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Chapter One
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My heart is hungry. Which would be a simple fix if it craved frozen yoghurt or any of the twenty-five toppings spread out before me. Somehow I don’t think that’s going to cut it. Even my stomach isn’t interested. I’m cold enough as it is. Working an eight-hour shift at a place like this can be grueling, especially in the dead of winter. Not as many customers come through the door, and with the holidays almost here? Forget it. Sometimes I imagine being found behind the counter, sealed from head to toe in a block of ice. Even then there would be an ember in my chest, one last glimmer of heat, because my heart... It just won’t quit.

I’ve tried to ignore the need. Or to satiate it with a string of guys who fail to hold my interest for one reason or another. Too aloof. Too serious. Too married. Or maybe those are merely excuses I make, when in truth, none can compare. Not to the guy I willingly left behind. And so I stand here, trying to ignore intoxicating memories of a summer long-since past when the impossible had happened and I’d found someone who was able to stave off the cold. For a little while anyway. Once had been unlikely enough. Expecting to be so fortunate a second time is unrealistic. And greedy. I had my chance. I made my decision. Game over. Right?

The front doorbell chimes. I take a deep breath and look up, ready for another miracle. Then I exhale as an exhausted woman presses her back against the door to hold it open. She raises the shopping bags clutched in both hands high enough for three children to scurry underneath them, and it’s like a plague of locusts has been unleashed. The kids run around the store, shouting at each other while careening into everything before they regroup and descend on my counter to press smudgy fingers against the glass. I laugh, grateful for the distraction, because I’m not the sort of person who likes to wallow in self-pity. Okay, maybe just a little, on lonely nights when Allison is out on a date and I have the apartment to myself. But hey, everyone should stare out a window longingly on occasion. Nothing could be more human. No matter how much we have, humans always desire more. That same urge spurred us to spread across the planet and make the leap to the stars. We’re the best kind of crazy.

As the day progresses, my thoughts become less introspective. I put on some of my favorite music, letting it blast over the store speakers, and shake my rump while cleaning. Once I run out of tasks, I go into concert mode, hopping up on a table and singing to a rapt audience of empty chairs that are paralyzed by my stunning performance. I’m just about to blow them away with an encore when I notice a yellow car pull up. Or maybe it’s an SUV? I’m not sure, but the vehicle is small and compact despite being boxy and rugged. I’m still holding an empty waffle cone like a microphone while down on my knees, having ended the last song with a flourish. Now I feel a flush. I’ve got mere seconds to set things right before I humiliate myself, because I know that car. And the driver.

Except I don’t really. He’s just another fantasy. I try not to give names to them anymore. I don’t need another Mr. Blue Shoes. But if I did indulge in such things, I’d call him Rainbow Sprinkles, because that’s the only topping he ever requests. I scramble to set things right, dragging two chairs at a time and flinging them in various directions, often while hustling backward, like some sort of insane dance. Deciding that being caught in the throes of panic would be embarrassing enough, I dart behind the counter, hastily fix my hair, and smooth down my uniform. I’m ridiculously attentive when facing the door, like one of those cheesy employee training videos. My posture is rigid. Is the big smile too much? I don’t want to come across as desperate. Even though I am.

The setting sun catches golden hair as a tall man steps out of the vehicle. He’s older than me but still in his twenties, I’d wager. He only started coming here three months back as far as I know, and while he’s a regular, these visits are sporadic. I’ve tried figuring out his schedule without success. If there was a pattern, I’d arrange my shifts around them, because I could swear that he finds me attractive too. Of course I don’t have much to go on. Ringing up a cup of frozen yoghurt doesn’t provide much opportunity to bond, but each minute is precious to me because—

The passenger-side door opens. That’s unusual. Rainbow Sprinkles—er, I mean the valued customer—is normally alone. I’ve never seen him with anyone else. My full attention is on the newcomer as the car door shuts again, revealing him fully. My stomach sinks, because he’s hot. Brown hair, bronze skin, beefy muscles that are apparent even underneath the light winter jacket... If a hunky model was needed to advertise a line of outdoor gear, he’d be the ideal choice. He’s also a perfect match for the guy who I officially add to my never-gonna-happen list, because there’s no way my scrawny ass can compete.

I return my attention to Rainbow Sprinkles as the door chime dings and almost crumple to the floor in an inconsolable heap, because he’s wearing a uniform. Navy slacks and a matching blazer are paired with a white dress shirt. My eyes move up the striped maroon tie before darting over to a nametag shaped like wings. Lord help me... He’s a pilot!

My despair doubles as the mountain climber loops an arm around his companion, flatlining my dream. When the pilot shakes him off as if embarrassed, I sign a do-not-resuscitate order in my mind, because I do not date closet cases. Once was enough.

“Welcome to Lucky Licks,” I say to them with little enthusiasm as they approach the counter. “What can I get you?”

The pilot flashes a smile that, until today, made me feel desired. He doesn’t tone it down in the presence of his boyfriend. I guess he’s like that with everyone. “Just my usual,” he says.

“You’ll have to remind me,” I reply, feigning ignorance.

His green eyes waver with uncertainty. Maybe I wounded his ego. Handsome people are probably used to getting the star treatment, no matter where they go.

“A cup of vanilla with rainbow sprinkles,” he murmurs.

I nod cordially before turning to his boyfriend. “And you?”

“Uh...” He’s staring up at the menu above my head, letting me take in his thick masculine features. Forget my disappointment. I’d pay a week’s wages to watch these guys get it on. What a hot couple! “Give me a double scoop of chocolate yoghurt with caramel, candied walnuts, marshmallows, and graham cracker crumbles.”

“Nothing else?” I ask, some humor returning to my voice. A guy like him must burn through a lot of calories.

“Oh, and some whipped cream too,” he says without a trace of irony.

“Coming right up!”

I can hear them whispering to each other as I work. I’m not sure why they are being so discreet. Most people are happy to chatter openly while awaiting their order. Maybe they’re talking about the steamy sex they have planned that night.

I’m going to dip my wet cock in rainbow sprinkles and make you lick them off. How’d you like that?

Oh yeah? Well I’m gonna spread my cheeks and give you some fresh hot fudge.

I snort, the two guys instantly going silent. I hope they aren’t psychic.

I place two paper cups on the counter. “Do you have your Lucky Licks loyalty card?”

“Yeah.” The pilot reaches for his wallet. I check out the winged badge on his chest while he’s distracted, my heart breaking even more, because Jason is one of my all-time favorite names. “Here you go,” he says, his eyes locking on mine as he presents the card.

I avert my gaze while adding stickers to his card. Previously I always gave him extra, often filling it up to capacity, so he’d be motivated to come back for the freebie and I could see him again. There’s no longer any point, so I add one for each cup, like I would for anyone else. He doesn’t seem to notice when I hand back the card. He’s still staring into my eyes, as if he wants to communicate something important. But when he opens his mouth, all he says is, “Thanks, Ben.”

Wait, he knows my name? He didn’t even check my nametag!

