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Author’s Foreword

This story was written less than a decade ago, and already, so much about the world has changed. When I wrote this, plastic grocery bags were still common, some video stores still existed, the Bay Area was semi-affordable to live in, people used silly ringtones, and same-sex marriage was not legal in all fifty states in America. When that changed, I wrote a little something for fans of Will and Charlie, and I’ve added it here as a small post script for anyone who is curious about their future.

Despite two years of changing drafts and constant editing and all of my whining, you all not only put up with me, you somehow fell in love with Will and Charlie anyway and helped me make them better. I love you more than my luggage
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WHEN Charlie spared a moment to think about the lights going on and off in the second-floor corner apartment, and whoever was there, he pictured someone young and likely to fall for Grayson’s somewhat superficial charm, not that it was any of his business.

It didn’t matter to him who was living there to watch the place while Grayson was off on another trip or job to take pictures or whatever it was this time. Grayson was a tenant, a quiet one who paid his rent regularly each month, and Charlie had other things to worry about than whoever he glimpsed moving around up there early in the morning and late at night. There were the usual messages on his phone from his sisters: Ann and Katia calling to discuss their relationship problems, Missy concerned with her husband’s job and possible layoffs, all of them wondering if they ought to come over and talk in person.

The last thing he needed right now was his sisters in his apartment. Charlie had checks to deposit, a few nagging items on his to-do list for the complex, and all the work from his classes. There were heavy, marked exam booklets in his bag along with annotated books he’d promised another professor to read and add his own notes to. The bag itself swung around him as he put it on, hitting him hard in his hip and making him move even more slowly as he slipped out his front door.

The courtyard of the complex was as quiet as his apartment as he headed out, giving him more than enough time to contemplate his routine as he checked to make sure his door was locked and started to walk. Get up, go teach his Criminal Justice classes during the week, come home, talk to his family, then visit with them on weekends. He knew exactly what this week would be like, and the week after that, and frowned at the realization, though he had no time to really stop and think about it, not with the crazy Bay Area morning rush-hour commute in front of him and his stomach already tight with coffee and nerves.

He stuck his phone in his pocket without looking up, though he heard the vague echoes of exhalations and motion coming from not too far away, and he thought, again, of Grayson’s apartment-sitter. Whoever it was seemed to be an early riser, since Charlie had often glimpsed movement through the large sliding- glass doors leading to the balcony as he was leaving for work last week.

Grayson’s going-away party had been the same weekend that Charlie had last watched his niece Alicia, and even more than a week later, he could still see doll shoes and brushes in the dirt and flowers where he’d played dolls with her. He’d get them later—after work, maybe, if he could even bend down by then. He hadn’t worked out or stretched properly in days, and that along with the early morning hour was making his walk stiff, though he ignored the pain and hurried as best as he could.

He moved his shoulder bag to his other shoulder, where it wouldn’t smack into his hip, and then came to a sudden stop, his heart pounding at the rush of color and mess exploding at his feet.

He registered the noise a second later, a heavy crash of smashing pottery, loud enough to make him flinch and stumble. He blamed the anxiety that never really went away despite how the doctors had said it eventually would.

It wasn’t enough to make him panic. He was already noticing that it was just a fallen planter, not anything worse, probably just an accident. But he’d wrenched his hip with his awkward step back, and then throbbing heat where there hadn’t been pain a moment ago made him glare upward, following the path the planter must have taken up to the balcony, to the man standing on the balcony with one hand still out, either in warning or from where it had just been resting on a flower pot.

Grayson, Charlie thought distantly, didn’t keep plants on the ledge of his balcony.

With effort he moved his gaze from the man to the watering can in the man’s other hand.

“Watch what you’re doing!” he snapped without thinking, because in a few more moments all that unnecessary adrenaline would have him shaking. Then he focused on the man staring at him with a strange, transfixed expression on his face.

The man—the kid, because he was in his late twenties at most—suddenly moved, dropping the watering can to lean over the balcony ledge. His eyes sparkled down at Charlie, somehow not looking the least bit apologetic about knocking over the planter, which could have killed Charlie if Charlie had been a few moments faster.

“Oh my God! Are you all right?” Full lips formed the question, curving up in a smile that said clearly that he knew Charlie was fine, that he was overreacting to a narrow miss with a potted plant. Or maybe the man saw the look Charlie quickly swept over what else he could see of that face, that body. Grayson’s guest was lightly tan and fit, shirtless at that hour of the morning for reasons Charlie wasn’t going to let himself think about for long.

Charlie let a second go by, thoughts about how delayed that reaction had been, why the kid would be shirtless, why he’d lift the planter up to water the plant in it when it had to be heavy, all running through his mind before he shook his head.

“I’m fine.” He contradicted the action and instantly felt foolish. He’d jumped—probably looked stupid doing it too—and had managed to hurt himself. Embarrassment made his face heat, and he looked up, feeling more ridiculous by the minute with that staring back at him. A gorgeous little twinky kid who was starting to smile at him.

“I’m fine,” Charlie said again, the kind of statement that used to annoy his old therapist, and he narrowed his eyes when that made the kid beam at him. “No thanks to you,” he added, startled at the rough note in his voice. His heart was still racing. It had probably, truly been an accident, but he couldn’t quite make himself apologize for overreacting yet.

It took his breath away for a moment as he realized he was being rude. His grandmother would have smacked his hand. He didn’t get angry like this, yet he was standing here, shaking with a lingering echo of shock and feeling stupid, and there the man—the kid—was, beautiful and laughing down at him.

There were specks of dirt on his shoes. Charlie didn’t care about that, but he frowned and raised his head to consider the kid again. His new, temporary neighbor gestured carelessly—at what Charlie had no idea—and glowed in the sunlight. He was too handsome to be delicate, but he was hot and he knew it, and if Charlie had needed any explanation for why Grayson was letting the little twink stay in his place, probably rent-free, that would have been it right there.

