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Engineer Sol Brooks is a happily married man, so
people keep telling him. He and Elise have been in Boston for eight
years, he loves her, and she loves him. They’ve got a great
apartment that’s kept its value, they’re both up for promotion, and
he can hook up with any guy he likes—all the sex he wants, so long
as it’s of the “no strings” variety.

 


And that’s all fine and dandy…

until a chance meeting at the checkout.

 


***

 


First published as part of the Love's Landscapes
Anthology

(DRiTC 2014, MMRomanceGroup.com), based on
the prompt:

 


Dear Author,

 


When I met the love of my new life (his words not
mine…ass), I was simply waiting in the checkout line. I might have
been caught up in a conversation with my best friend/wife of X
amount of years about something, I can’t remember at the moment. So
anyway, we were distracted and didn’t notice that the line had
moved. So after maybe 30 seconds, or a minute at the most (I’m
pretty sure it wasn’t that long), Mr. Impatient, with an accent
like that character on The Originals (not that I watch that show at
my age), got our attention in the rudest way in my opinion, or in
my wife’s heart-of-a-ho opinion, the kindest way possible for our
insensitive asses. I’m pretty sure his accent, mixed with his damn
charm, got him out of more trouble than it should. We had a rough
start, but we had quiet moments when we weren’t all over each other
or fighting, in and out of bed. Anyway, I would love a story about
our first year.

 


P.S. I want a story with interesting secondary
characters interacting with the main characters. I want it to be
known that the marriage is a *lavender marriage—no one is being
fooled here. I want humor mixed in with hot-damn, slightly
overwhelming sex. Alpha males with a bad case of the giggles at
inappropriate moments. No BDSM please. One other request is that I
wish the main characters to be in the age range of late twenties to
early thirties.

 


*A lavender marriage is a “beard” marriage of
convenience.

 


Sincerely,

T
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 Chapter One

 


I probably wouldn’t have noticed, but the
guy was wearing sweatpants with nothing underneath. First the
attempt to shove his way behind me, then the hot palm on my
shoulder. Elise stopped talking, and all of a sudden I had no idea
what she’d been saying.

“Hey, would you mind?” That was Captain
Impatient, his crotch now level with my ass, pressing into me,
because there’s really not enough space in a checkout aisle for two
big guys to pass by untouched, though it wasn’t the physical
contact that threw me.

Captain Impatient.

He was my height, maybe a little shorter, so
around six one, and my build—yeah, I work out, a lot. And he was
looking right past me, like he was so sure I’d let him go ahead,
even though I could take him, in more ways than one. He had a
strong, kind of musky scent going on—guess he worked out a lot too,
and that’s where he’d been. A guy who’s got any sense of pride gets
a shower first, but not this guy. Probably couldn’t wait long
enough. His hand was still on my shoulder, the distinctive smell of
residual sweat and the metal of weights snaking its way up into my
nostrils, the heat coming off his chest radiating right across my
back. I could almost taste him. And I could feel him, getting hard
inside his sweats…

Elise was about to reply, but I shot him a
glance over my shoulder.

We’d been in the store a long time, and I
was getting tetchy. Flattered by his reaction, but tetchy
nonetheless.

The moment passed. He ground his way back to
his place in the line, smiled, far from apologetically, and
followed up with, “Sorry. It’s just I figured as I only had this,
and you’re, well…”

His accent. He was British—English, in fact,
with a hint of something else—and the words poured off his tongue
like maple syrup trickling off hot pancakes. They slid over my
skin, pooled around me, stuck my feet to the floor. I was still
staring at him. Damn.

I turned back to Elise to find her slamming
the last of the groceries onto the belt. She had on her
thunderstorm face, the one where her eyes flash with danger and
darkness falls, thick and heavy. Maybe not today, and maybe not
tomorrow either, but at some point the thunderclap would come, and
then the torrential downpour.

Oh boy, was I in trouble.

