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Zahra Owens’s Greatest Hits

 

 

By Zahra Owens

 

Don't miss these four contemporary romances from Zahra Owens: In Diplomacy, Jack and Lucas start a passionate relationship, which continues long after their partners return. Diplomatic circles are notoriously conservative though, and they each know that the right woman by their side makes a very significant contribution to their success. Will they be able to make the right choices in their professional and personal lives? Or will they need to sacrifice one for the other? In Façade, Jonas Hunter, high-class body for hire, meets his match in new client Nicky Bryant, an effeminate, tantrum-throwing, attention-seeking bad boy of Paris haute couture, everything he despises in a man. But Jonas soon learns they each carefully maintain a façade. In The Hand-me-down, Jez pays a visit to his old friend Nick, who introduces his much younger lover, Jaime... and then asks Jex to look after him when Nick is gone. And in the reader-favorite Western Clouds and Rain, Flynn doesn’t bargain for being captivated gentle, lonely Gable, who captures his heart and moves Flynn to take on an incredible burden: saving Gable’s ranch.

 

 




Zahra Owens’s Greatest Hits includes:
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Jack Christensen has everything he ever wanted. He’s a rising star in US diplomacy, the youngest man to have been appointed as an ambassador of the United States. A career diplomat who’s just been sent to a politically interesting Embassy in Europe, he has the perfect wife, speaks five languages and has all the right credentials, yet there’s something missing and he doesn’t quite know what. 

Then Lucas Carlton walks into an Embassy reception and introduces himself and his American fiancée. From the first handshake, the young Englishman makes an impression on Jack that leaves him confused and uncharacteristically insecure. Lucas’ position as the British liaison to the American Embassy means they are forced to work together closely and they have a hard time denying the attraction between them, despite their current relationships. 

When their women decide to go on a weekend trip together, Jack and Lucas start a passionate relationship, which continues long after their partners return. Diplomatic circles are notoriously conservative though, and they each know that the right woman by their side makes a very significant contribution to their success. Will they be able to make the right choices in their professional and personal lives? Or will they need to sacrifice one for the other?
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Jonas Hunter is a high-class body for hire with a small, exclusive, mostly male clientèle who pay big bucks for his undivided time and attention. Discretion is Jonas’s middle name—he can play his role to the hilt for the client’s benefit and at the same time disappear seamlessly into a crowd, safely anonymous.

He’s persuaded to take on a new client who is everything he despises in a man: the effeminate, tantrum-throwing, attention-seeking bad boy of Paris haute couture named Nicky Bryant. Nicky’s shows are outrageous and always good for a front cover, and his appearance never fails to turn heads. But Jonas soon learns Nicky is a carefully maintained façade himself.

As a fiery attraction grows, Jonas and Nicky have to find a way to walk the tightrope between their public and private personas. They’ll need to learn to love and trust each other around the other people in their lives if they’re going to share their hearts.
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When a volcano erupts in Iceland and leaves globetrotting headhunter Jez Robinson stranded in Barcelona, he isn’t sure what to do. He has a hard time sitting still, so deciding to make the best of his situation, he pays a visit to his old friend Nick Stone, a retired porn star he shares a history with. Only the visit doesn’t go anything like Jez expected.

First Nick introduces Jamie, his much younger lover, a man so painfully shy he can’t even bring himself to talk to strangers. The love he and Nick share is plain to Jez, but also puzzling, because Nick was never the monogamous type. Then Nick tells Jez he’s dying and wants Jez to look after Jamie.

In his whole life, Jez has never committed to so much as a house plant, so at first he refuses. But Nick and Jamie are insistent, and soon Jamie worms his way into Jez’s graces and his bed, determined to do the convincing Jez’s heart needs.
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A Clouds and Rain Story

 

Flynn Tomlinson has drifted for several years, working odd jobs when he needs the money and moving on when he doesn’t. He’s content with his freestyle life, not tied down, not responsible for anyone but himself. Then he comes across a Help Wanted ad in a post office in Idaho and meets Gable Sutton. Gable can’t pay Flynn until he sells his horses, but a serious accident has left him unable to work his ranch alone.

Working with horses beats stacking shelves at the supermarket, and so Flynn agrees to Gable’s terms. What Flynn doesn’t bargain for is being captivated by this gentle, lonely man who captures his heart and moves Flynn to take on an incredible burden: saving Gable’s ranch.
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Author’s Note

 

 

 

A WRITER doesn’t exist in a vacuum.

Although we tend to be loners, happy to spend time with just ourselves for company, we can’t live without other people to interact with. We need others so we can borrow a look, steal a character trait, use a quirky insight from them. It’s other people that help us write fleshed out characters, interesting people and intriguing situations and that interaction starts early on in life. Without other people in our lives, our imagination would be sadly limited.

Some people are more important than others in that respect.

My mother raised an open-minded daughter and showed her, in a very matter-of-fact way, that relationships come in all shapes or sizes and that some of them involve two people of the same gender. Thank you Mom, for being one of my most avid readers and for not even blinking when a passage turns a little explicit. Also, thank you for saying that my book was every bit as good as the romance novels you devour at a pace of three a week, even though I know you’re biased.

On the internet I met many kindred spirits and one who became my regular editor. Silv, thank you for correcting my strange European sayings, my wonky spelling and weird sentence structures and putting up with my sometimes very American way of putting things. Also, thank you for having the guts to tell me when things don’t work and the tact to tell me in such a way that it doesn’t damage my delicate writer’s ego.

Nancy, you persuaded me to send this story to a publisher and here I am!

To all my Internet readers, thank you for encouraging me to write more. Every single one of your comments was devoured and appreciated. Feedback keeps a writer not only on her toes, but also keeps her motivated.

Elizabeth and all the lovely people at Dreamspinner Press, my professional editors, Lynn West and Willa Canter, and my cover designer, Mara McKennen, thank you for giving me a voice.

 

From behind her desk,

Zahra Owens 

 



Introduction

 

 

 

JACK TOOK a deep breath. He hated his job.

Well, not exactly his whole job, just the pomp and circumstance that came with it. Far away from the official engagements, he actually adored it. He did what he had always longed to do, ever since he was a child. He did what his father had always done, and as soon as he was in high school, he knew he wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a diplomat. Thanks to the fact that he grew up all over the world, he spoke quite a few languages, and he was learning another one now that he was in a new country. All his life he had wanted this, and now he had it. 

Only tonight was one of the nights when he hated what he did. Because he was helping his President host a banquet in honor of his visit, he was dressed to the nines in an Armani suit that was especially cut for him and a designer shirt underneath with gold cufflinks that Maria, his wife of more than fifteen years, was helping him fasten.

“Will you just...hold still for one second?” She wasn’t smiling when she asked. He figured she was as nervous as he was, if not more so. When it came to banquets, he was the host in name of the President, but all eyes were invariably pointed towards ‘the wife’ because it was understood she always made all the practical arrangements. He smiled as he realized how lucky he was to have her. 

Maria was also the child of career diplomats with an upbringing similar to his own.

The reason why he had gotten his first ambassador posting before the age of forty was undoubtedly in large part thanks to the fact that she was an impeccable organizer. Tonight would be no different. She had arranged a banquet for 112 dignitaries with a five course meal and speeches, and it would all flow together seamlessly, no doubt. He would get all the compliments tonight, not in the least about his wife’s radiant beauty. And a beauty she was, her medium length blond hair pulled back and pinned up with the diamond hair pin he had bought her in Antwerp for the wedding anniversary they had just celebrated, her slim body and delicate breasts enrobed in an elegant burgundy red strapless dress that flowed over her body as if it was molded onto her and made her smooth lily-white skin stand out. As she reached up to brush some stray hairs off his shoulders, he rested his hands on her waist and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “You look absolutely eye-poppingly gorgeous tonight. You’ll knock ‘em dead out there.” Maria just smiled her knowing smile. She was more than aware of the heads she would turn this evening.

One of the Secret Service men stuck his head inside the room. “Mr. Christensen, Ma’am, POTUS is ready to go inside.” 

They both knew the jargon. POTUS was the name used for the President of the United States. They would need to be by his side as he walked in.

While Maria straightened his tie one more time, he leaned in to give her a quick kiss on the mouth.

“Oh, Jack.” She ran her finger over his lip to erase the tiniest red mark her lipstick had left. Jack could see the worry lines on her forehead.

“Just smile, Maire, you look much nicer when you smile.”

This was their little ritual before these occasions; their own way of getting ready to face their guests. Maria loved it when Jack called her by her nickname, which was the Irish version of her Christian name. Her father had called her that and after his death, Jack had adopted the practice. It would inevitably make her relax, a shy but warm smile appearing on her face.

Jack took her hand as they headed towards the next room where they would join their President.



Preliminary Negotiations



Chapter One

 

 

 

AS AMBASSADOR, Jack Christensen was the representative of his Head of State in the country he was assigned to. That didn’t mean he always agreed with the man, it just meant he had to pretend he did. So he was not exactly a member of the current President’s fan club. In fact, he had always been a fairly eloquent Democrat, so he was quite surprised when he was appointed to replace the Ambassador to Belgium who was retiring. 

Even though a large part of his job was to translate his President’s policies for that country, the assignment excited him. This was a small country indeed, but a well trusted one. Not to mention it was interesting diplomatically, since its capital housed not only the Headquarters of NATO, but also the seat of the European Commission, and was considered the de facto capital of the European Union. The north of Belgium also housed a major international seaport that was often used by the United States for military transport, making it an ally to be pampered.

On the other hand, Belgium was known to be a headstrong country that did not follow the pack blindly. On more than one occasion, the former Ambassador had needed to smooth out wrinkles in the transatlantic relationship, so Jack knew he had his work cut out for him.

Tonight had been his baptism of fire. He hadn’t even had the occasion to officially present his credentials to King Albert II yet, as was the custom for new ambassadors, and now his President was visiting and he had a house full of government officials and Secret Service personnel. 

The visit would last three days, and Jack knew that with all the receptions and banquets it was going to be the longest three days of his life.

The banquet went by perfectly, even though the United Kingdom’s Ambassador went home early with a bad case of the flu. At least that would be the official explanation. Just after the main course, Maria had noticed he was rather inebriated, and after she alerted Jack to this, he was discretely removed and sent home in his chauffeur driven car. 

Since the President and First Lady were guests at the Embassy, Jack and Maria were required to stay in the private quarters of the Embassy instead of going to their home just outside the city. 

“Tonight was perfect.” Jack was in his pajama bottoms, leaning against the doorway watching Maria take off her make-up. He knew she would understand that as ‘thank you for a great job’.

She rolled her eyes. “We came close to a small diplomatic incident, though. Luckily, our Brit didn’t object too much to being sent home.”

Jack moved behind her and rested his hands on her slender hips. “Judging from his reaction, his assistant wasn’t surprised.” He was watching her elegant figure in the large bathroom mirror.

As they had greeted their guests before the banquet he had seen quite a few men’s eyes travel across his wife’s body. Some of them had even looked at her lustfully, not bothering to hide it while he was talking to them. So why had she never conjured up those feelings in him? He loved her, of course. She was beautiful, that he could see too, but he had never felt the uncontrollable need to just have his way with her on the top of the table. Even in the beginning of their relationship, making love had been tender and caring, but rarely unashamedly passionate.

He kissed her neck tenderly. Luckily they were great friends. “It’s going to be a long day tomorrow as well, starting bright and early with a private breakfast with our honored guests.”

She turned around and brushed her finger along his jaw. “Yes, we’d better turn in.”

 

 

THE FOLLOWING evening there would be a reception where the Americans living in Belgium would not only get a chance to meet their President, but also their new Ambassador. Even though it was a much more relaxed affair compared to the banquet, Jack and Maria would have to make their rounds and shake a lot of hands, leaving very little chance to actually have a decent conversation with anyone.

Jack was talking to a Presbyterian minister and his wife who had lived in Belgium for more than twenty years. As always, he had one eye on the entrance where the guests where greeted by his Protocol Officer. Just as Jack politely declined the minister’s dinner invitation, his eye was caught by a young man entering. He was tall, dressed all in black, and instead of a tie he had on a black silk cravat, wrapped loosely around his neck. His hair was long and wavy, and Jack realized that he was probably the only one in the entire room who could get away with that look and not seem underdressed for the occasion. On his arm was a beautiful, fresh looking young blond woman, who smiled nervously and clung to him like wrapping paper.

“Oh, but you and your lovely wife must come to our church, Mr. Christensen. Antwerp is just a forty-five–minute drive, you know,” he vaguely heard the older woman say.

As if emerging from a daze, he excused himself, “Mr. and Mrs… Wallace, I’m sorry but I need to attend to a minor emergency.” He quickly made his way through one of the side doors.

Just seconds later Maria entered as well. “I almost felt like I should come and rescue you.”

“Huh? What?”

“I saw your eyes glaze over. She is a little pushy, isn’t she? Now let’s go back in before our guests start to wonder why the new Ambassador and his wife disappeared together.”

She smiled as she gently nudged Jack back into the room.

Both the President and the First Lady, closely watched by the Secret Service, worked the room like consummate professionals, trying to cover as much ground as possible in the shortest time. Jack and Maria were well experienced in doing the same, but as he emerged, Jack realized he was scanning the crowd for the dark haired young man. Even though the reception was at its height, he quickly found him and his twinkling companion, animatedly talking to the First Lady, who was clearly very taken by the confident young man. Jack could tell he was in no way fazed by the First Lady’s notoriety and seemed totally at ease, something Jack had never achieved in all his years in the diplomatic corps. Just as he was ready to make his way over to him, sensing the First Lady was ready to move on, he was engaged by an older businessman, a newcomer to this country and clearly eager to meet his Ambassador. They exchanged courtesies, but Jack was relieved when another older couple joined in the conversation, giving him a chance to take his leave.

“Your Excellency?”

A fairly low, confident and very British voice made him turn around, and he found himself looking into the most beautiful chocolate brown eyes he had ever seen. There was a moment of awkward silence between them that seemed to last forever. Jack knew he had to respond, but his mind was an absolute blank.

“You Excellency, my name is Lucas Carlton, Assistant Information Management Officer for The Right Honourable Marcus Boyles, and this is my fiancée, Lucy Marsh.” He indicated the young woman who disentangled her arm to shake his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Glad for the forwardness of the young man, he first shook her hand, then his. Lucas’s grip was firm and his hand soft and dry. The familiar protocol helped Jack recover somewhat. “Ah, yes, our esteemed UK Ambassador. How is he feeling today?” They exchanged knowing looks.

“Still a little uncomfortable, but nothing that can’t be remedied,” the young man responded with a conspiratorial smile.

Jack had a hard time breaking eye contact with Lucas, but it was only polite to address the young woman as well. “Miss Marsh, you are American, I believe?”

Lucy smiled at him, clearly ill at ease. “Yes, from Boston.”

“And you decided only a Brit was good enough?” As soon as the words left his mouth, Jack wished he could take them back. That was awfully forward as a conversation starter.

Lucy smiled, a little unsure of how exactly she was to respond, but Lucas rescued her. “We met at Stanford, where I was studying International Relations. She made a foreigner feel very welcome.” He smiled at her reassuringly.

“Was it you I spoke to last night?” Jack asked Lucas, relieving Lucy of being the center of attention.

Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Ah, yes, we were expecting a call, so I stayed to coordinate. His Excellency was…‘ill’ already when he was dropped off, but he was determined to attend. I could only hope that you or your wife would save him from embarrassment, as you so kindly did.”

The understanding glances between Lucas and Jack were totally lost on Lucy, who clearly didn’t have a clue that the UK Ambassador was not really sick.

“Well, we won’t keep you much longer, your Excellency. I simply wanted to introduce myself, since the US and the UK have always been close allies, and I expect we will be meeting again very soon. My boss has informed me I will become his liaison officer with your Embassy since I have strong interests in that area anyway.” 

Jack expected Lucas to look at his girlfriend to acknowledge exactly where those interests were situated, but he did not, instead captivating Jack with his gaze for what seemed like forever.

Lucas finally nodded as he took a step back and guided Lucy further into the room.

Jack sighed, releasing a breath he’d apparently been holding. He then took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down his racing heart.

 

 

IT WASN’T until later that night, when he was alone in the bathroom of his private quarters in the Embassy, that he had a chance to think it over. What was it that made Lucas so special? Why had this young man awakened feelings he had buried long ago? He let his head fall into his hands and tried to ban the thoughts that kept creeping into his mind when he thought of the young Brit, of his chocolate brown eyes and his radiant smile, of his firm handshake that went straight to his groin. 

He got up and threw some cold water on his face while he looked at himself in the mirror. Forget it Jack, he’s got a girlfriend and you have a wife. You’re both successful heterosexual men. It’s pointless to let your pecker take over.

After drying his face, he walked into the dark bedroom, trying not to wake up Maria.

“You don’t have to sneak around,” he heard her say, just before he slid under the blankets. She wrapped herself around him as he lay down on his back and rested her head on his shoulder. “Well, you seem to be happy to see me.”



Chapter Two

 

 

 

ONE OF Jack’s functions was to coordinate his staff and make them work to their full potential so they could be of service to the Americans that lived in Belgium, but an Embassy was more than that. Jack and his staff were considered “legitimate spies,” since it was also their task to be informed of the policies and politics of their host country and be specifically alert to what that meant for America as a country and for the Americans living under their wing.

