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For better times.


Chapter One

“I WANT YOU to paint my naked body.”

Morgan reached for his phone but then remembered he was wearing a bathrobe. He blinked at the man in his doorway. The early morning light poured in around the stranger, edging him in gold.

“Great,” Morgan said. “Please wait here while I go call the police.”

But he didn’t leave to get his phone.

There was no possible way Morgan had heard correctly. Half asleep, eyes blurry, he couldn’t be seeing right, either, because the man on his front stoop looked a lot like Lucian Bellerose.

Improbable.

The man’s eyes widened at the mention of police. They caught a ray of light—deep gray, startingly colorless. True gray eyes. Morgan had never seen anyone with eyes like that except for Lucian. Morgan shifted nervously. Maybe his mind was playing tricks on him. Maybe he was hallucinating. What had he eaten last night? Takeout from the fancy new restaurant down the street. Was there something questionable about that place?

“You don’t have to call the police. I’m not propositioning you,” the Lucian lookalike said with a tentative laugh. “Ah. I probably should have mentioned that first.”

As any well-spoken man would do in the same situation, caught by surprise on his doorstep, Morgan said, “Um.”

Morgan rubbed his fingers into his eyes, trying to clear away the haze so he could get a better look at the man. He could be dangerous. But even obscured by the light, he didn’t seem dangerous, though his features were rendered smudgy in the shadows. A veil of grogginess still curtained Morgan, and he wasn’t entirely sure what he was seeing. Maybe he was in a gentle doze, caught in an early morning dream about a dancer. It was a little embarrassing how many fantasies he’d had about Lucian over the last few years. Morgan was too old to have stars in his eyes, dreaming about celebrities—especially those long gone from the limelight. Or long gone, period.

“Please don’t call the police,” the lookalike said. “I know this is inappropriate. I shouldn’t have approached you like this at your home—”

“At six thirty in the morning,” Morgan couldn’t help but add. Morgan usually couldn’t deal with people until at least seven, and even then, he needed a generous amount of coffee to do so. Lately, noon was much more his speed.

“At six thirty in the morning,” the man said with a conceding nod. He didn’t exactly sound regretful about scaring the shit out of Morgan by leaning on his doorbell at sunrise. “I woke up in the middle of the night with this idea. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.”

“The idea,” Morgan said slowly, feeling his way through this outlandishness, “for me to paint your naked body.”

He was definitely going to have to call the police. His art was displayed all throughout the city: in galleries, in homes, in the media. He’d been featured nationally twice. He had some fans. Well, a few fans. Maybe more than a few. None of them were particularly rabid or avid. He wasn’t movie-star-level famous. Or Lucian-Bellerose-level loved and adored. Morgan had given his autograph over and over. He had been asked for selfies several times on the street and once in a restaurant over his creme brulé. What he’d never had was a fan show up at his home studio and ask him to paint his body. He’d never used skin as a canvas, especially a stranger’s skin. What a bizarre idea. How would that even work?

The guy resembled Lucian a bit. If he looked even passingly similar to Lucian Bellerose under those clothes, it could be an intriguing project.

No, no, no. What was Morgan thinking? He wasn’t so desperate for Lucian as to let a stranger into his home.

“Shit,” the man said. “This is too forward. I can tell by your face I did this wrong. I’m sorry. I’m not usually—well, I only had three hours of sleep last night. I don’t usually…”

“Ask someone to paint your body?”

“Yeah. That.” The shape of his sheepish smile was so familiar to Morgan. “It sounds ridiculous, but I know I have a good idea.”

Calling the police would also be a good idea. Morgan could picture his phone sitting on his nightstand. Out of reach. Useless.

Wonderful. He never had it with him when he needed it, and it was always beeping in his pocket when he didn’t need it.

“Look,” the man said, softer. “Your work is avant-garde. I know you like unusual things, and I think I have the perfect project for you. Please hear me out.”

Morgan could always slam the door in the man’s face, throw the lock, and then run for his phone just in case.

The man turned his head, glanced over his shoulder out onto the snowy city sidewalk, and Morgan caught sight of his profile. God, he really did look like Lucian Bellerose. Morgan hadn’t imagined it. Something about the curve of his jaw, the curly tips of his hair escaping his knit beanie at his nape. He had that same easy, rumpled appeal.

