mez brings over their glasses. “Of course. It was all kids had for entertainment before they invented TV.”
“I really doubt you’re old enough to remember that,” Michael says, accepting a glass and taking a long drink.
“I’ll be fifty-five in July.”
“You wear it well.” This time, Michael’s fully aware of how flirty he sounds, but he’s rolling with it. “Marvel or DC?”
“I like both, but I think I have to go with DC. The Batman comics were the first ones I ever read, so I’ve got a soft spot for them. Superman, too.”
“Marvel for me. I’ve always liked Spider-Man. I don’t know why. A shrink might say it’s because I identify with Peter Parker: a kid burdened with a responsibility he can’t handle. But really I just wanna be able to shoot webs out of my hands and climb up walls. And the X-Men strike a little close to home for me: mutants ostracized because of what they are.”
“Is that how you see yourself? A mutant?” Mez asks before taking a sip; Michael tries not to stare at his forearms. Something about seeing Mez’s sleeves rolled up like that makes him ache.
“Hey, that’s our word,” Michael jokes, because he doesn’t want Mez trying to blow smoke up his ass by arguing with him. “Who’s your favorite superhero? Or villain, if that’s what you’re into.”
Mez, to his credit, doesn’t push. “Batman for nostalgic reasons, but overall probably Superman or Captain America. Though when I took up boxing, I distinctly remember wanting to be more like Batman.”
“Whoa, back up. You used to box?”
“Yeah.”
Michael exhales a shaky laugh. “So did my father.” And so did Sneddon, but like hell he’s opening that can of worms.
“Oh, yikes. Well, it’s behind me now, if that makes a difference.”
“You don’t have to apologize.”
“I know, but the last person I want to remind you of is your father.” There’s a strange smile on Mez’s mouth, like he’s amused by some private joke.
“As long as I don’t have to call you Daddy,” Michael teases, and Mez flushes red. Michael laughs, erupting into giggles when he sees how hard Mez is blushing. He sets his glass on the coffee table, freeing his hands so he can bury his own blushing face into them. “I’m sorry, but your face—”
“In my circles, that means something very different,” Mez says, taking another drink to settle his nerves. Does he suspect Michael was flirting with him, or is Mez subscribing to the ‘Michael’s an innocent angel who would never make a sex joke’ narrative? Of course, Mez knows Michael has a history with same-sex relationships, so maybe…
“Sorry,” Michael apologizes again as his laughter ebbs. “I just—I couldn’t help it.”
“I’m an old man, Mike. You can’t do that to me,” Mez says with genuine mirth. “I’m liable to have an attack.”
“You’re not that old. And, don’t forget, I’m only about eight years behind you.”
“And you’re in much better shape than me. My heart is like a rejected Infinity Stone: the Cholesterol Stone.”
Michael laughs despite himself. He covers his mouth with a hand. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh at that. And you frown at me when I’m self-deprecating?”
Mez offers up a hand. “Shall we call a truce, then?”
“A truce,” Michael agrees, and, man, he’s really going to have to watch himself now if self-culling comments are off the table.
Mez swallows down the last of the wine in his glass. “Alright, then why don’t I get the unpleasant business out of the way?”
“What business would that be?”
“I just want to ask you a few questions.” Mez sets down his glass and settles his hands in his lap. Michael can tell he’s trying very hard not to fidget. “Or, I guess, present a theory that’s probably nine country miles from the truth, but it’s been keeping me up at night, and if I don’t ask I think it’ll blow apart my brain like a stick of dynamite in a rotten pumpkin.”
Michael snickers. “You certainly have a way with words. You can ask me anything if it’ll help.”
Mez shakes his head, a look of disgust suddenly crossing his face. But it’s not aimed at Michael. He’s disgusted with himself. “It won’t help anything but my own curiosity. And you know what they say…”
“Curiosity killed the cat? Well, now you’ve got me curious.” Michael’s never heard Mez so unsure about anything. “But if you’re nervous about it, maybe you shouldn’t…”
“I’m a firm believer in asking the hard questions. If you avoid asking a question, that means it’s too important not to know the answer to.”
“I once shared a bed with someone who’d disagree with you,” Michael says wryly. “He used to say ‘don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.’”
Mez scoffs like the notion is ridiculous. “See, my brain doesn’t work that way. So I apologize in advance if this is painful, but remember nothing you say will leave this room.” He watches Michael’s face for a moment, as though trying to decode his expression. When he doesn’t see any signs of resistance, he begins, “Alright, well, the more we get to know each other and the more this trial unfolds, I’m starting to wonder what went on behind the scenes. Because for Tom Sneddon to orchestrate all this… He’s beyond obsessive. He is Kathy Bates in Misery obsessive. And I don’t think he’s just plain crazy; crazy doesn’t hold together as well as he has, or as long, especially in public office. I think all of this is personal.”
Michael’s stomach drops as though he has plunged from the summit of a roller coaster. He does his best not to let the panic show on his face, because Janet and Liz already know about his relationship with Sneddon. And Mez is too kind and lovely to judge Michael for it or hold him in the slightest disregard.
But it’s just so goddamn shameful.
“So,” Mez says, in his in summation voice, “I guess what I’m asking is: how well do you know Tom Sneddon? He wouldn’t happen to be that stain on the carpet that won’t come out, would he?”
Michael opens his mouth to speak but finds his throat remarkably dry. He takes a sip of wine, the glass trembling in his hand. He wets his lips and says, in a voice that quivers almost as much as his hand, “Hey, one question at a time, Counselor.”
“I thought that might be the case,” Mez says with an unreadable expression. He shakes his head. “Can you imagine what a game-changer it would be if people knew why he’s really gunning for you?”
Michael’s grip on the glass tightens, almost enough to crush it in his hand. “No! No, you can’t tell anyone!” he cries, and there is anger on the surface, deep hurt beneath.
“I won’t, I promise.” Mez reaches out and takes the glass from Michael’s hands before he snaps it into pieces. Then he takes Michael’s hands in his own, a gesture so tender and compelling it renders him speechless. “Confidentiality, remember? Besides, that’s more his style: throwing crap at the wall just to see what sticks.”
“He can’t—Do you think he will? If things get bad enough for him?”
“No, that would backfire on him, and he knows it. Plus, he’d have to petition the judge to allow any new evidence, and Melville would see it for what it is: petty nonsense irrelevant to the charges. It would get tossed out and never reach the jury.”
Michael nods, trusting Mez’s intimate knowledge of court procedure. Mez hasn’t let go of Michael’s hands, and Michael doesn’t want him to. “You must think I’m disgusting…”
“No! I think he’s disgusting, but that has no bearing on what I think of you. Is that how it happened, then? You broke it off after you found out he was married, then he used the Chandler thing to get back at you?”
Michael nods again. He knows he must explain it or else Mez will never understand why he stayed. “I confronted him, told him to call it off or I’d go to the tabloids about our affair. He said it wouldn’t matter if I brought it out, that I’d just be making things worse for myself. He said he’d take care of it if I stayed with him. Though I’m sure the punch had something to do with it.” Grappling for strength, Michael squeezes Mez’s hands tighter. “That was the first time he hit me. But I hit him first, so maybe—”
“No,” Mez says, his voice iron. “You didn’t ask for it. You didn’t deserve it.”
Tears prickle at Michael’s eyes, and he feels a throbbing in his head like he’s about to cry. “You were right about fear. It’s so, so powerful, and I was terrified of what he would do if I tried to leave again. Because I got a taste of it once. I kept thinking, what if he tells my family? He could find a way to do it anonymously, so they’d never know it was him, but they’d know he wasn’t lying.”
“So no one else knows?”
“I told Janet and Liz. But that was before, when I was seeing him… when things were good. Or what passes for good with him, at least.”
“So how’d he set all this in motion?” Mez asks.
“I think he just gets off on being cruel,” Michael says, as though realizing this for the first time. “I hadn’t left him then, but after the arrest…” That’s a memory he’s spent considerable time burying; no way he’s digging it up now. “Eleven years. And it wasn’t even the last eleven years I was thinking about, but the next. Eleven more years of staying at his beck and call, being basically a whore he could call up and screw when his wife wasn’t in the mood. I suppose I just… woke up. Or maybe I gave up.”
Mez shakes his head. “No, you fought back.”
“What if this doesn’t end here? If the jury sides with me, what if he doesn’t stop?”
“I think he’ll have to. And I won’t let him keep grinding this axe. I’m on your side until you order me away.”
“What about when the money runs out?” Maybe Michael is cynical as fuck about lawyers, but it’s not like he doesn’t have good reason.
“I’m used to doing pro bono work, remember?” Mez grins, and Michael’s embarrassment melts away. “I hope you’ve raised your standards regarding the men you date.”
Michael looks at Mez, smiles and says, “Oh, yes. Absolutely.”
“He’s the reason you call me Mez, right?”
“Yeah. Sorry he sort of… ruined your name for me. It’s gonna take some time.”
“I’m very patient.”
Michael sighs. “How did you figure it out? Because if you did, maybe the jury will too.”
“No, they don’t have all the pieces in the puzzle,” Mez says. “You’ve told me about your past relationship with an abusive jerk—a relationship that went on for over ten years. And when he wanted to talk to you without me present? That was a huge, weird red flag. And after that conversation, you told me that you felt responsible for hurting someone deeply over a long period of time. So those things, on top of everything else, and the fact that you call me Mez, well, it got me thinking.”
“Guess I can’t keep secrets from you, huh?” Michael says with a weak chuckle. “Do you wanna know something funny?”
“I’m all ears.”
“When we were in bed, he wanted me to call him Daddy.”
Michael’s never heard Mez laugh so hard.
11: PROVE IT
“To love is to risk not being loved in return. To hope is to risk pain. To try is to risk failure, but risk must be taken because the greatest hazard in life is to risk nothing.”
- Unknown
1
January 16th, 2004
“Michael, what were you thinking? How do you expect anyone to believe your innocence when you’re makin’ a scene like that?”
You’re the one who seems to care so much about what other people think of you.
Worthless.
Useless.
Numb.
“Sorry, Janet.”
“Just… don’t do anything crazy like that again, okay? You don’t have the option of climbin’ on top of cars when your life is at stake.”
You’re the one who treated me like an option. You went through two marriages while seeing me on the side.
Pain.
2
April 11th, 2005
On the ride to Mez’s condo, Michael says, “I should probably invite you over sometime, huh?”
Mez gives him that familiar smile. “If you want to.”
“I think I have to. Grace doesn’t like how much time I spend with you.”
“Doesn’t she get paid more if you’re not there?”
“I know, right?” Michael says, like the entire notion is ridiculous. “But it’s the principle of the thing, I guess. I probably should be home more. And it doesn’t seem fair that you’re always hosting.”
“I don’t mind at all, but if you want me there, I’m there.”
When they pull into the driveway, Michael tries to wrangle his cell phone out of his pocket. He fumbles with the phone before it drops out of his hands and lands on the floor of the passenger seat.
“Here, let me,” Mez says. “You’ll never reach it if you go in from the front.”
They both reach for the phone at the same time. Mez must drop plenty of shit under the seats all the time, because he knows right where to look. He draws out the phone from underneath the seat, and his elbow smacks Michael in the mouth.
It’s not a particularly hard hit, and Michael doesn’t feel anything break or bruise, but the impact stuns him nonetheless, and for a split-second his vision whites out. His stomach jumps into his throat as every punch he’s ever taken rushes back with stunning clarity.
“Oh, shit! I’m sorry!” comes Mez’s voice from beside him, but Michael is caught in a full-fledged panic attack. His chest hitches with manic breaths, and he tries to get them under control. He knows Mez didn’t hit him on purpose, but that worry is immediately replaced by a new, more frightening one: he’s watching you lose your shit. If he had any doubts you were crazy, they’re gone now.
“I’m really sorry,” Mez says in a calm voice, seemingly unfazed by Michael’s passenger-seat freakout. “Honestly. That was an accident. Did I break anything?”
Michael manages to shake his head no. He tries to speak, but all of his concentration is focused on maintaining his breathing, which is still shuddering in quick pulses through his lungs.
Calm down, you idiot! His inner voice screams. Get a fucking grip on yourself!
“Panic attack?” Mez asks, still calm. Michael nods. “I used to get them when I was a teenager, before I had to give a speech or some kind of report in front of the class. And, believe it or not, I had one before my first real court case.”
“And look at you now,” Michael rasps through his breaths, but they’re slowing down. Focusing on Mez’s words and voice has served as an anchor to reality, something to sever his connection to the bad-gunky flooding his brain.
“So, see? You’re not going to die. Just keep breathing, and it will run its course.”
An unknown length of time passes as Michael follows Mez’s instruction, and he begins to come back a little, his breaths evening out into long gulps of air, his rapid heartbeat slowing down. When he finds he can make words instead of babbling sounds, he says, “I—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—I know you’re not—”
“It’s okay,” Mez says, and there is so much kindness in his voice it’s almost unbearable. So few people have shown him this level of understanding or love. If Sneddon ever saw Michael freak out like this, he would have laughed in his face and called him a pussy. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You got through it, and it’s over. No big deal.” He hands Michael the cell phone. “Now who were you going to text?”
Michael doesn’t remember, but it’s probably not important anymore. Or maybe he’ll remember after some of the panic clears.