She left the case of beer in the cart,
because there was nowhere else for it to go, and because it was
mine. She was making a point of that. She attempted to reconvene
the conversation, but I was only aware of her mouth moving. I
couldn’t hear the words over the blood pumping in my ears. I had my
back to him, as he took a call on his cell. I heard that, loud and
clear.

“The store on Memorial,” he said to person
unknown. “Yeah, that’s the one. See you in five.” A pause. “You
too. Bye. Bye.”

Pause and confirmation.

Love you.

You too.

That’s what it’d be, right? Why should I
care? I was a married man. Happily married man, so they told
me. Maybe I didn’t agree with the happy part so much, but I sure as
hell wasn’t interested in this guy.

“Chrissakes, Sol,” Elise hissed.

I snapped myself out of it.

There was space on the belt now, and I
effortlessly hoisted the beer, turning as I did so, and caught a
brief glimpse of him. Dark hair, short and kind of wavy, square
jaw, thick ruddy lips. White sleeveless tee, taut against his
chest, picking out, enhancing, defining. A dark tattoo graced his
left upper arm, though I couldn’t tell what it was. He was counting
out the exact money for his purchase—a two-pound tub of vanilla
cream protein shake mix. I looked again at our cart-load of
groceries, and maybe felt a little mean making him wait. He glanced
up, met my gaze. Smiled again.

“You getting this?” Elise asked and opened
her purse anyway.

“Uh, yeah. Sure,” I said. I moved forward
and handed over my card. Sexy guy moved forward too, hot on my
tail, and I really do mean on my tail. I wondered if he had
personal space issues, as in he was claiming mine. The teller
handed my card back. I followed Elise and the cart out to the
car.

“You didn’t answer my question,” she
reminded me. I was wondering how much grief I’d get for admitting I
had no idea what she’d asked. She saw that I was clueless and
sighed so loudly it could have lifted the groceries out of the cart
for her. Instead that was left to me. She decided to help me out,
with the question, not the groceries. On that score she stood, arms
folded, inspecting her nails, watching me heave the multitude of
bags into the trunk.

“Rory’s party?”

“Right?” I searched my brain for the
scattered remnants of what we’d been talking about. It came back to
me. Her new boss was having a rooftop garden party, and as husband
of the newest junior partner I was expected to attend. I hated
those kinds of things—work socials, grocery shopping, anniversary
dinners—but that’s what I’d signed up for.

“When was it, again?” I asked.

“A week from Thursday. Eight thirty.”

I scanned my mental calendar, hoping to find
a clash. No joy. I relented with a shrug and we got in the car,
drove home in silence and wordlessly stowed the groceries. Elise
went to shower. I filled up the coffeemaker, switched it on, but
grabbed a beer instead. I was restless, still thinking about him,
building him a life story. I’d have said he was single, were it not
for the phone conversation. He seemed kind of…available.
Interested. Interesting? I guessed he had a physical job, maybe in
security, or something, though people made that assumption about
me, wrongly. It was crazy. I mean, I’d just met the guy. Not even
that much. I’d likely never see him again, and it wasn’t as if I
was short on options. I considered calling to Elise, to say I was
going for a quick workout, see who was still around, but it was
getting late and I changed my mind. I turned on the TV, flicked
through a few channels. The running shower made for an interesting
soundscape to the muted moving slideshow. I took a big gulp of beer
and flopped back onto the sofa, immediately rescued from my
reluctant R and R by a knock at the door. I automatically checked
the time. Nearly ten. I went to answer anyway.

“Hi.”

Captain Impatient.

“Hi,” I said. He smiled, extending an
arm.

“You left this.”

I fought to unlock my eyes from his and
looked down. My wallet was in his hand.

“Ah. Um, thanks,” I uttered
inarticulately.