And wasn’t that just perfect? That Morgan would meet someone who resembled his ideal man, the man he’d watched and admired on TV for three years, and he happened to be a fan about to gut Morgan and put his liver in a keepsake jar.

He really needed his phone.

“I’ve messed this up, haven’t I?” The man stood on his toes and then rocked back on his heels. Too much energy for so early. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. Let me start over?” He pulled his cap off. His hair fell free, a chaotic mess of dark, unruly curls, with a halo of frizz backlit by the sunrise. The sight stole Morgan’s breath because, with that hair, he was an absolute dead ringer. Those stupid soft curls he’d fallen so hard for the first time he’d seen Lucian dance. This man looked so uncannily, impossibly like—

“Hi. I’m Lu.” He held out his hand for Morgan to shake. “And I swear, I’m not here to stalk you or burn your house down. Or anything else untoward.” His smile was slow and wry, tilted at the corner, and unexpectedly diffident for a man who had just asked to have his naked skin covered in paint.

Morgan sucked in a breath. “Lu? As in?”

“It’s short for Lucian.”

“I—I—um.” Morgan didn’t take Lucian’s hand. His own hand was frozen around the doorknob of his front door. He was having trouble unclamping his fingers from around the metal.

Sweet Jesus.

“All right,” Lucian said after another moment and let his hand drop to his side. “Friends and family call me Lu. I figure if I’m asking you to paint me naked, we can at least be on friendly terms.”

It seemed to take Morgan a decade to say, “Lucian? Lucian Bellerose?” As if there were a hundred Lucians walking around and he just had to make sure.

“Yeah. Lu Bellerose.”

All Morgan could think was you’re alive, but what came out of his mouth in a hushed whisper was “You’re real.”

Lu’s eyebrows rose slightly. The amusement that danced around his eyes made them sparkle. “Yeah, I exist. But I don’t know Santa, so don’t ask me to introduce you.”

Funny, Morgan considered himself a fan, but he’d never heard of Lucian going by Lu. He truly was a private guy, though how he managed it while being so adored in the age of social media was the question.

“Hey!” called a man from the street, an outburst loud enough to slow people and draw looks. “Aren’t you that dancer guy who—”

Lu’s voice dipped lower as he said quickly, “Probably not, man.” He stepped closer to Morgan’s door, where the walls on each side sheltered them from the city sidewalk.

It couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be. Things like this didn’t happen in real life.

Lu shoved his hat into his coat pocket. “I know I should have contacted your agent first and asked to meet you somewhere, but I couldn’t wait that long. It usually takes them at least a few days to set up meetings. It’s hard to take the time to do things properly when you have an idea.” He said “idea” like someone holding a golden egg in his palm, offering to share it with Morgan.

“You’re alive,” Morgan murmured. And whole. He somehow managed to shut his mouth on that before it could escape, thank God. Finally saying it aloud felt like relief. His voice sounded squeezed out. He gripped the doorknob so hard he wouldn’t be surprised if it broke off in his hand any moment now. His fingers ached.

Lu bounced a little, a frenetic energy just under the surface. His curls bounced a moment later, out of sync, and Morgan found himself stupidly charmed. He could see it now: the eagerness and excitement Lu could barely contain, the nerves.

“Alive…mostly,” Lu said. “Held together by the six cups of coffee I’ve had this morning. Just tell me if you want me off your doorstep, and I’ll leave. But I think you’ll want to be a part of this once you hear my idea."

“I—uh.” Morgan swallowed. He felt slightly untethered, his mind floaty. “Okay.”

“Okay? You want to hear it?”

Hear it? Morgan was pretty sure he didn’t have to hear it. He would do it, whatever it entailed.

Morgan swallowed, worked to keep his voice steady, and said, “Yes.” I’ll do it! I’ll do it!

“Great,” Lu said. “Do you mind if I come inside? As much as I admire your front door, it’s freezing out here. And there are…people.”