His boyfriend nudges him suddenly. “Dude! I’ve got the best idea. I had Chinese last night and was saving this for you.”

I watch in puzzlement as he takes a fortune cookie out of his jacket pocket and holds it up. “You guys don’t have these as a topping, do you?”

“No,” I confirm.

“You should! He’s crazy about them.”

Jason groans, as if embarrassed.

“You’re gonna love it,” his boyfriend insists, crushing the fortune cookie in a meaty fist with a light popping sound. Then he pulls the wrapper open over Jason’s cup of yoghurt, shards of cookie raining down, the paper fortune landing on top like a cherry. “Oh shit!” He hastily rescues the fortune and hands it to his boyfriend. “Here ya go.” A shit-eating grin is turned on me. “He collects them.”

“Greg!”

“What? It’s true. He’s got a whole album full at home. I’m sure he’d be willing to show you. If you’re interested.”

Wait, are they inviting me to a threesome? Because my heart isn’t the only thing that’s hungry!

“Thank you,” Jason says to me with finality. He grabs both of their cups and turns around, seeming eager to leave.

Greg lingers a moment longer, waving a tenner in the air before putting it in the tip jar. He’s grinning so hard that dimples show in his cheeks. “We’ll be back,” he whispers with a wink.

I have no idea what to think as he walks away. That tip was way above average. Was it a promise of more money? For doing what? The thrill I feel is short-lived, because this isn’t what I’d dreamt of. Casual hookups aren’t hard to come by in a college town. That’s not something I indulge in often, because without love, it just isn’t the same. Not for me anyway. And maybe I’m being judgmental, but this tarnishes my image of Jason. I always imagined him being an old-fashioned romantic, not an open relationship kind-of-guy.

I can see him through the window. He’s standing in front of the car while talking to his boyfriend. Judging from their body language, the exchange is getting heated. Jason finally looks skyward in exasperation. Then he hands the yoghurt cups to Greg and returns unwillingly to the store, his face flushed. I can’t help but assume that I’m the source of their conflict. Maybe only one of them is eager to invite me to their bed.

I flash a sympathetic smile as he enters. I’ll shoot him down, they can go home and argue about it some more, and he can come back to me if they ever break up because I’ve already decided that I like him again. There’s something in those eyes. They aren’t mysterious and impenetrable, like a certain someone I used to know. Jason’s gaze is full of feeling, emotion dancing openly across those emerald irises.

“Someone forgot their keys,” he says when approaching the counter.

“Oh!” I notice a key chain in front of the tip jar and point before his voice demands my attention again.

“Listen. I’m really sorry about uh... He means well. I can’t imagine what you must think of me. If anything at all, but um...”

I’m not sure what he’s trying to say, and it’s hard to pay attention, because Greg has cupped his hands and pressed them to the store window so he can see inside, his nose squished up against the glass. “Is your boyfriend all right?” I ask.

Jason follows my stare and groans. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“He’s not?”

Jason rolls his eyes. “No. He’s my best friend. And a terrible wingman.”

It takes a second before the implications hit home.

“I think you’re really cute,” Jason says, already grimacing in anticipation of my response. “If you’re not into guys, that’s totally cool. I don’t mean any offense. But if you are...”

“I’m super gay!” I blurt out.

He stares a second before laughing, the tension draining from him. “Thank goodness! I kept trying to find a way of telling you that I am, without coming right out and saying it. I don’t even like rainbow sprinkles!”

I chuckle, thinking of all the times he’s ordered them. “I just assumed you were,” I admit. “Mostly because I wanted it to be true.”

Jason beams at me. His smile makes me feel beautiful. I can’t believe those pearly whites are for me!

“That’s great! Are you...”

“Hopelessly single,” I assure him.

“Perfect! Should we try our luck?”

I gesture around me. “They don’t call it Lucky Licks for nothing!” I say before wincing. It’s such a lame line, but by some miracle he laughs.

“Then it’s a good thing I have my loyalty card,” he says, taking out his wallet. “Do you have a pen?”

“Yeah!”

I hand the pen to him, which is tied to a short string, so customers can’t run off with such a valuable prize. He notices.

“Hey, you have a pet pen too? It’s a good thing you keep it on a leash. These have been known to bite people. You don’t want to end up with an ugly tattoo.”

He’s goofy. I’m so into it!

“Actually...” Jason says, putting his wallet back. “I have a better idea.”

He takes out a tiny slip of paper—the fortune he got earlier—and writes on the back.

“I’d like to get to know you better,” he says when handing it to me. “Give me a call.”

“I will,” I assure him.

“Good.” He seems to have regained his confidence, his smile subtle but inviting. “I look forward to it.”

I nibble my bottom lip. “Okay.”

“All right.”

We both laugh, and it’s the best kind of awkward.

When he turns around, we both see a double thumbs-up on the other side of the window. Best friends can be so embarrassing. As soon as Jason is outside, Greg jostles him while grinning. Not such a bad wingman after all! Jason pauses as he’s about to get into his car and looks in my direction. I’m not sure if he can see me past the reflections, but I smile and wave. After he drives away, I notice how warm I feel, like someone cranked up the thermostat.

I glance down at the fortune I’m still holding and see the phone number written there. And his name. The one he must prefer because it’s different. And I like it. Especially when I say it out loud.

“Jace!”

— — —
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I’m sitting impatiently at the kitchen table the next morning while obsessing over a tiny slip of paper. On one side is Jace’s handwriting, which is careful and tidy. Suddenly I’m a forensic analyst, extrapolating an entire personality from four letters and seven numbers. I’d be willing to testify that he keeps a clean house and is considerate. The kind of guy who never fails to send his mom flowers on Mother’s Day.

On occasion I flip this over to contemplate the other side.

Persistence holds the key to what you seek.

Fairly standard stuff. I never put much stock in fortune cookie wisdom, but this one speaks to me. I’ve often thought that if I simply keep trying, I’ll find the guy I’m looking for. Even if it takes most of my life. Falling in love at eighty is better than never at all. Of course it wouldn’t be the first time. That’s what always trips me up. Depending on the day, I either feel like I threw away my soulmate because I wasn’t patient enough to let him grow at his own pace, or that I did what was right because it’s important to take care of yourself. Allison assures me it’s the latter, not the former. Speaking of which, when is she finally going to wake up? I need her advice!

I check the clock. It’s nearly ten in the morning. Until recently, she always got up before me. I blame the new guy she’s dating. I liked Ken when I first met him, since he’s a lot of fun. But what I’ve realized since is that he’s the life of the party even when there isn’t one. And that means way too much drinking. Allison will be hungover, which is why I already brewed a pot of coffee. A bowl and spoon await on her side of the table, along with two packets of her favorite instant oatmeal. Once she gets all that into her system, her advice machine should be humming and ready for action within half an hour.

When I decide that I simply can’t wait anymore, I rise and noisily empty the dishwasher, making sure to slam the cabinets. Then I turn on some music, gradually adjusting the volume to make it louder and louder, but I love her, so I choose tunes that are soothing. My annoying behavior finally pays off.