As with every new ambassador, Jack had a lot to learn, and he knew by now that every country was different. His staff briefed him extensively about the communities and regions of this small country and the sensitivities that lay in the fact that not only the North and South spoke a different language, but that their culture was also quite disparate. Jack knew that speaking French would not be a problem for him, but when he was told in no uncertain terms and by his secretary, no less, that almost sixty percent of Belgians spoke Flemish, he asked her to arrange for him to learn the language. She was a no-nonsense Belgian woman in her early fifties, and the fact that he answered her rant with this request almost made her blush. Jack realized this had gained him her undying respect and he made a mental note never to assume everyone spoke French around there.

Home life had by now returned to normal and the Christensens were no longer required to live at the Embassy. A comfortable and spacious house was provided for them in Tervuren in the green belt around the capital. Maria was all too used to packing up, leaving, and settling down again in another part of the world without too much advanced notice and made it her personal goal to make each house still feel like home.

“You know Jack, we should ask that young Englishman with the American girlfriend to dinner one night.” Maria was buttering a piece of toast in their kitchen. 

Jack looked up from his newspaper. “Why?”

Maria gave him an “I don’t know how you’ve achieved what you have with that attitude” look. “He’s charming! Even the First Lady couldn’t stop talking about him after they met at the reception and they spoke for…what? All of three minutes? I just figured he’s an up and coming guy and his girlfriend could use a little help.”

Jack raised his eyebrows.

“I mean she’s a nice enough girl, but if she ever wants a chance at helping her future husband’s career, she’s going to need to be educated a bit. Did you know this is her first time outside of the States?” Maria was hugging a cup of coffee by now, settling down next to Jack, and stealing the New York Times from his stack of different newspapers.

“Well, he did tell me he was going to be the liaison officer to our Embassy, so maybe we should get better acquainted. Mind you, we will be talking shop all night, so it may get a bit boring for you girls,” Jack answered without looking at his wife.

Maria rolled up her Times and playfully flogged him with it. “Well, I’m sure ‘us girls’ can retreat upstairs and paint our toenails while the men do business.”

Jack looked up and realized he’d just offended his well-educated wife. 

 

 

LATER THAT morning, Jack’s secretary stuck her head inside his office as he reviewed the new financial sanctions the Belgians had imposed an all non-EU imports.

“Mr. Christensen, security has Mr. Lucas Carlton downstairs. He’s the liaison from the...”

“I know who he is, Mrs. Claessens, just send him on through and…” he called her back just before she left, “…arrange with security to let him through next time? He’s C.D. like the rest of us, just UK instead of US.”

She nodded as she closed the door again to relay her boss’s request.

Just minutes later Lucas strolled confidently into Jack’s office, a small folder under his arm, wearing virtually the same clothes as Jack had seen him in at the reception. The ever present smile on his face, he leaned over the impressive oak desk littered with papers to shake Jack’s hand.

“Mr. Christensen, I’m glad…” Lucas stopped mid-sentence as Jack raised his hand.

“Please, call me Jack. If we are going to have to work together on everything that concerns both our countries, then you are going to drive me crazy with all that ‘Mister’ing, so just… Jack.”

Lucas smiled broadly. “Okay, Jack. But it was still nice of you to see me without an appointment. I’m usually better at sticking to protocol, but I wanted some fresh air and these papers needed to be delivered, so…” 

“So you walked from your Embassy to mine? With…” Jack quickly leafed through the folder, “…three pages on the UK’s view on the import sanctions?” He realized he was amused by this as he watched the young man loosen his scarf while not quite settling in one of the chairs across from him.

“It’s only about a five-minute walk and like I said, I needed the air. Taking a car would have been utterly useless.” His voice trailed off as he admired the rather opulent decoration of the office.

“So how’s old Boyles?” Jack asked, understanding that the young man wasn’t going to indulge him with a straight answer.

Lucas was still looking around at the intricately carved borders near the ceiling, giving Jack the chance to stare at the young man. “He’s had a bit of a…relapse, so we’re expecting that he’ll go home to England for an extended…rest, pretty soon.”

Jack chuckled. He had met the UK Ambassador only once and they had taken an instant dislike to one another. The man was notoriously inept at keeping his alcohol consumption to an acceptable level and always managed to insult a few people before he needed to be escorted out. Not Jack’s favorite kind of diplomat.

“Can I get you anything to drink? Since you walked… I thought you might be thirsty,” Jack asked a little hesitantly and not quite at ease.

Lucas jumped up. “Why don’t I get us something? Tea, coffee, water?”

“Lucas, sit down, you’re my guest here, Mrs. Claessens will get us something.”

The young man turned around. “What’s her first name?”

“Who?”

“Your secretary,” Lucas answered, stating the obvious.

“Oh, ehm…Gurdy or something. Something I can’t quite pronounce, it seems.” Jack watched the young man chuckle and walk out the door like he owned the place. As he looked down at his papers again he realized he couldn’t focus. He decided that working with this bubbly Englishman was going to prove more difficult than he thought, because looking at him sitting across from his desk made him think of lots of things, none of them even remotely connected with work, and those thoughts made him uneasy. So he started clearing up, putting papers in neat little stacks, trying to keep his mind on placing them in the correct order and…

“It’s Gertje.” Lucas pronounced it carefully, Jack hearing at least three sounds that were unfamiliar to him, “but she says it’s okay for her to be called Mrs. Claessens. That way you don’t make a fool of yourself, and it shows a healthy respect.”

Jack hadn’t even heard him enter the room again.

“I can’t believe she said that,” Jack rebutted with a smile, trying to hide his unease behind a little humor.

Lucas set the two cups down on the table and raised his hands in surrender. “I don’t know you well enough to lie to you yet, besides, what do I gain? She’s a feisty lady, and she told me you want to take Flemish lessons, so I told her I’d take you where I go for Dutch class. Then she kissed me and I always want to be at least on a first name basis with the people I kiss.”

“You were gone… two, three minutes? And you talked about all that?” Jack was quite amazed.

Lucas nodded as he sat down and took a sip of his cup of tea. “Oh, and she’s a cat person.”

Jack chuckled. “No, I’m sorry I don’t believe you.”

“Seriously,” Lucas answered, clearly not easily put off. “You should get your own coffee more often. There’s a picture of her and two tabbies in the little nook where the coffee maker is and her paperweight is a Siamese.” He pointed his cup at Jack. “Now drink your coffee, because she doesn’t seem to me like the kind of woman who would like her boss to waste a perfectly good cup of coffee.” 

Jack couldn’t help but smile as he reached over his desk for the steaming cup, sat down again, purposely not looking up at Lucas, and took a sip. “I suppose she told you how I like my coffee too?”

Lucas shook his head as he swallowed some clearly still hot tea. “No, she actually poured it for me. Wouldn’t let me do it. She’s very protective of you, you know. Says you’re the best boss she’s had so far.”

“Smart woman,” Jack murmured as he thought how totally irresistible Lucas was. They continued to drink their beverages, making small talk about the importance of learning the local language as part of their job, and Jack relaxed as he enjoyed the effortless conversation.

“Well, I better leave,” Lucas stated suddenly, as he got up. “They may start wondering where I am pretty soon, and since I haven’t told them I’m liaising with my American Ambassador… Well, they’re clueless…in more ways than one.”

After Lucas was gone, Jack let himself sit back in his chair, still a little dazed by the whirlwind visit. My American Ambassador. He shrugged. MY American Ambassador? You’re going nuts, Christensen. And reading things into someone’s words that aren’t there. It’s just a manner of speech. Still he felt like he had just been made a pass at, like the beautiful Brit had just laid himself wide open to him. Take me, I’m yours.

Jack shook his head. You’re married and he’s almost married. Get your mind out of your pants. Oh God, and he had to invite him over for dinner. 

“Mrs. Claessens? Can you get Lucas Carlton on the phone for me, please? UK Emba… Yes, I know he just left. No rush, just sometime today please?” He put down the phone and glanced at the clock. Mrs. Claessens was right. There was no way Lucas could have made it back to his desk yet. The young man was surely getting to him.

Damn.[image: ]



Chapter Three

 

 

 

AS LUCAS walked out of the US Embassy, he tightened his scarf and tucked his hands in the pockets of his trousers. It was early summer, but the freakish European weather made it a bit nippy. At least it wasn’t raining.

It was about a ten-minute walk to the UK Embassy, if he took his time. The most annoying bit was the fact that he had to walk quite a way to the nearest zebra crossing, but he wasn’t about to risk his life trying to cross the Avenue that was part of one of the busiest inner city roads in Brussels any other way. He didn’t really mind the walk, it would clear his mind.

Why did he put himself in this situation? Why did he get himself smitten with a man again? And a married one at that. Even if there was a remote possibility that Jack was interested, the man had even more to lose than Lucas did. He had climbed to the highest ranks in diplomacy. A US ambassador. And Lucas had seen his wife; she was the perfect ambassador’s wife. He even had to admit he liked her. She was obviously a strong woman, and there was no doubt that even if Jack was a first class diplomat, he was not the one who was boss in that relationship. He almost felt sorry for Jack, but then he knew the value of having a strong woman to lean on. His own mother had been like that too, though when his parents were young, a diplomat’s wife was a trophy. She had to be beautiful and a good organizer, but she also had to be silent and no one ever acknowledged her strength.

In the past few years it had become painfully clear to Lucas that without the right woman on his arm, he could kiss a diplomatic career goodbye. Even in the lower ranks, the invisible masses, you needed the perfect background to push ahead. In the three years that he had been working for the UK Foreign Service, he had been sent from one menial job to the next, every senior officer telling him he was sure to get ahead because of his pedigree, but being brushed aside every time. 

Until he brought a girl to one of the Embassy’s receptions. They weren’t even really dating, but she was the daughter of the new Economic Counselor and had actually asked him out.

He never realized that one date would get him noticed. Then coming back from a trip to California with an American girlfriend got him promoted to Assistant Information Management Officer, and now that same girlfriend seemed to be the basis for making him the liaison with the Americans. And she was nowhere near the perfect diplomat’s wife.

So going back to dating men was out of the question. He’d have to put his US Ambassador out of his mind. There. Done.

He took one last breath of the crisp morning air and entered the UK Embassy, opening the service entrance by sliding his security badge through the reader. He went straight to his broom closet of an office and had barely hung his coat on the hanger when his phone rang.

“Mr. Carlton, this is Gertje, Mr. Christensen’s assistant. Can I put him through to you?”

Lucas felt a rush of blood to his head. Fifteen minutes after I leave he’s already calling me? Calm down, mate, and answer the woman. “Sure, Gertje. Thank you.”

He heard the click of the transfer and then a slightly hoarse voice. “Hi, Jack here.”

Lucas swallowed as he heard Jack clear his throat. “Yeah, I know,” he chuckled. “You have a very efficient secretary, remember?”

“Did you get back okay?” 

Lucas smiled at Jack’s attempt at small talk, but he had to admit he liked listening to his voice. “Yeah, the lunch hour traffic was murder, but I made it here in one piece.”

He heard the older man clear his throat again. Was this a nervous tic with him or something?

“What I forgot to tell you, well, to ask you was…Maria suggested that I invite you and Lucy to come over for dinner. On Saturday, if you’re free. If not, then next Thursday maybe, because the Saturday after that we have a function to go to so…” 

He heard Jack sigh and didn’t quite know what to think of what he was hearing. 

“I’ll have to check with Lucy, but as far as I am aware my calendar is blank. Is it okay if I call you back tomorrow and let you know?”

“Yeah, sure, I’m sure Maria doesn’t mind last minute changes.” Another sigh. “That didn’t quite come out right. What I meant is, sure, tomorrow is plenty of time and if you need more, the day after is fine too. Maria is good at improvising.”

Lucas smiled. What more could he ask to keep hearing Jack’s voice? “Will it be just the four of us or will there be other guests? Just so I know what the dress code is.”

He could hear the American smile, “No… just the four of us and please, wear something casual. On occasions like this, I refuse to wear a tie, jacket, dress pants or anything remotely close to what I have to wear at work. It’s taken me a number of years, but I’ve finally persuaded Maria that it’s okay to wear jeans around your friends.”

Why was this eloquent, thoughtful man rambling? Yes, this was a social call, but what was the problem in asking someone to come over for dinner? No problem at all, unless his first impression was right. There was a reason why Jack seemed uncomfortable around him, and Lucas was determined to find out if that reason was mutual attraction.

“I’m sure I can persuade Lucy to come, but I’ll call you tomorrow to confirm. What time do you want us there?”

“Why don’t we start unfashionably early, say around five? We have a fabulous garden and Belgian weather permitting, we can enjoy it a little before we start dinner. Oh, and you’ll need the address?”

Lucas jotted down the Ambassador’s home address on a piece of official Foreign Service notepaper. “So we’ll talk tomorrow, yeah?”

“Yeah, tomorrow,” he heard from the other side, just before the click signaling the end of the conversation.

Lucas sat there for a while holding the telephone and smiling.

The man was definitely an enigma, and the way he was feeling about him was a complication he could do without in his life right now. Finally his career was on track, and Lucy was a large part of the reason why. She made him… normal. Not the secretive guy with no discernible private life, but an ordinary guy with a beautiful blonde on his arm.

It wasn’t like he was totally faking it. He loved Lucy; she was nice, full of life, with a naïve outlook and not too many ambitions of her own. They knew each other from the six months he had spent at college in America, and even though he had a boyfriend at the time, they had become friends. The first time they slept together was about two months before he was supposed to leave for the posting in Brussels, and when push came to shove, she came with him, just to be away from her overbearing family. 

They were doing remarkably well in their one-bedroom apartment in the European district, from which Lucas could walk to work and Lucy could take the metro to the Vesalius College where she was taking Communications and International Affairs classes. Lucas found Lucy easygoing and undemanding, and even the sex was okay.

Despite all that, Lucas never stopped longing for the touch of another man. 

He had kept his urges in check for almost a year now, and up until a week ago, he’d found the desires easy to live with. The benefits greatly outweighed the occasional wet dream and the use of a little imagination went a long way while he was making love to Lucy, especially as her wiry frame lacked the usual curves of a woman.

That evening, after she had come on to him while watching TV, they made love in the darkness of their bedroom. The only reason Lucas lasted long enough to make her come was that he had tried hard not to think of Jack. Once he heard her cry out his name and felt her spasm beneath him, he could no longer control his thoughts and, imagining how he would touch and kiss the older man and thrust inside him until Jack too would shout his name, he came just moments later.

As he rolled over onto his back, panting heavily and trying to catch his breath, he could feel Lucy wrap herself around him. 

She looked up at him with glazy eyes. “God, Lucas, I don’t know what got into you tonight, but it was just amazing.”

Lucas kissed her hair and closed his eyes, feeling guilty about the deception.

“They want us to come over for dinner on Saturday,” he spoke softly.

“Who?” Lucy asked, now more awake.

“The Christensens. The US Ambassador and his wife, remember?”

“Oh, I hope you said yes!” Lucy exclaimed, now sitting upright next to Lucas. “Oh, my God, Lucas, what will I wear?”



[image: ]Chapter Four

 

 

IT MAY have been uncharacteristically cold all that week, but Saturday turned out to be a wonderful day. Most Embassy personnel lived in the European quarter around the European Parliament and the Embassies, so hardly anyone had a company car, but Lucas had arranged to borrow one of the Smart cars the embassy had on standby, much to Lucy’s contentment.

“Don’t tell me you’re going to wear that?” Lucy asked as she passed Lucas while he was checking himself out in the bathroom mirror. “Lucas, we’re going to Saturday night dinner at the house of a US ambassador. That would not even get you invited to the dinner table at my parents’ house.” She gave him a once-over and then retreated to the bedroom.

“Well, Jack said no ties, jackets or dress pants, so…” He looked happy in his faded jeans and green shirt.

Lucy gave him an amused look while she was slipping into a soft yellow sweater. “Oh, it’s Jack now, is it?”

“Yes,” Lucas answered, a little annoyed it had slipped out so easily. “You can’t expect me to call him Mr. Christensen all the time when we’re working together, now can you?”

“Oh, I don’t know. You’re a junior assistant and he’s an ambassador, of course you’re on a first name basis. Here, try this.” She threw him a midnight blue silk shirt and black jeans.

He sighed as he sat down next to her on the bed after taking his favorite pants off. “He asked me to call him Jack, all right?”

Lucy got up and kissed him on the forehead. “No need to get defensive… and I just want you to look nice. It’s not like those clothes aren’t comfortable.” She turned around and disappeared into the bathroom.

Lucas let himself drop so he was lying on his back on the bed. She didn’t deserve being snapped at, but for some reason, she was getting on his nerves these past days. He knew, of course, why she did. The past year had been easy, but now that the genuine article was right in front of him, he was no longer content with second best.

Tonight was not going to be easy, though. He was probably going to be confronted with Jack being fussed over by his perfect wife and Lucy trying hard to impress everyone. He didn’t know which thought he hated more.

 

 

SINCE BRUSSELS traffic was notoriously difficult to predict, they arrived at the villa in Tervuren according to Belgian custom: a very fashionable ten minutes late.

Lucas had missed the rather well hidden entrance the first time they drove past and had to turn a little further up the street. Once they entered the narrow driveway, it took a sharp turn to the right and they were stopped by two Secret Service men.

“Can we see some identification, please?” the man on Lucas’s side of the car demanded.