After they get inside the condo, Michael drinks a glass of water in greedy swallows, parched from his anxiety attack. “Thank you,” Michael says when he’s finished. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“I’ve seen worse. Don’t worry about it,” Mez says with a dismissive handwave.
“Worse? Like what?” Michael finds it hard to believe his own freakout doesn’t top Mez’s list of ‘Weird Shit I’ve Seen Clients Do.’ Does he have a list, a top-ten worthy of The Late Show?
“I’d tell you, but I take the confidentiality part of my job pretty seriously.” Mez sheds his blazer on the coat rack, does that goddamn sleeve-rolling thing that Michael finds irresistible. Is he doing it on purpose?
“Lucky for me.” Michael joins Mez on the couch, and this is the point in their afternoon where Mez would force Michael to watch a terrible movie from his collection or switch on the TV to a courtroom drama and complain about it, but neither of them make a move to do that.
Michael sinks into the cushions, his eyelids slamming shut as comfort envelopes him. Being here with Mez, just the two of them, is an oasis, and Mez’s constant support and understanding have made Michael feel safe, a sensation which has come in short supply since the Chandler incident.
“What would it take for you to pull out?” Michael asks.
Mez chuckles. “I’m sorry, what?”
Michael doesn’t think he was mumbling, so how did Mez not hear him? He runs that one back through his head and realizes how it might have been, uh, misinterpreted. He laughs, certain he’s blushing red. “Oh no! Get your head out of the gutter! I meant on a client. You pulled out on Robert Blake, right, before you took my case?”
“You really need to stop phrasing it that way,” Mez says around a laugh; now he’s blushing too, and Michael finds it adorable. Michael’s going to pretend that last Freudian slip was an accident. “And, yes, I did part ways with him as a client, because as a lawyer I take cases I think I can win. And yours is a slam dunk compared to that mess.”
“You think he’s guilty?”
“I thought a jury might see it that way.”
“Ooh, nice evasion there. So that’s it, then? Just whether you can win?”
“That’s the long and short of it, yeah.”
“Now who needs to work on their phrasing?” Michael asks, arching an eyebrow and fighting a bout of giggles.
Mez grins and shakes his head. “It wouldn’t be very professional to back out for any other reason, excluding emergencies. Even if the client is a total pain in the ass, it’s not a wise career move to dump a case you’d otherwise win.”
“But what if you thought the person was guilty?”
“If, in my heart of hearts, I thought they were guilty, I don’t think I could do it.”
Michael feigns a gasp. “A lawyer with scruples? Now I’ve seen everything.”
“I know,” Mez grins, “we’re a new breed of cryptid. I can see the Weekly World News headline: ETHICAL LAWYER SIGHTING IN L.A! Then there’s a couple grainy photos of me walking into a Starbucks, and on the next page is something about Bat Boy and Bigfoot having a baby.”
Michael laughs, and he can feel that this is his moment to flirt with danger, to flirt with Mez, and if it backfires he can blame it on the freakout. “So, hypothetically, if a client had a crush on you, that wouldn’t be a deal-breaker?”
“No, that’s just an occupational hazard.” Mez tries to look serious but can’t; his face breaks into a wide smile. “Kidding. That’s never happened. Do you have a crush on me?”
“Hypothetically?” Michael feels his face heating up and knows he’s probably creating entirely new colors when he blushes.
“Hypothetically, of course.”
“Maybe a little.”
“What?” Mez stares at him in disbelief. “Why? Or is this a joke?”
“No! I would never joke about something like that,” Michael says, horrified at the idea.
“Is that why you had pulling out on the brain?” Mez asks.
This takes Michael by surprise, a tiny laugh bubbling out of his throat. “Shut up,” he giggles, blushing harder.
“I’m a little old for you, don’t you think?”
“I seem to have a thing for older men.”
Mez nods like that makes sense, but his constant questions fill Michael with dread that a kind-hearted rejection is on the way.
“It’s okay,” Michael says abruptly. “I know you think I’m—I get it. But you gotta ask the hard questions, right?” He tries a smile, but it falls apart on his face. He feels like an idiot. No, a fool, and Michael thinks that’s worse. Because an idiot is simply too stupid to know better; a fool knows what’s real and what isn’t, but has allowed himself to be duped, tricked by his own hope against what he knows to be true.
“I think you’re what?” Mez wonders, sounding genuinely curious. “How were you going to finish that?”
“Gross? Hideous? Disgusting? You’re the word guy, I’m sure you can come up with more.”
“No.” Mez says, intensely enough that Michael forces himself to meet his eyes. “Maybe that’s what you think about yourself, but that’s not what I see.”
Michael scoffs. “You’d be the first.”
“I doubt that. But let’s say, hypothetically, I have a crush on you too.” Mez’s cheeks are flushed, his smile small and self-conscious, and there’s a sincerity in his eyes that can’t be faked.
No word exists to describe the elation that washes over Michael in this moment. Mez isn’t lying or pulling one big joke at Michael’s expense.
“Hypothetically, what would you do?” Michael asks.
With a stunning degree of gentleness, Mez places a hand on the side of Michael’s face and kisses him. His mouth is soft and flawless, trailing kisses along Michael’s chin and jaw, finding that special spot that makes Michael squeak out a quiet moan. Mez smiles, his breath warm at Michael’s ear, then he’s mouthing over Michael’s throat, sucking gentle kisses into the skin before claiming his lips again. He nibbles Michael’s bottom lip between his teeth before one final kiss, each movement slow and deliberate.
Mez’s fingers trace along Michael’s cheek then tuck beneath his chin. Michael stares at him, feeling scorched beneath the intensity of his gaze.
“What would you do if it wasn’t hypothetical?” Michael asks, a little breathless.
Mez chuckles. “Now that would be a breach of the lawyer contract.”
“But kissing me wasn’t?”
“Maybe a little, but I think we can handle it.”
Michael thinks so too. He studies Mez’s face again, looking for any signs of second-guessing or regret. He doesn’t see any, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there. Mez’s hand is still cupped around the side of Michael’s face; a hot flash sweeps through him when Mez’s thumb strokes his cheek.
“Don’t hurt me,” Michael says, and he hates how much it sounds like a whimper. “Please. I think I’ll die if you do.”
“Never,” Mez tells him, soft and low. Michael steels his nerves and kisses him. The sensation makes him feel close to fainting, or rather like he’s caught in a dream, especially when Mez tangles his fingers in Michael’s hair. Michael lays a hand over Mez’s chest, and the heat beneath his palm is breathtaking. He lets his hand drift, down, down, until he can feel how hard Mez is already. This is for me, Michael thinks, thrilled, and his ecstatic smile breaks the kiss.
“That’s a little too much,” Mez says, not ungratefully. He lifts Michael’s wrist to his mouth and kisses it. “Forget a breach; that’s setting the contract on fire.”
“But you won’t tell anyone, right?”
“Right…” Mez weaves Michael’s fingers between his own. “But if this is something you want to continue after the verdict, then people will talk. They might wonder how long you and I have been a thing. Actually, knowing how the media loves to speculate about anything related to you, they absolutely will. And if there’s ever some kind of inquisition where I’m asked when our sexual relationship began… Well, I’d prefer not to perjure myself.”
“Wow, you really are the ethical lawyer cryptid,” Michael says, awed at Mez’s restraint. “So I can’t get off with you until you get me off?”
Mez laughs in that familiar way that makes Michael’s heart soar. “That’s one way of putting it.” He claims Michael’s mouth again, and they burn together, hungry passion smoldering in Michael’s chest. Mez takes Michael’s face in his hands, kissing him over and over, their mouths never ceasing. But Michael can’t stop himself from hooking a finger in the top button of Mez’s shirt, or slipping it from its clasp and letting his hand run along the hot skin beneath.
“Michael,” Mez scolds gently, his lips at Michael’s neck. “Behave yourself.”
“Yes, Daddy.”
Mez makes a face but can’t resist laughing. “Stop.”
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That evening, Michael’s kids pick up on his chipper mood, as evidenced when he tries to get them tucked into bed. Blanket goes easily enough, but Prince and Paris are endless fountains of questions.
“How come you’re so happy today, Daddy?” Paris asks, the covers drawn up to her chest.
“Am I?” Michael wonders. He hadn’t realized it was obvious.
“You smiled a lot,” she says.
“And you let me play Sega for an extra half-hour,” Prince chimes in, and it’s like they’re a team of lawyers, laying out evidence of Michael’s cheer.
You’ve got lawyers on the brain today, Michael thinks.
“Well…” Michael weighs the pros and cons of being honest with his children. On on hand, he doesn’t want to give them any information that might endanger his or Mez’s careers, but on the other, kids say the darndest things. If either of them let something slip, couldn’t Michael just handwave it away as the precocious nature of children? Kids misinterpret things all the time.
“I found out the person I have a crush on likes me back,” Michael tells them, and, man, he can’t stop smiling.
“Grown-ups get crushes too?” Paris wonders.
“Of course. It’s not something you grow out of.”
“No, boys don’t get crushes,” Prince says, dismissive.
“And you’re the expert all of a sudden?” Michael says with amusement.
“Yeah, I’m a boy and I’ve never had a crush on anyone.”
“Well, I’ve been a boy longer than you, and I’ve had plenty of crushes.”
Paris works like an old reporter, trying to get information about the identity of Michael’s new paramour. “Who is it? Is she pretty? Do we know her? When do we get to meet her?”
Prince chimes in too: “Is she gonna be our new mom?”
Can: open. Worms: everywhere.
Michael laughs despite himself. “Alright, you two, that’s enough. It’s time for bed.”
The kids groan their displeasure, but they don’t protest when Michael switches off the bedside lamp. He tells them good night, and they settle into bed.
Downstairs, he finds Grace in the dining room, sipping tea at the table. “So, Michael,” she says, trying to sound unassuming, but Michael hears the inquiry there, “how was your day?”
“Fine.” Heat rushes to his face at the memory of kissing Mez.
“Uh-huh. People don’t blush when their day is fine.”
“What’s it to you?” Michael asks, feigning irritation.
“Haven’t seen you smile like that lately, is all.” She tilts her head. “Does it have anything to do with that lawyer you’re seeing?”
“A little,” Michael admits. If he trusts her with his children, he can trust her with a secret.
Grace smiles, and it’s all joy. “I told you to invite him over sometime.”
“I did. I thought I told you—” Michael suddenly realizes he never actually sent Grace the text; he’d been in the process of doing that when he dropped his phone, and after that his mind was preoccupied with more exciting things. “Oh. I forgot. Oops.”
Grace takes a sip of tea. “You’d lose your head if it wasn’t screwed on.”
“My mother has a habit of telling me that.”
“Because it’s true.” She toys with the string attached to the tea bag. “Did he accept your invitation? Because if he did, we need to have him over. It’s only polite. Lord knows you’ve been his guest plenty of times.”
“I don’t know if he’s ready for the circus of my home life,” Michael says, half-joking, but there’s truth there too. If Mez sees what he’ll be getting into, there’s a chance he might change his mind about being with Michael. And Michael doesn’t know if he can handle that kind of rejection. Not now. Not after everything he’s been through. Because it will only reinforce the silent lessons Sneddon taught him: that no one truly wants him, that the way he was treated and used is okay. To see the end of this small, sweet dream before it’s even begun…
“If he can’t handle it, then he doesn’t deserve you,” Grace says.
If you avoid asking a question, that means it’s too important not to know the answers to.
Michael nods. “You’re probably right.”
12: I FEEL LIKE I'M TAKING CRAZY PILLS
“No one is ever a victim, although your conquerors would have you believe in your own victimhood. How else could they conquer you?”
- Barbara Marciniak
1
April 18th, 2005
Michael doesn’t know why he’s still on trial; Mez absolutely destroyed Janet Arvizo on the stand today, burying her in the deep, dark cave of her own lies. She was supposed to be the prosecution’s star witness, but instead she almost single-handedly ruined their credibility. Almost makes Michael feel bad for Tom Sneddon. Almost.
Speak of the devil, Michael thinks when he sees Sneddon outside the courtroom. Mez is currently occupied in the men’s room, so of course Sneddon would see this as an opportune time to get Michael alone. But Michael lets himself be lead into an empty media room, because he’s curious what kind of crazy shit the guy’s going to pull now. It’s almost like watching a slow-motion train-wreck.
“What is it now?” Michael asks, aggrieved.
Sneddon shuts the door and says, “You and Mez have quite the little secret, don’t you? I’m pretty sure banging a client is grounds for disbarment.”
To what lows will this man not stoop?
“Burden of proof’s on the state, isn’t it? You got any?”
“It shouldn’t be too hard to dig something up; I know all about your”—Sneddon searches for the word—”sense of control when it comes to your baser urges.”
Michael smiles, both at Sneddon’s desperate grasp for power and Mez’s own sense of self-preservation. “We’re not doing anything wrong. I’m sorry you have to twist everything I do into something dirty.” Fucking weirdo.
“You made a pretty solid case for dirty with me,” Sneddon says, wearing that stupid smirk. God, how had Michael ever found that charming? “You had my cock in your mouth an hour after we met.”
If the security surrounding the trial wasn’t so strict, Michael would smuggle in a recording device and catch all of Sneddon’s admissions and blackmail attempts on tape.
Sneddon continues, “So I’m not buying any shit you try to shovel about how chaste you’ve been with him.”