“Whadya doin’ Ben? Iss-so goddamn early. Ugh.”

“Good morning!” I say sweetly as she trudges into the kitchen. “I made coffee.”

Allison eagerly accepts the mug that I fill. “You’re a saint,” she whispers. “Turn off the music. Please.”

I do so, covertly checking the clock again. T-minus thirty minutes and counting. I listen to her take sips between sighs. I get her oatmeal ready, figuring that should speed things up. Then I press my lips together to stop myself blabbering while she eats. Once the spoon clatters at the bottom of an empty bowl, I press my luck and attempt conversation.

“What did you do last night?”

“Jello shots,” she says. “Ken’s special recipe.”

“Now we know how Barbie stays so skinny. She can’t keep any food down the next morning.”

My joke is ill chosen. Allison raises a palm, as if she’s about to fill her bowl back up again. Then her hand drops to the table with a thunk. “I’m glad we’re leaving town,” she says with a sigh. “He wears me out.”

“So maybe he’s not the one for you,” I say casually.

She raises her eyebrows at this. “You’ve seen him, right?”

“Point taken.”

Ken is breathtakingly hot. When he walks down the street, women get wet and men get hard. I certainly did the first time I met him.

“Speaking of cute guys,” I say leadingly. “Guess who came into the store yesterday?”

“Rainbow Sprinkles.”

“No! Well, actually, yes, but that’s not his name.” I slide the fortune across the table.

“Persistence holds the key to—” she begins to read until I flip it over with a huff of impatience. “Jace?” Allison looks up. “You got his number?” The weariness recedes from her features. “You’re actually going on a date?”

“I don’t know,” I say, recoiling slightly at the idea.

She slaps the table. “Do not toy with my emotions! I’ve been trying to get you to step out of your shell for months now, and this guy has been the only glimmer of hope.” She holds up an index finger and takes a deep breath, as if to steady herself. “Okay. Let’s start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”

I do so gleefully, sharing any detail I can dredge up. By the end of my story, I’m grinning from ear to ear.

“So what’s the problem?” Allison asks.

“I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “The fantasy never lives up to the reality.”

“Never?” she asks with enough emphasis that I don’t need her to clarify who she’s referring to. “You don’t get to be a PGA champion by giving up after the first hole.”

I snort. “That sounds like something your dad would say.”

“Because it is. So you didn’t get married straight out of high school. Big deal! And yes, you’ve dated a bunch of lowlifes since then. Even better, because now when the right guy comes along—” She taps the fortune for emphasis. “—you’ll actually be able to tell if he’s the one for you. And you’ll have enough experience to be the right one for him. Maybe it isn’t this guy. Worst case scenario, you learn a few lessons while fine-tuning your love maker.”

“My what?”

“You heard me.”

We stare each other down before laughing.

“You either call him or I do,” Allison says. “You know I will. I have no shame.”

“Fine,” I say, swiping the fortune off the table. “I’ll do it. But um... When?”

“How should I know? I can only tell you when a woman would expect to be called.”

“Pretend you’re a gay man.”

“You are a gay man!” Allison shakes her head and laughs. “I haven’t seen you this flustered for ages. You really do like the boy.”

“I don’t know the first thing about him.”

“Then find out,” she says softly. “Sooner rather than later. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

“All right.” I bite my bottom lip. “Ben and Jace does have a nice ring to it.”

Allison snorts. “Sounds like a brand of ice cream. And the initials are a little too on point.”

“How about Jace and Ben?”

“Mmm. That’s better. Now get me a couple of aspirin and don’t talk for the next hour, okay?”

I nod and happily comply, eternally in her debt.

— — —
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I call Jace that night. Before doing so, I set the mood by lowering the lights and putting on music in the background, wanting to take the tension out of any lengthy silences. It doesn’t matter that he won’t hear or see any of this. I need it for me. Of course these efforts will all be for naught if he doesn’t answer. I dial his number after taking a swig of water, my mouth drying out regardless. But I like the way my heart beats in excitement, as if eager to come out of retirement.

One ring. Then another. And...

“Hello?”

“Hey!” I say breathlessly into the phone. “It’s me. Ben. The um... yoghurt boy.”

“Hello, Yoghurt Boy. I’m glad you called.”

I can’t help but smile. “Really?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t sure if you would. I’ve spoken to three different telemarketers today.”

“Oh! Sorry. I should have given you my number as well.”

“That’s all right. Thanks to you, I’ll be saving twenty percent by bundling my internet, cable, and phone services together.”

I laugh. “You’re welcome. So um... How should we do this?”

“What?”

“Get to know each other.”

“Hmm...”

I love the sound of his voice. It’s deeper than my own and soothing. If he’s nervous, I can’t tell. Me? I’m squirming on my bed.

“I suppose we should start with the basics,” he says. “Are you a full-time yoghurt boy?”

“No. I’m still in college. For the next five months anyway. Then I graduate and become a yoghurt man.”

He chuckles, sending goosebumps racing across my skin.

“What about you?” I ask. “Are you a pilot?”

“No. I’m a flight attendant.”

“Oh.”

“Does that disappoint you?”

I imagine him pushing a cart down an aisle while making sure everyone is buckled up and has something to drink, which sounds nurturing. “Either way is fine with me. I just like the uniform.”

“That was Greg’s idea,” Jace says. “When he picked me up from the airport, he said it was the perfect time to try.”

Meaning that he’d told his friend about me previously. I’m positively dizzy with this revelation. Although when I imagine this scenario playing out to completion, I do have questions. “How come he took your arm? You know, when you both came into the store.”

Jace sighs. “For the same reason he used to wear a wedding ring as soon as we were old enough to go to bars. He thinks being taken makes someone more desirable.”

As if Greg needs any help in that department! This raises another concern, one borne out of insecurity. “He’s very handsome.”

There’s a pause before Jace responds. “Are you interested in him? Because it’s okay if you are.”

“No! I’ve had my fill of muscles, believe me.”

“Hm. Why did you sound sad when saying that?”

“Ancient history. I guess what I’m wondering is why you aren’t with him.”

“Greg?” Jace laughs, dispelling my fears. “First of all, he’s straight. Secondly, I’ve known him since we were little. I just don’t see him that way. Greg is more like a brother to me. Besides, he’s not really my type.”

“No?”

“Nope. I wish we were doing this in person.”

“How come?”

“To get the full picture. Due to the counter you stand behind at work, I’ve only ever seen you from the waist up. For all I know, you slither around on octopus tentacles.”

“Busted!” I think about what Allison said, how I’ll need to take risks if I’m ever going to find the right guy. Persistence holds the key... “So why don’t we continue this conversation in person?”

“I’m out of town for the moment,” he says apologetically. “Although it is drivable. How about tomorrow?”

I wince. “I’m going home for the holidays.”

“Which is where, exactly?”

When I tell him, he starts laughing. “Guess where I am now?”

“No!”

“Uh-huh.”

We discuss options on how we could meet. I’m not too picky. I just want to see him again. Once the time and the location are set, the tension grows thick.