I reached out to take the wallet, my eyes
straying down past it. He was no longer in sweatpants. Stonewashed
jeans, tan boots. Clean boots. For some reason that irked me. I
followed the blue jeans back up, glancing over the smooth black
tee. My gaze met his once more, a glistening silvery blue in the
glow of light from the apartment, like molten metal. He was still
smiling, his mouth a little crooked, tipped up to the left.
Infuriatingly, I found myself smiling back. After what seemed an
age, my fingers made contact with the wallet. He relinquished his
grip on it, though he still had a hold on me, like we were tethered
together and neither of us could break away. Finally he nodded and
turned to leave.

“Thanks again,” I called after him. He
raised a hand in acknowledgement. I slowly closed the door, aware
of his retreating form, aware of the scent of his cologne on the
wallet I was holding. A thought occurred to me.

“Hey! How’d you know where to find me?”

He turned back, raising both hands now in a
dismissive shrug.

“Driver’s license?”

Duh.

He rounded the corner and disappeared from
view. I closed the door, returned to the sofa, carrying my wallet
as if it were the most precious gift ever given to me. Elise
appeared before me in a short silky floral robe, rubbing her wet
hair with a towel.

“Who was that?” she asked.

“The guy from the store.” I waved the wallet
at her. She looked at me blankly.

“What guy from the store?”

“With the protein shake?”

She nodded once, clearly no clue who I was
talking about. “Did you check he didn’t take anything?”

“Seriously?”

Oh yeah, she was serious. It wasn’t as if I
liked him. In fact he’d royally pissed me off, but really, who
finds a wallet, loots it, then goes to the effort of returning it?
But Elise was unrelenting. I sighed and opened my wallet, trying
not to react when I saw what was inside—apart from everything that
should be, that is.

“All present and correct,” I reported. Elise
wandered away, still rubbing her hair.

“I’m going to turn in,” she called back.

“OK, hon,” I replied.

I waited for our bedroom door to close,
quickly typed his number into my cell and disposed of the
evidence.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Two

 


I woke up the next morning, hard and horny,
with the fading memory of an imagined chance meeting at the gym,
unimpressed that the anonymous guy of my dreams and fantasies now
came complete with a face and identity—no prizes for guessing who.
I rolled onto my side and stared at Elise’s back. Her alarm was
about to go off. Hell, I was about to go off. I could’ve stayed,
got my satisfaction right there in the bed. Instead, I bolted for
the bathroom and got in the shower before the temperature
stabilized so I could deal with it myself. By the time I emerged,
soft and no longer horny, Elise was standing in the doorway, arms
folded. I muttered a “good morning” as I passed her. The door
closed on me. Now she was pissed too.

I guess I should tell you something about
Elise’s and my relationship. Give or take a couple of months we
were the same age—coming up to thirty-one—and met at college, where
she was your all-American girl, studying law—a career girl, you
might say, not that her parents agreed with her plans. They made no
secret of their hopes to see her “settled down” with a couple of
kids, and we hadn’t the heart to tell them it just wasn’t in the
cards.

As for me, I’m from the UK, Britain,
England, wherever you want to call it, from a little town in the
middle of nowhere. Americans generally think “Britain” is one green
and pleasant land, filled with “quaint” little towns of whitewashed
cottages, in the middle of which stands London, home of the Queen
and the red pillar box. Well, there’s a whole gamut of places
between those extremes of sprawling metropolis and rural idyll, but
where I come from…yeah, we had the whitewashed cottages and village
green going on.

I arrived in the US during my third year of
university, as an engineering design undergraduate, and I wasn’t
intending to stay more than six months. As far as the folks back
home were concerned, it was the usual fairy tale. English boy goes
to America to study, meets the girl of his dreams, all sweet cherry
pie and sparkly white, super-straight smile. They get engaged, get
married, rent a fabulous apartment in the city, find fabulous
high-powered jobs, yada, yada, yada.

It was nothing of the sort.