Morgan moved aside, and Lu Bellerose stepped into his house, brushed past him. His first hazy, fleeting impression—tall. Just as deliciously tall as he appeared on TV. Then again, a lot of men seemed tall next to Morgan.

He still couldn’t seem to release the doorknob, which was a problem. Morgan closed the door, took a breath, and turned to Lu, one hand behind his back, clutching that damn knob. He might be forever attached to his front door.

Light from the living room leaked into the front hall. Without the contrast of sun and shadows in his eyes, Morgan got his first good look at Lu Bellerose in the flesh.

Holy shit was Morgan’s first thought. Lu looked like hell.

Surprise sent Morgan back a step back, which only pressed him more firmly against the door. The knob gave his spine an unfriendly poke. His chest tightened with a degree of sympathy he couldn’t justify feeling for a stranger. This wild-haired weirdo was undeniably Lu, but he was an altered version of himself.

Morgan could see how easy it would be to mistake him for a lookalike. He was a harsh slice of the star Morgan had admired three years ago. Lu had always been lithe, but he was even leaner now, harder around the edges, his angles sharper, his face thinner. His hair had that popular shaggy look but in a completely unkempt and unintentional way, the curls frizzing, the deep-brown strands flyaway in a manner that muddled Morgan’s mind.

Lu’s clothes were dark nondescript blandness: a coat over a baggy hoodie, with the hood bunched up awkwardly at his collar. Lu had never been one for flash. His unassuming style was one of the reasons the world had fallen in love with him. So the clothes, in general, weren’t a surprise, but the hole in the sleeve of his hoodie was a bit of a shock. The stubbled cheeks, dark-circled eyes, and chapped lips added to this very different version of the Lucian Bellerose Morgan knew from watching on various devices.

Morgan couldn’t help but remember the last time he and the world had seen Lu: sprawled on the floor, face wet with tears, screaming in pain, bleeding out on the stage. That horrific video of him had gone viral. Millions of people hadn’t been able to look away, to stop replaying it, drawn by his very public suffering.

No wonder Lu had ghosted the world.

Morgan hadn’t slept well for a month after the accident. Not knowing what had happened to Lu made it even worse. A single disastrous dance had set the internet on fire, the world clamoring to find out what had happened after the cameras cut out. But after a few months, even those embers died. It had taken Morgan six months of denial to admit he would probably never see Lu dance again. It took him another two months to come to terms with the idea that he very well might never see Lu again at all. No more videos, no more theater, no more performances, no more interviews. No more dance. Just gone. And with phones and cameras everywhere, disappearing was surely a feat.

Over the past three years, Lu managed something many celebrities could never imagine in the age of social media: he became a ghost.

Many bottom-feeders online had speculated that Lu was off huddled in a hole somewhere, scared and broken. No one had seen him in three years, on television or off. Paparazzi hadn’t gotten so much as a fleeting picture. They said, wherever he was hiding, he surely wasn’t dancing anymore, that he had either given it up or he was no longer capable of it after the accident. The idea of that hurt the worst and not just for Morgan. Someone had left a comment on a random Lucian news article months after the incident that had stuck in Morgan’s mind: With Bellerose no longer dancing, it’s like a little bit of art has died. What a terrible loss to creativity.

Even though he couldn’t deny that it truly was Lu standing before him, Morgan still couldn’t quite believe it. The Vanished Dancer, the media had begun calling him. Yet here he was. The solidity of him made Morgan’s breath stutter. This was no ghost.

In the here and now, Lu very well could have been someone broken and pieced back together. Fantasy wasn’t reality; reality was a living, breathing man, flesh and blood. He looked rough, but he smelled like clean laundry and warm blankets and mint gum.

Morgan wanted to lean in, but he couldn’t quite step away from the door because it was holding him up. Probably for the best since some people might consider sniffing a houseguest unseemly.

Lu conducted his own—as Morgan thought of it—eyeballing. He took in the full effect of Morgan’s robe and leather slippers. As he studied Morgan, an indecipherable quirk slipped across his lips.

To distract himself, Morgan said, “Tell me more about this…idea.”

“Oh,” Lu said, staring down the hall, “wow.”