Lucas handed over his passport together with his diplomatic pass and Lucy’s papers. “Lucas Carlton, Lucy Marsh, to see Mr. and Mrs. Christensen.”

“Very well, sir. I’m afraid we will have to take a look at your car. Could you step out of the vehicle and open the trunk, please.”

It was not a question, so Lucas complied. The guard flicked on his flashlight and checked the empty boot. He then nodded at Lucas, allowing him to close it. The second man looked around the inside of the car.

Once Lucas was back in the driver’s seat, the guard gave him back his papers. “Mr. Carlton, Miss Marsh, thank you for complying with our security regulations. You may drive along this road to the house without stopping and park to the left of the main building. We will inform the house that you have arrived. We wish you a pleasant stay as guests of our Ambassador.”

Lucy was annoyed they were late, but Lucas figured he at least had something to talk about with his hosts, explaining just why they were held up, but his fears of the whole setup being uncomfortable were unjustified as they neared the house. Maria was walking up from the front of the garden towards the house with some hydrangeas in her arms and she looked absolutely radiant in a simple white dress. She smiled at them invitingly.

“Drive on up to the house, you can park at the side, and I’ll let you in.”

The house itself looked like it had been featured in “Homes and Gardens”, but the inside was cozy and nice, clean and tidy, but not to the point where you felt uncomfortable. There was a table filled with magazines and newspapers and lots of flowers everywhere.

“Come on through,” Maria urged as she walked in front of her guests into the house. “I just want to put these in a vase. Did you find the house easily?”

“Yeah, Jack’s directions were good. The traffic was just a little busier than I predicted,” Lucas answered, looking over at Lucy. “So I guess we honored a Belgian tradition and arrived a little late.” 

Maria smiled warmly. “Don’t worry, Lucas. Since everything in our lives is so meticulously planned, we try to keep home life a little more chaotic and unplanned. So I apologize beforehand if things seem a little ‘unrehearsed’ tonight. We like to keep things relaxed when we have friends over. Jack’s elbow deep into preparing dinner, so come say hi in the kitchen and I can get you some drinks there.”

Lucas and Lucy exchanged looks at being considered friends, even though they had only met briefly, but followed Maria nonetheless.

She wasn’t kidding about Jack being elbow deep into cooking. He had his shirt sleeves rolled up and was wearing an apron, which was a good thing since he was kneading dough.

“Lucy, Lucas, you found the place!” Jack smiled broadly. “Welcome! As you can see, Maria takes care of the house, but the kitchen is my domain, so forgive me for the informal greeting.”

“Oh, the man does the cooking around here. Lucas, you could pick up some pointers from Jack, then,” Lucy teased.

“Yeah, well. I’m afraid growing up with a live-in cook didn’t do my cooking skills any good, so I had to find myself a man with hidden talents,” Maria was quick to answer as she put her arm around Jack and stole a kiss.

Lucas felt himself go pale and hoped it wouldn’t show. What was he thinking? This man was clearly in love with his wife, and why shouldn’t he be? She was perfect, a charming hostess, complete with a sense of humor. He watched her reach up for glasses to put the home made iced tea in, but more clearly noticed the way Jack looked at her, letting his eyes ghost over her perfect female form.

 

 

LUCY AND Maria retreated to the garden, leaving Lucas in the kitchen with Jack.

“You’re unusually quiet,” Jack inquired softly, breaking the rather uncomfortable silence.

“So you make your own bread?” Lucas replied, since he didn’t want to answer the question.

Jack smiled. “Yeah, that’s my party trick,” he shrugged. “Maria loves to boast to our guests that I can make bread, so she makes me do it every time.”

“Must be quite an ordeal. Being made to perform like that…” Lucas answered, trying to crank up his sense of humor.

“Well, what can I say, I’m a henpecked husband,” Jack snorted, still smiling. “At functions, she’s my sidekick, so at home I’m a good boy and I do what she asks.”

Lucas could almost see them in bed together, Jack on his back and… He turned around when he realized it would never be Maria bent over Jack in his fantasies.

“So, Lucas, I could use a hand, if you don’t mind?”

The young man turned to face his host again. “Ehm, sure, but as Lucy said, I’m not a great cook.”

“Well, wash your hands, and I’ll tell you what to do.”

Jack could tell Lucas was nervous, but nowhere near as nervous as he was himself. It helped that he had things to do. Things that kept his eyes from wandering over the flowing, slightly on the large side silk shirt Lucas was wearing. Things that kept his hands busy (and dirty) so he wouldn’t be tempted to grab the young man as he passed behind him to wash his hands in the sink. Bury it, Christensen, he told himself as he kneaded the dough once more before it was ready for the oven.

Lucas looked at him expectantly after returning to the counter where Jack was working.

“Okay, we need to divide this dough into smaller pieces to make individual rolls and then shape them into little balls. Can you do that?” Jack felt the young man’s heat next to his arms as they were standing quite close to each other.

“Ehm?” 

Jack gave him a small chunk of dough. “Just knead it gently, don’t knock the air out of it. Think of it as a woman’s breast.”

Lucas chuckled, “Which in my case will make us end up with very small buns.” 

Jack knocked him playfully with his elbow, and they both laughed as they continued making the rolls.

Jack looked up through the kitchen window towards the garden, where the two women walked through the rose garden, clearly in animated discussion.

“They seem to be getting along just fine,” Jack tried after silence had fallen between them again.

“Yeah, look at that… our women.” 

Jack wondered if he was just dreaming the tone of Lucas’s voice at that statement. He realized he had seen Lucy clinging to Lucas, but they were not close physically otherwise. It felt like a one way relationship, but then he was hardly the one to make an objective assertion of that.

“Things a little difficult between you two?” Jack offered, only to be met by a frightened look from Lucas. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry, it’s none of my business, of course,” Jack was quick to add after he averted his gaze. “Can you open the oven for me, please?” he asked Lucas, pointing at the large stove underneath the gas burners. After Lucas complied, he put the bread in the oven and moved back to the counter.

“It’s not easy, Jack,” Lucas eventually whispered.

Feeling the tension in the air again, Jack tried to rescue the situation. “It must be hard for her, leaving her family like that to move to a foreign country.”

“Yeah.” Lucas nodded, not entirely convincingly.

Damn, now the moment was lost. But what could he do? It’s not like he could ask Lucas straight out. Straight, yeah, funny…

“Now I literally need a hand,” Jack stated, trying to lighten the mood.

“Sure,” Lucas answered, “a hand, two hands, arms, shoulders, whatever you need, Jack.” 

Jack could feel Lucas looking at him and for a moment the brash, forward young man he knew from the office was back. He was at a loss for words momentarily, but recovered shortly afterwards.

“I need to wrap this salmon in phyllo pastry and then tie it up with string, so I need a third hand to help tie the knot.”

They worked together silently and Jack felt Lucas stealing little touches. Was he just imagining the fact that Lucas was standing very close to him, their arms brushing and purposefully making their hands touch as he put his finger on every knot Jack tied? Was the young man lingering a little longer than he should?

“There,” Jack stated as the eight small packages of pastry wrapped salmon were arranged on the baking tray.

Suddenly he felt Lucas’s hand rest on his, fingers curled loosely around the side of his hand. As he looked up, Lucas was staring at him, his eyes soft, expectant and a little fearful, too. He didn’t want to move his hand, didn’t want to let go of the warmth that was spreading through his entire body and making something jump in his stomach.




Chapter Five

 

 

 

THE DINNER was absolutely delicious and the two women hit it off together so well, it was hardly noticeable that the men were barely speaking unless they were dragged into the conversation by Lucy or Maria.

Lucas noticed, though. He felt the tension could be cut with a knife. And he was sure Jack realized it, too, as he was steadily avoiding Lucas’s gaze.

Why had he touched Jack’s hand like that? 

They had been in the kitchen, the atmosphere relaxed, as Jack was showing him all kinds of cooking tricks. Simple things he could probably have come up with himself, if he had ever ventured in there for more than frying an egg or putting a pizza in the oven.

Lucas had moved closer to Jack, stealing occasional touches as his elbow grazed Jack’s naked arm, the silk of his shirt transferring the body heat. He had studied Jack’s hands as they delicately wrapped the salmon in herbs and then in pastry, and had helped by adding his finger so Jack could tie the strings. They made a good team, Jack had said so himself. 

And then all of a sudden, the small touches weren’t enough anymore for Lucas. What he really wanted to do was put his arms around the man, hold him tight, kiss him, feel their bodies come together.

Instead he put his hand on Jack’s. Where the older man had carelessly put his hand on the counter, Lucas covered it with his and curled his fingers around it, his heart racing a mile a minute.

He expected Jack to pull his hand away. Not that the older man had given any indication that Lucas was crowding him, even though it was a large kitchen and they had been standing close together. But this time he let his hand linger a little longer than the other times, and as he looked up, he saw Jack look at him, too. From the look in Jack’s eyes, Lucas could see that he understood this was a deliberate attempt at physical contact.

And to Lucas’s surprise, he didn’t retract his hand. The look in his eyes was another matter, though. What was it? Surprise? Disgust? Jack’s breathing had become a little faster, a little more pronounced and then Lucas saw it, the mixture of regret and something that looked suspiciously like fear. Was he afraid Maria would walk in? Was he telling him that he wanted this, too, only not now? Or was he too nice to freak out?

Lucas removed his hand and averted his eyes. At that precise moment, Maria walked into the kitchen, Lucy in tow, both of them holding roses they had cut from the garden. Lucas took a step back, creating some distance between them.

“So how’s dinner coming along?” Maria asked as she filled a vase with water and started arranging the flowers.

“I love kitchens that smell of freshly made bread. Reminds me of my mother’s kitchen at home,” Lucy commented brightly. “Don’t tell me you make your own bread as well?” she asked Maria.

“Yeah,” Lucas answered, looking over at the older man, “Jack’s a man of many talents.”

Jack didn’t answer. He simply turned to the oven and checked on the bread. Eventually he smiled faintly at Lucy. “Almost ready, won’t be long now.” 

 

 

SO HERE they were, the four of them sharing a comfortable, slightly chaotic dinner table, their stomachs full, wine flowing copiously, the two women chatting animatedly and the two men sitting in silence, staring at the wallpaper or Maria’s beautifully arranged flowers. 

Lucas wanted to break the ice, but had no idea how to do it without drawing attention to the way they were behaving towards each other and therefore having to explain what happened in the kitchen. The strange thing was, even Lucas wasn’t quite sure what had happened. It would have been easier for Jack to just take his hand back and continue without letting on that anything even remotely intimate had passed between them. It was not as if he had kissed him! Still, Jack didn’t seem to be able to place his feelings either, or at least it seemed he wasn’t fully in control of the situation.

All Lucas knew was that he would have to make amends. After all, they would still have to work together after this, and if they couldn’t talk about their differences, how would their countries work well together? He had to make the first move and show the older man he could set aside his personal feelings for the greater good. He would have to do what was expected from a diplomat.

Lucas was shaken out of his reverie when Maria got up from the table. He could hear her tell her husband, “Jack, why don’t you take Lucy and Lucas into the living room, I’ll clear up here.”

Lucy jumped up too. “I’ll help, Maria.”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t let you do that,” Maria told her. “You’re our guest. The rule when we have guests is: Jack cooks, I clear up.”

Lucy helped anyway, so when Jack excused himself, Lucas was left to his own devices. He picked up some of the empty plates and brought them to the kitchen where he was met by Maria.

She was smiling warmly. “Oh, no, not both of you in this kitchen! Did Jack leave you alone?” She rolled her eyes. “Typical! Listen, Lucas, I bet he’s on the porch smoking a cigarette. I’m sure he won’t mind some company, if you can stand the smell of cigarettes, that is.”

Lucas nodded and smiled at her.

She handed him two tulip glasses of brandy. “Why don’t you take these out to him?”

“Surprising how warm it still is out here, after this cold week.” Lucas started as he found his host sitting on the bench outside, leaning against the brownstone wall of the house.

Jack took a long drag of his cigarette and simply answered, “Yeah,” without looking at the young man.

“I thought all Americans had given up smoking by now,” Lucas tried to tease as he handed Jack one of the glasses he was holding.

Jack shrugged, his gaze still out towards the garden. “Well, I can quit anytime, just never know for how long. Maria keeps asking me to, but I guess that’s not enough of an incentive.”

Lucas sat down on the opposite side of the simple wooden bench, careful not to come too close to the other man. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

“Nice garden.”

“Yup, the last Ambassador had a wife with green fingers.”

“Well, Maria seems to know her way around pruning shears as well.”

“Yeah.”

There it was again. Lucas couldn’t help feeling that every time Maria’s name came into the conversation, Jack went silent. Or was it just his imagination?

“I’m sorry, Jack.”

“No, you’re not,” Jack rebutted without hesitation.

“You don’t even know what I’m apologizing for.” Lucas sat up straight and looked over at Jack, who was still reclining, staring out to the horizon where the sun was setting.

“You were apologizing for almost getting caught.”

Lucas stared at the American for a long time, searching for confirmation, wanting to know if he understood Jack right, but his stare was not returned.

“Actually... I’m not sorry,” he found himself saying, deciding to be brave for now.

“Thought not,” Jack answered and a small smile spread across his lips. He took a swig from his brandy, got up from the bench, and walked around Lucas on his way back inside.

As he passed the young man, he let his index finger brush lightly against Lucas’s jaw and then squeezed his shoulder, before disappearing again into the living room.

Lucas was dazed by the gesture as he let his head fall to the side, in an attempt to recapture the feeling of the older man’s hand against his face.

He replayed this evening’s events in his head over and over again and kept coming to the same conclusion. That was not the way a man behaved if he wasn’t interested.

Jack walked inside the house again, a smile on his face as he raised his hand to his nose, catching the faint residue of Lucas’s aftershave left there by the brief touch.

Despite his resolution to not get carried away, the young man had invaded his heart, and he knew it was not going to be easy to work with him from now on. Even though there was no way he could ever give in to these feelings, a part of him still enjoyed them. And why couldn’t he indulge himself? Lots of men had affairs, slept around behind their wife’s back.

From the dimly lit living room, he could see Maria in the kitchen with Lucy. Could he be unfaithful to his wife? Lucas clearly wanted more; Jack could practically see the lust in the young man’s eyes when they were pointed at him. He knew the ball was in his court. He didn’t think that Lucas would ever make a bold move towards him, because the young man knew that Jack had the power to get him fired. Goodbye dreams of diplomacy. Come to think of it, Lucas had the same power over him. If he ever let their relationship develop, they would have to be on their toes constantly, always afraid of being exposed. Having an affair behind your wife’s back was almost considered natural. You apologized, kissed, made up, and promised never to do it again. But an affair with a man would cost him his commission; he knew that and had always known that. His credibility would be shot. He would come to the bargaining table with empty hands, while his adversaries would be laughing behind his back.

Jack shook his head to get the thoughts out of his mind and took one more deep breath before entering the kitchen.

“Dessert almost ready, Maire?” he asked his wife affectionately. 

Maria looked up at him with loving eyes and then looked over to Lucy. “He doesn’t trust me in the kitchen.” She put her arm around his shoulder and pulled him close. “But we’re making my specialty, aren’t we?” Then back to Lucy, “Blueberry pie with ice cream.”

“Sounds yummy!” Lucy exclaimed.

“Not to mention so easy to make, Lucas could probably do it,” Jack told her after playfully nuzzling his wife’s neck. 

Jack relaxed his grip on Maria as he saw Lucas walk into the kitchen. He could tell the Brit was trying to look cheerful.

“I could make what?” the younger man asked.

Jack curled his index finger at him. “Come here.”

As Lucas moved towards him, he grabbed his apron, came around Lucas’s back and slipped it over his head, making bold gestures like a magician at a kid’s birthday party. He could see Lucas smile, a little unsure of the situation and how to react, but the women were clearly enjoying the spectacle.

Jack flew around the kitchen grabbing an assortment of things and showing each one off to Lucas and then the girls. “We need… one egg… one small and one large bowl to separate them. Can you do that, Lucas? Separate an egg?”

Lucas took the egg and the bowls from him and gave him a doubtful smile. “Well, I can try?”

The American continued. “We also need one box of fresh blueberries, very much in season right now. The sugar. Maria, dear, would you be so kind…” He pointed at the cupboard behind his wife, at which she reached up into it and handed him what he wanted.

“Lucas, I see you’ve managed to split the egg. Young man, you have hidden talents!! You’re going to make this pie for me, while I whip up the egg white.” Jack reached into the fridge. “But first, my dear spectators, this is something I prepared earlier.” He took the cling film off a carefully rolled up circle of dough already on the baking paper.

“Lucas, take the blueberries, put them in a bowl, add three tablespoons of sugar and the zest of one lemon.” Maria was already getting Lucas the lemon and the zester. He raised one eyebrow as he turned to the young Brit. “Don’t tell me I have to show you how to use a zester?”

Lucas gave him a desperate look. “Okay, you mix the ingredients, I’ll zest the lemon. Lucy? Can you whip up the egg white, please?” With hands that were clearly more experienced than Lucas’s, Jack proceeded to use the curious implement to take off tiny strips of the outer layer of the lemon peel. 

Jack turned to check if the oven was hot, then clapped his hands and looked at Lucas, who was enjoying this even though he didn’t look completely at ease. 

“Okay, chef, let’s assemble this pie. Baking tray, pie crust. Use a fork to punch little holes in the center.”