“What makes you think it’s not just a one-sided crush?”
“Because I see the way he looks at you. You might be in love, but he…” Sneddon pauses, as though he was about to say something cruel but stopped himself. “Well, let’s just say he doesn’t want you for your mind.”
“And you did? Whatever you’re trying to do here, it’s not gonna work. I don’t give a shit about you anymore.”
That makes Sneddon laugh, and he moves in closer. Michael doesn’t budge. “Oh, come on, maybe you’ve tricked yourself into believing that, but you can’t lie to me. You’re incapable of detaching so easily. You love too much and too hard; it’s your greatest weakness.”
Michael scoffs. “Only a cold-hearted psychopath like you would see that as a weakness.” Years ago, Janet sent Michael an article from a magazine detailing the personality traits of a psychopath, hoping Michael would take the hint. At the time he brushed it off, but it’s all so clear to him now: the pathological lying, the manipulation, lack of empathy, his superficial charm…
“And only a hopeless romantic like you would see it as a strength. What’s going to happen when Mez gets tired of tapping that old keg? He’ll move on to someone more stable, someone normal, and you’ll spend much too long getting over a man who never gave a damn about you.”
Michael shakes his head. This stopped being amusing and has now taken a sharp detour into Sadville. “I see what you’re doing. Your all-star struck out in the bottom of the ninth, and you’ve got one out left. You’re desperate for an edge.”
“Not if you’re the White Sox in the 1919 World Series.”
Michael scoffs. “You’re gonna throw the game?” The 1919 World Series was plagued with a scandal surrounding the Chicago White Sox intentionally losing in exchange for money from a gambling syndicate; Michael only knows this bit of trivia since his brother Jackie is a huge baseball fan.
“This was never about sending you to prison, Michael,” Sneddon says, explaining it as though Michael doesn’t understand the reference. “Why would I want to do that after all the good times we had? All of this”—he throws his arms out to gesture around them—”is on Ron. He was the one pushing for the raid, then the trial. I didn’t want to hurt you like that, but what choice did I have?”
“Just following orders, huh?” Michael says, cocking an eyebrow. “And why would a big, strapping D.A. like you take any orders from a lowly A.D.A?”
Sneddon’s gaze wavers for a moment, just a brief flicker, and Michael hears a rare bit of truth, at least to some degree: “Ron threatened to tell my wife I was having an affair if I didn’t agree to the raid and take this to trial.”
“You mean he knew about us?”
“Not us. Someone else.” Michael’s not exactly surprised to hear this, but it makes him wonder who else was unlucky enough to fall under Sneddon’s spell. Probably Diane Dimond or some other tabloid sleaze-ball.
“Did he tell you to take the Chandler case too?”
“No, that was all me.” The corner of Sneddon’s mouth twitches so minutely that only someone looking for it would see it. He wants to smirk so badly. Choking out this half-assed apology is killing him and his pride. “But I’m sorry I did that. I still want you, Michael.”
Michael shakes his head again, understanding some profound truth that has, until now, been unclear. “This is what it gets you, Tom.”
“What’s that?”
“All this. Your lies, the scheming, the manipulation, the abuse.” He tosses out a hand at their surroundings, mimicking Sneddon’s gesture from moments ago. “This is what it gets you. Does it feel good? Well, tough shit. You bought it, you own it.” Michael leaves the room before Sneddon can protest.
2
April 29th, 2005
Michael risks a glance at himself in the bathroom mirror, instinctively repulsed by what he sees there. Well, nothing’s changed; you’re still the circus freak you always dreamed you could be. Reach for the stars. This is what it gets you, you know. All the surgeries, the alterations, the obsessive-compulsive nitpicking at your appearance. You couldn’t leave well enough alone, and you’re paying the price. You bought that nose, you own it.
Of course, Michael isn’t stupid enough to think Mez returning his affections will magically transform his own appearance or the way he views himself. If Michael’s honest, that reciprocation seems to have made his own self-loathing worse. Anyone who saw them together as a couple would surely wonder what Mez sees in Michael, and it’s only a matter of time before Mez starts to wonder that too.
No, Michael tells himself. That’s Tom Sneddon talking. He lives in your head like a tumor. If all Mez wants from you is a piece of ass, why isn’t he taking it?
It’s the end of another Friday night D&D session; Robert has gone home, and Susan had been gathering her purse and jacket when Michael ducked into the bathroom. His hand hovers over the doorknob, and he’s about to step out when he hears Mez and Susan having somewhat of a heated discussion. He freezes, listening intently. It’s only when he hears his own name does he inch the door open a crack to eavesdrop properly.
“Goddamn it,” Susan says, exasperated, “what is it about men? Why can’t you keep your fucking dicks in your pants?”
“It’s not like that,” Mez says.
“You think I can’t see the way you look at each other? The little inside jokes you have?”
Michael’s stomach turns.
“Green really isn’t your color, Susan. But the real question is: who are you jealous of? Me or Michael?”
Susan scoffs an angry noise. “Don’t turn this into a joke. This is serious. Grounds for disbarment serious. You think that slimeball D.A. wouldn’t use this to get you thrown off the case?”
“He’d have to prove wrongdoing, wouldn’t he? And after that disaster with his key witness, any mud-slinging Tom Sneddon tries would look like an obvious ploy.”
“He’s been after Michael for over ten years. I don’t think there’s anything he won’t try at this point.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Mez acquiesces, “but it’s a moot point. My conscience is clear. Michael and I haven’t done anything wrong. We’ve agreed to wait until it’s no longer an ethical dilemma.”
“Tom, I get it, I do, but you are crossing a line we are never supposed to,” Susan says, her tone almost pleading. “Being involved with a client is too dangerous. Not just for you, but the firm too. Any blowback hits both of us. And, I swear to God, if your stupid dick jeopardizes my career, I will kill you.”
“If you kill me, who’s going to take your case?”
“Robert will do it.”
“I think he’d be a little upset that you killed me.”
“He’d understand.” There’s a pause, then the sound of Susan’s frustrated sigh. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” Her voice fades as she speaks, and Michael imagines she’s heading for the door. After a moment or two, he hears a solid noise: the sound of the front door shutting, perhaps. Michael deems it safe to exit the bathroom and finds Mez in the kitchen.
“We’re not fooling anyone, are we?” Michael asks, trying to find the humor in what might be a perilous situation.
Mez looks momentarily confused by this, then his expression softens in understanding. “Susan’s known me for a while, so she’s more intuitive about things like that. I imagine anyone you’re close to is the same way.”
Michael recalls how his children and Grace were able to detect his mood shift. “I don’t want you to get in trouble because of me.”
Mez moves in and wraps an arm around Michael’s waist. “That’s probably not going to happen.”
“Not the most reassuring answer,” Michael teases, but he loves how eager Mez is to be close to him, how willing he is to toe this line. “But would it help if, worst case scenario, I said you and I were a thing before you were my lawyer?”
“Never admit anything unless you’re backed against the wall with hard evidence.”
“Speaking of hard…” Michael drops a hand below Mez’s belt for a quick squeeze, then pulls away before he’s scolded. “I’m kidding!”
Mez laughs and guides Michael toward the couch. “Why don’t we just sit down, watch TV, and try not to touch each other?”
“I think try is the keyword,” Michael observes, since Mez has a hand on his hip.
“If you try and don’t succeed…” They sit, and Mez kisses the top of Michael’s head, cradling him to his chest.
Michael snuggles against Mez’s shoulder. “Try, try again.”
13: GUESS WHO'S COMING TO DINNER
“Hope is the thing with feathers, that perches in the soul, and sings the tune without words, and never stops at all.”
- Emily Dickinson
1
May 13th, 2005
Michael thinks he’s ready for this. For some reason he’ll never fully understand, Mez likes him—may actually love him, even. That’s a magnificent, comforting thought, and it helps to ease Michael’s anxieties about Mez coming over tonight. Because he’s aware his fears and worries are rather silly; the defense began their side of the case about a week ago, though Michael doesn’t know when the trial will draw to a close. The defense might rest today, and the countdown would begin. So Michael can’t let his nerves stop him from inviting Mez into his life, his real life, the life Mez will be signing onto if he wants to be with Michael beyond the trial.
On one hand, Michael is terrified; letting someone inside his home and introducing them to his children means letting that person into the deepest, innermost part of his life. And Michael ought to be more careful about who he trusts. But on the other, his heart and his head tell him that Mez is one of the good ones.
“Can I ask you something?” Michael says that morning, meeting Mez inside the courthouse.
“I think you just did,” Mez answers with a grin that says he’s fully aware of how dorky that is. “But go ahead.”
Michael fidgets with the watch clasped around his right wrist. “I know tonight’s your D&D night, but I was wondering if maybe you’d like to come over to my place. I think Grace will have a fit if I put off asking you any longer.” He chuckles to himself. “I guess I’m, uh, motioning for a change of venue?”
Mez places a hand over his chest. “Oh, lawyer jokes. The way to my heart. On what grounds?”
“Because I want you to.” Michael gazes at him with hopeful eyes.
“Motion denied.”
“You can’t do that. You’re not a judge.”
“Then why’d you make the motion to me?”
Michael’s smile turns into a scowl. “You’re being intentionally difficult, aren’t you?”
“Just a little.” Mez grins at Michael’s frustration. “Anything you want, Michael, it’s yours. Within reason, of course. But I think having dinner with you is perfectly reasonable.”
Mez isn’t set to arrive for dinner until six p.m., so Michael spends about four hours in the kitchen, thumbing through his mother’s recipe books and painstakingly whipping up appetizers, sides, a main course, and dessert. He satisfies the kids’ finicky palates with macaroni and cheese, bakes some cheddar-bacon-ranch biscuits for good measure, and throws a smoked sausage and bean soup into the slow cooker. Grace watches him with an amused look, occasionally handing him ingredients when the kids don’t demand her attention.
“You must really like this guy,” she says in a teasing tone, licking lemon cream pie filling off the spatula Michael used moments ago, “if you’re cooking for him. You know you have a personal chef, right?”
“I know, but…” Michael doesn’t know how to explain it. Mez has cooked dinner for them on occasion, usually casseroles (”quick and easy, just like me,” Mez had said) and a chicken piccata dish with lemon champagne sauce. While Mez never went all-out with a four-course meal, he at least made the effort to actually cook food. Michael doesn’t think his own efforts would be as special if he handed off the task to someone else.
“He’s cooked for me, so I want to return the favor,” is all Michael can really say.
Grace nods, licks the spatula again. “How long has it been since you had a date like this?”
Long enough that just hearing the word ‘date’ makes him feel young and full of magic. He tells her as much; Grace smiles and calls him a sap.
When Mez arrives, Michael greets him at the door, and he’s a little stunned to see Mez wearing clothes that aren’t court-appropriate. He’s dressed in blue jeans and a black-and-white flannel shirt that Michael wants to tear right off.
“Hi, Mr. Casual,” Michael says.
“Is this okay?” Mez asks, sounding self-conscious. “I didn’t think you’d have a dress code, but I have a change of clothes in my car if it’s a problem.”
He brought a change of clothes? That sounds like something Michael would do, and he finds it incredibly sweet that Mez might have been nervous about their date. “At least you’re not wearing golf clothes,” Michael says with a laugh, letting him inside.
Grace introduces herself, giving Michael a quick you never told me he was so charming look. Then the kids come stampeding into the foyer, curious at the prospect of a guest. They stand there almost in a row, and it’s a little too von Trapp for Michael’s liking, but at least they don’t curtsey or bow.
“Guys,” Michael says, “this is Tom, a very dear friend of mine.”
Mez smiles at him, his face radiant with joy and surprise, and Michael realizes he called Mez by his name.
The kids offer shy greetings and introductions. “Dad, you said you were gonna bring the lady you have a crush on,” Prince says to Michael.
“I did,” Michael says, blushing. “But I never said it was a lady.”
“Ohhh.” Prince looks at Mez and nods like he understands. “Sorry I thought you were a lady.”
Mez laughs. “I won’t hold it against you, sport.”
The enormous dinner table is set with a smorgasbord of food, and Mez utters an impressed, “Wow,” when Michael leads him there. “You’re not the ‘order pizza and call it a day’ kind of guy, are you?”
“I wanted it to be special,” Michael says. “You’ve done so much for me already. I thought it would be nice to try to repay you.”
Mez slides an arm around Michael’s waist and pulls him closer; Michael feels the solid heat of his body pressed against his own. “Michael, nothing I do for you is a debt that needs to be paid back,” he says, his face impossibly close and his voice solemn; Michael’s a little dazzled.
“Tom, are you in love with Daddy?” Paris gasps; she’s sitting at the table and watching their semi-public display of affection.
Mez chuckles and turns to her. “I guess I am.”
“Are you gonna marry him?” she asks.
“Well, I haven’t asked him yet. Do you think he’ll say yes?” Mez sits in the empty chair beside her.
Paris nods enthusiastically. “He like-likes you a lot.”
“Oh, then he’ll definitely say yes.” Mez flashes Michael a quick grin; Michael’s blushing what he’s sure is an embarrassing shade of red, but he’s not putting much stock in Mez’s words here. He knows Mez is merely humoring Paris’s imagination and Disney-like romanticism.