“I guess I’ll see you soon,” I say.

“Not soon enough for me,” Jace replies. “Have a good night, Ben.”

“You too.”

After saying goodbye and hanging up, I tumble backward onto the sheets and place a hand over my racing heart.

I’m so ready for this!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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I’m not sure why Jace chose a mall as the location of our first date. Maybe he wants to lavish me with gifts, which I wouldn’t mind, because money is perpetually tight. Allison and I opted for an apartment rather than dorm rooms, so we could live together. That, and it sounded more grown-up. Which it is, complete with a stack of bills that have to be paid each month. Allison’s dad takes care of her half of the rent, but even then, she often has to cover for the utilities that I can’t afford.

I’m taking the escalator down to the bottom floor when I see Jace. He hasn’t noticed me yet, allowing me to reassess him. His blond hair is short on the sides and swept forward in the middle, lifting away from his forehead like a gravity-defying wave. I’m not sure if he uses any product to achieve this, because his ruffled hair looks appealingly soft. He’s dressed in a long dark coat that gives him a sophisticated air. Maybe he picked it up in Paris or New York during his travels. Even his shoes are classy, polished black leather suitable for formal occasions.

Mine are scuffed trainers, I’m reminded when stumbling at the bottom of the escalator. An orange hoodie beneath a tweed jacket and jeans make up the rest. My brown hair is long enough to sweep over the top of my ears. I thought about getting it cut, but this is how I looked when he saw me previously, so I have to assume he likes the style. I hope Jace isn’t disappointed. He sure is a snappy dresser!

I watch him scan the crowds of last-minute shoppers before he finally spots me. Then he smiles, which is encouraging enough that I do the same. We close the gap, both of us seeming unsure what to do with ourselves. Is a hug appropriate? Or maybe a handshake?

Jace’s sparkling eyes move over me. “You look nice.”

“Thanks! You look amazingly hot!”

He doesn’t seem put off by this praise, which is good, because when I find a guy attractive, I’m not exactly subtle.

“Although...” he says as if reassessing. “I’m a little disappointed that you only have two legs.” He shrugs, as if making peace with the fact. “It’ll save money when it comes to renting skates.”

I glance over my shoulder at the indoor ice rink. “That’s why you wanted to meet me here?”

He nods. “Do you know how?”

“I mean, technically. I hope you’ve got good health insurance.”

He laughs.

I do not. “Seriously! I’m going to need you to sign a waiver.”

“I’ll take my chances,” he says with a subtle smile.

God he’s handsome! I’ve mostly only seen him beneath the fluorescent lights at work, always with a counter separating us. I stay close to him as we approach the skate rental booth. He smells good, but I don’t think it’s cologne. The scent is clean, like he took a shower right before coming here. He’s much taller than me. Most guys are, but he’s above average in height. Jace catches me staring and doesn’t seem to mind. I think he likes it, but his attention is torn away by the man in the booth, who asks our shoe sizes. I try not to read into Jace’s answer.

Okay, I totally do, because I hope he has a great big cock. I know such things don’t matter. I’ve been with guys smaller than me who left me trembling with pleasure. And I’ve been with a few who were hung and absolutely terrible in the bedroom. Chemistry and skill count for more than size, but if you’re dreaming, why not go for broke?

Jace insists on paying. We make small talk while pulling on our skates. I bungle lashing up the laces. Jace notices my struggles and squats in front of me to help. While doing so, he looks up, his eyes searching mine, and I already want him. I just love how large he is. Even his head, as silly as that sounds. I want to place my dainty paws on either side of it, lean forward, and—

“There you go,” Jace says before standing and offering his hand.

I take it eagerly, delighted by how warm and soft it feels wrapped around mine.

I cry out in protest when he lets go of me again, but thankfully, he misinterprets the reason.

“If you’re nervous, you can hold on to me,” he says, bending his arm at the elbow.

“I’m terrified,” I lie when wrapping myself around it.

He isn’t a gym rat, but I do feel some muscle. I’m glad he isn’t scrawny like me. Contrast is a beautiful thing. I rely on him as we hobble toward the ice. “I haven’t been on skates for years,” I warn. “Are you any good?”

“We’re about to find out,” he replies.

I look over in shock. “You’ve never skated before?”

A smile tugs at his cheek. He’s toying with me.

We ease out onto the ice together. I slip almost immediately, clawing at his jacket to stay upright. Jace stabilizes me with his free hand, gripping my shoulder and pulling me closer. Which I like, but I tease him about it anyway. “Now I see why you suggested this.”

“We’re just getting started,” he murmurs.

“That guy at the rental booth seemed to recognize you,” I say as we move forward again. “How many boys have you brought here?”

“Just you,” he assures me. “You’re doing fine.”

It’s all coming back to me. Like riding a bicycle, except I never exactly mastered skating. I manage some momentum. Soon we’re slowly gliding alongside each other, although I still have a death grip on his jacket.

“Do you want to take my hand?” he suggests.

“Yeah!”

His fingers intertwine in mine, which attracts a few stares as we continue around the rink. This doesn’t seem to bother him.

“You’re not in the closet, I take it?”

I’m surprised we made it this far without me having asked, because it’s usually something I want to know upfront. Once bitten, twice shy.

“Only when choosing something to wear,” he replies. “Although if I’m honest, what I have at home is closer to a cupboard, so no. I’m not in the closet. What about you?”

“I was shoved out when I was fourteen. By the time I turned around, the door had shut and locked behind me.

He whistles under his breath, as if impressed. “Fourteen! How did that go?”

“Not so great. I’d been um... playing doctor with some of the other guys in my school. Although that makes it sound more innocent than it really was. We were old enough to really uh... Anyway, it was always one-sided. Not that I cared. I didn’t love any of those guys, but I wanted to, if that makes sense. When I put a label on my sexuality, I was as good as dead to them. I didn’t deny the rumors when they started to spread.” I meet his eye, wanting him to know how important that detail is to me. “People expected me to, but I never did. Not once. Which was lonely as hell, for a while at least, but I don’t have any regrets. I’m proud of who I am.”

“Good,” he says, nodding in approval.

“What was it like for you?”

Jace exhales, his eyes losing focus, as if he’s been transported to the past. He doesn’t answer right away. When he does, his tone is somber. “I figured it out on my own. There weren’t any other guys involved. I simply knew what I wanted. I wasn’t as proud as you though. In my mind, being gay was a bad thing. I was convinced I’d never find love or be accepted by my friends and family. So, when I was sixteen years old, I jumped off a bridge.”

I clutch his hand tighter, as if to save him from falling. “You tried to kill yourself?”

Jace nods solemnly. “Yeah. There was a river below. I never really understood how that worked when seeing it in movies. Sure it’s a long fall, but ultimately, wouldn’t it be like jumping off a really tall diving board? I knew how to swim. I guess some part of me didn’t really want to die, or I would have chosen a bridge over land. As it turns out, swimming is difficult when you’re dressed for cold weather and your clothes are weighted down with water. The air was knocked from my lungs when I hit the surface. I just about swallowed half the river while trying to get it back. I regretted my decision as soon as I’d jumped, but it was too late by then. Luckily...” His features soften. “Luckily an ornery old man was out fishing. I was his biggest catch that night. He saved me, or I wouldn’t be here now. With you.”