Lucas followed the instructions after which Jack turned to Lucy. “Bottom is a layer of whipped up egg white. Then add the berries.” 

He waited until Lucas emptied his bowl. “Now comes the hard part.” 

He winked at Lucas, standing close to him, like they had been standing before in the kitchen, only now he put his arm around the Brit’s shoulder while he pointed at the full baking tray. “We have to close the crust around the berries. Make a nice pouch.” Jack looked up at the two women and their amused faces as Lucas proceeded to fold the sides of the dough over the berries, sealing them in. He felt how tense Lucas was and figuring the women’s eyes were trained on what Lucas was doing, lowered his hand, gently stroking down Lucas’s back. Jack could see the young man look at him hopefully and smiled. He then pointed at the pie again. “Make sure there are no holes, otherwise the juices will flow out and that would be a pity.” 

Lucas playfully patted the dough here and there to make sure.

“Now le moment supreme. To give it a nice color, we brush some of the yolk over the top and then put it in the oven. In about twenty-five minutes, we’ll have the best blueberry pie Lucas has ever made.”



Chapter Six

 

 

 

WORK WAS incredibly busy that week and by Friday afternoon, Jack was happy that he could finally go over his correspondence in the peace and relative quiet of his own office. In fact, it was the first time this week he was in his office long enough to actually sit behind his desk. There was an opening of an art exhibition he would have to attend tonight, but for now he was content to just sit there going through the many letters and documents that required his attention.

His secretary quietly entered his office carrying a tray of coffee and cake with a folder under her arm.

“There you go, Mr. Christensen. Nice of you to drop by the office.” She smiled at him cheekily. Since she was the one keeping his appointment book, she knew exactly what he had been up to all week, and she knew he had spent most of it in the back of his chauffeur driven car being taken from one meeting to another.

She handed him the folder after she had put down his coffee tray. “This is the draft of the legislation on same sex marriages they are trying to get approved in the Chamber and Senate and an overview of debates preceding it, complete with any polls I could dig up on how the Belgians feel about it. Frankly, I don’t know what all the fuss is about, but I don’t suppose my opinion is important here.”

Jack was amused. She was a deadly efficient secretary and sometimes he felt she could read his mind. This case was no different. He had asked his legal team to get him the draft, but it was Mrs. Claessens who had added the debates and polls, knowing he would be interested in more than just the new law. Her professional demeanor meant she could not give her opinion, but since she was Belgian and therefore a citizen of only the second country in the world to consider allowing same sex marriage to become legal, he was interested in knowing what she thought about a subject he knew was a very sensitive issue in his own country.

“Come on, Mrs. Claessens, I’m sure in the confines of this office you can tell me what you think? I promise I won’t hold it against you.” He smiled at her and took a sip from his coffee.

She stared at him suspiciously. “You may not agree with me, but I think this is a very sensible law. I don’t know what took them so long.”

Jack dropped the papers down on his desk and took another sip, still looking quite amused, so she continued. “I’m sure you as an American don’t see it that way, but I mean… these people live together, share everything, house, kids, car, you name it. But if the wrong one dies, the one left behind may end up on the street or see his child taken away simply because his bond with his partner isn’t recognized by law. It’s barbaric. And you can tell that to your President.”

Jack laughed as he saw her tug at the front of her jacket to stress her point. 

“I totally agree with you,” he answered.

“You do?” She seemed to blossom all of a sudden.

“Yes, I do. Don’t tell my president that, because of course it’s not US policy, but here in the confines of my office I can tell you that I agree. It would just take a little explaining to our own citizens living here that if they are of the same sex and want to get married, their marriage would not be valid in the States.”

Mrs. Claessens sighed. “And I suppose that won’t change anytime soon?”

Jack gave her a pained smile.

“Mmmh, I didn’t think so. Can I take these papers back now?” She was indicating the stack he had already sifted through. 

“Sure, thanks,” Jack answered as she walked over to the door.

Just at the last moment, she turned around. “Mr. Christensen, I almost forgot. Mr. Carlton has been trying to get in touch with you. I’ve had about three phone calls, but he would never leave a message and he didn’t want me to patch him through to your cell phone. Of course I wouldn’t give him your number… and he’s been to the office twice. I have his cell phone number, shall I call him for you and patch him through?”

Jack’s heart leapt as he heard Lucas’s name. They had not talked yet about what happened between them on Saturday. In fact they hadn’t seen each other for almost a week now.

He probably thinks I’m trying to avoid him. 

“Mr. Christensen? It may be important. He didn’t say it was urgent, but, I mean, five times…?” 

This woke Jack from his thoughts. He looked up at her as she was standing at the door with a compassionate look on her face. It seemed the young Brit had gotten to her as well.

“Why don’t you just give me his cell phone number and I’ll call him myself.”

Just moments later she returned with a small Post-it note containing Lucas’s number. 

Once he was alone in his office again, he held the note and looked at the number. Should he call? If Lucas had tried to reach him on official business, he would have left a message. So this was personal.

It was not like he hadn’t thought about Lucas this past week; he had just been too busy during the day. Nights were another matter, though. He had woken up more than once in the middle of the night realizing he had dreamt about running his hands down the gorgeous Brit’s back again, but the dreams didn’t end there. He woke up with a persistent hard-on, demanding some form of release. The third time it had happened, he had gotten up and walked downstairs, not wanting to wake up Maria . In front of the TV, watching the twentieth rerun of some eighties TV series, he had settled himself on the couch and closed his eyes. The images of Lucas were easy to conjure up as he let his hand slip into his baggy pajama bottoms. He just had to think of the young man’s radiant smile, of the tight black shirt he always wore, outlining his nicely shaped form, of the feeling of Lucas’s hand on his….

It was easy to imagine kissing Lucas’s shapely lips and pressing their bodies together. Jack stroked his rock hard cock and could almost feel Lucas’s hands all over his body, stroking his belly, his mouth on his hips, thighs, licking his nipples. He could almost see Lucas’s mouth take in his straining member until, until…

Jack fisted himself hard and came with Lucas’s name on his lips. In the aftermath, shivers still rippling through his body, he went limp on the couch. He realized he had said the young man’s name aloud in the otherwise silent house and strained to hear if he had maybe awakened Maria, but everything remained quiet. 

Behind his desk at the office, Jack knew there was no denying his feelings for the young man. He would have to talk to Lucas. All he could hope for was that he had misread the signs and that Lucas simply looked up to him. Maybe that was it, maybe Lucas just saw Jack as an example, something to aspire to. Only time would tell. 

 

 

BEHIND HER desk outside the Ambassador’s office, Gertje Claessens sorted through the stack of papers she had brought in from her boss’s office and wondered about the conversation she had just had with him. Had she done the right thing giving him Lucas’s phone number? Of course, it was none of her business why Lucas seemed so desperate to contact Mr. Christensen. She liked the young Brit. He was a charming young man, very polite too, without being too shy, and she could see a warm glow appear in his eyes whenever she took him into her boss’s office.

She liked her boss, too. He was warm and generous with her, never ordering her around. In the few months since he had taken up his post, he had always treated her with respect and had more than once not only asked for her opinion, but had also taken it into account. It was something she was still getting used to.

How he could end up with Mrs. Perfect Ambassador’s Wife, she would never understand. The woman might be nice to have on his arm, but having overheard Maria tell her husband that she couldn’t understand why he had been given “one of those motherly types” as a personal assistant, Gertje had classified her immediately. Of course she would always be polite to Maria, but no more than was strictly necessary.

Giving Jack Lucas’s phone number was right, she concluded, no matter what Lucas’s intentions were. Besides, Jack Christensen was a grown man. He hadn’t made it this far in his career at such a young age by making the wrong decisions. She closed the filing cabinet in a determined fashion, just as Jack walked out of his office and handed her another stack of papers on his way out.

“I think this is the last of them. I’m off to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the day I met my wife, so you know how to reach me, but only if you have to.” He rounded the corner and then turned back. “Once I’m at the art exhibition, feel free to call a national emergency.”

They both laughed.

“Come on, Your Excellency, it’s art,” Gertje mocked.

“It’s not the art that’s boring; it’s the politicians who feel they have an opinion on the art who drive me up the wall!” Jack rolled his eyes, before he waved at her and walked away again.

 

 

LUCAS SAT in his broom closet of an office in the UK Embassy with his cell phone in his hand. He wanted to call Jack, listen to the man’s soothing voice and arrange to meet him somewhere to talk, continue where they left off that night of the dinner at his house. Only it was abundantly clear that Jack was doing his best to avoid him. His secretary had given him a lame excuse every time he had called, and the times when he had walked over there on his lunch break, he hadn’t been able to get past her, either. No doubt she had been given instructions not to let him in. Since he didn’t have Jack’s direct number, he would have to go through the guard dog again.

He knew he had taken it too far, but he was so sure that the older man had not only acknowledged his feelings, but had also given some indication that they were mutual. Only now, reality had kicked in, and since they were not together, it was probably easy for Jack to deny the feelings were there and choose his easy, comfortable life with Maria. 

But Lucas couldn’t forget the way Jack had slowly run his hand down his back, deliberately taking his time to feel every bone, every muscle. Slowly torturing Lucas, who couldn’t even acknowledge how good it felt to feel Jack’s warm hand caressing him, because the eyes of both their women were on them. 

Lucas had jacked off every single morning in the shower, thinking about what it would feel like to really touch Jack, to kiss him, and to make love to him. This morning he had almost gotten caught when he had failed to hear Lucy enter their tiny bathroom. He had obviously not been silent during his release since she asked him if he was okay. He had mumbled something to her, afraid if he stuck his head outside the shower curtain, she would see his flushed complexion. 

“Damn!”

Lucas got up swiftly and grabbed his jacket from the peg on the door. One more time. One more time he would go to Jack’s office and demand to be let in.

 

 

“HE’S NOT here, Lucas, I’m sorry.” Gertje Claessens was compassionate, watching how disappointment took hold of Lucas’s face. “Listen, sit down for a moment and let me get you a cup of coffee. Or tea, you drink tea, right?”

Lucas shook his head. “Did you give him my phone number?”

“Yes, dear, I did.”

He tried to smile. “Thank you, Gertje,” then turned around to leave.

“Lucas…” As he turned back he could see she was clearly hesitating. “Go to the Palais des Beaux Arts tonight. It’s the gala opening of the American Indian Art Exhibition. Here…” she dug into her drawer, “…is Jack’s spare invitation. I always ask for one, in case he and Mrs. Christensen can’t arrive there together.”

With a big smile on his face he took two steps forward, grabbed her head in his hands and gave her a smacker on the lips.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he heard her call after him, when he ran out of the office.

 

 

MARIA HAD spent her day at a spa in Grimbergen. It had been her welcome to the American Women’s Club of Belgium, and even though it was not exactly her goal in life to spend her time there the way most expatriate women did, she enjoyed the pampering just as much as the next person.

She wore a cream-colored cotton undershirt, skimpy panties and no bra, and admired herself in the gigantic bathroom mirror that lined most of the wall. She didn’t look any different from this morning. Still fairly bony, missing the curves of a true woman, she feared, and not enough bosom to properly fill a bra. Thank God for Wonderbras. She had some muscles though, in all the right places too, she thought, because this is how Jack liked her. Her skin did feel nice and soft after all that peeling and mud packing they had done to her in the course of the day. 

As she was lightly stroking her flat belly, she noticed Jack standing in his usual place, by the doorpost.

“So stranger…you like what you see?” she asked him seductively. 

Maria could see Jack slowly take his shirt off and move behind her. As he wrapped his arms around her, he moaned appreciatively. “Hey Maire, you smell like roses and your skin feels like silk.” 

His touch was light and soon made her skin tingle as she leaned back to feel him closer to her. He was kissing her neck and slowly grinding his growing erection against her ass as he slipped his hand down her belly and into her panties. Maria enjoyed this new side of Jack she was seeing. He had never been the most adventurous bed partner, but there was something to be said for a dependable husband. Only now she stared at herself in the mirror while he kissed her shoulder and used his finger to slowly stroke circles around her clit, making her wet.

She reached behind her back to unbutton his pants. To feel his fingers on her was amazing, but to actually see him do it as well made her heart race. She wanted to feel him inside her, wanted to bend over the sink and let him pound into her, all the while watching him do it to her.

“Come on Jack, show me what you got.” 

This made him look up at the sight in the mirror, his cerulean blue eyes a little glazy, his lips red and moist from kissing her neck. Her hair was coming undone, and he smiled as she pinned it up again so it stayed out of her face. He let his pants and boxers fall to the floor and stepped out of them and then crouched to slip her panties down. 

“I want to see you fuck me, Jack, here in front of the mirror. Would you like that?” She inhaled sharply as he pushed her down over the sink and roughly inserted two fingers.

As she looked up, he was smiling widely. “You’re absolutely soaking wet, Maire.”

“Well, what did you expect?”

She moaned as she felt him entering her right after pulling his fingers out. He felt good inside her, and she knew all too well he was the most unselfish lover she had ever had. She only hoped that the intoxicating sight of the two of them joined in front of the mirror wouldn’t make him come too quickly; she wanted this to last. But then again, he wasn’t really looking. She could feel his hands on her hips and his heavy breathing on her neck. 

As he slowly started to move, she realized she wanted more, she wanted to be in control, which was a lot less unusual than the fact they were being adventurous enough to fuck in front of the bathroom mirror they had both hated from the moment they entered the house. All of a sudden it became an asset.

Maria pushed herself and Jack with her away from the sink and down onto the closed toilet seat. He clung to her and gasped as they came down on the hard surface. She realized that from where they were sitting, she had a full-length view of the two of them, between the two sinks. As she slowly spread her legs and leaned back she could see him buried deep inside of her, his cock shiny and wet with her juices. With his arms wrapped around her waist, she bent forward again so she could put her hands on his knees and use them as support as she started to ride him. Slowly at first, she found it easy to vary the angle a bit until he was hitting just the right spot, just the right amount of friction to make her pant and moan. “Oh, Jack, so good, Jack.”

He moved his hands to her ribs to support her movements as she increased the speed and he started thrusting upwards. The sight in the mirror was exhilarating as she could see herself riding his beautiful, rock hard cock. She knew she was going to come like she hadn’t come in a long time as she felt the tension build in her belly. Jack spread his legs too, pushing hers even wider apart. It made her lose her leverage, but as she looked up, she saw his eyes, dark with passion looking at the two of them in the shiny surface of the mirror, and this sight pushed her over the edge, convulsing around his hard cock. She could feel him burying his head in her neck, murmuring something that sounded like “yes, yes, you can now” as his movements too became erratic and convulsive.

She slumped down onto Jack’s now limp body and realized through her haze that they hadn’t even kissed. His body was hot and sweaty beneath her.

“Are you okay?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he croaked. “Just give me a minute.”

As she got up from their uncomfortable position and felt him slip out of her, she decided they would both need a shower before they could go anywhere.

And they had an art exhibition opening to attend.



Chapter Seven

 

 

 

JACK AND Maria arrived late at the Argentinean restaurant where they had booked a table for dinner, and thanks to the Friday night traffic, they would undoubtedly arrive even later at the exhibition opening.

Jack was clearly in a wonderful mood, and over dinner they reminisced about how they had met at an Embassy party in Argentina, where Maria’s father was the Information Officer and Jack had been sent on his first overseas posting. That was twenty years ago and Maria was glad she could still look at her husband and say that marrying him was the best decision she had made in her life. 

“So tell me again why it took you almost a year and a half to sleep with me?” she teased him.

Jack wiped the corners of his mouth with his napkin and ticked off the reasons she’d accept. “I was a gentleman, what can I say? Besides, I didn’t know where my life was going. You knew I could be posted anywhere with almost no notice, so I guess I wanted to be sure you were right for me. And I wanted to get my master’s degree first, so if I took you abroad with me, we would at least be able to live off one salary.”

“Well, it was nice of you to leave such a good impression with my parents. I think that was the only argument I gave them that stood any ground when I told them I wanted to move to Denmark with you before we were married.” She put her hand on his and played with his wedding ring. “I have to say this afternoon made up for the eighteen months of waiting for you.”

“I thought I made up for that a long time ago, Maire,” Jack answered a little shyly.

“Well, I don’t know what you were making up for earlier, but by all means do it again!” She rolled her eyes as she took another sip of her wine.

Jack grew silent until he realized this was probably making him look guilty. “So do you want dessert?” he asked lamely.

 

 

LUCAS WALKED into the Palais des Beaux Arts with Lucy on his arm. He had tried to go without her, but after seeing her eyes light up when he told her where he was spending his evening, he didn’t have the heart to tell her she couldn’t go.

Even though it was a large museum, the reception was in one of the smaller halls and consequently, it was fairly packed. Most of the guests were older, stuffy men with bored looking women by their sides, and very few people were actually looking at the objects on display.

Lucas scanned the room for Jack, but couldn’t find him, so he guided Lucy towards a large tapestry covering most of the wall nearest to them. He didn’t want to venture too deep into the crowd in case he would miss Jack walking in.

Tall, elegant, but stern looking young men in tails walked around the room carrying trays with drinks and Lucas was quick to scoop up two glasses of champagne, handing one to Lucy.

“We should mingle with the crowd, Lucy, there are a lot of important people in this room,” Lucas suggested, but he saw panic overtake his girlfriend’s face. “Don’t worry, I’ll be here,” he offered with a smile, though it meant that it would be virtually impossible to talk to Jack alone tonight.