“But I should probably get your blessing, right?” Mez asks Paris, then he looks at Prince and Blanket too. “’Cause if I marry your dad, then I’ll live here with you guys. I’ll be like your second dad—or more like a grandpa, ‘cause I’m a little bit older than your dad.”
Blanket giggles, covering his mouth with a hand.
“We already have a grandpa,” Prince informs him, sounding almost unimpressed. If Paris is the Good Cop of the duo, then Prince is the Bad Cop, unaffected by Mez’s appeals to emotion.
“Oh, the role of grandpa is taken?” Mez considers this. “Then I’ll have to be your step-dad. If you say it’s okay for me to marry your dad, I mean.”
“Yeah, do it!” Paris says. Blanket, seemingly encouraged by his sister’s enthusiasm, nods his approval.
“Well, I don’t have a ring,” Mez says. “And even if I did, when you ask someone to marry you, it has to be a surprise. Prince, what do you think?”
Prince makes his scrunchy thinking face. “We don’t really know you. Dad brings a lot of people here but they don’t stay long. Sometimes they leave and we never see them again.”
Michael smiles to himself; of course his oldest child would be the Don Vito Corleone of the family, looking out for his father’s best interests.
“That’s a good point,” Mez says. “I guess you want to see if I stick around, huh?”
Prince nods, albeit shyly, like he’s embarrassed to admit it.
Michael moves in and kisses the top of Mez’s head, a gesture Mez has performed on him many times; he smells the sweet scent of shampoo. “Give the Don time to make his decision,” he murmurs at Mez’s ear, and Mez laughs.
Over dinner, the kids are full of questions for Mez, which, to his credit, he answers with patience. He tells them about his job, about how he met Michael, and about Disney World; despite living in spitting distance from Disneyland, the kids are convinced Disney World is the superior park, simply because it’s bigger and they haven’t been there yet. Mez tells them about Florida, about seeing real-live dolphins and whales at Sea World.
“Can we go to Florida and see the dolphins?” Paris asks Michael in her best pleading voice. “Please?”
Michael gives Mez a playful see what you started look.
“Or just wait until football season and they’ll come here,” Mez says to Michael, sotto voce.
Michael sighs and shakes his head with a smile. “I’ll have to think about it, honey,” he tells his daughter, which Paris doesn’t find reassuring at all.
“You just don’t want to go,” Mez murmurs to him, a playful smirk on his lips. “I’ll have you know it’s a very nice place.”
“For a grandpa, maybe,” Michael murmurs back, and they share a quiet laugh.
“No grown-up secrets,” Prince whines. “It’s not fair.”
“Your dad was just making fun of me for my age,” Mez says with a shake of his head, as though this is some great disappointment. “Didn’t you guys teach him better than that?”
“Daddy, be nice!” Paris scolds, sounding scandalized that her father could have anything not-nice to say about anyone ever.
“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Michael tosses Mez a flirty glance, and Mez responds in kind.
After dinner, the kids head upstairs to play video games (and possibly hold a hearing regarding Mez’s fitness as stepfather). Michael and Mez linger in the family room. Grace has made herself scarce, sensing the two might want to be alone for the remainder of the evening.
“I hope they weren’t too much for you,” Michael says with chagrin, sipping at his glass of wine. “They’re not that way about people, usually… Most guests they can take or leave.”
“You don’t introduce all your guests as a very dear friend. Or as someone you have a crush on.”
Michael stares into his glass, fearing he’s gone as red as the wine.
“They were perfect little angels,” Mez tells him, and the look in his eyes says he means it. “You really think those kids would be better off without you?”
Michael smiles sadly. He knows they would be, but answering honestly will only bum Mez out, and Michael has a strict ‘no bummers’ policy on tonight’s conversation. “Enough about that. Did you enjoy yourself?”
“Of course. And I’m flattered that you took it upon yourself to prepare all the food.”
“Well, you know me: going overboard seems to be my specialty.”
“I suppose it is,” Mez says, not unkindly. He sips at a tepid ginger ale, having forgone the wine since he’ll be driving home later. He gazes at Michael’s face, so long Michael fears he must have developed some horrifying growth, because why else would Mez be looking at him like that?
“Do you know you’re beautiful?” Mez asks.
Michael makes a face as though he’s tasted something sour.
Mez huffs a quiet laugh. “I’ll take that as a no, then. Well, if it means anything, I think you are.”
“You need new glasses.”
“Someday you’ll believe me. I’ll see to it.”
“Good luck,” Michael says with a grim half-smile. His gaze falls to his hands, and he sees the discoloration beneath his fingernails.
You really think he looks at you and sees anything more than a circus freak? I bet my life savings he’ll fuck you from behind every time. The Gospel According to Sneddon. Or Joseph. Sometimes Michael gets them confused.
Mez finishes his drink. “I’ve got the luck of the Irish. I think I can manage.”
“You’ll need it,” Michael says, but his heart’s not in it. How wonderful it would be if Mez could tear down the walls of Michael’s self-loathing. If he could help Michael love himself.
God, how I want to be loved, he thinks.
Later, after the kids have gone to bed, Mez gets Michael against the foyer wall for a goodnight kiss he can’t seem to stop. He threads his fingers through Michael’s hair, cupping the back of his head in his hand. It feels nice, right, to be touched this way by the man he loves, and Michael moans into their kiss, pushing his hands underneath Mez’s shirt. Mez’s skin burns with fever, and when Michael gasps his name against his lips, Mez rocks his hips forward, rutting against Michael’s thigh. Michael feels him there, hard and wanting, and there’s a brand-new edge of need in the caress of Mez’s mouth and hands.
Mez groans and has to pull himself away. “No more. Any more and I won’t be able to stop.”
“And what a shame that would be,” Michael purrs, but he lets Mez disentangle and put distance between them. “We’d love to have you again sometime.”
“My schedule’s pretty open. Just name a time and place.”
“Next Friday. Same Bat-time, same Bat-channel.” Michael steps closer to press a kiss over Mez’s mouth. Mez kisses back, gentle and thorough, and Michael tastes the sweetness on his tongue.
14: WE'VE COME THIS FAR WITHOUT A "LEGAL BRIEFS" JOKE
“What happened in the past that was painful has a great deal to do with what we are today.”
- William Glasser
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May 20th, 2005
The week trudges along like morphine-infused molasses, but Friday eventually comes, and with it another dinner with Mez. Michael could afford to dial back the effort regarding the meal, but he finds he enjoys cooking for them. He enjoys it so much so that he starts humming while he works, the song a germ of a melody that might grow into something special.
“You are smitten,” Grace says with delight, joining him in the kitchen. “I haven’t heard you do anything resembling music in… I don’t even know how long.”
“Inspiration picks the oddest times to strike.”
“Nothing odd about being in love.” She says it with an edge of teasing, like Janet might do, though Grace is hardly as persistent.
Michael blushes despite himself, but he doesn’t argue with her. He is, in fact, irrevocably in love with Mez, though he’d never say it to the man until a respectable amount of time has passed. Or until Mez says it first. Either way, Michael’s not blurting that shit out until he knows Mez wouldn’t run the other way screaming if he did.
When Mez arrives for dinner, Blanket and Paris are overjoyed to see him, greeting him with hugs; Prince hangs back and offers a wave, the picture of nonchalance, but Michael can tell he’s a little impressed that Mez is a returning figure in their lives.
“Did you bring me anything?” Paris asks Mez. Michael scolds her half-heartedly, but this does not deter her. “Did’ja?”
Mez chuckles. “Sorry, kiddo, as a lawyer I’m not allowed to bribe the judges.”
A tiny smile quirks at the corners of Prince’s mouth.
“Aww,” Paris whines. “No fair.”
“I think it’s very fair. You wouldn’t want someone to like you just because you gave them presents, would you?”
Paris and Blanket consider this. Blanket shakes his head, and Paris says, “I guess not. Then why does Daddy do it?” She seems to think on this, her mouth pressed into a contemplative frown.
Mez glances at Michael. “You want this one?”
Michael doesn’t, because he doesn’t have an answer that isn’t a total bummer. He sighs and says, “I don’t know,” since I’m a self-hating pushover is too depressing a truth to reveal to his children. “I’ll try to be better about that and set a good example for you.”
Mez gives Michael a thumbs-up as the kids scurry off to the dinner table; Michael shoots him one back and grins, feeling as though they have shared a successful moment of co-parenting.
Dinner plays out in much the same fashion as last week’s, with Paris and Prince interrogating Mez while Blanket listens. He is a shy boy, prone to observing more than talking, at least where new folks are concerned. Michael adores that Mez has such an ease with the kids, that he fits into their family like a long-lost uncle. It’s almost a relief the children are interested but still keeping him at arm’s length; Michael doesn’t want to imagine their heartbreak if they put too many expectations on Mez, and his relationship with Michael deteriorated.
At some point in the dinner conversation, Mez makes a baseball reference, which gets Prince chattering about his favorite players, and when the meal’s finished Prince practically drags him upstairs to view his collection of baseball cards. Then Paris chimes in something about wanting him to see her artwork, stampeding up the stairs after them with Blanket close behind, and Michael decides to clean up the kitchen, since Mez will be occupied for quite a while.
Grace microwaves a mug of hot water while Michael washes dishes. He’s humming that same melody again, developing words (likely the first draft of many) to go along with the small snippet of music he has imagined. He should probably write these down, but his hands are soapy, and he’ll probably remember it, right?
“You got lyrics now?” Grace says, amused, dipping her teabag into the newly-heated mug. “At this rate, you’ll have a whole song by next week.”
“I don’t work that fast.”
“If you put your mind to it, you can do anything.”
Michael supposes that’s probably true, at least in this case, but he’d have to abandon the ways in which he spends his free time lately, and he doesn’t want to. He makes a noncommittal noise and loads a few dishes into the washer.
“You’re very domestic when you want to be,” Grace says after a sip of tea.
“I don’t want him to think I can’t be,” Michael says, and it’s out of his mouth before he realizes how true it is. Few people have access to the kinds of luxuries that Michael does, especially for as long as he’s had them, and this royal treatment has spoiled him somewhat. From a tender age, Michael has spent his life honing his craft and letting everyone else take care of the rest; Mez, however, has done both, and it makes Michael feel a delicate, alien sense of inferiority: no matter how gifted he may be, he is still lacking in self-sufficiency, in the areas that matter to the rest of the world.
“I don’t want him to think he has to take care of me,” Michael continues, “or like I’m… helpless.”
Grace nods as if conceding the point. “He probably wouldn’t mind taking care of you. I get a savior-complex vibe from him.”
“Do you?”
“Just a smidge,” she says, holding her thumb and index finger just barely apart as if to show how much. “Probably why he’s a defense attorney.”
Michael remembers Sneddon’s first justification for taking up law: I never wanted to feel powerless or overlooked again.
And Mez had claimed the opposite, that he’d wanted his clients not to feel powerless: I wanted to help people like you, people who got screwed over by our too-fallible justice system.
Surely there’s something self-serving in that, though, because no one’s truly a saint. Even Michael, on occasion, has done altruistic things for selfish reasons, to feel like he deserves even a fraction of what he has.
“But that doesn’t mean he’s a bad guy,” Grace says, like she notices Michael has gone quiet in thought. “He’s very sweet. His heart’s definitely in the right place. And maybe his brain is too.”
Tonight, Mez stays long past the hour when the kids have been put to bed, but it’s not like Michael’s asking him to leave or making any sort of suggestion that it’s late and Mez ought to head on home. Michael wants to ask Mez to stay the night; it’s been so long since he’s shared his bed with someone who could offer comfort and security. And it wouldn’t be the first time they’ve shared a sleeping space; he vividly remembers waking up on Mez’s couch with Mez underneath him.
So Michael decides, in the pursuit of asking the hard questions, to just come out with it. “I want you to stay tonight,” he tells Mez. “ I mean, if you don’t need to be anywhere in the morning. My bed’s big enough that we don’t even have to touch each other, if that’s what you’d prefer.” A memory occurs to him. “Wait, do you seriously sleep naked?”
Mez laughs, seemingly surprised that Michael remembered this. “No, that was a joke. Just me trying to lift your spirits.”
You lifted something, alright, Michael thinks with a hint of blush. “So, boxers or briefs, then?”
“Legal briefs,” Mez says with a grin.
Michael groans, but the joke is so lame it makes him laugh.
“If you want me to stay, then I will,” Mez says, and he does.
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As they lie together on the bed, they keep things relatively chaste. Mez holds Michael’s face in his gentle hands as they kiss, and Michael thinks he’ll come apart if Mez lets go. All sense of urgency is gone, however, and they move slowly, languidly, as though kissing is its own kind of sex. At some point, Michael drapes a leg over Mez’s hip, and Mez gasps against his mouth. But when Michael tries to push their hips together, Mez breaks away. “Too much,” Mez says, catching his breath.
Michael nods and retracts his leg. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be. I thought my days of being wanted like this were over.”
Michael finds that incredibly sad. He tells Mez as much.
“It is what it is,” Mez says. Michael’s still tightly sheltered in his embrace, Mez’s arm curled around him. “And part of me knows a good deal of this attraction is rooted in our inability to act on it. But the other part of me is enjoying it.”
“And which part would that be?” Michael asks with a teasing lilt, but he keeps his hands (and other body parts) to himself.