Morgan glanced back at the wall he’d painted when he’d first moved into the brownstone. A floor-to-ceiling swirl of vibrant colors extended down the short entry hallway into the living room.

“Jesus,” Lu continued. “That’s amazing. I’ve always loved your work.”

That doorknob was Morgan’s anchor to reality. If he let go of it, he might float away. If he let go, he might wake up.

“You follow my work?” It slipped out of Morgan’s mouth, brimming with disbelief, before he could think.

Lu stepped closer to the wall, his eyes tracing the intricate blend of the paint, each swirl fading into the next color. The move put them side by side, brushed their arms together. He was a good several inches shorter than Lu. Not surprising. Morgan wasn’t exactly the tallest guy on the block. Or the most svelte. He was also, unfortunately, still wearing his bathrobe. With his free hand, he pulled the belt tighter.

“Yeah,” Lu said, “since I first saw your painting Trees Alive at Dusk in my friend’s living room. I wish I’d discovered your work sooner. I didn’t know light could be used like that. You use light like it’s a medium all its own.”

Trees Alive at Dusk was still a favorite of Morgan’s. It had taken him months to express the feeling of light slipping away as wisps above the trees, but the extra time had been worth it.

Lu put his fingertips to the wall, followed the raised bumps of color, and Morgan repressed a delicious shiver.

“What did you use for the texture?” Lu asked.

“Ahh.” It came out sounding sly, as though Morgan didn’t want to give away his artist’s secrets, when really, he didn’t want to admit he’d used whatever odds and ends he could find around the house. He also didn’t want to admit that Lu touching his artwork felt incredibly intimate.

Lu gave him a single, perfectly raised eyebrow. “It must be something pretty interesting if you don’t want to tell me.”

“Paper towels mixed with a bit of cement,” Morgan said. “Further down the wall is cardboard and cement, and after that, it’s shredded pieces of plastic bags.”

Lu’s face crinkled up into a laugh, and Morgan forgot the rest of the world.

“Seriously?” Lu said. “You really are crazy. Inventive but crazy. I can’t believe you made trash into something so beautiful.”

“I don’t do murals often. They’re not my specialty, but I like to experiment when I do them. There’s so much space for creativity.”

Lu leaned in closer to inspect the wall.

Morgan shifted nervously because Lu Bellerose was inspecting his house. His artwork. What the hell was happening? When Lu ran a single finger down the curve of a vibrant red streak, a tingle of pleasure zinged from Morgan’s spine to his toes.

“I love the way you use your medium,” Lu said.

“Thank you. I love the way you use your body.”

Lu let out a surprised laugh, and Morgan joined him as though he’d meant it as a joke.

“Your body is your paintbrush.”

“Or is it the paint?” Lu asked with a sidelong glance, and Morgan momentarily forgot what they were talking about.

“I think your body is good enough to be both,” Morgan said. Oh God. It was only getting worse the more he spoke.

“Thanks. I honed it myself.” Lu made a face. “That was funnier in my head.”

“So,” Morgan said. “Uh.”

“So,” Lu said, his fingers trailing down the wall. “I’m going to do a dance in the nude.”

“And I’m the crazy one?”

Lu turned to him with a grin, and Morgan’s breath hitched. The full force of his impish smile in person was nearly overwhelming. He was known the world over for those wide, face-transforming grins. His eyes smiled. All of his fine features got swept up in the smile. God, how Morgan had missed seeing that smile, seeing that face, on his TV.

“That’s why I came to you,” Lu said. “You like to make big statements with your art. I want to make a big statement.”

“Dancing naked is a pretty big statement in and of itself. Is that even safe?”

Lu laughed, delighted. His laugh was just as sweet as his grin: sudden, genuine, open, and all-encompassing. Morgan would never understand how they could have done what they did to someone like this, to someone who could laugh like that.

Lu said, “I’m going to be dancing, not saving a cat from a house fire.”

“I didn’t know you still danced,” Morgan said quietly.

“Yeah, well…” Lu scrubbed a hand over his curls, frizzing them even more. “I stopped for a while. I had to. My convalescence was—” He grimaced, swallowed. “—long and difficult. But I never gave up dance.”