“I need his name and address,” I reply. “So I can send him a gift basket.”

Jace grins. “I might hold you to that.”

“I’m really sorry,” I say, the humor leaving my voice. “I can only imagine how unhappy you must have been to try something so drastic. I wish I could have been there for you.”

“It’s all right. As strange as it sounds, the suicide attempt was a turning point for me. Everything got better after that. Not just because I realized that I didn’t want to die.” He hesitates before shaking his head, and I can tell something big is there. A piece of his history he’s not ready to share yet. “A lot of good things happened. Life is funny that way. Just when you least expect it—”

My feet slide out from under me as I begin to skitter in place. I was hanging on so closely to his every word that I lost the rhythm. I grimace in anticipation of how badly my rump is going to hurt when it slams into the ice, but Jace keeps his grip on my hand while swiftly skating in a sharp half-circle to grab the other. Just in time too, because I lose my balance completely and slide between his open legs. He never lets go. Soon I’m staring up at him, my back parallel to the ice. He’s bending over to support me, my cheeks burning with embarrassment, but at least he saved the other pair from harm.

Jace gently lowers me. “—sometimes you fall. And see the world from a new perspective.”

I connect the words to what he’d been saying previously and am blown away by his smoothness. In more than one way. “You’re one hell of a skater!” I praise as he helps me up again.

He shrugs humbly. “The perks of growing up in a small town with not much else to do.”

Jace guides us over to the nearest wall, so I can take hold of it.

“Show me what you can do without dead weight hanging off your arm,” I suggest.

He nods with a smile. Then he takes off. I’ve watched my share of figure skating, drawn to it by the way some men fill out a pair of tights. Even with a haze of hormones obscuring my vision, I’m always awed by the talent and dedication that goes into each routine. Jace isn’t quite at that skill level. He doesn’t do any high-speed scratch spins or gravity-defying toe jumps, but he does glide around the ice with enviable grace. His attention remains locked on me for most of this. He even skates backward after blowing past so his eyes don’t have to leave mine.

“Teach me how to do that!” I say once he’s returned.

We venture back out onto the ice, chatting in between the pointers he provides. I learn that he’s twenty-five. With a birthday coming up in April, that makes him about four years my senior. He only moved to the area at the beginning of his freshman year of college. The subject of education follows us after we leave the rink and go to a restaurant attached to the mall.

“What’s your major?” he asks once we’re seated at a warmly lit table.

“Malfunction,” I reply before shaking my head. “Sorry, that’s sort of an in-joke between me and my best friend. I’m an English major.”

He snorts, but I don’t think my sense of humor is the culprit.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he says. “That just happens to be mine as well.”

“Oh no!” I cry in mock dismay. “Does that mean I’m going to end up passing out peanuts in the sky?”

“Hey, it’s a noble profession,” he counters. “I know people think we’re glorified waiters, but we’re closer to nurses. That’s who Ellen Church was. She was also a pilot, but history remembers her as the first female flight attendant. She believed that passengers would feel less fearful of flying with a trained nurse on board. The industry was much younger back then. The job still focuses on that same role today. Flight attendants are there to ensure passenger safety and comfort. Ellen Church pioneered all of that.”

“That’s really cool! I was only being facetious. In truth, I’m jealous that you figured out what you want to do. I don’t have a clue.” I wiggle the menu. “I’m not even sure what to order!”

We focus on the problem at hand until the waiter stops by our table.

“What made you decide to major in English?” Jace asks when we’re alone again.

“I like to read. It was always my best subject. I sometimes write to entertain myself. So I figured I could turn that into something. Maybe as a journalist. Although I’m not very political or into current events, so probably not.”

“What sort of things do you write for fun?”

“Stories.”

“About what?”

I shrug. “How it feels to be me, I guess. And the way I want things to be.”

Jace smiles at this. “An idealist and an artist. It’s my lucky day!”

“I’m not an artist. Nor do I want to be.”

He tilts his head. “There it is again.”

“What?”

“The edge of sorrow. What was his name?”

Jesus, can he read me that well? “It was a long time ago,” I say dismissively.

“Was it one of the guys you played doctor with when younger? Maybe you should go for a medical degree instead. It sounds like you already have a lot of experience, Dr. Ben.”

This makes me laugh. “Would you be my nurse?”

“I think about that sometimes,” Jace says with a nod. “I could’ve gone into nursing. I like helping people. If you were a psych major, you’d probably diagnose me as having rescuer syndrome.”

I pantomime flipping open a notepad before holding an invisible pen at the ready. “Did that begin after your suicide attempt, when you were rescued? Do you feel the need to repay that debt?”

“Maybe,” Jace says, his green eyes losing focus.

I set my hands on the table. “What was his name?”

“The old man who rescued me? Bernie.”

“No. I mean the guy that you tried to rescue.”

His gaze flicks to mine, and I swear I feel an intense connection. A mutual understanding. Maybe we would have gotten to the bottom of it if the waiter didn’t show up then with our drinks. I don’t feel like conjuring up old demons anyway. I’m more interested in the present.

“So why did you decide to major in English?” I ask.

Jace shrugs. “I like to read. It was always my best subject.”

I stare in shock. “I guess we both know how this is going to turn out. Think you can get me a job at the airline you work for?”

“Sure,” he says with a chuckle. “Why not?”

We talk more about his work, and his love of travel. While dining, we compare notes on the literary genres we each prefer. He’s into non-fiction, biographies in particular. I’ve always been prone to flights of fancy, so fiction suits me better. I try to get a sense of his taste in music, but Jace is happy listening to whatever. I don’t reveal how much I enjoy singing. I tend to hold back that information when on a date with someone new. Not because I have performance anxiety or anything silly like that. I just don’t want to retread old ground. I’m looking for a fresh start, not a rerun.

We walk the mall together after dinner, but it closes early tonight, so we’ll need to go somewhere else. I’m not ready for that just yet. For more than one reason.

“Sorry,” I say after yawning. “I had to get up early to pack for this trip. I always do it at the last second.”

“It’s a long drive out here,” Jace says, not seeming offended. “Can I walk you to your car?”

“Sure!”

The exit I parked near isn’t far away. Soon we’re standing in front of each other, awash in amber light, puffs of steam accompanying each breath.

“I hope you bought that used,” Jace says, nodding at my car, which is dinged and dented.

“It got left out in a really bad hail storm,” I lie.

His face scrunches up in puzzlement. “Really? Because the roof is fine.”

“I don’t want to talk about it!”

He laughs and returns his attention to me. “So uh... When can I see you again?”

I suck in, like it’s a tall order. “I don’t visit my parents often. My mom barely let me go on this date.”

“And tomorrow is Christmas,” Jace says, nodding in understanding. “I’ll be out of town until the thirtieth. What about New Year’s Eve?”