For a time we considered moving back to
England, but that’s long since passed. Elise would have needed to
retrain in English law, plus…well, I didn’t really want to pick up
where I left off. Specifically, I didn’t want my mother thinking we
could just carry on as if the argument never happened. Because
that’s the kind of woman my mother is. If she doesn’t like
something, she expects it to change for her—perish the thought that
anyone tell her to amend her opinions, and she is
very opinionated. So I delayed telling her, even though I
knew all through high school, even though she nearly caught James
and me fooling around. It’s one of the few bonuses of
heterosexism—that parents let same-sex friends enter their child’s
bedroom sanctuary with no thought to anything untoward taking
place.

James and I had quite a few “sleepovers”
during the seven wonderful months of our relationship. I use the
terms “wonderful” and “relationship” relatively—when you’re sixteen
and it’s your first, it has a certain magic, but it’s really not
that great. True, my memory likes to play up the romance a little.
In my head, James and I hold hands at the movies, cuddle together
while we wait for the bus, whisper “I love you.” In reality, we
mostly ignored each other outside of my single bed, where we’d suck
each other off, in the dark, under the covers and as quickly as
possible. The night my mother almost caught us, she walked
straight into the room and flicked on the light. We hoped all she
saw was a lumpy mass under the duvet, as we’d heard the door open
and stayed deathly still, holding our breath, praying she
wouldn’t pull back the covers. We heard the light switch click
again, and I bravely stuck my head out, peering into the gloom,
come all over my hands, because her timing was impeccable. I
clambered out of bed, went to grab something from the laundry
hamper to clean myself. It was missing. So long, sleepovers. So
long, James.

University was better though. Away from home
at last, I finally got to be myself. No steady relationships during
that first year, but there were a few of us who’d hang out
together, and pair up on occasion. We were all in the same boat.
We’d fumbled our way through adolescence, arriving in higher
education with virtually no experience, compared to our straight
fellow students. There was only Donny who’d lost his virginity
before uni, and he was a total idiot.

“Top or bottom?” he asked me one night,
knowing how drunk I was, and also that I didn’t have the first clue
what he was talking about. When I failed to reply, he elaborated,
“Do you like to fuck, or be fucked?”

I don’t recall my response to that.
Whatever, by next sunrise I’d done both and concluded that I was
more of a “top.” Donny had evidently forgotten his first time and
wasn’t exactly gentle. Lucky he only had a small dick, or I’d
probably be dead now. Undergrad impaled on penis. Way to go!
So anyway, that was the Grand Losing Of My Virginity—a night with
Donny Dickless and his amazing talking testicles. I kid you not,
those boys squeaked and creaked like a pair of old men at a bus
stop. Weird.

Second year…

I’m tempted to skip this part, as it was the
lousiest year of my life. Long story short, the student exchange
worked both ways, and with the influx of “Yanks” came Calvin. Tall,
blond, skinny, blue-eyed beauty that he was, if you cut him open
you’d find a housebrick where his heart should be. I think, maybe,
for me at least, it was love at first sight. He walked into our
student accommodation block, and I felt the earth move—not Calvin’s
doing, but a tremor. We find earthquakes terribly unBritish, and
this little guy shook up a mighty magnitude 1.2—kind of average for
our side of the Atlantic, but not quite enough to rattle the cups
off their saucers (we don’t all own these, by the way).

I frowned at Calvin. “Did you feel that
too?”

“Uh huh,” he replied, dropped his holdall in
the middle of the floor and wandered off in search of the bathroom,
scratching his ass. When he returned, he looked me up and down.

“You’re gay,” he stated.

It was my turn to go, “Uh huh.” No idea why
I owned up, just like that. I must have somehow picked up on the
subtle vibe being thrown off by his rolled-up sleeves, deck shoes
and the dozen LGBT buttons adorning his jacket.

“Cool. Me too,” he said.

No shit, Sherlock!

And then he kissed me.