“One of your favorites, probably.” Mez trails his fingers over Michael’s forearm, making him shiver.
Michael draws in his arm. “Too much.”
“Are you making fun of me?”
“No, not at all.” He can still feel the heat from where Mez’s fingers touched him. “I’m just… not used to tenderness.” Michael snuggles closer and turns on his other side so they’re fitted together like spoons, his back pressed against Mez’s front. He hears Mez rasp a quick inhale, then there’s an insistent hardness pressing at his ass. Michael grins to himself, though Sneddon’s voice chimes in his head: He’s only hard because he doesn’t have to look at your face.
“Speaking of things we’re not used to…” Mez shifts his hips, putting a modicum of space between himself and Michael.
“Sorry.” Michael tries to pull away, regretting this attempt at intimacy, but Mez locks an arm around him and holds him there.
“You don’t have to apologize for making me hard.” Mez chuckles at the absurdity of this statement. “Believe it or not, I’m not used to this either. But that doesn’t mean I don’t like it.”
“I don’t want to push you,” Michael says, because he thinks he’s paid the price for that particular sin once before.
“If you do, I’ll tell you.” Mez’s breath is warm in Michael’s hair, his body hot and solid.
Michael closes his eyes, soothed by Mez’s presence. “There’s a chance I might freak out in the middle of the night. Just… don’t be alarmed, I guess.” He isn’t sure why he mentioned it, but since they’re about full disclosure, Michael figures it’s in his best interest to be upfront. Just like selling a car, you have to let the buyer know it’s a lemon before they write the check.
“What kind of freakout? Sleep paralysis?”
“Just nightmares.”
“I think I can handle that. And you didn’t have any the last time we slept together.”
Michael giggles at how dirty that phrase sounds out of context. “I’m just warning you.”
“Consider me warned.”
Mez falls asleep first, judging by the soft, even cadence of his breathing and the way he’s gone incredibly still. Michael lies there in the quiet dark until unconsciousness swallows him up and pulls him under.
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Michael jerks awake, gasping for breath in short bursts. He sits up, Mez’s arm sliding off of him as he does, and tries to steady his breathing. What had Mez told him? Just keep breathing, and it will run its course.
His head pounds with grief and terror, the dream’s claws still snagged in his brain. He forces himself to breathe steadily through his nose, but he can’t stop a dragging in a few small, weak gulps of air from his mouth.
Mez shifts beside him, the bed springs squeaking a little. “Bad dream?” he mumbles, his words sleepy and slurred in his current state.
“Yeah…”
“It’s just me. You’re safe.”
Michael nods, not really hearing him; Mez may as well be in another world.
“C’mere…” Mez slings an arm around Michael’s waist, coaxing him back against the pillows. But the blanket of comfort Mez offers seems to be fading, which doesn’t help Michael’s efforts to calm himself. “Wanna talk about it?” Michael’s still shaking, so Mez tucks the covers over him, but he isn’t cold.
“Wouldn’t you rather wait ‘til morning?”
“’M already up. I’ll listen.”
Michael squeezes his eyes shut. Next time be a little quieter when you’re freaking out.
Mez brushes aside Michael’s hair to kiss the back of his neck. “Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”
“It’s stupid.”
Michael feels Mez frown against his skin. “Don’t say that. I like your head.”
“You don’t know that; you haven’t gotten it yet.”
It takes Mez a moment, then he chuckles. “Well, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I have a couple guesses. But I think the dreams will pass after this is all over. Stress has a habit of making itself known, even if you’re trying not to think about it.”
Michael doesn’t think he’ll ever have an extended period of restful sleep again, but he nods anyway. Maybe, with Sneddon off his back and Mez around to deter the bottom-feeders, Michael will be able to relax.
Time will tell.
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He spends the rest of the night in a black, dreamless sleep. Morning comes with stripes of sunshine lying across the bed and the floor. Michael opens his eyes to find he’s alone in the bed. Mez isn’t there, nor is he anywhere in the expansive bedroom or the adjoining bathroom. His shoes and jeans—the latter of which had been hung on one of the closet doorknobs last night—are gone. Michael checks the bedside table for a note explaining Mez’s whereabouts, but he doesn’t find one.
Panic rises within Michael like mercury in a thermometer. He’s terrified that Mez has abandoned him, that Mez has peeked behind the curtain of Michael’s life and found it overwhelming. And why wouldn’t it be? If Mez signs on with Michael, he’s also signing on with three young children, an expansive family of eccentric in-laws, and a full staff to tend to his every need; Mez is a simple, down-to-earth guy who’s unaccustomed to any of those things, and after fifty-five years of self-sufficiency he’s unlikely to rest on his laurels now. His life plan was probably to retire to Florida and golf away the rest of his days.
Your life is a shit-show, Michael. Why would Mez ever want to be a part of that?
Michael goes downstairs, nerving himself to discover Mez has slipped out of his life like a phantom. The scents of coffee and bacon fill his nose. He’s relieved to find Mez, Grace, and the kids sitting at the dining table for breakfast. Mez looks up from his plate and sees Michael. “Hey, sleepyhead.”
“You stayed?” is the first thing out of Michael’s mouth.
“You asked me to,” Mez says.
“I—I didn’t think you’d stick around in the morning.”
Mez offers a friendly smirk. “You didn’t say I couldn’t.”
Lawyers. Always looking for loopholes.
“Tom made breakfast,” Prince informs Michael with a bit of awe, like he’s just as surprised as his father. “It’s not bad.”
Michael looks at the food on everyone’s plates. Bacon and scrambled eggs. He’s starving. Then he looks at Mez, who’s beaming at the use of his proper name.
“Did you have a sleepover?” Paris asks.
Michael tells her that they did, and she claps her hands together and squeals. Prince rolls his eyes, completely done with his sister’s girlish enthusiasm.
Mez says to Michael, “There’s plenty of food left if you’re hungry.”
Michael nods, still somewhat stunned, and moves into the kitchen. He puts some bacon and eggs on a plate and sits in the empty seat between Grace and Mez, feeling ridiculously like a guest in his own house. Not that he thinks Mez shouldn’t make himself at home here, but it’s rare for an adult guest to be so comfortable in Michael’s house; they tend to be overwhelmed by the size and lavish nature of the place, threatened by how inferior their own homes are in comparison, and, of course, intimidated by Michael’s fame. Underneath all the glitz and gold and legend, Michael’s just an ordinary guy living a life that spiralled out of control; Mez seems to understand this.
“Your hair’s all over the place,” Mez says, not unkindly, reaching over to fuss with Michael’s dark hair. “But I like it.”
Michael sort of twists free of Mez’s hand. “Don’t mess it up more,” he giggles, brushing his own fingers through to tame it, even if only just a little. “I forgot to tidy up before I came down here.”
“Too excited? Like a kid on Christmas morning.”
Michael shakes his head. “I was scared you might’ve run away.”
“And why would I do that?”
“Maybe you changed your mind?”
“I wouldn’t duck out on you like that,” Mez says, suddenly serious. “I’m not cruel.”
“Speaking of things I’m not used to…” Michael murmurs.
Mez’s half-smile acknowledges their new running gag and illustrates that he finds this incredibly sad.
Around twenty past the hour, Michael finishes eating and makes a quick stop in the master bathroom. He forgot to pee first thing in the morning, and after that cup of tea with breakfast his bladder feels like a swollen balloon. After he’s finished, he washes up, brushes his teeth, and tries not to look as exhausted as he feels. He dabs concealer onto the dark shadows under his eyes. It doesn’t completely hide them, but they’re far less jarring now than they’d been moments ago. He runs a brush through his hair to tame the night’s tangles and disarray. By the time he’s finished primping, he comes downstairs to find a visitor, and the blood drains from his face.
“Jeez, Mike, you sure have a thing for lawyers, don’t you?” Janet teases with a cordial smile.
The kids are latched onto her lower half, clinging to her legs and waist. “Aunt Janet,” Paris announces, “Daddy and Tom had a sleepover!”
Janet gives Michael a lecherous, congratulatory look, and Michael feels his soul leave his body.
Mez chuckle and blushes in that cute way of his that makes him look at least ten years younger.
Grace sort of shrugs as if to say, She let herself in, and I’m not your bodyguard, darlin’.
“He wants to marry Dad,” Prince supplies, because he’s helpful like that. “What do you think?”
“I think that’s very sweet,” Janet says to the boy, pushing a hand through his mop of brown hair. Her next look to Michael is one he knows very well; it’s the you’re in for it now, mister eyebrow lift passed down from their mother. She turns her attention back to the children. “Can you give me a minute to talk to your dad and Tom?” The three small heads nod in agreement, and the kids detach from Janet.
“When the hell did this happen?” Janet asks, grinning at their stunned faces when she gets Michael and Mez alone. She focuses on Mez for a moment. “You spent the night and want to marry him? And the kids know?” Then she looks at Michael. “Moving a little fast, aren’t you?” But there’s no reproach in her tone, just joy.
“I think you’ve got the wrong idea,” Mez tells her kindly. “Michael invited me over to dinner last night. He’s got some pretty strong wine around here, and I didn’t feel up to driving all the way back to my place. So Michael suggested I sleep it off in one of the guest rooms.” To Michael, it sounds like Mez is trying out an alibi on Janet; he wonders if she hears it too. “As for the marrying him part, I said it to flirt with Michael, making a joke about how I’d like to live like this every day, and, well, the kids took that one straight to the finish line.”
Janet gives Michael that look again. “You were right; he’s not what I would have expected from you.”
It takes Michael a moment to place that one. Then: “Why do you remember that? That was, like, a year ago!”
Mez, it seems, has an eyebrow thing too, a cocky sort of What’s this now?, like he’s amused by the possibility of Michael’s crush stretching back that far.
“My mind’s like a steel trap for anything that might embarrass you in the future,” Janet says.
“So it seems,” Michael grumbles.
“What are sisters for?” she says with a shrug.
“Janet,” Mez speaks up, “I hope you don’t think anything improper went on last night—”
“No, of course not. Unfortunately, I know what Michael looks like after he gets some.”
Heat rushes to Michael’s face. “That is way too much information for siblings to know about each other.”
“So,” Janet continues, ignoring Michael’s protests, “you’re off the hook for that one. But I do have plenty of questions, like why, Michael, did you invite Tom over for dinner but not the rest of your counsel? Wouldn’t want them to think you’re playing favorites, would you?”
Mez looks at Michael. “She’s good.”
“Maybe Susan and Robert had other plans,” Michael sputters, frustrated. “And what the hell are you even doing here anyway?”
“You wanted me to come over and help you reorganize the corner office, remember?” She’s looking at him like he’s an idiot, and Michael thinks that he is, because he’d completely forgotten about that until just now.
“Damn it.”
Mez chuckles a soft, breathy sound.
“Don’t laugh at my pain,” Michael grouses.
“I’ll try,” Mez says, but according to the little smirk at the corner of his mouth he’s not trying very hard.
“Look, Mike,” Janet says, taking his hands in her own, “whatever’s going on with you two, it’s fine. I’m only teasing, but if you’re happy I couldn’t be happier for you.”
Michael nods, but he says, “I’d say thank you if there was anything going on, which there isn’t.” He thinks it’s a good idea to get that on the record, in case there’s an investigation into Mez’s propriety; the kids would be considered unreliable witnesses and might not even be allowed to be questioned without parental permission. But Janet’s statement—if she were forced to give one—would have weight, and Michael doesn’t want her holding any keys to Mez’s disbarment. Of course, that doesn’t nullify what Grace has already seen and heard, which Michael’s going to have to rectify, and soon.
Later, when they’re truly alone, Mez says, “I think we should put the brakes on this for a bit. Just for a couple more weeks. Too many people know about us, and you know what they say about secrets…”
Michael isn’t sure which adage Mez is referring to here, but he has an idea: Three can keep a secret if two are dead.
“Why are you worried? According to the public at large, you’re much too old for me,” Michael says bitterly.
Mez frowns, but there’s a glimmer of hurt in his eyes.
Michael shakes his head. “Sorry, that wasn’t a crack at your age—”
“I know. But it breaks my heart to hear you take that stuff, well, to heart.”
“Of course I don’t believe it, but I know how things are—or at least the way the world sees them.”
“You’re a real bummer today,” Mez says, brushing a thumb over Michael’s jawline. He pushes at the corner of Michael’s mouth, trying to force a smile; Michael can’t help himself.
“How much longer do you think this’ll last?”
“Maybe a couple weeks? I can’t be certain, but things ought to be wrapping up pretty soon.”
“I guess I can live with that,” Michael says, though he’s crushed he won’t be able to invite Mez over or even kiss him until the trial wraps. But he supposes he should be grateful for the small tastes of happiness he’s been allowed here.
15: THERE ARE NO WORDS FOR THIS
“Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.”
- Kahlil Gibran
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June 6th, 2005
Michael lies in bed, alone, staring up at the ceiling as the seconds tick by. How many more moments like this does he have? How many more nights will he lie awake waiting for the guillotine to fall? Closing arguments concluded only three days ago, but Michael already fears his chances of acquittal are slipping away. At any moment, the jury could return a verdict that banishes Michael from everything he loves: his family, friends, his life. All gone. He would only see his children through a set of steel bars, or maybe not at all. Considering his notoriety, Michael would probably be held in some maximum-security, solitary confinement sort of situation, isolated from the other inmates. The thought sends a quake of pain through him that makes it hard to breathe.