“You mean the holiday that, ideally, always ends in a kiss?” I bite my bottom lip and nod.

His eyes are half-lidded as he studies me. “I can’t wait that long.” He glances around the parking lot, which has mostly cleared out. “And this doesn’t feel like the right place.”

“I’m not picky,” I assure him.

“I am.” He looks to the horizon and seems to find inspiration. “Do you mind following me in your car real quick?”

I shrug. “Where did you park?”

He nods, his yellow whatever-it-is the next row over. What were the odds? Not only have the fates aligned, they’re doing a chorus-line kick! My pulse is racing as I follow him and—thanks to all that is holy—manage not to ram his vehicle along the way. Our destination is a small public park two blocks over. Except for a playground, a baseball diamond, and a shelter with a few picnic tables, not much else is there. At this time of night—and year—we’re the only ones around.

“Works for me,” I say after stepping out of my car.

Jace takes my hand. “Almost there.”

I stumble along beside him to the baseball diamond. One corner of it in particular.

“First base?” I say in disbelief.

He nods with a shameless smirk.

“You’re ridiculous,” I say, my voice full of warmth, but it’s nothing compared to the heat I feel when he pulls me close and places his lips on mine.

All the other guys I’ve kissed before are forgotten in this moment. The feel of his body against mine, the protective arms that wrap around me, the affection dancing in his eyes when he pulls back... I’m sold! I take Jace’s hand and pull him toward second base. I don’t even know what it’s supposed to represent. I just want more!

Jace laughs and resists me enough along the way that I stop.

“I don’t want to rush this,” he says. “Is that okay?”

“Of course!” I grin as we meander toward our cars. “Wait, exactly how slow are we talking here? I mean, it took you three months to ask me out.”

“Was it that long?”

“Yes! I kept trying to lure you back in too. All those stickers I put on your Lucky Licks Loyalty cards? You must have redeemed them on someone else’s shift.”

“I never went inside if I didn’t see you working there.”

“Really?”

He nods and pulls out his wallet. Beneath the parking lot lights, I watch him fan out a bunch of the cards, all of them filled to capacity.

“How come you never used them?”

“I didn’t want you to think that was the reason I kept coming back. I hoped you’d realize I was only there because of you.”

I stare in disbelief. “Do you even like frozen yoghurt?”

He shrugs, as if apathetic.

I can’t help but laugh.

“I had a nice time, Ben,” he says, taking my hands in his. “I’ll see you at the end of the year.”

“Just one more,” I plead, placing my palms on his chest and pushing myself up on tippy toes to reach his lips again. The kiss is just as intoxicating as the first, if not even more so, but it does nothing to satiate my appetite.

I already know that I’ll never get enough.
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Chapter Three
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My parents always spoiled my sister and me on the holidays when we were growing up. Now that we’ve both flown the coop, they try even harder. We have so many presents to open that we get fatigued halfway through and save some for the next day. My mom makes our favorite meals. My dad breaks out old photo albums and gets weepy while rekindling old memories. Karen and I often exchange looks during all of this, like we’re glad to have escaped their madness, when in truth, it does feel good to be home again. Although I am eager to get back to my adult life.

Jace calls the day after our date to wish me a Merry Christmas. I hear from him again a few days later, the sounds of an airport in the background. “The airline I work for is throwing a big party downtown. There will be an open bar.”

“Most of them are on New Year’s Eve,” I reply.

After a pause and then a chuckle, he says, “Open bar means the drinks are free. The party won’t actually be at a bar.”

“I knew that!”

When he laughs again, I nuzzle the phone affectionately and accidently hang up on him. He calls right back, thankfully.

I try to keep myself occupied over the next couple of days. When not hanging out with my family, I spend time with Allison. We drive around our hometown to see what’s changed, although there’s one street in particular I don’t let us go down. We do walk around the perimeter of our old high school, which seems to have been robbed of its power. Previously it was a place of ridicule and fear. Now the school seems small and insignificant.

I get my hair cut the day before New Year’s Eve—just a trim—and on the day itself, put on a dress shirt and slacks that Allison helped me shop for with the cash I got from Santa. I’m glad she has good taste, because when I drive downtown to the location Jace provided, the neighborhood is a trendy mixture of boutique shops and high-rise apartments. The specific address he gave me has valet parking out front, which I find too intimidating to use, so I drive to a parking garage and backtrack on foot.

I’m relieved to see Jace waiting for me on the sidewalk.

I smooch him in greeting before we go in and line up for the coat check.

“Impressive,” I say, glancing around at the sprawling interior.

“It is,” he replies. “Which makes me wonder why the airline can’t pay us more.”

“Preach!” a woman behind us says. “I’m filling up my purse with hors d'oeuvres.”

I’m amused to see, when Jace takes off his long coat, that he’s wearing his flight attendant uniform. “You said you like it,” he murmurs when noticing my smile. “And uh... I just flew into town an hour ago.”

“I love it,” I assure him.

“You look stunning,” he murmurs, taking my jacket from me so he can hand them both to the attendant.

We ride an elevator up forty stories to a penthouse. When the doors ding open, I’m especially glad I got dressed up, because it’s an elegant affair. The sort I’ve only ever seen on TV. Chandeliers, waiters carrying trays of appetizers, a live jazz band... Tuxedos and evening gowns are prevalent. I suddenly feel underdressed.

I turn a manic smile on Jace as we walk into opulent surroundings. “Wow,” I squeak.

He doesn’t seem as impressed. “I’m guessing most of these people work for corporate.” His face lights up. “That is my tribe.”

He points to a bar on the far side of the room where the vibe is much rowdier. I hear screeching laughter. The revelers aren’t dressed as formally. I already feel better when we escape into the din. Jace keeps getting stopped by people who recognize him, but he insists on continuing until we reach the bar, where he turns to me.

“What’ll be?”

“Can I just get a Coke?” I ask with a grimace.

“Of course!”

That’s a relief. I’m not much for booze. I do indulge on occasion, but it only takes a few drinks to unleash the emotionally turbulent slut in me. I’m not ready for him to see that side just yet. Jace orders a martini.

“Shaken, not stirred,” he says, shooting me a wink.

“What’s that actually mean?”

“No idea,” he admits. “I’ve never had one before.”

After taking a sip, he nods in approval. “Not bad.”

I decline when he offers it for me to try.

“At least have the olive,” he insists. “These things gross me out.”

“Deal! Next time you should ask the bartender to make it with a fortune cookie instead.”

He opens his mouth to reply but doesn’t get a word out because someone shouts his name from behind. We turn to face the newcomer, which initiates a marathon of mingling with his coworkers. That’s not what I wanted from the evening, but it’s not so bad, because he always makes sure to include me, and I get to hear funny stories. Like how Jace will give pop quizzes to passengers who don’t pay attention to the safety demonstration, embarrassing them into learning, or rewarding those who know the right answers with candy.

“If you’re sitting in the emergency exit row, you better have the card in the seatback memorized!” an older woman cackles. “Otherwise your ass is getting moved to next to the lavatory.”

