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      The guy three tables over looked like he was about to cry. Finals week had just begun, and the guy was a first-year law student—a 1L—so high levels of angst and anxiety were to be expected. But Tony was pretty sure the guy’s current misery had more to do with the phone call he’d just finished than the terrors of law school. It had been a loud conversation, something about repair bills. Everyone else in the student lounge had been trying to study, fueled by coffee and unhealthy snacks, but the guy had ignored their collective glare as he yelled into his phone. Now, though, the phone sat on the table as its owner stared blankly into the distance.

      Everyone else had returned to their notes and canned briefs, but Tony continued to glare. The 1L had disturbed his concentration; that was bad enough, but what was worse, Tony was now truly noticing him.

      He’d seen the guy around, of course. They weren’t in any classes together because Tony was a year ahead of him, but they’d passed in the hallways and the library and the lounge. He was cute, in a geeky sort of way. Looked like he’d be more at home cosplaying at a con than poring over property cases. He was on the small side, sort of thin, with a penchant for skinny jeans and T-shirts sporting ironic comments about pop culture, which Tony rarely understood. He had floppy brown hair, Harry Potter glasses, and a wide mouth that seemed perpetually curled in a grin—except right now.

      Tony, with a snarl aimed more at himself than the unhappy 1L, wrenched his attention back to his course outline. Like-kind exchanges and their relationship to nonrecognition provisions. Tony was willing to bet that his parents would find the topic both relevant and fascinating, but he… he kept raising his gaze to the guy three tables over. Who still looked like he was on the verge of tears.

      After a while, the lounge emptied out. Most people had either gone home to dinner or decamped to the study carrels in the library. The only remaining holdouts were Tony, the miserable 1L, and three people in the corner who were comparing their torts notes.

      Tony gathered his papers, books, and laptop and stuffed them into his messenger bag. He shrugged into his coat. He hated studying in his big lonely house, but he wasn’t getting much accomplished here. As he stood and crossed the room, he formulated a dinner plan. Pork chops with a balsamic vinegar and rosemary glaze. Some wild rice. And maybe a nice⁠—

      “Hey!”

      It was the hand on Tony’s shoulder that startled him more than the loud voice. He whirled around to find the 1L standing right behind him, holding out a piece of paper. “You forgot this,” the guy said.

      Tony took the sheet and in a glance saw that it contained some of his neatly handwritten notes on exceptions to the hearsay rule.

      “You left it on the table,” said the 1L. “I called you a couple of times but you didn’t hear me, I guess. Your brain must be completely engrossed in finals.”

      “Food, actually.” Tony gave a sheepish smile. “I was thinking about what to cook for dinner. Thanks for returning this. I’d hate to be at a loss regarding what Rule 803 says about excited utterances.”

      “That would be a tragedy. You should type your outlines and back them up. I save mine in the cloud, so no big deal if I lose papers or my computer has a nuclear meltdown.”

      Although he was slightly miffed to be given advice by a lowly 1L, Tony was grateful for the note rescue. And the guy was even cuter close up, with his pointed chin and his slightly oversized hoody. Even though he was grinning slightly, his pretty hazel eyes still looked sad.

      Tony waved the paper slightly. “I think better if I have to handwrite it, and my typing skills suck.” His parents had believed that algebra and chemistry tutors were more useful than a typing class. Probably when they were in law school, they took notes in mastodon ink on cave walls.

      “So write it and then scan it. Or for God’s sake, at least snap a photo of each page. Just in case.”

      “I’ll take your recommendations under advisement.” And then, without Tony really intending it, the next sentence slipped out. “Want to have dinner with me?”

      Those dark, neat eyebrows  rose. “Are you hitting on me right here, in the student lounge, in the middle of finals week?”

      “Platonic. Platonic dinner, because you rescued my notes and I’ve got way too many pork chops to finish off solo.”

      “I was just teasing, you know? And are you seriously offering me a meal that isn’t microwaved or delivered in thirty minutes or less? Because I’d possibly be willing to kill for that. And I think I’d have a credible defense.”

      He wasn’t just cute—he was frigging adorable. Great. Tony shoved the paper into his messenger bag and held out his hand. “Tony McNeil, and the dinner offer was bona fide.”

      They shook. “Eddie Cohen-Fernandez, and I think I love you. Just give me a sec to collect my stuff.”

      “I’ll just give you my address and we can meet at my place. It’s only a few miles.”

      “Oh. Yeah. That.” Eddie ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorta… transportation-challenged at the moment. But hey, if that’s a hassle, I understand. You were being nice and⁠—”

      “You can ride with me.”

      With a huge smile, Eddie zoomed back to his table, slammed his laptop shut, and crammed it into a worn blue backpack. He jammed his phone into a front jeans pocket that looked far too snug to accommodate it. After grabbing his jacket, he rushed back to Tony. “Lay on, McNeil.”

      They walked past several rows of nearly empty parking spots to get to Tony’s car. The sky was cloudy, the air slightly damp. Maybe they’d get snow tonight. Eddie turned up his jacket collar and hunched his shoulders as they walked. “G-g-glad I don’t have to w-w-walk home tonight,” he stuttered through chattering teeth.