I’m going to cut straight to the end here,
because that relationship sucked. I should’ve realized he was a
player. The buttons, the whole “out and proud” routine? Cal was a
walking-talking advert for himself. A one-man sex show. Anytime,
anyplace, any-fucking-where. And like I said, I thought I was in
love right from the get-go. By the time he was returning home to
the US, I’d enrolled in the exchange for my third year, not to be
near him, but I figured if Cal was getting laid so much…

Oh, I should mention that in the middle of
all this he dumped me and I went home for a few weeks. Heartbroken,
I came out to my mother. She actually swooned for real.

“Gay, like Freddie Mercury?” she asked,
fanning her face with a copy of The Guardian. I nodded
dumbly. “But he died of that AIDS, Solomon, darling.”

That AIDS? Do you mean the bad AIDS,
Mother?

I said nothing.

“And Rock Hudson. He died of the AIDS
too.”

Honest to God.

I said, “That was a long time ago, Mum. And
they were famous.” As if being famous were a requirement.

She said, “Well, you’ll just have to find
yourself a girlfriend.”

Erm, hello? I’m gay.

“Yes,” she continued, making a rapid and
complete recovery, “Lizzie was asking after you only the other day.
She always liked you.”

How stupid of me to not see this coming. The
argument that followed was a total farce, with her refusing to
accept that I could possibly be gay, and me trying to persuade her
that I was by further incriminating myself with confessions of all
my first-year adventures, and even that time she came to get the
laundry and nearly caught James and me.

“Which time?” says she.

“I…”

“I always assumed you were playing
tents.”

Always? Always? Shit!

“Playing tents? Mum, we were sixteen years
old.” There was only one sort of “playing tents” we were doing.

So, add to denial this total invasion of
privacy, and that pretty much sums up the only conversation we ever
had about it.

Back to the student exchange—yeah, OK, I
lied. I signed up, among other things, to be near Cal. Luckily (for
me, not for him) he’d failed the UK component of his course and got
kicked out of college.

Which brings me back to Elise.

She knew I was gay. She’d always known, and
so was she, except she was so far back in the closet she had a
residency visa for Narnia. She remained the only American woman I
knew who didn’t call her female acquaintances “girlfriends,”
because, more often than not, that’s exactly what they were. We
were fast friends at college, we remained so, and she was a
wonderful, beautiful woman. I loved her. She loved me. We did sex
OK too, which was how we came up with the marriage of convenience
idea. I wanted to stay stateside. She was going to be a successful
lawyer. And, God forgive me, I didn’t want people to know I’m gay.
It all came back to Donny, and Cal.

And James.

Ironically, other than “the beard,” my sex
life was going the same way as Donny’s and Cal’s. I’d never asked
the question Donny asked of me. Most of the guys who happened to
walk my way were happy to be the “passive recipient,” though I
wished sometimes they would turn the tables. And for all my
desperation and frustration, I tried to be gentle, do it properly,
get it right. I hoped I was a generous and considerate lover.

As for James—well, you know that quaint
little English hometown of ours? With its picturesque village
green, fourteenth-century chapel, sheep grazing on hills, watched
over by black and white dogs, bare-beam pubs serving real cask ales
and steak and kidney pies, church fetes, May Day parades…and
knife-wielding lowlife cowards running in packs, playing Hunt the
Homo.

Rest in peace, James Coolican. My first, and
only, boyfriend.

So far…

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Three

 


Never say never, eh? That’s one thing us
Brits are famous for—that stiff upper lip of ours. Well, I don’t
know about upper lips, but Captain Impatient certainly had
something going on in the stiffness department, and he’d got my
attention.

I was sitting in my office, on the seventh
floor of the Magda Building, the view from my window a stunning
vista…or not, unless 1970s beige stucco is your thing. Have you
ever studied the external wall of a Best Western? I mean
really studied? I have. Sometimes I wondered if the hotel’s
windows were actually two-way mirrors installed the wrong way
round, or if the people who stayed there had a fetish for being
voyeured. The guy in the second room from the end, for instance,
had been staying a while, and he’d usually just got out of bed as I
arrived at the office, which was a pretty nice way to start the day
in my opinion. And the thing was, he’d made eye contact with me
across the void a couple of times, so I knew he could see me, yet
there he was, standing proud and supremely erect that fine spring
morning. A full body stretch, a couple of strokes along the full
length of his cock, and then he moved away from the window. A rap
at my office door instantly declared a ceasefire on the twitching
in my pants.