“I’m relieved to hear the accident didn’t stop you,” Morgan said a little too earnestly, unable to look away from the light in Lu’s eyes. “It would’ve been a damn tragedy if you’d quit.”

Lu stared hard at the wall. “Practically Shakespearean.”

“Fuck him. Fuck them. You’re too good for anyone to destroy you. It would be like destroying the sun. Criminal.”

Lu ducked his head to the side, his palm grazing Morgan’s wall as he pulled away. Morgan hadn’t forgotten Lu’s shy humbleness, or how embarrassed he always got when reporters or fans went overboard in their praise of his talent. It was one of the things people gushed about online. Seeing it in person set a match to Morgan’s years of Lucian Bellerose adoration. Oh, hell, was he in trouble.

“Well,” Lu said after another moment, meeting Morgan’s eyes again, “thanks.” Their shared gaze held as Lu added, “I’m going to have the dance filmed. I want you to paint my body for it. I want the world to know my art is still my art no matter what I’ve been through. I’m always going to dance.”

Lu still danced. He still believed in his art. They hadn’t scared him away after all.

Morgan wanted to pump his fist in the air and shout. Instead, he said calmly, “I’ll do it.”

There was that easy, warm smile of Lu’s again. Morgan was a little terrified to realize he would agree to nearly anything if it meant he got one directed at him. Lu was so generous with them. They came so naturally to him.

“Really?” Lu said.

“When do you want to start?”

Lu’s laugh was soft and shy. “I didn’t expect it to be quite this easy.”

“Well, there’s a chance I’m a fan of yours and that it wouldn’t have taken much to convince me anyway.”

“I like my odds in that scenario.”

“Really? Even if I turned out to be a hardcore stalker?”

Oh, God. Wait. No. Morgan cringed and then tried to hide the cringe behind his hand. It popped into his head that ten minutes earlier, he’d mistaken Lu for a stalker at his front door, and how funny but actually not at all funny this situation was.

He was pretty sure Lu glanced at the exit that Morgan was currently blocking.

Lu took a maybe not entirely exaggerated step back, held up his hands. “I was thinking more along the lines of how cool it would be if we happened to be fans of each other’s work. But according to my personal history and a general online consensus, I’m a shitty judge of character.”

Morgan couldn’t quite believe it. Did Lu just casually allude to Per, the man whose infamy had spread across the internet like an uncontained oil spill a few years ago, the man whose name had become synonymous with betrayal—the man who’d spun Lu under a falling beam during a dance and then leaped over his bleeding body to get away from a collapsing ceiling as it came down on Lu? Lu couldn’t possibly be slipping Per into the conversation because there was nothing casual about the dramatic and very public conclusion of Lu’s three-year-long relationship with his fellow dancer.

“I’m not a stalker,” Morgan said. “I swear.” Exactly what a stalker would probably say. Excellent.

Lu eyed him. “Are you sure? Because if you are, please tell me before I undress. We wouldn’t want this to get anymore awkward.”

“This could get more awkward?” Morgan dropped his face into his hand. “I haven’t had a normal conversation with someone in three months.” Somehow, the moment did indeed become more awkward after that.

Their breathing filled the silence. The moment calmed, and Lu said, “Oh…is that an artist thing? Locking yourself in with your art to complete a piece?”

Morgan peeked through his fingers. “No, I haven’t completed a piece in months.” In fact, he hadn’t dipped a brush into paint for nearly half a year. Every time he picked up a brush, it felt foreign in his hand, like he no longer belonged in the world of paint and canvas, like his tools were speaking a different language than his brain.

Lu’s voice went soft. “When I couldn’t dance after the incident, I felt dead inside.”

Morgan dropped his hand from his face and nodded to himself. “I’m not feeling particularly alive inside right now. Want some breakfast? And maybe a normal conversation?”

Lu looked slightly taken aback by the offer, but after a beat, he slid his arms out of his coat and dropped it onto one of the hooks by the door. “I could eat. Do you think we’re capable of having a normal conversation with each other?”

“I can give it a try,” Morgan said as he led Lu down the hall. “But I make no promises that I’m anywhere in the realm of normal even on a good day.”