He hasn’t seen Mez outside of court in two and a half weeks. The desire to be with him, to sit beside him on the couch and watch movies, to hold his hand and lean against the solid warmth of him, itches under Michael’s skin like an addiction. He knows what that’s like, and he’s not looking forward to the worst of it if this goes on any longer. But what if this is all the time he has left as a free man, and he wastes it all wishing for the purgatory of jury deliberation to end?
Michael grabs his cell phone off the night table. He dials with shaky fingers and waits through the rings.
“Michael, what’s up?” Mez asks, sounding both concerned and happy to hear from him.
“I just… wanted to hear your voice. Is that stupid?”
“I think it’s very sweet,” Mez tells him, and Michael can hear the smile in his voice.
“That’s not breaching the contract?”
“Not unless we have phone sex.”
“Darn, guess I’m hanging up now,” Michael teases, earning a laugh from Mez. But their shared levity doesn’t last too long. “Full disclosure: what do you think my chances are?”
“I’m assuming you mean chances of an acquittal. I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Their case fell apart under cross-examination, and I whole-heartedly believe the jury saw that.”
“What if only half of them saw it? They could deadlock, and we’d have to get a new jury and do this all over again. I don’t think I could live through this again, Tom.” Michael takes a breath, feeling a sob building deep within his chest.
“That’s probably not going to happen. But if it does, they may only hang on one or two charges. So the retrial would be much, much shorter.”
“You’re really a glass half-full kind of guy, aren’t you?”
“I try to be.”
Michael sighs. “And what happens if you’re wrong?”
“Then we’ll appeal. So many things were admitted that probably shouldn’t have been. None of it was damning, but it could be enough to overturn a conviction.”
“Could you introduce my connection with Sneddon in an appeal?” Michael figures that would be a good point to go public with it; if he’s already convicted, how much damage could it do?
Mez makes a hmm sound. “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably. But it’s a coin-toss how it’ll be received by the judge. We’d need solid evidence—a paper trail on both ends—and even then it might be deemed too circumstantial. It’s not like he’s going to admit to it, y’know? Your word against his, and if you’ve been convicted, it might look like you’re grasping at straws. And, of course, if we sling that kind of mud, he’d be obligated to sling it right back.”
The back of Michael’s throat prickles with tears. Revealing his affair with Sneddon had been Michael’s trump card, a back-pocket play he’d been saving for a worst-case scenario. To hear that it may not even make a difference, that it might, in fact, do more harm than good…
Pressure from nearly six months of this grueling trial bubbles up inside of him, desperate for an outlet. Michael swallows it back. The last thing Mez wants to hear is an erratic sob-fest.
“I wish you were here with me,” Michael says sadly. “In case we never get to—” The words choke in his throat. He can’t even voice it.
“Glass half-full, remember?” Mez says, trying to lift Michael’s spirits. “I’m not worried. And I’ve got almost as much riding on this as you do.”
Michael doubts that. If Michael is convicted, Mez will probably grieve a day or two, and his reputation as a competent attorney will take a hit, but overall he’ll be fine. Michael, however…
“Do you really?”
“Well, my own life isn’t on the line, but…” Mez pauses, unsure if he ought to continue. “But the life I could have with you certainly is. If you were interested in something long-term, I mean.”
This admission takes Michael by surprise. “Tom, of course that’s what I want. I love you.”
Now there’s manipulation, front and center. It’s not as though Michael doesn’t mean it, but to drop that bomb now, right after the ‘Tom’ endearment, for the purpose of making Mez cave to his will…
He recalls that horrible morning when he discovered Sneddon’s infidelities, how Sneddon had pleaded with him to stay. And it had been Michael who resisted, trying to do the right thing. How the tables have turned; now it’s Michael pleading and pushing at Mez’s boundaries.
Michael feels sick and wretched; he feels, it occurs to him, like Sneddon.
He hears Mez intake a short rasp of breath. “Are we still playing that ‘speaking of things I’m not used to’ game?”
“I—I’m sorry,” Michael says, shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s not fair to you.”
“What, ‘cause I didn’t say it back? I’m just stunned, Mike. But of course I love you.”
It should be a blessed occasion to hear these words from Mez, but Michael can’t enjoy them now, not after he’s been such a douchebag. “You shouldn’t. I’m not a good person. I’m just like him.”
Mez snorts a laugh. “Who? Sneddon? No, you’re nothing like him.”
“I tried to manipulate you just now. Just like he did with me. And it makes me feel dirty and awful.”
“And that’s what makes you different,” Mez points out. “You feel bad about it.”
“I really do love you,” Michael says, his voice incredibly small. “No strings attached. I just…” He sighs again. “If I get convicted, that means Sneddon was the last good lay I ever had. What kind of God would allow that?”
Mez chuckles quietly, like he isn’t sure he’s supposed to laugh at that. “Everything’s going to be fine. I promise.”
“It’s out of your hands, isn’t it?”
“Maybe, but I can usually read a jury pretty well during closing arguments. And I watch how they’re reacting to testimony. I’d say this one’s in the bag.”
“Guess I’ll have to trust you, Mr. Glass Half-Full.”
Michael doesn’t fall asleep easily that night. His brain is filled with contempt for himself at how much of an asshole he’s been to Mez. He has put Mez in an ethically compromising position and constantly tested his willpower. Wanting Mez to sleep in the same bed? What the fuck is that, Michael? And it’s not as though Michael hadn’t hoped something would happen between them that night. He’d been banking on it. Mez wants Michael, too, but he knows he can’t do anything about it. He is, after all, the ethical lawyer cryptid. Granted, he’s toed the line by kissing Michael and sharing a bed with him. But Michael’s been pushing and begging him to give something Mez simply can’t until his duty is done.
What I know is that you’re too selfish for your own good.
Sneddon hit the nail on the head, for sure.
2
June 13th, 2005
Michael doesn’t sleep well, but what else is new, right?
He lay in bed for hours, staring up at the ceiling and wondering why the jury was taking so goddamn long to return a verdict. Michael didn’t expect this emotional purgatory to last longer than three days at the most. Either his innocence is clear-cut or his guilt is. To have this much uncertainty and dissention among the jury makes him sick with panic.
He manages to fall into sleep at some point during the night, but it’s not a pleasant sleep. He dreams a distressing, nightmarish swirl of hazy images, and he can’t wake up and break free. Faint music pulls him out of the oblivion, and it takes him a moment to realize where it’s coming from. His hand reaches to the night table, fumbling for his cell phone. He grabs it and looks at the screen. Mez. The guy’s probably not looking for small talk. Michael’s heart thumps in his chest as he answers.
“Hmmm?” Michael groans, still sleepy.
Hearing Mez’s cheery voice instantly brightens Michael’s mood. “Good morning, sunshine.”
“Isn’t it ‘starshine’?”
Mez laughs. “Now there’s an oldie. Today’s the day I keep my promise.”
Michael’s heart stutters. “What did you hear?”
“Nothing yet. Just that they’re finished.”
Dread presses against Michael’s chest as his head pounds with fear. No.
“C’mon, let’s get this over with,” Mez says.
“You’re awfully confident.”
“I thought you liked my glass half-full personality.”
“I usually do.”
“Don’t be difficult.”
“What’re you gonna do, spank me?”
“I’ll save that for tonight,” Mez says with an audible grin. Michael’s mind spins glorious images of them between the sheets, of Mez’s hands tugging and pulling and pressing, of his mouth at Michael’s ear, whispering secrets and desires. His body quakes, muscles pulling tight down below.
“Uh, Mike?” Mez pipes up. “You still there?”
Michael blushes. “I was just thinking…”
“Well, get out of bed so we can get in it tonight.”
Michael’s feet are already on the floor. “I’m coming.”
“I bet I’ll be hearing that a lot.”
Michael laughs, and it might be the first real laugh he’s had in a few days, at least.
Their light banter reassures Michael, giving him the emotional strength to shower and dress for the day. He wants to concentrate on spending tonight with Mez, but he can’t help but hear “if you’re acquitted” from the Sneddon who keeps house in his head. Michael paces his room, too terrified to walk out the door and face the music, so to speak. He loves Mez and wants nothing more than to be with him tonight, but there is a chance—and it’s uncertain how probable that chance might be—that the jury might find him guilty of at least one charge. If Michael rushes out that door in a hurry to bone down with Mez, he might be running toward his doom.
The show must go on, isn’t that right? Come hell or high water, the show must go on.
Michael finally leaves, and during the ride to the courthouse he can’t calm the pounding rhythm of his heart or the way his palms sweat. Nausea curls in his stomach, and his back aches with a vengeance. He arrives at the courthouse much too soon. He swallows thickly, wiping his palms on the thighs of his slacks.
Mez is standing by the front door, and he flashes a brilliant smile when Michael ascends the courthouse steps; Michael’s panicked heartbeat calms at the sight of him.
“Hey,” Michael says.
“Hey yourself.” Mez’s smile is still on full-wattage. “It’ll be okay.”
Michael nods, trying to find comfort in Mez’s reassurance. He leads Michael inside, and Michael concentrates on keeping his breathing even. They file into the courtroom and take their seats. Mez sits beside him and looks at him with concern. He covers Michael’s hand with his own and murmurs, “Trust me, okay?”
Michael wants to kiss him, wants to tell Mez how much he loves him before everything falls apart. But he knows that would be selfish, and Michael has already been selfish enough. Mez wants Michael to trust him, so Michael can’t look like he’s falling apart.
The jury files in. Michael remembers Mez’s words to ease the hysteria bubbling up inside of him: You’re not going to die. Just keep breathing, and it will run its course. He presses his lips together, locking his silent sobs behind them. When they stand, Michael’s legs shake so badly he has to clutch onto Mez’s sleeve for balance. Mez doesn’t seem to mind. Michael counts his shallow breaths as he gnaws the inside of his lip. His heartbeat has resumed its terrified gallop.
Here it comes.
“…not guilty…”
Michael forgets to breathe, fearing he’s misheard. His heart bangs against his ribs in anticipation.
“…not guilty…”
The words stun him, hitting Michael in a powerful blast. He listens with rapt attention as the twelve other charges are read off and followed up with those two glorious words. When the final count is read and the verdict turned in, Michael goes numb. No sound. Not even the sound of his own breaths or heartbeat in his ears.
Don’t you know you must have dreamed all of this? You’ll wake up in bed and have to do it all over again.
But it isn’t a dream. Michael knows this intuitively, knows it from the subtle twitch of frustration on Sneddon’s face, knows it from the gentle squeeze of Mez’s hand on his own.
The numbness gives way to feeling, but it’s as though Michael has been born again, his senses wholly renewed. The roll of nausea in his stomach is gone. So is the plodding ache in the back of his skull. Every pain he walked in with has lifted. His heart beats in a joyous new rhythm.
For the first time in years, Michael is truly alive.
16: THE "F" WORD
“Family quarrels are bitter things. They don't go according to any rules. They're not like aches or wounds, they're more like splits in the skin that won't heal because there's not enough material.”
- F. Scott Fitzgerald
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After court, Michael invites Mez to the house, because he knows his family will throw some extravagant victory party by the time he gets there. Not that Michael minds the prospect of a celebration, but he has a lot to unpack right now: vindication, the conclusive end to his relationship with Sneddon, tonight’s activities with Mez, and, of course, the bigger question: what will you do now? It will be pretty hard to sort all that out while surrounded by intoxicated family and friends.
Just as Michael predicted, he barely gets a moment to himself when he steps through the door of his home. Part of him absolutely wants to celebrate his freedom, but the other part wants very much to crawl upstairs to the bedroom and sleep for six months.
Throughout the party, Michael is overwhelmed with tearful hugs and congratulations. The congratulations strike him as somewhat strange—it’s not as though he actually did anything—and his introverted nature makes him supremely uncomfortable with the large crowds that surround him at every possible moment. The world begins to feel unreal and dreamlike, and Michael knows he needs to take a breather.
Everyone seems to be gathered inside the house to keep cool and comfortable, so Michael sneaks outside, staying close to the perimeter of the building while remaining somewhat out of sight. He doesn’t know where Mez is, but if he can find him, maybe things will begin to feel more like reality again. He walks around to the expansive backyard without spotting Mez. He sits in one of the chairs underneath the cedar pergola and gazes at the rolling hills beyond.
Mez joins him a minute or two later, carrying two glasses filled with what Michael assumes is champagne. “So here’s where you’ve been hiding,” Mez says, setting one of the glasses down on the table in front of Michael. Michael takes a long drink, figuring he might be less awkward if he’s buzzed.
“Have you gotten your round of congrats?”
“Oh yeah, they can’t get enough of me. This must be what it feels like to be you.” Mez grins and sits in the chair beside him. “Your mother sobbed into my chest for about five minutes. But it was the good kind of crying. Makes me wonder how she’ll react when she finds out I’m gunning to be her son-in-law.” His smile is pure radiance, and Michael knows in his bones that this man is absolutely in love with him.
“It probably won’t be the good kind of crying.”
“But you don’t know for sure.” Mez sips at his own drink.
“I have a feeling they’ll pitch a fit over you not being a woman.”
“Well, Mike, as a gay man, I’m pretty used to that reaction. I think I can handle a few insensitive comments.”