      Tony had just been thinking that the evening was rather balmy for December. “You need a warmer coat.”

      “This one was fine b-b-back home.”

      “Where’s home?’

      “C-C-California.”

      “Well, that makes sense, then,” said Tony. “I’m surprised you’re not wearing board shorts. This is Nebraska. We have actual seasons.”

      “I’m from northern C-C-California. We have seasons t-t-too.”

      Tony snorted his opinion of Californians’ notions of weather, then stopped, pulled his keys from his pocket, and unlocked the car. Eddie’s eyes widened a little when he realized which vehicle was beeping. “You drive a Beemer?”

      “Um, yeah.” Usually, Tony threw his bag onto the passenger seat, but now he opened the trunk and set the bag inside. After a brief hesitation, Eddie added his backpack. Once in the car, Tony started the engine and—for his passenger’s benefit—cranked up the heat.

      Eddie ran his fingers across the dashboard. “Nice ride. I have a ten-year-old Ford with a shot transmission.”

      Tony felt a little defensive. “It was a gift from my parents,” he said as he drove out of the lot. “When I got my BA. And it’s secondhand—it used to be my mom’s.” His parents had mentioned pointedly that if his grades had been better, they would have bought a brand-new car of his choosing. He would have picked something a little more fun.

      “Well, you’re lucky to have reliable transport.” Eddie sounded a little wistful.

      In the close confines of the car, with the fan quickly warming the air, Tony caught Eddie’s scent. Slightly spicy cologne or aftershave and a hint of coffee. The blend was very pleasant. Almost too pleasant, in fact, and Tony regretted his impulsive offer. The last thing he needed right now was a distraction from his studies.

      But he couldn’t back out now, not without being a real asshole. So he continued driving, and Eddie looked out the window as if the scenery were new to him. Maybe it was, if he’d only lived in Lincoln for a semester. He probably spent most of his time at school.

      Tony’s street looked well kept even in the dark. His neighbors opted for tasteful Christmas lights—no garish colors or inflatable lawn Santas here. His was the only house without holiday decorations. Even the Kaufman home on the corner had a large menorah placed prominently in a front window.

      He pulled the car into the garage, cut the engine, and shut the garage door. After they grabbed their bags from the trunk, Eddie followed him into the house, swiveling his head to take in the surroundings as Tony switched on the lights. They’d entered the eat-in kitchen, Tony’s favorite room. His parents had wanted to gut it and install modern everything, but he’d talked them into keeping the 1920s-era cabinets, painting them white, and using vintage hardware. The countertops were white marble, the appliances stainless steel; everything gleamed in the light of the restored ceiling fixture.

      “You can put your stuff over there,” Tony said, pointing at the table. “I’m going to start dinner.”

      Eddie dumped his backpack on the floor and hung his jacket on the back of a chair. “Can I help? I’m completely clueless at cooking, but I can wing it.”

      “Why don’t you just grab us something to drink from the fridge.”

      “I think I can manage that much.”

      While Tony took out pots, pans, and utensils, Eddie rooted around in the refrigerator, finally emerging with two brown longnecks. He used a pocket tool to open them and set one on the counter near Tony before sitting down at the table. “You have some pretty fancy ingredients in your fridge. Mine’s got takeout containers, condiments, and several science experiments in Tupperware.”

      “I like to cook.” That was an understatement. He loved to cook. Ever since he’d been a kid, cooking had been his way of relaxing, of creating, of feeling like himself. When he was in the middle of classes and studying, preparing food was his slightly guilty indulgence.

      He took out the pork chops, the balsamic vinegar, and the other ingredients. He started the water boiling for rice and then prepared the sauce for the meat.

      Instead of opening his laptop or checking his phone, Eddie sipped cold beer and watched, smiling when Tony glanced his way.

      “Are your parents coming home soon?” Eddie asked after a while.

      “How would I know? They live in Chicago.”

      “Oh. You mean… this isn’t your parents’ place?”

      Tony sighed. “Well, they pay the mortgage, but I live here alone. They bought it when I moved here. They say it’s a good investment. It’s not entirely my style, but it’s free. I just have to do the upkeep.”

      “Wow. Your folks must be loaded.”

      “They do okay, I guess.”

      Tony poured a little olive oil into his favorite cast-iron pan, and while it heated, he added the rice to the pot. As soon as the oil was sizzling, he dropped in the pork chops. Then he prepped a small butternut squash and popped it into the microwave. Usually he preferred to oven roast them, but tonight he was too impatient.

      Everything came together nicely. He plated up large servings and brought them to the table. He grabbed cutlery from the drawer before sitting down.

      “Oh my God.” Eddie was talking with his mouth full, which was more endearing than it ought to have been. “This is amazing. Like, fancy-gourmet-restaurant-for-impressing-dates amazing.”

      “It’s actually pretty simple.” Tony saved his more elaborate creations for weekends and holidays.
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