“Cool, now let’s talk about how you’re going to paint my ass.”

Morgan stumbled, and Lu let out a breathy, nervous laugh.

“We’ve both just told each other something personal,” Lu said as they entered the kitchen, “which means you can’t stalk me now. It wouldn’t be right.”

Morgan considered it. “I don’t think that’s how stalking works.”

Lu walked over to the nook by the window that held a small dining table and slid into Morgan’s usual seat, the one that faced the kitchen.

“So, you’re an expert on stalking?” Lu said casually.

“I’m never going to live that comment down, am I?”

“First impressions and all that.”

Lu’s baggy hoodie looked like something he might’ve had since high school, something he’d pulled on as he walked out the door. He wore ill-fitting, equally baggy jeans and too many layers. His clothes fell around him in a rumpled, careless way as if they were an inconvenience to more important things in his day. It was becoming clear to Morgan that Lu really wasn’t here to impress. His strategy wasn’t to slink into Morgan’s life looking all polished and urbane to lure him into this plan with a wink and a smile. Lu was a fellow artist, hyped up on coffee and the intoxication of creativity, the passion of creation, eager to ride the high of a new idea with Morgan. And he came across as earnestly genuine.

Not that Morgan could currently judge anyone else on fashion. He was still in his robe. Granted, it was an expensive robe, but still. Not a good look. Morgan told Lu he had to change and slipped out of the room.

When he got back, Lu had his arms folded on the table, his chin resting on them. He raised his eyes to Morgan and said, “My caffeine rush is crashing.”

The zipper to his hoodie was pulled down slightly, just enough for Morgan to see the faded pearl pink of the shirt he wore underneath. The color brightened his eyes. Morgan got no hint of the skin he was to paint. Lu had his thumb hooked through a large hole in his hoodie sleeve. God, what a mess of a stunning man. The physicality of him nearly overwhelmed Morgan. Lu was so undeniably a regular, breathing human being—no longer pretty pixels on a screen. He sat where Morgan ate his food alone every day, and when was Morgan going to wake from this dream?

“I never would have thought I’d see you wearing clothes with holes,” Morgan said as he walked into the kitchen to get breakfast started.

Lu lifted his hand and wiggled the thumb he’d stuck through his sleeve. “I forgot I had this hoodie on.” He laughed. “I give far less of a shit than I used to. Perfectly made-up face, perfectly matching clothes, perfectly tousled hair—perfectly ridiculous. I don’t have the energy to care about that kind of bullshit anymore. Dance isn’t about who can color coordinate the best.”

Morgan treaded carefully. “What is dance about?”

“The way bodies move to express an emotion.”

“What emotion are we aiming for with this naked dance?”

Lu’s chair creaked. “Survival. Healing.”

Of course. If anyone was a survivor, it was the man currently sitting at Morgan’s kitchen table waiting for scrambled eggs and coffee. Though the true story had never come to light because Lu had managed to disappear for the past few years, there were many theories, the most popular being that Per had set Lu up out of jealousy in an attempt to take him out of dance. Less competition. There was also an ugly little side rumor that Per had gotten bored of Lu and was ready to toss him aside, with the bonus of taking the spotlight as the grieving boyfriend. Of course, it hadn’t quite worked out that way.

“I’ve worked with survival themes before,” Morgan said.

“I know. That’s one of the reasons you were the first person I thought of for a collaboration. There’s also this…firm, understated strength about you that translates into your work, and that’s exactly something I want this piece to convey.”

Morgan’s face warmed. First. He was Lu’s first choice, his first thought. Lu saw and admired some strength in him that Morgan hadn’t exactly felt lately but that maybe he could find again for this project.

Almost desperately, Morgan turned to the safety of the kitchen, where eggs and bacon could divert his attention from the mussy vision of Lu looking real and raw and fervent at his breakfast table. The kitchen opened onto the table and window, so nothing separated them but Morgan’s overly attentive focus on food preparation.

“Your home is gorgeous,” Lu said. “This backyard is pretty impressive for the city.”

Soft white fluff layered the courtyard behind Morgan’s brownstone. From the warmth of the interior, the snowy world outside looked like something gentle and cushiony one might sleep on.