Just at that moment flashbulbs went off at the front entrance and all eyes turned to the couple that walked in.

Jack wore an elegant dark suit and tie, and Maria looked absolutely radiant in a powder blue two piece. They were greeted by the curator of the museum and quite a few of the other guests flocked towards the entrance to shake their hands.

Lucas knew he and Lucy would have to bide their time before going over to them. This function required far more protocol and their status of personal friends would not carry far here. Jack would probably open the exhibit or at least observe that opening, and many more “higher ranking officials” would want to talk to him before Lucas and Lucy could greet him.

Although Lucas knew this, he still wanted the American to be aware of his presence, so he casually led Lucy into Jack’s range of view. He still had the feeling Jack had been ignoring him all this week and he wanted it resolved tonight, one way or the other.

“Why can’t we just get in line with everyone and go say hi?” Lucy asked.

“Because there are other people he needs to meet first, Lucy,” he shot at her, then sighed, “I’m sorry, but we can’t just…” Lucas didn’t finish his sentence, because Jack was staring him straight in the eye, his expression blank. After an almost imperceptible nod, Jack’s eyes turned to an older lady in traditional Indian costume, who was clearly introducing herself. The surrealism of the situation made Lucas wonder if the nod of recognition had really been there, or if he had just wished it.

As one of the waiters passed with another tray of drinks, Lucas replaced his empty champagne flute with a full one. Jack was ushered towards the passage to the exhibition where he would have to cut a ribbon to open it officially, so with Lucy still on his arm, Lucas followed the stream of guests into the hallway. He made his way to the front of the crowd that formed a large semicircle to listen to the short speeches and official words of welcome.

Lucas couldn’t help but admire the natural ease with which Jack acquitted himself of his task and the grace with which he turned the focus away from himself and his presence here to place it on the plight of ancient culture in today’s global society and the importance of the preservation of indigenous culture and art. His short and concise speech even contained humor as he added that Belgians were particularly adept at understanding this, since they had been conquered by so many nations in their past before becoming a country in their own right.

Lucas was wondering if Jack wrote his own speeches when their eyes met again. Once more Jack’s expression was unreadable and he turned away almost immediately, leaving Lucas with a hollow feeling in the pit of in his stomach. He couldn’t just stand here; this was driving him crazy. If Jack didn’t want to have anything to do with him ever again, he wanted to hear the man say it himself.

After the ribbon was cut, the crowd was allowed to enter the exhibit and it dispersed quickly. Lucas and Lucy were finally able to make it over to where Jack and Maria were still being greeted by all sorts of people.

“Lucy, Lucas!” Maria greeted the young couple warmly with a kiss on the cheek. “What a surprise to see you here! Lucas, I didn’t know your liaison duties extended to art exhibit openings?” 

“They don’t,” Lucas answered trying to come up with an excuse, but drawing a blank. “I was just… interested.” But not in the art.

“Lucas, would you mind very much if I stole that lovely fiancée of yours away for a moment? There are some people here I’m sure she will want to meet, and I have to turn her into the perfect diplomat’s wife for you, right?”

That was obviously a rhetorical question, because as Lucas was trying to form a witty answer, Maria carted Lucy off to a group of middle aged women standing together at the other end of the room, so he was left to his own devices, only a few steps away from Jack.

Lucas hadn’t even been able to say hello yet, as Jack was still busy with a number of Americans and Belgians. Lucas could hear him speaking English and French, occasionally even Spanish, seemingly effortlessly switching between the languages. Lucas knew he should be building his network, talking to people and introducing himself, but what he really needed to do was talk to Jack. Unfortunately, the American might as well have been on the other side of the world. 

Eventually Lucas took a walk around the hall, admiring the very diverse artwork, hoping that Jack would take his continuing presence at this function as the sign it was meant to be: a cry for contact.

People started to leave as the waiters stopped coming around with their drinks trays, and Lucas found himself almost alone in a corner of the hall. He had seen Maria and Lucy talk to numerous people, and they were now sitting together in the foyer talking girl talk, judging from the excited expressions on their faces. 

“It always strikes me how effortless art is with indigenous people,” Lucas heard a familiar voice with an American accent say. “They use it in everyday objects, like this rug for instance, and they depict ordinary daily occurrences.” Lucas closed his eyes and a smile broke on his lips. He was afraid to look to the side, afraid that he would break the spell if he looked, and the voice continued. “Art is also a collective thing. The ego of the artist is not important, in fact, you may have noticed that on a lot of these works, there is no artist mentioned, because the name or names are not known.” Lucas could listen to this voice for hours and searched for the right question to keep him talking.

Eventually he dared to look sideways, only to find there was no one there. He could see Jack walking out towards the hallway. Oh no, he wasn’t leaving! 

Lucas looked around to see if it would be deemed suspicious if he followed suit. Realizing the hall was almost deserted, he practically ran in the direction where he had seen Jack disappear. Once inside the hallway he only just saw Jack slip into the men’s room. There were more people standing around here, and he noticed some of them looking in his direction. He tried to look inconspicuous and took a deep breath to calm himself while he walked over to the side where the toilets were.

As he stepped inside, Jack was washing his hands. 

“Now can you tell me why you’re avoiding me?”

Jack looked up, giving the young man a stern look. He took a paper towel, dried his hands and then proceeded to open all the stall doors to check if anyone was inside. Luckily they were all empty. Lucas understood he had been careless, and his shoulders slumped.

“I’m sorry…”

“No, you’re not,” Jack answered, with clear amusement in his voice.

When Lucas looked at the older man he saw Jack was smiling. “Why do I feel like we’ve had this conversation before?”

“Well, if you stop apologizing for things you’re clearly not sorry for, then we can stop having this conversation.”

Lucas took a step closer to the American. Come on, you’re both adults, can’t you have an adult conversation about this? “I tried to contact you, talk about…” Lucas’s voice was unsteady all of a sudden, “…things.”

“I’ve had a very busy week, Lucas. First time I was at the office for longer than it took me to change my jacket was this afternoon. I…”

“You had my cell phone number. Gertje did give it to you?”

Jack nodded, but since Lucas was still looking at the wall over his shoulder rather than at him, he added, “Yes, but not until a few hours ago. I was going to…”

“You were going to call me on Monday, right?” Lucas sighed and then looked defiantly straight into Jack’s eyes. “You probably figured this was business?”

Jack shook his head, taken aback a bit by Lucas’s aggressive tone.

“Fine, let’s treat this as a negotiation. Negotiations always work best when both parties are open and honest towards each other. So why don’t we call a spade a spade, then. Why don’t you explain to me what happened in your kitchen?”

Jack shushed him “Keep your voice down, we are in a public place.”

“Is this what you and Maria get off on?” Lucas answered now in a much lower tone. “You seduce young men in front of her and then she needs to win you back?”

“I wasn’t seducing you!” Jack rebutted, also trying not to talk too loud. He pointed at Lucas, “You put your hand on my hand. You made the first move.” The American stepped back and leaned against the partition between two stalls.

Lucas, having regained a bit of his composure, was a lot calmer now. “I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to show you that you mean a lot to me.” He averted his eyes and slightly shook his head. “I wanted to tell you that I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I didn’t have any hope that you would return the feelings. I mean you being married and all… But then you didn’t take your hand away and you looked at me with those eyes of yours and…”

Lucas looked up at Jack, who was now looking at him, his face soft and his eyes wide, his hand reaching out. He took a tentative step forward and then slowly lifted his hand to touch Jack’s.

Jack cleared his throat. “When you were finishing the dessert, I couldn’t help but touch you. You were so close to me, smelling of peppermint and wine and… I was glad there was a counter in front of us, because I would have given away some things our women wouldn’t have understood. It wasn’t until later that I realized that if you had reacted to my touch, we would both have been in a lot of trouble.”

Lucas could feel Jack’s hand pulling him closer. Instead he turned into the cubicle and pulled Jack along with him, pushing the older man with his back against the partition. With his free hand, he snapped the latch on the door, giving them a semblance of privacy. He then leaned forward to whisper, “I was glad for the counter too, because what you were doing to my back with that hand of yours…” He lightly kissed Jack’s temple then leaned his head against the older man, pressing his body against him as well. He could feel Jack’s free hand tentatively moving across his back, just like that first time in the kitchen, and Lucas almost moaned when that hand retraced their first real touch.

Lucas’s right hand and Jack’s left hadn’t parted since their first contact here in the men’s room, but now Lucas could feel Jack moving his hand to gently cradle his head. Their lips were almost touching. He could feel Jack’s heat radiating off him and his breath ghosting across his face. There was a moment’s hesitance when they looked into each other’s eyes, and then Lucas felt himself being pulled into a kiss. Chaste at first, just their lips touching, he could feel Jack open up to him slowly but surely. He could feel the hunger rising in the older man and responded by eagerly sucking on the American’s lower lip.

At that moment, Jack pulled away as much as he could, pinned between Lucas and the partition, panting.

Lucas, feeling confused, somewhere between rejection and awkwardness, tried to give him a bit more space, but Jack wrapped his arms around his lean frame and pulled him close to his chest. “Oh God, Lucas, I didn’t mean to push you away, I’m just… please tell I’m not making a huge mistake here, that what I feel is real and not some delusion.”

The Brit ground his body against Jack’s. “Does this feel real enough to you?” He felt some of the tension flood away under Jack’s tight grip so he pulled his head back and smiled. “Ever since that night at the embassy… I just never figured you…”

Jack pulled him into a desperate kiss again, this time hungry and unbridled. Lucas could feel the American’s tongue in his mouth and gave into him completely, pulling away after what seemed like forever, partly to catch his breath but also because he felt his body reacting to the other man’s growing arousal. “If we don’t stop now, I don’t think I could stop before…”

Jack let go of the Brit, chuckling. “Yeah, I know…”

They were standing, leaning against opposite walls of the cubicle, still holding hands, almost afraid to let go, but eventually they ended up moving away from the wall together to step outside.

“I’ll go first,” Lucas offered, “See if the coast is clear.”

“Yeah…” Jack said softly, close to him. “I hope no one walked in here, because I don’t know how quiet we were.”

First Lucas and then Jack stepped out of the cramped stall and checked their appearance in the mirrors on the opposite side of the men’s room. 

Lucas looked over at Jack. “Hang on…” He moved behind the American and pulled at the bottom of his jacket, then wiped his hands across Jack’s shoulders. 

“Thanks, Maria…” Jack’s quip startled Lucas. “She always does that too, I’m sorry…”

“No, you’re not,” Lucas answered, now smiling lopsidedly as he straightened his tie and tucked down his own jacket.

Both men smiled as they walked out into the outside world again.

 

 

“OH, AND I thought it was just us ladies who couldn’t go to the little girl’s room alone.”

The two men turned upon hearing Maria’s mocking tone and saw the women standing against the outside wall of the men’s room.

“Lucy saw you two disappear in there and so we decided to wait here to tell you the news.”

“Yeah, and you two took forever,” Lucy added, rolling her eyes.

“So what’s the news?” Jack asked.

“Lucy and I are going to spend next weekend in Amsterdam. It’s about time she saw a bit of Europe. She’s been here almost a year, and I can’t believe, Lucas, that you haven’t taken her anywhere.”

Lucas felt his heart leap out of his chest. A weekend alone with Jack. He looked over at Jack who was staring back at him, giving him one of his poker faces. 

Maria slid her arms underneath her husband’s. “Don’t look so worried, dear, I won’t max out my credit card.” She stretched her arm out to Lucy who came closer as well, in turn taking Lucas’s hand. “And I promise I’ll keep Lucy away from temptation as well. Besides I’m sure you two have some guy things to do which, now, what was it you said the other night? ‘Which us girls would find boring’.” She was feigning innocence but Jack knew the comment was anything but that.

Lucas saw a smile break on Jack’s face. “Yeah, I’m sure we can keep each other occupied.”



Chapter Eight

 

 

 

WITH THE President declaring they were no longer at war, the work for the Embassy in Belgium was really only just starting. The Belgian government had always been rather vocal in their opposition to the war, and now that a peace-keeping mission was being assembled to help rebuild the ravaged country, this stance was by no means toned down. Together with France and Germany, they blatantly refused to add troops to the International Armed Forces, and Jack almost felt like he was constantly meeting with the Prime Minister and the Defense Minister on this matter. The whole situation didn’t look good, since NATO headquarters were situated in this country, and Jack had been given precise orders: make them take America’s side in this conflict.

The fact that Jack didn’t agree with his government’s point of view didn’t help. It wasn’t the first time this had happened, and he knew very well that his own feelings on the matter were completely unimportant.

There was one upside to this, though. The British Prime Minister had stuck his nose in and had promised British help. Normally this would fall on the shoulders of the British Ambassador, but since he had been given an extended vacation, his Deputy Head of Mission was in charge. As taking on both jobs was a little much even for a competent man like Sean Gallagher, Jack hoped he could ask for Lucas’s help on this.

In the car on his way from SHAPE, the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, going back to the Embassy, Jack couldn’t keep his mind on the papers he wanted to review. The crisis at the European Union over the war had kept him busy all weekend, but now for some reason, his mind kept wandering to what had happened at the exhibition opening on Friday. Kissing and touching Lucas had felt good, for sure. But was it the right thing to do? The young Brit clearly had less apprehension about the encounter then he did. Lucas was probably more experienced or felt less guilty about being unfaithful to his girl.

Jack kicked himself for thinking too much, but was it right for him to lust after a man? He had denied these feelings in himself for most of his adult life, so why was it so hard now?

Maria loved him, in her own no-nonsense, no-frills way. He didn’t doubt that for even a moment. She was a wonderful wife, the kind of strong woman that he needed, someone who took care of all the decisions in the relationship when Jack was tired from all the choices he had to make every minute of his working life. It was nice to come home to a warm house, to a partner who had her own life, who never nagged him for working late or forgetting to make time for her, but who was somehow always there for him. 

The only thing missing was passion. She never made his blood run faster, never made his heart skip a beat. In fact, he could probably do without sleeping with her, and if it wasn’t for her seducing him from time to time, they would probably have a nonexistent sex life.

Then Lucas walked into his life and he was smitten. From the first moment he laid eyes on the beautiful young Brit, something had happened inside him that he couldn’t explain. He clearly remembered Lucas’s firm handshake, the bright look in his eyes, and the overt confidence that could so easily be mistaken for arrogance if it wasn’t for the disarming smile and boyish nonchalance.

Somehow he couldn’t keep his hands off the man, and even though they had only kissed (And what a kiss!) he truly lusted after Lucas. Even before that exciting first contact, Jack had imagined what it would feel like to have him in his arms, to feel their naked skin touch, to make love to him… 

Jack asked his driver to close the partition between them. He wanted to call Lucas on his cell phone and that clearly required a little privacy.

It took a few rings for the call to be picked up.

“Hey there. Can you talk?” Jack asked in a subdued voice.

Lucas’s voice sounded bright, but a little strange. “Mr. Ambassador, how nice of you to call!”

“Lucas?” Jack asked a little taken aback. “Listen, I’ll call back if…”

“Oh, no sir, we were just talking about how close our embassies would have to work together on the European situation and…”

Jack smiled, there was clearly someone in the room with Lucas who had to be made aware of what a good job he was doing liaising with the Americans. In all likelihood, it would be Gallagher. This made him smile wider, since he knew the British second-in-command quite well from a rather traumatic year when they’d both worked for their respective Embassies in Beirut. Now Jack wanted to know how well Lucas could think on his feet.

“Well, I was thinking about our plans for the weekend…” Jack tried, his voice soft.

“Yes, of course sir, I was thinking about the very same thing.” He could almost see Lucas nod at his boss and fidget in his chair.

“Were you thinking about what you were going to do to me on the two nights our women will be gone?”

Silence. Talk to me Lucas, I want to hear your voice. Jack’s voice was soft and seductive. “Come on, Luke, show me what you’re made of. Can’t tell me what you want to say, eh?”

“I would if I could… sir,” Lucas answered in a strong voice, “but it’s not British policy.”

“Not British policy to talk about sex or not British policy to tell your boss, who’s obviously in the room with you, that you’ve gone a bit overboard liaising with the Americans?”

Again a short silence, before, “I’m afraid, sir, I will have to discuss this with my superior before I can give you a conclusive answer on that.”

Jack could almost hear Lucas smile and was glad he hadn’t taken his last comment too seriously.

“I didn’t think we went too far on Friday, Lucas, I hope…”

“No, sir, I agree we didn’t overdo it. I think the other party showed the appropriate response to my overture.”

“So how do you want to play this weekend?” Jack asked, amused at how professional Lucas sounded.

“I think we should up the stakes, sir. Test the waters a bit first, of course, see how the opposing faction reacts. Small steps at first, until they bite, and then I’ll reel them in. How does that sound… sir?” 

Oh dear, Lucas was truly good at this. Jack never realized he could get turned on by a young man calling him sir and by talk of negotiations, even though he knew that wasn’t really what the Brit was saying.

“Why don’t you drop by the office this afternoon? With a little luck I’ll be there for the rest of the day,” Jack asked hesitantly.

“Yes sir, I agree we should talk strategy as soon as possible. I will join you this afternoon.”

 

 

LUCAS CLOSED his cell phone and looked at the stern fair-haired man at the opposite side of the desk.