“As a closeted bisexual, I’m not used to that,” Michael sighs.
A soft breeze rustles Mez’s hair. “You don’t live with your parents, do you?”
“You know I don’t.”
“And you’re a grown man, right?”
Michael scowls. “Don’t cross-examine me, Tom.”
Mez holds up a hand, waving off his argument. “Just making a point. So what if they disapprove? They can’t control you. You could buy and sell them.”
“My finances aren’t as impressive as you think.”
“My point still stands.”
Michael taps the base of his glass with an absentminded finger, his gaze set on the scenery beyond Mez. “You know I have trust issues, right? That includes members of my family. Some of them tend to get ugly if they’re upset with me. Do we really want to give them a loaded gun like our relationship? If anybody gets jealous or angry with me, everyone’s gonna know our personal business.”
Mez nods, considering. “I hate to break it to you, Mike, but you’re the biggest star in the world. Your secrets won’t stay that way for very long.”
“Why’s it matter to you so much if they know?”
“Call me old-fashioned, but I’d like to ask for their permission to date you.”
“That is old-fashioned,” Michael gapes, but if he’s honest he finds it kind of sweet. “No wonder you never had many dates.”
“To be fair, most of my boyfriends were estranged from their folks. But if they weren’t, I felt it was prudent to get to know their parents, at least when I got older and thought about settling down. It’s harder to hate a person when they’re right in front of you.”
Michael gives him flat eyes.
“I said harder, not impossible. But Sneddon is an outlier and probably shouldn’t be counted.”
Michael would love not to hide Mez from everyone but Janet, Grace, and the kids, but he thinks it will be a cold day in hell before the rest of them are okay with this.
Mez takes another drink. “Janet knows. Grace knows. The kids know. You think they’ll keep their mouths shut until you’re ready?”
Michael knows Mez is right, though he’d like to postpone telling his family about this as long as possible.
“Look, it’s not an ultimatum,” Mez says. “Just a suggestion. You and I will keep on truckin’ until you send me away. But I thought they’d take the news better after I just saved your life.” He smirks, proud of his victory, but his arrogance is endearing, almost innocent, in a way Sneddon’s never was. “You know them better than I do though, so I’ll wait for you to say the word.”
Michael gazes at him, incredulous, admiring. “How are you so agreeable?”
“Because I’m in love with you,” Mez says with a self-conscious little smile. “And I’m willing to make compromises on the rest if it means I get to be with you.”
“Speaking of things I’m not used to…” Michael takes one of Mez’s hands, savoring the warmth and strength there. The feel of his skin is bliss, and Michael imagines how those hands might feel roaming over his stomach, clutching his hips, pushing open his thighs… His fingernails graze over Mez’s forearm, and Mez exhales a contented sound.
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Later, the crowd has thinned and the only remaining visitors are Michael’s close family. The sun’s dying light has begun to sink over the horizon, past the valleys and the hills. Michael has again taken refuge under the pergola, enjoying the solitude and relative quiet. He’d left Mez in the great room, surrounded by Michael’s brothers and sisters, and Michael figured that would keep him occupied for a while.
Michael hears the back door creak open, then his father’s voice cuts through him: “Hell of a day.”
“More like the last two years,” Michael says, because you live with a sword over your head that long and you get pretty close to going insane.
Joseph makes a noise of agreement and sits beside Michael. “Now that all that mess is over, what are you gonna do next?”
So much for a breather. Back to the grind, that’s the Joseph Jackson way.
“Sleep for the next six months?”
Joseph scoffs like Michael’s being ridiculous. “You gotta have plans for the future. I know those lawyers didn’t come cheap.”
Didn’t Michael know something like this would happen? Information about Michael’s finances were exposed during the trial, so Joseph is privy to an inside scoop on the state of his most famous son’s bank account. Since the days back in Gary, Indiana, Joseph has been all about padding his own pocketbook. Greed has been his guide for over forty years.
Now, that’s not exactly fair, Michael thinks. He only wanted you and your siblings to be better off than he was. Isn’t that what parenting’s all about? Maybe he shit the bed in that regard, but you’ve never wanted for anything since you were ten years old.
“You make it sound like I’m destitute,” Michael says. “I have lots of assets I can sell or auction off if it comes to that.”
“That’s no way to go out,” Joseph says, shaking his head. I’m disappointed in you, that shake says. It makes Michael wary, angry. “The way I figure it, you got one or two more records in you before the curtain closes. Fit a tour in while the gettin’s good—a farewell tour—and you’ll be sittin’ pretty if retirement’s on your to-do list.”
You cut him too much slack. He hasn’t been in charge of your career in decades, but he’s still trying to see how many golden eggs he can get out of this tired old goose.
“Maybe I’d rather take a break first. Lay low for a while. This has been extraordinarily hard, you know.”
“Of course I know that, but I also know how this biz works. And the longer you wait, the harder it’s gonna be to get back in the game. You think you’re gonna be able to do a full-scale tour when you’re fifty? Fifty-five?”
Michael doesn’t think he’s capable of that now. In fact, he thinks his days of fifty-show world tours are over—not just physically, but he knows his name has taken a huge hit from the trial, acquitted or not. He had certainly noticed a decline in ticket sales for the History tour compared to Dangerous. While the die-hards will always line up at the box-office, it’s the casual fans who make or break you, and Michael doubts enough of them will stick around after a second go-round on the “did he or didn’t he?” carousel. The acquittal has saved his life, but it won’t save enough casual fans who waffled on the subject of his culpability. The public at large doesn’t much trust the justice system, especially when celebrities are involved.
“Give your kids a nest-egg to fall back on,” Joseph says, and oh boy that one gets Michael’s goat, because he knows manipulation when he hears it, and he’s just crazy enough now to stand up to it.
“Don’t,” Michael says firmly, and there’s an inkling of surprise in Joseph’s face, like he hadn’t expected any push-back.
“Then tell me you’re not gonna slink off with your tail between your legs and become a recluse.”
The anger comes in a hot flash. “And would that be so horrible, Joseph? To find somebody and raise my kids and try to have as normal of a life as I can? I think I’ve earned it.”
“Find somebody?” Joseph’s expression darkens, and it’s that goddamn tone that sets Michael off, the tone that scoffs at the notion of Michael finding someone who loves him.
Michael’s hands tighten into fists in his lap. He’s as scared of his father as ever, but Joseph’s hold on him has diminished. If Michael could stand up to Sneddon, why not his own father?
Michael nods. “Tom wanted to ask your permission before we made it official, but I told him no, because you’re not the Godfather. We don’t need your approval.” He feels the world drop out from under him as he waits for Hurricane Joseph to blow in.
Joseph snorts a breath in that familiar, heated way of his that makes Michael’s stomach coil into knots. “That lawyer in there? He’s a man, Michael.”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”
Fury smolders in Joseph’s eyes. “Don’t you take that tone with me. Not only is he a man, he’s a lawyer. All they do is lie. Whatever he told you, it ain’t real.”
“He saved my life.”
“And that explains a hell of a lot.”
“That’s not why I—” Michael stops, forces himself to think clearly, as though it’s possible to explain this to Joseph in a way he’ll understand. “I love him because he’s kind and gentle and good and he makes me laugh.”
He’s everything you never were, Michael thinks of saying but clamps down hard on that.
“Love?” Joseph scoffs. “Have you lost your damn mind? Your brothers and sisters turned out right; what happened to you?”
And there it is. All of Michael’s accomplishments, achievements, and successes flushed away because he dared to fall in love with a man. To some degree, Michael has confessed this because he knew it would hurt Joseph, and he’d be a liar if he said he wasn’t taking a bit of pleasure in that.
Dear old Daddy won’t listen to you unless you’re speaking his language, and he’s fluent in sleazy-motherfucker-ese. Time to slip into the toughest role you’ll ever play, Mikey old boy, but we both know you’ve been studying for this one your whole life.
Gathering up all his nerve and surety, Michael channels the cruelest men he’s ever known to help him make his point. “What happened to me? Well, we don’t have all day, but I’ll give you the highlight reel,” he says, standing up, towering over his father. In this new role, he refuses to put distance between them. He will stand here, unflinching, and Joseph will listen.
Michael continues: “How about being forced, from the age of six, into a grueling, demanding full-time job with no benefits? Or how about being beaten whenever I made a mistake? Or being forced to rehearse and perform every day? Or being denied a normal childhood? What about finding out you cheated on my mother and had children with all your girlfriends? Or all the endless teasing about my nose? Any of that ring a bell?”
Joseph glares at him, but there’s an edge of fear Michael hasn’t seen before. Michael feeds on it, letting that fear nourish his argument and give his words teeth.
“No, I suppose it doesn’t,” Michael says. “You’ve rewritten history in your head, convinced yourself those things never happened, or that they weren’t as bad as I’ve made them out to be. Or—and this one’s a real knee-slapper—that you did it all for my own good. Isn’t that the big lie you’ve been telling yourself?”
“You are way out of line,” Joseph growls. “I am your father! You don’t talk to me like this!”
“Is that what you are? I can count on one hand the times you’ve acted like a real father. You never even let us call you Father. So why start now?”
For a moment, Joseph looks startled and guilty.
“I’m going to tell you how it is,” Michael says, “and you’re going to listen. Tom and I will be together, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it. Those days are over. And if Tom ever finds one bruise on me—I’m sure he’ll do his nightly inspections thoroughly—well, maybe he’ll pay you a little visit. See, Tom’s an ex-boxer too. Only he’s willing to use his fists to protect me, not to hurt me.”
Joseph manages to scoff out a tiny, contemptuous laugh. “Almost fifty and you still need protectin’.” He shakes his head. “You’re a damn fool.”
Michael walks away. He’s done with this. Joseph’s got nothing left, his usual vitriol drained by the force of Michael’s fearlessness. “By the way,” Michael says, pausing his stride and glancing over his shoulder at his father. “I drew up a will three years ago. You’re not in it.”
This, Michael knows, is the arrow that stabs deep, hurting Joseph where he truly lives. “What? How the hell could you do that to me? I’m your father!” Like that means anything. “Where’d you learn to be so cruel?”
The smile crawling onto Michael’s face like a vine comes easier than he’ll ever admit. “I learned it from you, Joseph.”
Michael heads inside the house, leaving Joseph to stew in his impotent anger.
17: A HANDS-ON LESSON ABOUT THE PENAL SYSTEM
“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched—they must be felt with the heart.”
- Helen Keller
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Long after the guests have shuffled out and the kids have gone to bed, Michael and Mez begin the consummation of their new, non-attorney-client relationship. They lie on Michael’s bed, their mouths latched, and Mez pushes his warm hands underneath Michael’s shirt, roaming over his stomach and memorizing the texture of his skin. Michael gasps through their kisses, his hips twisting as pressure burns and blazes in his core. Mez’s fingertips are little trails of fire over Michael’s skin, and his thumb brushes over a nipple, and Michael moans a shocked noise against Mez’s mouth as he hooks his legs around him. The friction makes Mez groan, his hands sliding up to tangle in Michael’s hair. Fuck, if they’re both this turned on and still fully clothed…
Michael starts unbuttoning Mez’s shirt, which prompts Mez to grab the hem of Michael’s t-shirt. Instinctively, Michael’s hands reach out to stop him.
There’s sadness in Mez’s eyes, but it’s hidden amongst a cluster of different emotions: lust, love, hurt. “Mike, if you stripped down for Sneddon, you can do it for me.”
Sound logic, but Michael still can’t shake his shame over his body. “Once bitten, twice shy,” Michael says, shrugging a shoulder.
Mez makes a face. “He was a biter too?”
Michael laughs, and the next time Mez lifts his shirt over his head Michael doesn’t stop him. He loves me, Michael reminds himself, and he can see it in Mez’s eyes, can feel it in the gentle kisses Mez presses over his imperfect skin. He traces a circle over a nipple with his tongue, and Michael whimpers when Mez takes the nub between his teeth. Mez’s hands trail down Michael’s sides in chorus with his lips as he leaves soft kisses over Michael’s ribs, his tongue a wet burst of heat. Michael weaves his fingers into Mez’s hair as Mez’s mouth sinks down, down, finally reaching the elastic waist of his pajama pants.
A breath catches in Michael’s throat, but he doesn’t stop Mez from pulling the fabric away and stripping him bare. Michael shuts his eyes. He doesn’t want to see himself, and maybe he’s holding his breath a little while Mez’s mouth travels down to the spot where his touch matters most. His warm breath ghosts over the inside of Michael’s thigh, and Michael trembles, too shy for Mez’s eyes. Mez sucks and nibbles at the skin, and the idea of him leaving a mark there is impossibly hot. Michael whispers pleas for more, and Mez acquiesces, engulfing the head of his cock in his mouth. Michael squirms, gasps, struggling to keep his body pressed against the sheets; he doubts this is a new experience for Mez, but he doesn’t want to be a jerk and shove his dick down the guy’s throat either.
Mez’s hands wrap around Michael’s hips while his lips and tongue play along the length of his cock. Michael arches and moans, and Mez hums amusedly around his dick, making Michael spasm with unbridled want. The sensation of his mouth is almost too much, like it’s unraveling the threads holding Michael together. He cries out obscenities and encouragements as his breath shakes and his body writhes. His fingers tug at Mez’s hair, his hips rolling as his pleas intensify. Then he’s calling Mez’s name, his real name, and Mez gives him everything, his hands digging in, pulling Michael to him, welcoming his desire. Michael holds on as long as he can to that bright, dizzy suspension before the crash, but it’s too much, and he crumbles.