“You don’t sound all that taken with the city,” Morgan said, starting a cup of coffee for Lu.

“It’s impressive, but I could never live here again. It makes me feel claustrophobic. I need wide, open spaces.”

“Hey, we have parks here.” Morgan felt a need to stand up for his home, his city life, but it was half-hearted.

“Parks,” Lu scoffed, and Morgan caught his slight shudder. “I need spaces without paparazzi. I need to be able to look out across a lake and see nothing on the other side but trees.”

“Sounds lonely.”

“It can be, but mostly it’s soothing. I needed to be able to piece myself back together without the world watching. I had…a long convalescence, like I mentioned before. I’m lucky my family has had a fishing cabin in the woods since I was a kid. They let me move in during my recovery. After a while, I realized I could breathe out there in the open. There were times in the last few years—times when it was probably better that I was alone.”

So that’s what had happened. Lu had become a forest ghost, slipping away from society between the trees, hiding out in nature.

It didn’t sound so bad. A wide lake and an empty shore sounded like the perfect place to let out the scream Morgan had been holding in for months, the scream that had been building in ferocity the longer it remained trapped in his chest. He understood the appeal of remoteness. He’d done his own hiding over the last several months, and he didn’t even have a traitorous ex lurking in the shadows.

“Cream or sugar?” Morgan asked.

“Both.”

Morgan set the mug on the table. Lu made an mm of appreciation and leaned over to inhale the coffee steam.

“I would go into hiding too if I had an ex like Per,” Morgan said. “I just can’t imagine.”

Lu looked up at him. Surprise raised his dark eyebrows into the overlong hang of his curls. “Hiding? From Per?”

“Will he come after you when he realizes you’re dancing again?”

Lu wrapped his hands around the mug. “Sounds like someone’s been reading social media.” He took a big gulp of coffee.

The question unfurled on Morgan’s tongue, the question he knew he shouldn’t ask but couldn’t hold back. Three years of curiosity and speculation on the tip of his tongue, fighting his brain for release. They were already into this conversation. Might as well get it out there.

Morgan said, “Did Per try to kill you that day?”

Lu choked, coughed a little, spluttered something unintelligible into his coffee. He wiped the back of his sleeve across his mouth, which made Morgan cringe. Morgan got him a napkin from the counter, and Lu coughed into it.

Lu’s shaggy curls bounced with his head shake. “Why do you think he’d want me dead?”

“Because you’re the best dancer of our time? Because you walk into a room and all eyes go to you? Because you made it to Broadway and he didn’t? Because you look better in spandex?” The list went on.

“It’s flattering and creepy that you think I’m worth killing for such paltry reasons.”

Embarrassment dragged Morgan down heavily into the chair across from Lu. “Well, I’m an idiot.”

“Not a total idiot,” Lu said. “Maybe more like half an idiot. Per’s a coward, not a murderer. I know avoiding the public has enhanced the mystery of the situation, which definitely wasn’t my intention.”

“I don’t get it. If you haven’t been hiding from him, what have you been hiding from?”

Lu made a face, a flinch there and gone. It took him a moment to say, “Myself.”

Morgan sat back in his chair. The emotion resonated almost painfully, a tightness in his chest. “I think I get it.”

Their eyes met across the small table, held.

“I think maybe you do,” Lu said softly. “My mom calls it ‘the creative’s weakness.’ She thinks intensely creative people feel things differently.”

“We’re more sensitive? I’ve heard that one before. Usually as an insult.”

“Or we’re more susceptible to our moods being affected by our environment and situation. It’s just my mom’s theory.”

Morgan’s mood had certainly been affected by an event he could never fix, a moment’s decision he could never undo, a time in his life he’d often played over in his mind this year.

“Do you know how many people,” Morgan said, just to clear the moment, “assumed you’d died?”

Lu circled the tip of his finger along the rim of the mug, aimless fiddling. His fingers were so much like the rest of him: long, slender elegance. Around and around. Morgan couldn’t take his eyes off that finger. He was getting dizzy.

“I’ve heard some of the rumors from friends and family, but I had to stop reading about myself online,” Lu said. “It became too overwhelming.”
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