“Christensen?” Gallagher asked, looking at Lucas over the top of his rimless glasses.

“Yes, sir,” Lucas answered, hopeless at hiding his smile.

“Competent chap,” the consul-general admitted, “but remember your place, Carlton. We Brits are there to lend support, if necessary guide the Americans, but not dominate them. You are by all means his subordinate and you should act accordingly. He is a much more experienced player in this game and there’s a lot you could learn from him.” 

I’m sure the feeling is mutual, Lucas thought.

A smile appeared on the more seasoned diplomat’s face. “We go way back, Christensen and I. Got bombed out of the hotel we were running negotiations from in Beirut. Was a close call, that.” Sean Gallagher was obviously remembering those times with some fondness. “Now, back to business. Carlton, even if these negotiations with the Belgians about the war fail, don’t forget that although it may be a small country, we have important trade relations with them and we can’t afford to lose those, so make sure you leave the table as friends, okay?”

Lucas nodded, his thoughts about a ten minute walk away.

 

 

ABOUT AN hour later Lucas walked past the American security guard and up to the Ambassador’s office.

“He’s been expecting you,” Gertje told him with a wink as she walked around her desk to open the door for him. “Tell him I’ll hold his calls.”

Lucas kissed her hand, which made her blush terribly, and entered the office.

Jack sat behind his desk, papers literally everywhere. There were deep lines on his forehead and he was frowning incessantly. “This is an asinine country. They’re one of the world’s biggest small arms dealers, but they’re against going to war.”

Lucas moved a stack of papers and leaned against Jack’s desk. “Yes, makes it interesting, doesn’t it?”

Jack couldn’t help but smile. It never ceased to amaze him how calm and collected the young man could be, unless of course, Lucas felt he was being watched. Then he could turn into this fidgety, stammering teenager who didn’t know where to put his hands. Not now though. While they were alone, in the privacy of the office, Lucas was effortlessly calm and this rubbed off on Jack. He gently placed his hand on the young man’s thigh.

“I missed you this weekend. I’m glad you could come by.”

Lucas smiled as he looked out of the window behind Jack. “Well, I had the perfect excuse. Sean thinks we should plan strategy, and who am I to argue with my boss?”

Jack loved how the summer light played with his lover’s olive skin and chestnut curls. Was this real? Was this young man becoming his lover? Or was the kiss just a tease, a trial thing that wasn’t to be repeated? He hoped not, so he got up from his comfortable chair and moved in between Lucas and the light. “I’m still glad you could come by, excuse or not. I played our kiss back over and over again in my mind.”

Lucas simply smiled, uncrossed his ankles and spread his knees, inviting Jack to move closer to him. Just as Lucas moved his arm around Jack and touched his lower back to pull him closer, a short double knock on the door made Jack step back and away from Lucas.

Gertje walked in, her eyes on the contents of a folder she was carrying. “I found another bit of information from your predecessor, Mr. Christensen. Memos and minutes from meetings he had with the French Ambassador and with our Ambassador to France about arms dealing to the Middle East.”

Jack walked over to her and accepted the folder, nodding to her, “Thank you, Mrs. Claessens,” and then, hoping she would take the hint, “You are holding my calls, yes?”

“Of course, sir,” she answered, smiling enigmatically as she exited his office.

Jack walked back over to where Lucas was still sitting patiently on the edge of the desk. “Now, where were we?”

Lucas grabbed him again and pulled him closer, this time a little more forcefully. There was nothing hesitant about how their lips locked now. Jack could feel his heartbeat speed up as he was turned on by the determination of the man he was kissing. Lucas’s hands pulled their bodies close together, and he could feel the other man’s arousal grind against his own growing bulge. He knew they would have to stop; that they couldn’t do this in the office where it would be just a matter of time before they got caught, but it felt so good he didn’t want to let go. It was finally Lucas who pulled away. His eyes were dark and his hair was tousled to Jack’s surprise, as this could only have been his doing. He pulled his fingers away from the soft curls that twined so eagerly around them and took a deep breath, still looking into Lucas’s dark brown eyes as he rested his forehead against the younger man’s. They both chuckled softly.

Just at that moment, there was another knock on the door. Jack turned a little and dropped into his chair, then quickly turned and tucked his legs under his desk as Gertje walked in with a tray. Lucas tried to look careless as he picked up a piece of paper next to him.

“I figured since you two men don’t know how to take care of yourselves, I would have to do it for you, so I brought coffee, tea and cake. Makes working all the more pleasant, don’t you think?”

“Thank you,” both men answered simultaneously. They had the hardest time not breaking out in laughter until she placed the tray on the small side table and left. As soon as she was gone they let it out.

“We are playing with fire, man,” Lucas started, his hand in front of his mouth. “You’re all flushed and your lips…” He bent down and loosely placed a kiss on Jack’s lips, “…look recently kissed too.”

“Well, it’s not like you could stand up and turn around without looking…” Jack gazed at Lucas’s crotch area, “…like you were standing at attention.”

Lucas’s face turned a little more serious as he placed his hand on Jack’s. “So why don’t I get us a hotel room on Friday? You think you can get away from the Secret Service?”

Jack stopped laughing too. “Yeah, I’m sure I can. It’s not like I’m the President. I can go to the bathroom without them checking the men’s room first.”

“Four more days,” Lucas sighed.

“Yeah, ehm, Lucas…” How was he going to tell the young man?

“What? You want to back out of this?” Lucas asked a little apprehensively.

“No!” Jack was quick to answer. “No, it’s not that, I… never mind. It’ll all work itself out in the end.”

Lucas got up and bent down to kiss Jack again. “Yeah, lover. I’m sure it will.”

Jack was reluctant to let go of the beautiful Brit. “You have to go, right?”

“Yeah,” Lucas answered, “since it’s clear we’re not going to get any work done here.”

Jack watched him walk toward the small table, pick up the two cups, and walk back to bring Jack his coffee. He then drank the now lukewarm tea in one swig, put the cup down and winked as he turned around to grab the door handle. He playfully threw Jack a kiss before he walked out.

Four more days.



Chapter Nine

 

 

 

“SO ARE you all packed to go?” Jack inquired over morning coffee in his kitchen.

Maria was reading the New York Times. “Mmh, most of it.”

“When’s the train leave?” Jack tried to ask casually, sipping from his mug of coffee, hoping he didn’t sound too eager.

“Around eleven thirty. Driver’s picking me up after he drops you off and picks up Lucy,” Maria answered while flicking the pages.

“When will you be back then? Sunday, right?” Jack again tried to sound casual, more like he was going to miss her than like he wanted to be home… alone… and showered… when she came in.

“Sometime in the afternoon. I think the train arrives at the Midi around three-thirty. Driver will pick me up again.”

Jack made a mental note of the arrival time and tried to look at her over the rim of his mug in such a way she wouldn’t notice. Tonight he was meeting Lucas in some hotel room in Antwerp, and he felt a pang of guilt. What was he doing? Maria was the best wife a diplomat could have. Undemanding but independent, smart, beautiful, loyal. Loyal… not like him. He couldn’t even contemplate what would happen if she found out. If she found out he was not working with Lucas this weekend, but screwing Lucas. How could he ever explain to her that Lucas did things to him that she had never been able to do, and he hadn’t even slept with him?

“Hey sleepy head. Snap out of it. Jack?”

As he looked up Maria was standing in front of him. He had clearly been deep in thought. “Sorry.”

Maria walked off towards the hallway and Jack could hear her mutter, “I swear sometimes that man is so far out of it…”

As he realized it was almost time to leave, he jumped up and followed her. “Maire!”

Catching up with her in the hallway, he gave her a hug from behind and a kiss on the neck. “Have a great time in Amsterdam.”

She turned around and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “Don’t work too hard this weekend. I know you’re both workaholics, but try to make sure you see a bed from time to time, okay?”

As he saw the genuine concern in her eyes, it hit him again. After this weekend, he would know if it was worthwhile to cheat on her.

It wasn’t until she was out of the hallway and up to the bedroom that her words hit him. Try to make sure you see a bed from time to time…

 

 

ALL DAY long Jack had a hard time focusing. He had arranged with Lucas that the Brit would book the hotel rooms. One fancy hotel suite in Jack’s name, where they could set up “an office,” and a smaller hotel room as Lucas’s cover. Jack had been tempted to call Lucas all day, just to hear his voice, to see if he was excited, to check if they were still on. Then he got a text message, “Antwerp Hilton old city centre exec suite your name be there B4 6pm”.

This was really going to happen.

 

 

THE KNOCK on the door was so quiet, Lucas wasn’t even sure it had happened, so he waited.

There it was again. A single, shy, almost hesitant knock.

Lucas was on the other side of the door waiting, so when he abruptly opened it, Jack’s hand was still in midair. He looked more vulnerable, smaller than Lucas remembered him. There was very little evidence that this was a powerful, decisive man. Even the suit that always looked tailor made seemed to fit him less than perfectly. The porter had brought his bags up a few minutes earlier, and Lucas, posing as the perfect assistant, had told the man where he wanted them and tipped him generously.

They stood there for a moment, neither of them sure what to do next, until Lucas stepped aside to let Jack into the hotel room. He brushed his hand against Jack’s when he passed, but the older man walked on towards the window without acknowledging the contact.

“I’m glad you found it. I was worried you might not…”

“Your directions were very good,” Jack interrupted flatly.

“…come,” Lucas concluded, lowering his head, his hand still on the open door.

“Maybe you should shut the door.”

“Yeah, right,” Lucas responded as if he was suddenly awakened to the fact that this was a pretty ridiculous situation. They had arranged to meet at this hotel to cheat on their partners. The least he could do was make sure no one could see them. After quietly closing the door, he walked over to the window and stood silently next to Jack.

The American looked sad and maybe a little afraid. Lucas knew that his calm exterior was just that, a front, to cover up his nervousness. Suddenly Jack turned around and faced him as though he had come to a decision.

Jack’s eyes were moist as he reached to cup Lucas’s head with his hand and kiss him hungrily. Lucas gladly accepted the kiss and responded by letting his tongue touch Jack’s lips lightly, carefully asking for access. He could feel the American opening up for him, until he felt himself being pushed away, then pulled back again, this time held in a tight hug. They were both catching their breath, and Lucas didn’t know what to say, all he could feel was Jack’s heart trying to beat its way out of his chest. 

“I didn’t mean to push you away, I’m sorry,” Jack let his forehead rest against Lucas’s. “Why do I keep doing this? I just…” He sighed deeply, searching for the right words. “…It’s not like I don’t want to, Lucas…”

The young man felt his lover distance himself from him. “But you feel like you can’t, and I should just leave you alone,” Lucas ended Jack’s sentence.

“Yes… NO!” Jack let himself drop to sit on the bed, his eyes closing briefly as he exhaled loudly. He gently took Lucas’s hand. “Please, just sit down for a moment. I’ll try to explain.”

Lucas swallowed, but didn’t move. “It’s okay, Jack, I understand. You have your career to think of and your wife. I should never have thought that this… us… was possible.”

The American pulled on his arm, so Lucas finally sat down next to him, hunched over, staring at the floor. 

“It’s not like that, Lucas, please… I don’t know how to act in this situation.” Jack’s hand was resting on Lucas’s knee. “Because I’ve never been in this situation before.” 

Lucas straightened his back and slowly turned towards Jack, his mouth slightly open in amazement as it dawned on him. “Are you saying…”

Jack nodded, an apologetic smile on his face.

“You’ve never had a male lover?”

“Well, thanks for getting that sorted out,” Jack snorted, looking away from Lucas, his hand still on the young man’s knee.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lucas asked, putting his hand over Jack’s.

“Well, it’s not the type of thing you can casually add to a conversation, Lucas.”

“So I’m the first man you’ve been attracted to?” Lucas wanted to understand this. He moved his hand to cup Jack’s chin and lifted it to make the American look up.

“God, no,” Jack sighed as he shook his head. “I’ve always known I was attracted to men, ever since I fell in love with my best friend in high school. But even then I knew not to pursue it.”

“So you’ve always known, just never did anything about it?”

“Why is that so hard to believe? I grew up in this world, where everything is about how people perceive you, and the last thing they want in their world is a queer diplomat!” Jack was clearly getting worked up about it, so Lucas squeezed his hand for comfort.

“I grew up in this world too, Jack.”

This seemed to calm Jack down. “I know. You were just a little more adventurous than me, that’s all.”

Lucas rubbed his thumb over the side of Jack’s hand. “We can take it slow, no need to rush.” He picked up the older man’s hand, turned it over and kissed his palm. “Are you hungry?”

Jack shrugged, and then smiled. “I think I’m too nervous to eat,” he admitted.

“Well, we’ll have to do something about that then,” Lucas answered as he got up from the bed and took Jack’s hand. He moved away, coaxing Jack to his feet and walked over to the large floor-to-ceiling windows. After he opened them, he walked outside onto the terrace.

“What are you doing?” Jack asked, reluctant to follow Lucas outside.

Lucas turned around and beckoned Jack. “Come here and I’ll show you.” He continued to walk backwards, making it impossible for Jack not to follow the enticing form. “This is the executive terrace. Private for five business suites, of which we occupy one. Now since it’s the weekend, the other four are empty, and aren’t booked until Monday.”

Jack laughed and shook his head. This was his Lucas. He could see him charming the receptionist into giving him that information. “Exactly what sort of nonsense did you feed the hotel staff to assure us this much privacy?”

Lucas looked coy. “Not much. I just told the girl at the check in that my boss liked to go outside in the buff.”

Jack threw his head back and chuckled. “You’re crazy! For all we know that will ensure us an audience!”

Lucas laughed too. “She did seem thrilled you were a naturalist. No, seriously, they hear ‘boss’ and ‘business man’ and they think ‘portly,’ ‘middle aged,’ and ‘saggy,’ so I think they will give it a miss.”

They stood on the edge of the terrace, and it seemed natural for Jack to take a step closer to Lucas, putting his arms around his waist and his chin on his shoulder “It’s nice out here. Very peaceful, you wouldn’t know you were in the city center.”

“Well, we are about five floors up and the square is car free, so that helps,” Lucas answered, turning a little to look at Jack.

Jack pointed at the highest point in their vista, “That’s a church?”

“The Cathedral of Our Lady,” Lucas corrected. “Should have had two towers, but the second one was cut short because they ran out of money.”

“You’re quite the tour guide.” Jack rested his cheek against Lucas’s hair.

Lucas matched Jack’s soft tone of voice. “It’s not my first time in Antwerp, and I like to read up on the cities I go to. It’s in all the tourist guides.” He could feel Jack tighten his hold and they stood rocking back and forth for a while. “This is nice, but let’s go back in, okay?”

Lucas led Jack back to their room, never letting go of his hand. Once inside he turned to close the drapes and felt Jack enfold him in his arms again. Lucas started fiddling with his tie in an attempt to get rid of some clothes. They were both accustomed to dressing professionally, but Lucas was starting to feel constricted in his shirt-tie-jacket attire. He felt Jack’s breath on his neck, which was a very sensual feeling, but they needed to get a little more comfortable. Jack detected Lucas’s fidgeting and loosened his grip, giving the other man the freedom to turn around. Lucas took Jack’s face in his hands and looked into the grey-blue eyes. There was certainly some confusion in there and a touch of fear. “Tell me you’re sure of this. Tell me you want this as much as I do.” Lucas thought Jack needed to hear himself say it as much as Lucas needed to hear it and he wanted to be sure he wasn’t pushing Jack to do something he didn’t really want.

Jack nodded.

“I want to hear it from you, Jack. I want to hear you say what you want.”

“I want you. All of you,” Jack whispered.

Lucas slowly let his lips touch Jack’s and allowed his hands to slip from his cheeks to his jaw, down his neck to the top of his shirt. He gently tugged the knot of the American’s tie open. His movements were slow and deliberate, as if he was expecting Jack to lose his nerve and push him away again. Instead the American returned the gesture, slowly pulling the two ends of Lucas’s black silk tie apart until they came away from each other. Lucas felt Jack smiling into the kiss they still hadn’t broken, as four hands were fighting for maneuvering room in the small space.

“Maybe we should do this one at a time,” Jack suggested, their lips only just touching.

“Or we could stop kissing?” Lucas offered.

“Hell, no!” Jack rebutted a little more loudly, as he pushed his body closer to Lucas’s again and covered his mouth with a flurry of little kisses.

Lucas was smiling under his lover’s bombardment and trying to get out of his jacket at the same time. He attempted to throw it onto one of the chairs but missed.

Jack chuckled as he saw the jacket fly across the room from the corner of his eye. He didn’t care where their clothes ended up and sort of liked the idea they would be together in a heap. As Lucas was pushing his jacket off his shoulders, Jack let go of the young man’s face one hand at a time to shrug off the garment. 

When Lucas started unbuttoning Jack’s shirt, the American wanted to help with that, too.

“Please let me do it?” Lucas asked, their faces still close together. “I want to peel the layers off slowly. Is that okay with you?”

Jack nodded and unbuttoned his shirtsleeves instead, letting Lucas take care of the other buttons. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he felt his patience being tested, but he saw the almost childlike innocence with which the young man was exploring his body and didn’t want to break the spell. Lucas had, after all, asked nicely, and for some reason, this made Jack feel it was okay to surrender completely to Lucas’s lead.

The Brit wrapped his arm around Jack’s chest underneath the shirt and let his mouth trail down to his neck and collarbone.