Jace has a reputation for being able to successfully deal with even the most unruly customer. That gives me hope for us, because I can be a bit much at times. He’s clearly popular with his colleagues, a small crowd of them surrounding us. They’re a likeable group. Still, I wouldn’t mind a little time alone together. Neither would he, judging from the way his gaze becomes more and more apologetic as the evening progresses. After a few more rounds, he checks his watch and politely disengages himself, taking my hand and guiding me toward the roof terrace. The fresh air is invigorating, despite being cold.

“Sorry about that,” Jace says. “Maybe this wasn’t the best idea for a date.”

“No, I liked it!” I assure him. “Even though it’s hard sharing you with other people. I’m a greedy boy.”

He smiles at this. We move to a corner of the building to take in a stunning view of the sparkling city lights that surround us. “Ten more minutes,” he says, checking his watch again.

“Really?” I ask in excitement. “I didn’t realize it was so close. Wait! We need champagne!”

He pushes away from the rail. “Let’s go get some.”

“And lose this spot?” Our timing was lucky. People line the roof, wanting the same view. Which just happens to be the ideal place for a midnight kiss. “Wait here. I’ll go get it.”

I dash back inside, glancing around for one of the waiters I saw earlier. The first two have empty trays. The third time is the charm. I swipe two flutes and hustle back to the roof. I slow once there, because Jace isn’t standing where I left him. I see him pushing through the crowds, as if trying to reach someone, his expression drawn. I follow his trajectory and see a guy not much bigger than me. His hairstyle makes him stand out—a sort of overgrown mohawk that has flopped over to cover short-cropped hair. Jace reaches him, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder to spin him around. I can’t tell what they say to each other, but after exchanging a few sentences, the other guy laughs and pats him on the arm. Then the stranger resumes talking to the woman he’s with. Jace heads back to our corner, his expression pained. He even pinches the bridge of his nose and shakes his head.

I feel uneasy when walking over to meet him.

“Who was that?” I ask while handing him a glass.

“Hm?”

“The guy you were just talking to.”

“Oh.” Jace swallows. “Nobody. I think I’ve had too much to drink.”

“What do you mean?”

“TEN!” someone shouts.

Jace smiles at me. “Here we go!”

“NINE!”

I set aside my misgivings as the countdown continues, after carefully filing away the incident for later. Which is good, because Jace’s eyes have locked on mine again, making it easy to forget all my woes, no matter how old or recent they might be.

He clinks glasses with me. “I hope you’re a big part of my life next year. I haven’t been this happy in a long time.”

“Same here,” I tell him. “Which is weird, because we barely know each other.”

“I feel like I’ve always known you,” he replies.

I don’t hear the countdown anymore, too drawn in by everything he has to offer. The world around us erupts in cheers as soon as our lips touch, as if celebrating something long awaited. Jace takes my glass and sets them both on the rail so he can wrap me in his arms, shielding me from the cold. His heart is racing against the ear that I’ve got pressed against his chest. I think it might be the most beautiful song I’ve ever heard.

He releases me again when booming explosions erupt. We turn to see colorful bursts of light fill the sky. We really do have the best seat in the house.

“Shit,” Jace hisses under his breath. “He hates fireworks.”

“Who?”

He grimaces. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

I knew it! Here it comes...

“I’m a single dad.”

“You’re what?”

“A cat dad,” he clarifies with a sheepish grin.

I glance toward the sky. “And he’s scared of fireworks?”

“Yeah. I’m worried about him. I hate to cut this short but— Actually, are you sober enough to drive?”

“Stone cold,” I assure him. “Let’s go!”

We dodge left and right through the crowd to reach the elevators.

“You probably think I’m crazy,” Jace says on the way down.

“Nope. The dog I grew up with was terrified of thunderstorms. He’d always press against one of us while shaking, the poor guy. So I totally get it.”

I’m eager to be alone with him anyway. We collect our coats and my car. On the drive to his place, I sing along to the radio. He doesn’t make a big deal out of it. After looking surprised, Jace shifts to face me, his head resting on the seat. His eyes are glassy. He must be really feeling those martinis!

We end up in a neighborhood not so different than the one I grew up in, although I have to assume the homes here are more expensive due to the close proximity to the downtown area. He’s done well for himself, I conclude when we park in the driveway of a brick two-story house with tasteful landscaping.

Jace hops out of the car and leads us around the side of the house. “I hope he’s indoors.”

His concern is transparent.

I find it endearing.

“Sam?” he calls as we cross the backyard.

We pass a large stone patio with an impressive grill. Just how much do flight attendants earn? There’s even an old Airstream trailer back here. I might not know much about cars, but even I recognize the iconic pill-shape and riveted silver panels—a bygone vision of the future. Jace leads us right to it, still calling the cat’s name. I guess the trailer is one of its hiding places.

Jace opens the door and turns to me. “Come on in.”

“Uhh...” I hesitate, thinking of serial killer headlines.

He’s already disappeared inside. A light switches on.

I shrug and follow. If he murders me, at least he’s handsome!

The inside is actually very charming. And surprisingly well maintained. A red couch is attached to one of the walls, across from it a kitchenette. At the far end of the trailer, windows circle a small table and two padded benches. I don’t take in further details because a gray blur darts out to reach Jace.

“Samson!” he cries happily.

The cat yowls and begins winding in and out of his legs.

Jace scoops him up. “Were you brave? I’m sorry that Daddy was busy, but I had a good reason.”

The cat chatters back at him, like they’re having a conversation. Then they both turn eyes on me.

“This is Ben,” Jace says, bringing the cat close, who is a little on the chunky side.

“He’s got your eyes,” I say, even though they’re a different shade of green. I reach out and try to pet him. Samson ducks to avoid my hand. That’s no good! I was hoping to score points.

“You only had dogs growing up?” Jace asks.

“Just the one, yeah.”

“Cats are a little different. Let him sniff your hand first.”

I hold it out again.

Samson sniffs intently before rubbing his whiskers against me.

“Now you have permission to pet him,” Jace says.

I do so, his fur soft as silk.

“He’s really cute!”

Jace smiles. “I’m glad you think so.”

Samson squirms until he’s set down. Then he begins weaving through our legs again while meowing. “Sorry,” Jace says to him. “My flight was delayed. Coming right up.”

He opens one of the cabinets, which is full of dishes, and takes out a plate. A different cabinet reveals canned food.

“All this is for him?” I ask. “The whole trailer?”

“Not all of it,” Jace says. “I live here too.”

I laugh, thinking it’s a joke.

Jace reacts with puzzlement.

“Really?” I jerk a thumb over my shoulder. “Whose house is that then?”

“Greg’s,” Jace says while he works.

“Oh. Does he have a wife and kids?”

Jace shakes his head and moves to the table. Samson jumps up on it and begins eating as soon as the plate touches down.

I still can’t let it go. “How many bedrooms does it have?”

“The house?” Jace squints. “Three, I think. Would you like something to drink? You didn’t get to enjoy much of that champagne. I have a few bottles”

“Sure,” I say, sitting on the couch.