“Come,” I called, suppressing a childish
smile at my own inadvertent innuendo. The door opened slowly, and
George backed into the room, muttering something in her nervy,
girly way at someone outside. I got up and poured two cups of
coffee. George closed the door and spun to face me.

“Oh!” she said, surprised to find me right
in front of her.

“Morning, George,” I greeted, passing her
one of the cups.

“Hi there, Sol.” She accepted my offering
with a gracious nod and took up residence in the chair on the other
side of the desk to my own. “How are you this morning?” she
asked.

“Fine, thanks. You?”

“I’m great, thank you for asking.”

George was my boss, and not at all what
you’d imagine. She was in her late fifties, a grandma, widowed
young, and the best designer in the firm, no competition. Her full
name was Georgette Mary Ann Cooper, of southern stock, from
somewhere deep down in Texas, with the drawl to match, and she
could shoot out a light from fifty yards, given the right firearm
and a finger or two of whisky. Add to this that she was a good foot
shorter than I, and deferred to most everyone else, well, she was a
walking, talking contradiction.

Talking being the operative word.

There was a call I wanted to make, after
all.

Still, I tried to listen intently to her
report back on the meeting with the board about our current
projects. What did we do? Design office chairs. Exciting, huh? They
were George’s designs, re-imagined by a team of six. My job was to
liaise with the prototype guys, which was pretty cool, as we were
in the days of the 3D printer, and it was slow but kind of like
magic. Key in the details, press the big green “go” (not quite),
and it would eventually spit out a basic solid model, or the
simulated multiple parts, depending on the design. Anyway, I won’t
bore you with all the ins and outs of the job, other than to say
that’s why George was there that morning, getting between me and my
call. Hm, maybe we were compatible after all.

So, she was chattering away, pausing every
now and then to take a speedy slurp from her coffee cup, and I
really was trying to listen, but my mind kept wandering back to the
checkout line the night before, the feeling of him up against my
ass, his hand on my shoulder, his scent…

George stopped talking. Staring out the
window, she said, “That guy’s waving at me and he’s
butt-naked.”

Carefully swiveling in my chair I glanced
over, making more of a deal than I needed to of seeking out the
window in question. “So he is,” I said.

“Isn’t that against the law?” George asked.
I assumed she meant his nudity rather than his greeting. It likely
was, but it wasn’t stopping her from taking in the thick fullness
of his morning glory. Man, that guy was hung. I dragged my gaze
back and studied George’s face. I laughed. She blushed. “I think
you should go tell the hotel manager,” she advised.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you.” She folded the drawings back
into their protective wallet and got up. “After you’ve spoken with
Merv.”

I nodded, and said, “Sure thing, boss,”
wondering all the while what I was to speak to Merv about. He was
the guy who programmed the 3D printer.

I’d have got up to see George to the door,
but I was sporting a hard-on like the trunk of a redwood, so I
stayed where I was, watching her totter her way across my office.
It’s not that big a space—big enough for a desk and a couple of
chairs, with pacing room—yet it seemed to take her an age to reach
the door. She gripped the handle, turned back and gave me one of
those smiles that tells you you’re about to hear something you
won’t like from someone who doesn’t want to say it, like the friend
elected to inform you that your boyfriend’s cheating on you.

“It’s none of my business,” she started
tentatively, sighed and changed direction. “Though I guess it is,
since it impacts on Magda.” She gave me that smile again and
shrugged. “Some of our investors wouldn’t take too kindly to the
company you keep after hours.”

“What company’s that, George?” I asked,
knowing exactly where she was going with this.