“God, you taste heavenly,” Lucas said to no one in particular as he continued licking a trail to Jack’s nipple.

“I want to feel your skin, too,” Jack answered, trying not to put too much urgency in his tone. He wrapped his arms around Lucas’s lean frame and gently pulled the shirt up, releasing it from his trousers and giving him free access to Lucas’s back. He could feel the tight muscles rippling under his hands every time Lucas shifted a little. He had been semi hard ever since they started kissing, but Lucas’s hot mouth on his nipples and the soft skin underneath his hands had the blood rushing to his groin.

As if he was reading the older man’s mind, Lucas raised himself upright again and rasped, “I’ve been teasing you, haven’t I?”

“No,” Jack answered, feeling like he needed to clear his throat too. Lucas stepped back a bit as he opened the top button of his shirt and quickly lifted it over his head, pulling at the sleeves when he couldn’t get his hands free right away, only to reattach himself to Jack’s mouth immediately after discarding the garment.

They struggled with each other’s belts, until they realized the humor of the situation. Grinning, they moved apart momentarily, kicking off their shoes and getting rid of their trousers. Jack couldn’t help but notice that Lucas was as hard as he was underneath his boxers.

As Jack was toeing off his socks, Lucas tackled him, throwing them down on the bed with a surprising force. He was pinned down underneath the young man, their fingers entwined, hands raised above their heads and his mouth invaded by Lucas’s tongue. Jack didn’t know whether to surrender completely or fight the young man a bit. As he tried to move his arms around, Lucas shifted his body to get better leverage and created some much needed friction for their still clothed cocks. His grip on Jack’s hands was unnecessarily tight, and he was breathing heavily as he came up for air in between kisses. Jack could feel Lucas’s heartbeat through his chest. When Jack tried to move again, Lucas halted and raised himself a bit. “Are you okay? Do you want me to stop?” 

Jack smiled up at the glorious sight of Lucas leaning over him, his dark curls hanging down around his beautiful face and his eyes dark with lust. “No, I don’t ever want you to stop. I’ve been waiting for this for thirty years.”

“Ooooh,” Lucas answered looking pained, “I wasn’t even born thirty years ago.”

“Don’t remind me,” Jack sighed, smiling.

Lucas looked Jack in the eyes and started moving his groin slowly back and forth. “Is this what you want?” 

Jack could only nod. The friction between their hard cocks and the thin layers of fabric separating them made it difficult for him to think straight. Lucas’s movements were slow and deliberate. He still held Jack’s hands in his own and kept looking at his lover.

“Open your eyes, Jack, I want to see those beautiful eyes of yours turn liquid.”

Jack hadn’t even realized he had closed them, but when he looked up, his sight was blurry, out of focus. He felt the tension mount in his belly as Lucas kept up his steady grinding and he knew he was going to come, like a teenager, without even really being touched.

“Luke, I…. I’m…”

“Just let it happen, Jack, just let it,” Lucas whispered. “I’ll catch you.”

Jack struggled to keep his eyes open as Lucas had requested. He knew he was going to come, maybe one more push… Then he heard a low groan and only barely recognized his own voice as he saw a broad smile break on his lover’s face.

Lucas leaned down and Jack only just registered their foreheads touching through the haze of his bliss. “You’re beautiful when you come, Jack.” He was breathing hard. The release of tension was immense and slowly Jack started to understand what had just happened. “You’re still…”

Lucas kissed his temple. “It’s okay, we have time.”

“I want to touch you,” Jack replied, feeling courageous. 

Lucas smiled broadly and moved his left hand along with Jack’s right down between their two bodies. As Jack slid his hand underneath Lucas’s boxers, the Brit stroked Jack’s arm gently. Jack tenderly enveloped Lucas’s bone hard member, and he felt the young man shudder at the touch. 

“God, yes, Jack, your hand feels good.” 

It felt strange to hold another man’s cock in his hand, but at the same time, it also felt right. Jack started stroking gently but firmly and heard Lucas moan with every move he made. He knew the young man was close. “Come for me, Luke,” he whispered, urging the young man to relinquish control.

Jack felt Lucas thrust desperately, the young man’s back arched under his fingertips and with a long drawn out shudder, he finally came. Jack became aware of the warm sticky liquid on his hand even as he heard Lucas sob out his cry of release. “So long, oh God, I’ve wanted that for so long, Jack.” The voice trailed into silence as the slim body relaxed in Jack’s arms, still trembling in the aftermath.

Jack floated off to sleep, still entangled with Lucas as he heard the young man murmur “… and we only just got started…”




Chapter Ten

 

 

 

LUCAS WOKE up when he felt something stir underneath him. He didn’t want to get up just yet, but when he remembered what had happened, his eyes flew open immediately. He was in a hotel suite with Jack, and they only had about thirty-six hours together, so he wasn’t going to waste them sleeping. 

There was almost no light coming through the curtains now, but his eyes adjusted to the darkness and he could see Jack’s face turned toward him, his eyes open. 

“Hey there.” Jack’s voice sounded calm. “What time is it?”

Lucas crawled over his lover’s body to the nightstand and picked up his watch. “Ten fifteen.”

“Good,” Jack chuckled. “For a moment there I thought we had slept the night away.” He sat up and reached over to touch the young Brit. “Come here, I don’t want to let you go before Sunday afternoon.”

Lucas took his hand and dragged him to his feet. “In that case, you’re going to have to take a shower with me then.” 

Jack pulled Lucas close and kissed him as he stood up, but Lucas played hard to get and made his getaway to the bathroom. He was a little surprised when Jack didn’t immediately follow.

In fact, he was nicely lathered up by the time he heard Jack enter. He could hear the rustle of Jack’s boxers falling to the floor and then there was silence. He was sure the American was watching him, and he took his time touching himself, letting his hands glide over his shoulders, then his belly and thighs. The idea that someone was enjoying the show made him slowly grow hard. As he started to gently stroke his cock, he heard Jack behind him and felt strong arms wrap around his stomach.

“Oooh, slippery!” Jack quipped as he ran his hands approvingly over Lucas’s body.

“Jeez, what took you so long?” Lucas sighed, “I thought you didn’t want to let me go?”

Jack laughed as he squeezed Lucas and kissed his neck. “I ordered some food. Have to keep our energy up, because I have the feeling you have quite some strenuous things in store for me.”

Lucas turned around and hugged Jack back. “You bet I do, old man.” He cupped Jack’s head and kissed him passionately, letting his arousal touch the other man’s thigh. “Seems you liked what you saw too.” He pulled Jack underneath the streaming hot water and placed his hand on Jack’s chest, stroking it down the slick skin slowly, while he admired his lover’s body. “Can’t say I mind what I see, either.” 

Jack smiled, shy all of a sudden as he pulled the younger man close again.

“Don’t tell me she’s never told you how beautiful you are, Jack?”

The American wiped the wet strands of hair out of Lucas’s face. “Let’s not… talk about that, okay?”

Lucas leaned in to kiss Jack’s neck. “Well, you are beautiful, you know. You look so good in your smart business suit that all I could think of when I first saw you was how fast I could get you out of it.”

Again Jack smiled timidly.

Lucas gently moved forward until Jack was against the wall of the shower. “Not too cold?”

The hot water filled the bathroom with steam, so Jack shook his head. “We don’t have a lot of time. They’re going to be here with dinner soon.”

Lucas shushed him with a kiss, and Jack let himself be silenced. To hell with room service. They were the guests, and if that meant the staff had to leave dinner at the door, then so be it. Decision made, Jack kissed his lover back with total abandon. 

He didn’t know what he wanted to touch first. Lucas’s skin felt smooth and soft underneath his hands, and the fact they were both soaking wet, standing underneath the fancy rain shower made it a curiously erotic sensation. Lucas tasted like soap and he would have looked like a little boy with his wet curls clinging to his smiling face, if it hadn’t been for what he was doing to his lover with his hands and mouth.

Lucas’s tongue trailed down Jack’s neck and shoulder, over his collarbone to his nipple. He only licked the bud slightly, sending shivers down Jack’s spine, then swiftly moved down to Jack’s belly button.

The young Brit looked up at Jack defiantly as he knelt down in front of his lover, legs spread wide. Lucas touched himself, slowly stroking his erect cock. Jack saw everything as if it was playing in slow motion. Lucas was looking up at him, his eyes almost black with want, when he opened his mouth and teasingly slowly enveloped his lover’s bone hard erection with his lips. Jack took a sharp breath in, trying not to come right that instant. As he watched his cock move slowly in and out of Lucas’s mouth, he needed all his self-control not to thrust forward, but it was to no avail as he felt his belly grow tight.

“Luke, I’m….” Jack squeezed out before he came down Lucas’s throat with a loud moan. He stood against the wall, Lucas’s hand on his hip, when he felt his legs give out and he let himself drop to the floor, panting. 

Lucas leaned in to kiss him, still touching himself. Jack could taste the slightly tangy, salty taste in Lucas’s mouth that could only have come from his release.

“I want you as well,” Jack told his young lover after Lucas broke the kiss to let him breathe. “I want you in my mouth.” 

Lucas looked at him as if he was trying to gauge the honesty of that statement and then slowly raised himself until he was standing in front of Jack. He placed his hand on the wall over Jack’s head and leaned his hips forward so Jack was close enough to take him in his mouth.

Their positions now reversed, Jack could see this wasn’t a bad vista, either. Hot water still streamed out of the showerhead, keeping them both warm against the cold tiles. Lucas placed his hand against Jack’s cheek, and the young man’s thumb stroked his bottom lip. As Jack sucked in the offered digit, he wrapped his hand around Lucas’s cock and heard the young man gasp as he coordinated the stroking and touching. 

He wanted to really taste Lucas, though, and slowly brought his stroking hand and his mouth together. As he gently took the head between his lips, he saw Lucas’s muscles strain to keep from moving forward toward the hot mouth. His eyes closed and his head tilted back, Lucas was clearly close. Jack let his tongue skim the smooth surface of the head and explored the slit, making Lucas gasp again. He looked up and saw Lucas staring at him with glazed eyes. He felt Lucas move slowly in and out of his mouth, clearly holding himself back with all his might. Then suddenly, he felt the younger man’s hand on his hair, roughly guiding him.

“Jack-g-uh!” Lucas cried out as Jack took almost the entire length in his mouth. He could taste the tangy-saltiness of Lucas, realizing they didn’t taste exactly the same and swallowed everything the young man surrendered.

Lucas started to sway, and Jack grabbed his young lover to keep him from falling over. The young Brit collapsed on Jack’s lap.

“I’m sorry,” Lucas chuckled, his head on Jack’s shoulder.

“No, you’re not,” Jack answered in the way that had become habit between them. 

“Yes, I am.” Lucas smiled a little lazily. “I should have given you a little more notice before…”

“Before you came? I could tell you were close, Luke. You are beautiful when you come too.”

Lucas looked at him coyly. “Well, I didn’t need much.” He passionately kissed his American lover. “You have a really nice mouth.”

They both looked up as they heard a knock on the door and the call “Room service”. Jack looked at Lucas. “I better go get that.” Lucas nodded and got up, pulling Jack to his feet. The American stepped out of the shower and gave his lover a quick kiss, “You stay here. Both of us hanging around here naked might look a little suspicious.” 

Lucas turned off the shower as he watched Jack wrap a towel around his hips and walk out of the bathroom still dripping wet.

 

 

LUCAS TRIED hard not to giggle. Jack had just poured soy sauce on his chest where the sternum dipped a little, and it tickled. 

“I told you it was the perfect place for that, now here, taste this.”

Jack expertly grabbed a bit of salmon sashimi with his chopsticks and dipped it into the puddle of soy sauce before he fed it to Lucas. “Now stop moving about or we’ll have to have these sheets changed before we can sleep in them tonight!”

Lucas couldn’t help but laugh at the seriousness of Jack’s face. “Who says we’ll get to sleep?”

The American took a piece of sushi and clearly took his time coating it with the sauce before putting it in his mouth. “Promises, promises,” he answered, poking Lucas with his chopsticks. “You want some more?”

Lucas nodded. They were both on the bed, their hair still a little wet and towels wrapped around their hips. The towels didn’t do much for decorum, but they would at least keep their minds on dinner for the time being. 

Jack reached over Lucas’s supine body to the food trolley next to the bed. He carefully chose a nice sushi roll and placed it in the centre of the soy puddle on Lucas’s chest, letting it soak up the sauce. He looked at his young lover while he moved the rice and fish roll around a bit and held it over Lucas’s mouth. 

“Just take it between your teeth.”

Lucas opened his mouth slowly and grabbed the offered food, smiling around it. 

Jack leaned in and bit off a piece while kissing Lucas on the lips. He heard Lucas moan while they both swallowed the shared food. Jack let his finger run through what was left of the soy sauce and felt Lucas’s muscles react to his touch. When he looked up he simply said, “There.”

Lucas looked down and saw the word MINE written on his stomach. He pulled Jack into another kiss, making the American lie next to him and then rolling both of them over until he was on top of him. “Not yet. I’m not yours until I’ve felt you inside of me.”

“Do you want that? Do you want me inside of you?” Jack whispered.

“God, yes! If you want that, too, I mean, I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want!”

Jack silenced the young man with a passionate kiss, trying to convey that he wanted it too. 

Lucas spread his legs so he was straddling Jack and moved back and forth like he had done just a few hours ago, the first time he had made Jack come. 

Jack felt himself slowly grow hard again; knowing this time the fairly quick succession of their lovemaking would let him last a lot longer. It didn’t diminish the passion he felt for Lucas, though, the feeling that he wanted to crawl underneath his lover’s skin and melt into him. He fumbled to untie the towel around Lucas’s waist and felt a pang of disappointment when the young man got up and moved to his suitcase on the other side of the room. 

Jack scooted up until he was half sitting, but his face had obviously been easy to read, because Lucas smiled and explained, “We need a few supplies.”

The young Brit returned with a handful of condoms and a small bottle of lube. He crawled back to his earlier position and took Jack’s face in his hands. “Don’t worry, I’ll guide you through it,” he murmured before kissing him again. 

Jack let his hands wander over Lucas’s back and cupped his ass, pulling him in closer.

“Do you want to prepare me?” Lucas asked wantonly, his eyes dark. 

Jack nodded. “If you show me how.” 

“It’s been a while, so I’ll need some time,” Lucas moaned against Jack’s mouth. He moved a little higher, offering his neck for Jack to kiss as he grabbed the lube. “It’s a muscle so you’ll need to gradually tease it while I try to relax. Plenty of lube and one finger at a time.” He grabbed Jack’s hand, “Come here,” and squirted a generous dollop of gel on his fingers.

Lucas moved a little higher up Jack’s body and wrapped his arms around his lover’s neck. They were deliciously close together, Lucas’s weeping cock between their bellies, when Jack moved his hand around Lucas, trying not to get the lube all over. Considering he had never done this before, his aim was pretty good, but Lucas disentangled one of his arms to guide him, “There.” He had his hand over Jack’s and let his head fall back when Jack breached the entrance with the tip of his finger.

Lucas moaned, his mouth open and his head back. “A little more…”

Jack could feel the ring of muscle pushing tightly around his finger, but slowly felt it loosen as he carefully let his slick finger glide in and out. 

Lucas’s movements created some much needed friction for both of them, and Jack sensed his lover becoming more impatient.

“Add another finger, Jack,” Lucas whispered in his ear.

Jack realized he loved looking at Lucas’s face when he was like this, shutting out the world, totally oblivious to anything else but his own body and that of his lover. As he inserted another finger, he felt the ring of tightness again, but this time it yielded even more quickly than the first time. Lucas was breathing heavily now, telling Jack to go deeper. 

“One more finger. Oh God, I can’t wait much longer, Jack. I want you deep inside me. Fuck, Jack!”

With three fingers inside Lucas, Jack could feel him opening up to him. He was still going to be tight, but Jack was starting to become impatient too, his breathing speeding up in anticipation of feeling Lucas’s heat around him. 

Jack was surprised when Lucas moved away from him. The young man looked at Jack with dark, lustful eyes as he grabbed a condom. Reacting to the confusion in Jack’s eyes, the Brit leaned in to kiss him. “I’m ready for you and I can’t wait any longer,” he explained. He ripped the foil packet open with his teeth and expertly rolled the condom on Jack’s rock hard erection. With a few strokes he coated it with lube and then moved closer again. “God, Jack, I can’t wait. Are you okay with this?”

Jack’s anticipation was at such a pitch that he could only nod. Lucas understood and made it easy for Jack. He placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder for support and raised himself a little, so he could slowly impale himself on Jack’s slick cock.

Seeing himself disappear into the young man’s body was an incredibly erotic sight, made even more delicious by the heat and tightness of Lucas’s body around him.

He watched Lucas’s face as the other man waited a bit, his eyes closed, his mouth open, adjusting to the feeling.

Jack reached for Lucas’s nipple which was just out of reach of his tongue as the Brit started slowly moving up and down. 

Opening his eyes slightly, Lucas smiled. “You look so serious, but you feel so good, Jack… so good… I can’t begin to…” The young man gently placed his hand on Jack’s face, tenderly stroking his cheek and lips as he kept moving.

Jack saw with wonder how Lucas was slowly coming undone around him. He felt so gloriously tight, and Jack started to realize what he had missed all those years. How he had deluded himself that making love to a man wouldn’t be so very different from making love to a woman. Only Jack had never felt for any woman what he was feeling for the young man in his arms now.