I don’t get why he’d choose to live here instead of in a great big house with his best friend, but I have to admit that the trailer is charmingly quaint. Souvenirs dot many of the surfaces, all from his travels, I assume. I can see a bedroom at the opposite end, and a door that potentially leads to a bathroom. Most of the built-in shelf space is filled with books. Everything appears well organized, probably by necessity.

Jace rummages around in a pint-sized fridge. He returns to me with two small champagne bottles and a pair of empty jam jars.

“I don’t have champagne glasses,” he says apologetically.

“That’s okay. I’m not a fancy boy.”

To prove my point, I twist off one of the caps and drink straight from the bottle. He laughs and joins me on the couch before doing the same. “So what do you think of my place?”

“You’re so tall,” I say. “And everything here is so small.”

“That’s what makes it cozy.”

“You’ve been to a lot of places,” I comment, nodding at a bronze Leaning Tower of Pisa.

“I’ve been to a lot of airports,” he corrects. “I want to see more of the world, but I’m waiting for the right circumstances.”

“How so?”

He drapes an arm across the back of the couch, his fingers touching my shoulder. “The world is built for two.”

“I’ll be your travel buddy!”

“I’m looking for more than just that.” His eyes are searching mine. “What about you?”

I hesitate, but not because of him. A lot of guys feel that a committed relationship limits their options, unwilling to give up the game of conquest. “I want someone I can spend the rest of my life with,” I admit.

“Good,” he says as if the issue has been settled.

Samson hops up on his lap, gets comfortable, and after considering me briefly, begins licking a paw. Jace smiles down at him serenely.

“How are you still single?” I ask, voicing a hint of concern.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Jace says casually. “Something about sleeping in a different city every night makes people suspicious. Or restless while I’m away. It’s always one or the other.” He tilts his head briefly, as if reconsidering. “Although I’ve been guilty of that myself.”

“You’ve cheated?”

“Only once. I was in a bad relationship and still loved the guy I ended up sleeping with so... That’s no excuse. But at least it wasn’t me simply wanting to add another notch to my bedpost.” He meets my gaze, and all I see is sincerity. “What about you?”

“I wouldn’t mind one more notch,” I say to lighten the mood. Then I hit him with my own confession. “I helped someone cheat. Repeatedly. Because I loved him, but like you said, that’s no excuse. I learned from it though. And never did it again.”

“How do you feel about open relationships?” he asks.

I don’t want to disqualify myself, but I have to be honest. “Not for me.”

“Me either,” Jace says. “Marriage?”

“Can’t wait.”

“Kids?”

“We’ll need a bigger trailer.”

He laughs. “Please tell me you like cats.”

Samson considers me again, which is unsettling.

“Can he understand us?”

“Are you avoiding the question?”

“I don’t have a lot of experience,” I say diplomatically, “but I’m willing to learn.”

Samson resumes grooming himself.

“You’re not in,” Jace says, “but you’re also not out.”

We talk a little longer while finishing our drinks, testing our compatibility without making promises. I still want to get to know him better, because in my experience, people have a lot of layers. I’m putting my best foot forward. I’m sure he is too. Who we really are, especially when together, has yet to be revealed.

“I woke up in a different time zone,” Jace says with a yawn. “But I don’t want you to go.”

“I could stay,” I suggest. “But uh... Are you still drunk?”

“A little,” he admits. “That doesn’t mean you can’t sleep here. With me.”

I grin. “Like a slumber party?”

“Sure, but I’m not offering you an opportunity to reopen your medical practice. Not yet.”

“No playing doctor,” I say with a nod to show I understand. “Will you hold me though?”

He smiles. “Yeah.”

Jace has a few things to take care of first. I use the restroom, which is a glorified shower stall. The lights are low when I leave it. We undress in front of each other. Not all the way. I leave my underwear and T-shirt on. He strips down to flannel boxers. I’m already crazy about his body. His long arms bulge nicely, and his abs have impressive definition. I can’t wait to lick his come off them. His chest looks substantial enough for me to rest my head on it comfortably, when we get that far. He doesn’t seem disappointed in what little I’ve shown him so far, since he gives my butt a squeeze after I turn around. I hope that means he’s a top.

The bedroom is literally that—a room filled to capacity with a bed. I’m not sure how we’re both going to fit, but I’m eager to find out. I curl up on my side. Jace wraps himself around me. I’m getting way too turned on for sleep. That changes when I feel little paws walking all over me.

“He’ll settle down,” Jace promises.

“Those claws!” I hiss, wincing against the prickle of pain.

“Sorry. You’ll get used to it. I hope.”

Samson chooses the shallow valley where our bodies meet and settles down. He’s a purring engine, the subtle vibrations soothing. Before I know it, I’ve drifted off into a blissful slumber.
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Chapter Four
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I’m standing on the front stoop of Allison’s old house three days later, waiting for her to answer. She doesn’t. Instead a bald black man with broad shoulders opens the door. The mere sight of him used to send chills down my spine. Not anymore.

“Ben! Come on in!”

“Hey, Mister—”

That’s all I get out before I’m trapped in a bear hug that squeezes the air from my lungs. I laugh once set on my feet again. Allison’s father is a changed man. Or more accurately, he’s closer to the person he used to be before his wife died. He stopped drinking years ago and seems happier now, although he never tried his luck at love again.

We catch up for a few minutes in the entryway before he remembers that I’m here to visit someone else.

“Alli is upstairs in her old room. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to see you. Holler if you need anything.”

“Thanks!”

I take the stairs two at a time, feeling like a teenager again. Her bedroom doesn’t look the same. Most of the furniture has been moved to the apartment we share, but there are still little reminders of who we used to be, like the hand-made posters on the wall.

Allison emerges from the closet with an armful of clothes. “Hey, Ben!”

“Hi,” I say, wishing I could flop onto her bed like the old days to dish some gossip. “What are you doing?”

“Seeing if any of this is worth salvaging. Dad is thinking of selling the house.”

“What?” I cry, instantly disliking the idea.

“I know. He says it’s too much for one person and that a family should be living here. But guess what? He might move closer to us!”

“Awesome! The next time we have trouble with our landlord, we’ll sic your dad on him. Can you imagine?”

“There won’t be any more leaky faucets or drafty windows,” Allison says with a satisfied smirk. “When we’re back, remind me to scout out the best golf courses. I want to really sell him on the idea.”

“I suspect there’s a much larger draw for him than that.” She looks pleased until I add, “The man is crazy about me!”

“You aren’t wrong,” she says with a laugh. “Is that why you’re here?”

“Not exactly,” I say with a wince. “I need your advice.” 

She narrows her eyes in suspicion. “Did something happen with Jace?”

I shrug and begin to squirm.

“Ben! You are not doing this again!”

“He’s too good to be true!”

“Oh my god.” She tosses the clothes over the back of an abandoned office chair. “I should have known. You always get cold feet around the third date.”

“For good reason!”

She turns to me and crosses her arms. “Such as?”
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