Mez hums around him again, letting Michael slip free, then he mouths his way up Michael’s body. “At least you don’t need to worry about saying the wrong name,” he murmurs over Michael’s skin, and Michael laughs.
“He wanted me to call him Daddy, remember?”
Mez shudders, and Michael feels the shape of his frown. “Don’t remind me.”
Michael curves his hands around the sides of Mez’s face, bringing him close enough to kiss. His fingers wrestle with the remaining buttons of Mez’s shirt, and he pushes the fabric over his shoulders. Mez is incredibly warm and solid under Michael’s hands.
“You’re hot,” Michael jokes.
“I’m part werewolf.”
“You’re not hairy enough. Or is that a stereotype?”
“Werewolves can use a razor,” Mez says, his mouth at Michael’s neck.
“Right now you’re more like a vampire. And how can you be part werewolf? Either you are or you aren’t.”
“Part werewolf, part vampire.” Mez’s teeth graze over the side of Michael’s neck. Michael lifts his hips, pressing against him, and Mez sucks in a gasp.
“A werepire.”
“Vampwolf,” Mez supplies.
“Another good band name.” Michael tugs away the remainder of Mez’s clothes, his hands roaming over bare, warm skin, over his ass and his hips, before finding his cock. Mez makes a soft noise at the touch, and Michael’s fingers brush over the head with the slightest pressure.
His breath is thick and dark with want at Michael’s ear, and Michael can’t help but wind him up further. “Do you know how many times I touched myself like this thinking about you?”
Mez groans a heavenly sound, his hips twitching into Michael’s hand.
“A lot,” Michael says, letting his fingers explore. He drags the tip of his index finger through the glistening pre-cum beading at the head. “God, the last two weeks…”
“Stop talking,” Mez says through a shuddery breath. “Or I’ll come.”
“That’s kind of the point.” Michael traces a finger down the shaft, letting his nail graze over the sensitive skin. Mez’s hips jerk, and he moans hot and heavy against Michael’s cheek. “And I wanna watch you. I’ve thought about it too much not to see it.” He curls his hand around Mez’s dick, squeezing and stroking, and Mez helps his efforts, rocking his hips into Michael’s fist. Michael’s fingers, slick and slippery, tent over the tip, and he feels the tense shake through Mez’s body. His thumb moves over the head in slow, tight circles until Mez is gasping for him and spilling over Michael’s hand. It’s one of the hottest things Michael’s ever seen.
“God,” Mez sighs, slumping against him. His face is buried in Michael’s hair, the heat of Mez’s breath fogging against his skin. “I’m sorry. That was pathetic.”
“Why?” Michael giggles, unable to comprehend what Mez finds pathetic about any of that.
“I lasted about ten seconds.”
Well, how was it, Mr. Thirty Seconds?
Michael lays a hand—the one not currently covered in jizz—over Mez’s spine. “It’s okay. I don’t care about stuff like that.”
“Yeah?” Mez asks with a pinprick of intrigue.
“Of course. I love you, no matter if you last ten seconds or ten minutes.”
Mez sighs. “That’s a relief.”
Michael brings his sticky fingers to his mouth and tastes Mez there; he’s somehow sweet and salt-bitter at the same time.
“That’s…. Wow,” Mez says, rolling off of Michael and onto his side so he can watch.
Without Mez’s body to cover him, Michael draws the blankets over himself. The bedroom is dark, but there’s enough light that Mez would be able to see the incongruous patches on Michael’s skin. And, yes, Michael realizes how ridiculous he’s being, since he wasn’t this shy with Sneddon after their first couple times in bed, but Mez is different. Sneddon had used Michael like a masturbatory tissue, uncaring what Michael really looked like as long as he got to blow his load. But Mez has more wholesome desires in mind—a long-term relationship, marriage if it were possible—and odds are he wants a partner he can look at without bile rising in his throat.
Mez curls an arm over Michael and tucks him up closer. “If you don’t mind, we can try again later. Maybe I’ll make it to thirty seconds next time.”
“That’s my record,” Michael says, and they share a quiet chuckle. He places a hand over Mez’s stomach, and even through his flushed cheeks Michael can see the blush spreading there. After a moment, Michael speaks again, his voice extraordinarily quiet: “I was cruel today.”
“I’m guessing you’re not talking about the handjob, huh?”
“I stood up to my father. I mean, I really let him have it. And the worst part is, I had to become Sneddon to do it. Well, an amalgamation of Sneddon and Joseph. It made me feel dirty and wrong, but… part of me liked being able to shut him down like that. He wouldn’t listen to me otherwise. I had to—I had to speak his language.”
“I’m sure you were well within reason,” Mez says, brushing his fingertips over Michael’s back. “What did he do?”
“It’s more about what he said.” Michael explains how Joseph had wanted him to start recording and touring again, how his father had guilted him with that “nest-egg” comment, and how he’d blown his top when Michael told him about Mez.
“I thought you were gonna hold on to that one,” Mez says, referring to the secret of their relationship.
“He pissed me off,” Michael says with a half-shrug. “And I wanted to hurt him. I said things I knew would hurt him.” He doesn’t want to leave that hanging, so he continues: “Because he wouldn’t stop trying to manipulate me unless he knew I could be as cruel as he is.”
“You’ve certainly done your research on cruelty, at least.”
Michael nods.
“Well, that explains why he stormed out all huffy this afternoon,” Mez says. He reaches up and brushes a piece of Michael’s hair away from his face, as though wanting to see more of him. “I know it’s probably very hard for you to say no to someone, especially family. But you’re an adult, and you’re perfectly within your rights to say, ‘this is how I’m going to live my life.’”
“But it’s not fair to just cut him out, is it? After all he’s done for me…”
“That’s not a bill you have to pay back. Whatever good things he did, well, that’s him doing his job: being a father. And the bad things probably make it all a wash. Either way, you don’t owe him anything. If you ever did owe him a debt, you’re more than paid up.”
Michael gazes at him, trying to take Mez’s words to heart. “I wrote up a will a couple years ago, and I left him out of it. I told him about that, because I knew it was the thing that would hurt him the most.”
“And you have every right to leave him out of your will,” Mez tells Michael, his fingers still leaving trails of heat over Michael’s bare back. “If you want to cut him out of your life, and you think that’s the best option for your mental health, by all means do it. He’s got other kids he can mooch off of.” His legs slide against Michael’s own in a tantalizing brush of skin. “You need to do what’s best for you. Because that’s gonna ripple out and affect your kids, too. You’ve given him plenty of chances, and he’s struck out each time.”
“But what about my mother? He’ll tell her about you and me, and she won’t approve, and I’ll have to cut her out too.” Michael doesn’t want to think about that, but it’s a very likely scenario.
“I doubt it’ll get that far. I think your mother has honed her ability to look the other way when it suits her,” Mez says. “She seemed to like me, anyway.”
“That’s ‘cause she only knew you as Tom the Lawyer, not Tom, Michael’s Boyfriend.” Michael blushes at the word.
Mez blushes a bit too. “In time, I believe she’ll see that I can be useful. If you’re shacked up with a lawyer, it might keep a lot of the scum away.”
“Or it looks like you’re the scum, taking advantage of me and bleeding me dry.”
“No, that was your other lawyer boyfriend,” Mez says with a tiny smirk.
Michael scoffs, “Don’t call him that,” and Mez agrees that he won’t.
A little while later, they’re ready to go again, and this time Michael knows they’ll both last longer since that hypersensitive first orgasm has been coaxed free. Mez is kissing underneath Michael’s jaw as he connects them, and Michael’s filled with a fever that ignites a fire in his core. He grasps Mez’s hair, and Mez chuckles softly in Michael’s ear, his hips stilling.
“You okay?” Mez asks, always the gentleman.
“Yes, yes, please,” Michael groans, wrappings his legs around Mez’s waist to pull him closer until he slides in deeper, slick and hot and swollen with want. It has been so long since Michael’s felt the heady and overwhelming sensation of being filled so completely. His own impatient hips jerk and thrust, and Mez works in tandem with him, deepening the push and pull. Michael digs his fingers into Mez’s lower back, feeling the solid weight of him. Mez mouths over the hollow of Michael’s throat, kissing, licking, biting, and his hand skims along the outside of Michael’s thigh. His touch is heaven, and Michael pulls Mez’s mouth to his own, encouraging him with gasps and moans. Mez adds a little more force, and for the briefest moment Michael is back in bed with Sneddon, getting pounded until he thinks he’ll die from the nerve-popping pleasure, except Mez kisses Michael like he’s something sacred. His hands are gentle, even as he’s clutching Michael’s hip and digging a hand into his hair.
And then there’s this, the most un-Sneddon thing Mez could possibly do: gazing down at Michael with appreciation and love in his eyes, and murmuring, “God, Michael, you’re so beautiful,” as their hips clash in a sweet frenzy.
This plucks at the tripwire of Michael’s orgasm, a kink he never knew he had until this moment, and although he wants to flinch away from the obvious untruth in Mez’s words, it’s clear that Mez believes it. Maybe he could make a joke (”of course you think I’m beautiful, you’re not wearing your glasses”), but Michael’s lost in bliss, and the only word he knows in this moment is Mez’s name. He shakes apart in pieces until Mez groans a soft noise at his ear, then Michael’s melting beneath him like hot wax. He feels the hot spill inside of him, and Michael’s hips twitch, wanting more. Mez manages a few more stuttering thrusts before he slumps and stops. Michael watches Mez’s body flex with each breath he takes; he’s still trying to piece himself back together after the orgasm of the century.
“That,” Mez sighs out, his breath warm against Michael’s cheek, “was totally worth the wait.”
Michael giggles, letting the fire between them simmer and burn away into embers. He slides his hands over Mez’s back. “I came so hard I almost blacked out.”
“That’s one of my superpowers.”
“And yet you couldn’t find Mr. Right ‘til I came along?”
“Call it providence,” Mez says, climbing down Michael’s body and licking the sticky white streams from his stomach. Michael watches Mez’s tongue swirl over his skin.
It’s providence, all right. Sneddon would rather have peeled off his toenails than done any of this for you. He wouldn’t suck your cock if his mouth was on fire and your jizz was water, but it’s the first thing Mez does.
“Well, whatever it is, I’m glad it happened,” Michael says, lacing his fingers in Mez’s hair. “All of it. Even the bad parts, because it brought us right here. Until I met you, I couldn’t remember the last time I was really, truly happy.”
Mez smiles against Michael’s skin, teeth grazing below his navel. “Love at first sight, huh?”
“That’s stupid, isn’t it?”
“No.” Mez looks up at him, naked sincerity in his eyes. “I think it’s incredibly sweet.” He climbs back to Michael’s mouth and kisses him; Michael tastes himself on Mez’s tongue.
“What was it like for you?” Michael runs his fingers through Mez’s sweat-damp hair. “When did you start… God, tell me it wasn’t the day we met.”
“Well, yes and no. I mean, I already knew who you were, but the more we talked and got to know each other, I knew who you were. Does that make sense?”
Michael nods. The lack of true intimacy was one of the reasons his relationship with Sneddon didn’t work. And he can’t deny that learning more about Mez cemented his crush into something deeper.
“But, oh jeez, you’re gonna kill me for this,” Mez says with a chuckle, and he pauses, as though waiting for Michael’s confirmation of this statement.
“No, never.”
Mez rolls off of him, landing right beside Michael in the bed. Michael lays a hand on Mez’s shoulder, tracing down his arm; he sees gooseflesh prickle at the touch. “You promise?” Michael says that he does, so Mez continues. “Alright, well, I remember the first moment I realized it wasn’t just a crush. It was, uh, the day you showed up in your pajamas.”
Michael groans and gives Mez a playful push. “Ugh, I take it back.”
“Fine, but before you kill me, hear me out.” Mez takes Michael’s hand in his own, locking their fingers together. “I thought it was incredibly brave of you to show up despite the pain you were in and knowing you’d be ridiculed.”
“I didn’t have much of a choice. It was either that or jail.”
“It still took strength. And I still fell in love with you.”
“Is that why you looked so tired the next day?” Michael remembers how weary Mez had seemed, like looking into a mirror.
Mez nods. “I spent most of that night trying to talk myself out of how I felt, because I didn’t think I had a chance in hell.”
“What?” Michael laughs. “You can read a jury, but you couldn’t read me?”
“I’ll throw that one right back at you. How come you couldn’t tell? I told you I sleep naked,” Mez reminds him. “You didn’t know I was flirting with you?”
Michael blushes, his gaze scrolling down Mez’s body; Mez will certainly be sleeping naked tonight. “No.”
“Well, I was. And I can start sleeping naked if you want.” Mez crawls closer, covering Michael’s body with his own.
Michael feels the heat of him, and his legs part of their own accord. “If you do, I don’t think either of us will get much sleep.” Michael kisses him, finally understanding what Mez has been trying to tell him for months.
He is loved.
“Love feels no burden, thinks nothing of its trouble, attempts what is above its strength, pleads no excuse for impossibility; for it thinks all things are lawful for itself, and all things are possible.”
- Thomas Kempis