Lucas shifted his movements until the hard cock was hitting all the right spots. He took Jack’s face between his hands and kissed him. “Oh God, Jack, I’m so close… please tell me you’ll come with me…. please!’ he pleaded, his mouth against Jack’s.

Jack could only nod. The sensation that he was giving his young lover this kind of pleasure sent his blood racing towards his groin. As much as he could from his position, he thrust upwards, feeling the waves of ecstasy wash over him. His head was light and his eyes swam as he came deep inside Lucas’s body. He kept thrusting, riding out his intense orgasm, wanting the feeling to last forever. Lucas stroked himself between their bellies until Jack felt him tighten around him, clearly abandoning all control. Lucas’s movements were uncoordinated and erratic as he pressed himself against Jack, shaking and barely breathing, letting ecstasy wash through him. 

They stayed connected like that, holding on to each other for a long time as they slowly came back down to earth. After a while, Jack noticed that Lucas was shaking in his arms, so he reached for one of the abandoned towels and folded it around the young man’s shoulders. “Better?”

Lucas nodded, his eyes a little hazy. “I was cold, but I didn’t want to let go. I want to keep you inside of me, Jack.”

“We’re going to have to move sometime.”

“I know.” Lucas kissed him gently. “I know.”

Jack cradled Lucas in his arms, slipping out of him as he laid him down on his back. He discarded the condom and got up, feeling a little unsteady on his feet. He retrieved a warm, damp washcloth from the bathroom and returned to sit down on the bed. As he gently cleaned off Lucas’s belly he could still see the word MINE, now quite smudged, and Jack smiled. Lucas was his as much as he was Lucas’s, and he wasn’t looking forward to Sunday.



Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

A WARM hand on his back awakened Jack and something even warmer was stroking his side. He was on his stomach on the bed and as he peered through his barely opened eyelids, he saw the space next to him was empty. As he turned his face on the pillow, he could still smell Lucas on the bedding. In fact, he was sure the whole room still smelled of sex. The memories of the night before made his groin stir and he finally opened his eyes completely. He found himself staring into the gorgeous chocolate brown eyes that had become delightfully familiar.

“Hey, sleepy head,” Lucas said, his face tender and caring. “Rise and shine, I got us some breakfast.”

As Lucas tried to get up from the side of the bed, Jack grabbed his hand. “Don’t go.” He rolled over onto his back, making a space for Lucas and saw the young man pull a large cup of hot liquid away just in time to avoid a spill.

“Hey, I thought, ‘wake him up with fresh coffee and pastry,’ but all he wants is my body.” 

Jack’s stomach growled and he lazily stroked his belly as he stretched his back. “I guess I could use some breakfast.”

Lucas placed one of the paper bags he was holding on Jack’s stomach and walked over to the large doors that led to the terrace. Balancing the coffee and the other bag of pastries, he opened the floor-to-ceiling window and walked out, letting the sunshine stream into the room. Jack could feel that the pastries in the bag were still warm and smelled the sweetness of cinnamon and honey. He got up quickly and slipped into a pair of jeans, following his young lover onto the terrace. Lucas sat on one of the benches eating.

“Come over here. I have sweet rolls, cinnamon, raisin…”

“You went out for those?” Jack walked over to Lucas and kissed the top of his head.

“Well, it’s not like I could call room service, and I was starving. Besides there’s a bakery right across from the hotel.” Lucas leaned his head back to kiss Jack on the mouth.

“You taste like almonds.”

Lucas held up the bun he was eating. “You want some? It’s called Frangipane and it’s very sweet, but very good.”

Jack took a bite of the offered food and wrinkled his nose at the sweetness before moving around Lucas and settling down on the terrace floor in front of him cross-legged. He took the cup of coffee and drank a large gulp, then picked out a croissant and took a bite of that.

“So what do you want to do this morning?” Lucas asked, his eyes squinting against the bright sunlight.

Jack looked up at the sky. “I think we missed out on ‘this morning,’ but why don’t we take a walk around town this afternoon? You know this place, right? So show me all the non-tourist bits.”

Lucas smiled. “I don’t suppose you’ll hold my hand when we walk around?” 

Jack raised one eyebrow. “What are you? A little girl?”

Lucas stuck his tongue out at Jack, feeling very juvenile, but it made them both laugh. “Well, it will be the first non-professional thing we do together, and we will be out in the open, among the people.” 

“Yeah,” Jack mused. “We might bump into an American or two, who might recognize me or a Brit who might recognize you. Don’t get me wrong, Lucas, but I can’t exactly explain why we’re this intimate with each other, can I?” He hoped Lucas wouldn’t take it the wrong way, but he needed to be honest with his lover.

“I know,” Lucas answered softly. “I know I can’t touch you in public, but I still want to go out with you today.” 

Jack gave him a lopsided look. “What are you suggesting?” He saw mischief creep into the young man’s face. 

“I’m asking you out on a date,” Lucas answered smugly, “We’ve never actually done that. So maybe we should start at the beginning. I’ll take you out to dinner, my treat, so don’t expect anything fancy.”

Jack looked at him, trying to work out if he was serious. “Fine, but let’s not make it too late tonight.”

Lucas chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry! If I have to keep my hands off you all day, it will be a quick dinner!” 

 

 

THEY BOTH walked out of the five star hotel dressed in jeans, shirts, baseball caps, and sunglasses. The weather was sunny and warm enough to wander around the city in shirt sleeves.

Lucas assured Jack that they had everything they could possibly want within walking distance of the hotel, so they made their way across the square to the fashion district and ended up stealing kisses and touches in the dressing rooms of Dries Van Noten’s boutique, while picking out designer business suits for one another. They arranged for their suits to be delivered to their home addresses and continued on, strolling into used bookshops and eclectic music stores. 

In one of the bookstores, Jack and Lucas were discussing buying an old book on the history of Antwerp when Jack heard a vaguely familiar voice behind him, “George, I told you it was him!” and then felt a hand on his arm. “Mr. Ambassador, so nice of you to come to our fair city. You should have called us, so we could have extended a proper welcome, invite you to our home!”

Jack turned around and smiled shyly, extending his hand. “Reverend and Mrs. Wallace. Nice to see you again!” He could see Mrs. Wallace eyeing Lucas, clearly expecting to be introduced. Jack hesitated for only a moment before he recovered. “May I introduce Mr. Carlton, representative of the British Embassy?”

Mrs. Wallace shook Lucas’s hand with much fervor, her eyes wide. “Nice to meet you, sir.” Still shaking Lucas’s hand she turned to Jack again. “Fraternizing with the Brits, I’m sure you have lots of important things to talk about?” 

She was clearly fishing. Lucas was the first to answer. “Yes, ma’am, but all classified, I’m afraid.”

Luckily for them, Reverend Wallace was less enthusiastic and soon pulled his wife aside. “Mr. Ambassador, we’ll leave you in peace now, I’m sure you are a very busy man!” and then to his wife, “Let’s go, Clarice, can’t you see these men have important business to discuss?”

Both men watched the older couple leave the bookstore. Lucas heard Jack sigh as soon as they closed the door behind them and he put his hand on his lover’s. “That was close.”

“I don’t believe you. Classified! You made us sound like spies,” Jack answered, almost visibly shaking.

Lucas chuckled. “Well, we couldn’t very well tell her the truth!”

Jack looked around to make sure no one was watching them, but the store was empty. He wrapped his arm around Lucas and pulled him close. “I’m sorry, I just got nervous.” 

Lucas pulled back a bit. “They can’t tell just by looking at us, you know.”

Jack closed his eyes, sighed, and smiled. “Yeah, I know. Let’s go.”

 

 

OVER BY the Grote Markt in front of the City Hall, there was a stage set up, and a large crowd was watching an unknown music group. The cafés around the market were packed, so they bought drinks at one of the stalls and moved into the crowd. The Caribbean music was colorful and people were singing along. Lucas spotted a slightly less crowded space near one of the small potted trees at the side of the square and grabbed Jack’s hand to lead him through the crowd. Jack felt as if all eyes were trained on them, but when he looked around, he realized people weren’t really paying attention. 

As they claimed the open space, Jack was also surprised to see a lot of people with their arms around each other and not just straight couples. He had seen men strolling hand in hand around the streets earlier, too. Moving a little closer to Lucas, who stood in front of him watching the music group, he snaked his arms around his lover’s waist and hooked his thumb over the band of the young man’s jeans. Lucas smiled and looked over his shoulder. There were two men standing a little bit away from them and they were not hiding that they were a couple, even kissing briefly at the end of a particularly romantic song.

“They are very liberal here, aren’t they?” Jack whispered in Lucas’s ear.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. The sun is shining, happy music playing,” Lucas answered with a broad smile. He moved a little closer, making Jack flinch. “Don’t worry,” Lucas whispered, “I’d love to kiss you right now, but I know we can’t.”

Jack smiled shyly, recovering his composure. “Well, even if I wasn’t married, I couldn’t see myself doing this with you in the States either.”

Lucas returned to his place in front of Jack again and grabbed his hand to wrap it around his waist. “This is nice too, and nobody can see that,” he whispered matter-of-factly.

Jack let himself relax. The crowd was packed together so his closeness to Lucas didn’t look suspicious. Most people were looking at the stage anyway, and this way he could feel Lucas’s delicious body close to his, smell the conditioner he used, and the Grey Flannel aftershave he had put on just before they left the hotel room. 

“Why don’t we grab an early dinner and then go back to the room, okay?” Lucas suggested, leaning back a little and looking over his shoulder.

Jack was beginning to think the Brit could read his mind.

 

 

THE SMALL restaurant Lucas had chosen was in one of the side streets around the cathedral. Smells of garlic and coriander came from the kitchen and there was an outside terrace, surrounded by some potted shrubs. There was only one small table left in the corner, forcing the two men to share a rather narrow bench, something they assured the waitress they did not mind at all.

After they ordered falafel and pita dishes, the waitress brought a tray full of small cups of different sauces.

“Ooh, garlic sauce!” Lucas beamed, but then his face changed. “Okay, how about either we both eat it or we don’t eat it at all.”

Jack dipped his finger in and licked it. “I guess that’s settled.”

At that moment, two men with their arms around each other walked passed the terrace. As soon as they were out of earshot, Jack whispered, “This is the first country where it’s so apparent how they are very tolerant here.”

Lucas laughed, “We’re just in the right part of the right city for this. I wouldn’t generalize about the whole country though, besides I think you’re just open to it now.” He gave Jack a measured look. “You sound just like Lucy; she keeps seeing pregnant women everywhere.” 

Jack waited for the waitress to put their orders down and leave before continuing. “Have you two talked about having kids?”

Lucas shook his head. “Not really. Her father would probably nail her to the stake if she got pregnant before we got married. He barely talks to her now because we live together ‘in sin.’”

Jack chuckled. “Maria and I did the same in Denmark for almost three years. Her father wasn’t happy either.”

“So how come you and Maria don’t have any kids?” Lucas knew this was a very personal question, so he added, “You don’t have to answer.”

Jack smiled, “Maria told me even before we were married that she felt there were too many kids without parents in this world, so we agreed that if we were ever posted to a third world country, we would adopt an orphan there. She wanted a true global family, you know, a kid from Guatemala, one from Ethiopia and one from Vietnam.”

“And you?” Lucas asked. “Didn’t you want a child of your own?”

“I’ve never felt the need to pass on my genetic traits.” Jack looked away from Lucas at the people passing on the street. “I just wish we hadn’t waited this long. Maria never felt the time was right, and we always ended up being posted to Europe, never to a third world country, either. Sometimes I think she’s just fine with the way things are right now.”

Lucas put his hand on Jack’s. “You have time, maybe you should talk to her about it?”

“Let’s not talk about Maria, okay? I’m here with you, not her.”

They finished dinner, paid and tipped the waitress, and made their way back to the hotel in silence.

 

 

JACK WALKED into the suite and moved straight through to the executive terrace. He suddenly felt guilty about his betrayal, guilty about enjoying this time with Lucas, enjoying it so much that he was considering chucking it all in, anything to give his relationship with the young man a chance. Could he leave Maria? She was an amazing woman, but the things he felt for Lucas were so much more powerful than what he had ever felt for his wife.

He was leaning on the railing looking down over the square, when he heard Lucas’s hesitant voice. “Jack? Are you okay? I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have brought the subject up, I… I wasn’t thinking. Could you just step away from the edge please?”

Jack took a step back, but didn’t turn around. He heard Lucas move closer and stop next to him.

“Did you think I was going to jump?” Jack asked without looking at his lover.

“I don’t know. Just… after we talked, you seemed so distant and…”

Jack could hear the restrained emotion in Lucas’s voice. “What do you want from me, Lucas?”

“That’s a very open question, Jack. What do I want from you?”

Jack felt Lucas’s beautiful eyes burn into him and looked down at his feet. “Why are we here? I mean, was our life so bad that we had to run away from our women for a few nights of passion in a fancy hotel in another city? I like my life, Lucas. I like my job and all the sacrifices were worth it as far as I’m concerned.”

“Was it worth living a lie for?” Lucas asked honestly.

Jack took his time thinking about his answer. “I’m not living a lie.”

“What am I, then? A bloody experiment?” 

Jack could see Lucas from the corner of his eye, but he didn’t dare look aside. 

“Am I just an eager young upstart you can use to see if these feelings you had for your high school friend were real or not?” 

Jack finally turned towards Lucas as Lucas moved towards the hotel room. “Lucas!” he called after the other man.

“Forget it. There’s an unused hotel room downstairs.”

Jack caught up with him at the terrace window and grabbed his hand. As Lucas tried to pull away, Jack pleaded, “Lucas, please, I’m sorry.” Jack pulled him closer and wrapped his arms around the Brit. “Lucas, I’m sorry if I made you feel like that. No one has the right to do that to you.”

They stood by the terrace door, Jack’s arms around Lucas, his chin on the young man’s shoulder. Lucas stayed with his back to his lover, unsure of whether he trusted him enough to believe him. 

Jack kissed the back of Lucas’s neck. “I’ve never felt for anyone what I feel for you, Luke.”

“I know,” Lucas answered, his voice heavy with emotion. “I know what you mean. All the way over here yesterday, I was thinking of what kind of a job I could do where it didn’t matter if I was married or not. If I were gay or not. I kept thinking if I could find a way to persuade you to look for another job, too.” Lucas inhaled deeply. “It’s silly, I know, not to mention naïve, but…” He placed his hands over Jack’s and stroked them gently.

Jack moved them both forward until they were inside of the room and kissed Lucas’s neck until he felt his lover relax in his arms. They made love on the neatly made bed until the sheets and pillows were strewn all around the room, taking their time to explore each other’s bodies, bringing each other to the edge and then cooling down again, slowly touching and licking, nuzzling and kissing only to strike up the flame again, until finally Lucas came hard between their bellies and all over his lover’s hand while Jack released his seed, buried deep inside of him. A long time passed before either could move to go clean up.

 

 

“I DON’T see why not.”

Lucas was washing Jack’s hair in the large bathtub next to the walk-in shower of the top executive suite. Jack’s back and head rested on Lucas’s chest and Jack was trying to tickle the Brit’s knees on either side of him. He was beginning to think that this was one of the few places where his young lover wasn’t ticklish.

“Well, only if you want to. I mean, I like seeing you turn to jelly and I like the feeling when I’m inside of you, but seeing you go all incoherent makes me wonder what it’s like. Would you?” 

Lucas poured a cup of water over Jack’s head. “Well, it is amazing to feel you inside me, but I don’t mind returning the favor, in fact it’s nice to turn the tables from time to time.” Lucas smiled mischievously. 

“Your arse is mine, Mr. Ambassador.” 

Jack chuckled and playfully flicked some water in Lucas’s face, but the butterflies had already started fluttering in his belly.

 

 

LUCY AND Maria were served Sunday lunch in the dining car of the Thalys train between Amsterdam and Brussels. They had spent their two days in Amsterdam shopping between museum visits and were now on their way home.

“I’m only sorry it’s over this fast. I had fun, Maria, thanks for taking me. I did miss Lucas of course, but I’ll see him again this afternoon.” Lucy was clearly still enjoying her train journey, but then her face turned a little sad. “If he’s not still working, that is.”

Maria couldn’t help but think that it was strange this was the young woman’s first train journey, just like her trip to Belgium had been her first time outside of the United States.

“I hate to burst your bubble, Lucy, but having him working at all hours almost seven days a week is what life with a diplomat is going to be like from now on.”

“Is that what it’s like for you and Jack? I mean, I’ve seen you two together, you love each other. He’s considerate and caring and…” Lucy gave Maria a desperate look.

“The only time I have Jack for myself is when I kidnap him to some Caribbean island for a week, and even then he brings papers to read and I have to pry him away from CNN. It’s been almost three years since our last vacation, Lucy. My last two attempts were shot down by a fire in a nightclub where three Americans were killed and the order to move to Belgium.” She put her hand on Lucy’s to show support. “I’ve always known Jack was married to his work. You learn to make your own life and to enjoy the moments you have with him, even if those moments are at banquets or receptions. There’s a lot of good work you can do, honey, you just have to find your niche and build yourself a reputation. Believe me, I’m realistic enough to know I could never do the work I do if I wasn’t the Ambassador’s wife. Lucas’s job will bring you some really nice benefits; just don’t expect a romantic marriage.”
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