“All I’m saying is, you should take
advantage of your Magda benefits. The gym in the basement has all
the latest equipment.”

As I’d thought. See, the gym I belonged to
was, in a previous existence, something of a hook-up joint. It
remained a gay-friendly establishment, which was, of course, why I
joined that particular gym and forked out unnecessary dollars on a
monthly basis, when I could’ve been using the company gym for
free.

Halfway out, halfway in, George peered back
at me, the smile gone, in its place an expression of regret. “Maybe
you could be a little more discreet, is all.”

Her parting words. The door closed on the
reminder of the other reason why Elise and I had decided to marry.
I reclined my chair and studied the strip light running over my
desk, aware of the pressure of my phone against my hip, my
enthusiasm for making that call all but gone. I got up, grabbed my
jacket, and left.

 


***

 


Room 702. From the outside I’d counted the
windows up and across, so I was almost certain this was the right
one. It was hot and I was starting to sweat. I took off my jacket,
slung it over my shoulder and approached the door. I knocked
twice.

No one home. That was easy. Easy and
disappointing.

I turned away, heading back for the
elevator. It would have made more sense to just mention it to the
girl on reception—“The guy second right on the seventh floor waved
hi at my boss this morning…with his dick.” Funny as it sounded in
my head, I didn’t think the kid at the desk would find it quite so
amusing. And what if they called the cops? No. It was better to do
this in person. I was only trying to protect his dignity. Wasn’t
I?

I called the elevator, watched the numbers
flicker through to seven, a muted ding sounding its arrival. The
doors opened. A guy stepped out, passing me by without a second
glance. Not him. My delay almost cost me my ride, and I squeezed
through the rapidly diminishing gap. Back to ground. Doors open.
Ah. This was my guy. He got in. I didn’t get out.

“Hey,” he said, nodding—with the head on his
shoulders for once.

“Hey,” I replied. His expression told me he
knew who I was. I must have been giving off the same signal. He
pressed the button for the seventh floor. I watched him gazing
across the small square expanse we were sharing, his eyes fixed on
the control panel, a slight smirk on his lips. From my office he’d
looked kind of OK. Up close he was more than OK. I’d say he was in
his early twenties, and tall and slim, with short brown hair,
matching soul patch, long, straight nose and nut-brown eyes. They
turned on me now. He was sexy as hell, and we were going up, up,
but…

Any other time but this. Any other goddamn
time. What the hell was wrong with me?

The elevator stopped, did that thunk
again. He got out, heading toward 702. I held the doors.

“Listen,” I said. He stopped walking and
glanced back. The words escaped me. “I, err…”

He looked amused.

“Just, err, wrap up warm, OK?” So lame!
“There’s snow on the way.” I released the doors and watched him
walk away.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Four

 


I was right about one thing at least. The
snowstorm hit as I pumped thirty-five pounds of rubber and iron
with my right bicep, watching the sudden flurry swirling past the
tiny window set ten feet up in the black wall. I changed arms and
continued pumping, no idea how many reps I’d done, my mind not on
the job. Story of my day.

The gym was quiet—a couple of guys thumping
out a steady rhythm on the treadmills and an older guy
chest-pressing on the bench. I don’t recall a visit to the gym when
he wasn’t there somewhere. He was still living in the clone days, a
huge handlebar mustache covering the entirety of his top lip, thick
black crew-cut hair, both courtesy of Just for Men. He was in good
shape and kind of good-looking, if you’re into older guys, which I
wasn’t. I knew that a lot of the gym regulars were into guys a
little younger than themselves, me included. Don’t get me
wrong—they still had to be legal, but I’d come to realize that as
we age our tastes don’t change, and to my mind the most physically
attractive guys tended to be in their early to mid-twenties, which
meant my rebuttal of Best Western 702 made even less sense. He was
exactly the type I went for—young, anonymous, temporary resident of
the city—it couldn’t have been more perfect.
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