“I don’t know what I was thinking.” The kid’s voice was smooth now that he was calmer—rich. But his not-quite apology only made Charlie wet his mouth and snap again.

“Not much, I’m sure.” Charlie scowled, pausing for a moment in amazement at himself, at his tone, then waving at the mess on the ground instead of staring at the line forming between the kid’s eyes. They were nice eyes, light in color. Charlie noticed himself looking and felt his anger slide into more embarrassment.

“Just....” He almost took the words back, but one more glance upward convinced him the kid wasn’t really worried about Charlie’s opinion of him. He was staring, his mouth finally closed. Charlie’s voice dropped in response, de- escalating the situation that his anxiety had escalated in the first place. “Just clean this up. There are a few elderly residents here, and I don’t want any of them to trip or get hurt.”

Not to mention Mrs. Brown’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren, who were always visiting. He tore his eyes away from the golden twink on Grayson’s balcony and started to move, painfully, around the mess of dirt and the sad- looking plant. He’d have to check to make sure all the pottery shards were swept up, too, when he got home tonight. It was one more thing on his to-do list, and he could already feel a twinge from the way he’d wrenched his hip just now.

“But that was—You’re supposed to look up and—” For a moment that voice didn’t seem so smooth, and Charlie almost turned back around to see what was wrong. Then his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he knew without looking that it was one of his sisters. He really didn’t have time for this.

“But!” The kid called out again as Charlie walked through the gate and toward the street. “I knew I should have gone with the tomato plant!” The yell was punctuated with a forlorn sigh.

Whatever that meant, Charlie didn’t stay to find out or embarrass himself any further. He could still faintly hear the melodramatic complaints for another few steps. He walked through the black wrought iron gate that was part of the fence that surrounded the complex and noted that the wisteria tree at the front was getting overgrown. Then he deliberately turned his mind to work to calm himself before the drive.

The drive was distracting enough that Charlie forgot all about Grayson’s twink until he finally got home that night and saw that every single shard and speck and dirt from the fallen planter had been cleaned up. He stopped anyway, but when he looked up, the balcony was empty.

He felt his face heat to realize that he’d been expecting someone to be there, but then his phone rang, and he turned away to limp to his door to collapse inside his apartment. It wasn’t as though he’d been going to ask what the man had meant by “tomato plant.” The man probably wouldn’t even remember the encounter. Charlie knew he wasn’t very memorable, especially not to someone like that.

Charlie was boring and had a limp and no life to speak of, which he couldn’t help but think about as he sat down in his kitchen and rubbed at his hip while Katia went off in his ear about the budget cuts at Alicia’s school in San Francisco. Unlike Grayson, Charlie didn’t have a stream of somewhat shame-faced college students sneaking out of his apartment and across the courtyard in the mornings.

He frowned, because he didn’t actually want that. But it wasn’t as if what Charlie wanted had ever mattered, so he sighed.

It made Katia stop mid rant.

“Lito, are you okay?” There was real, deep concern in her voice, and Charlie sat up and took his hand off his hip, though she couldn’t see him. He made himself smile.

“I’m fine.” Her relief at that almost made his smile genuine. Charlie took a long breath and pushed away all thoughts of Grayson and his apartment and whoever was in it. “Now start over from the beginning.”
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SOME days the walk from his parking space to his apartment door seemed like a mile. Charlie swore under his breath as he got out of his car.

There was sweat along his hairline and uncomfortable damp patches under his arms beneath the jacket he’d put on that morning. It was going to be a scorching summer, and Charlie swore again, closing the car door without looking at the cane in the backseat.

He had to shuffle around to the passenger side to grab his books and briefcase. Keeping his balance was difficult as he shut that door, too, a little harder than necessary, then hit the alarm button on his keys without putting them away. He waited a second before he swung his left leg up onto the sidewalk.

He’d been compensating all day, and now his side was stiff from the drive home and the demonstrations he’d had to do, and that was the last time he’d let Jeanine talk him into taking over her Monday evening classes on personal safety; he didn’t care who asked her out.

The ache was rapidly turning into outright pain the longer he stayed on his feet, so he picked up the pace as he ducked under the gate and the vines hanging from it.

It was immediately cooler inside the complex, the semi-enclosed, three-story square of apartments providing plenty of shade. The building was quiet, and without thinking Charlie looked up to the balcony of the second-floor corner apartment. He didn’t see anything, not a single glimpse of honey-brown hair, and scowled before he looked back down.

Coming home later than usual meant it was less likely that he would run into that apartment’s tenant. The apartment’s unofficial tenant, he reminded himself, staring at the ground for a moment and feeling his face get warmer.

Tomato plant. Those last words still didn’t make sense to him.

The man had only been in the complex for about two weeks, and yet somehow after the near-death by plant incident last week, Charlie kept seeing him, and not just in little glimpses. Every morning and most evenings now, the man was out on the balcony: working out, on the phone, watering Grayson’s plants with slightly more care than he had before.

Charlie’s step faltered at the thought of another clay pot flying in his direction, though to be fair, that had only happened once and wasn’t likely to happen again. The man had even cleaned it up as Charlie had asked him to.

Told him to, if Charlie were being honest. He was a little ashamed of his tone at the time but hadn’t had a chance to explain or apologize. Though he saw Grayson’s twink every day now—couldn’t help it with the man watching him as he left for work and came home—he had only actually spoken to him once after the first time.

Which was fine as far Charlie was concerned, especially now; he was tired and sore and his stomach was growling. He just wanted get to his apartment without embarrassing himself.

“Good evening, Professor!” But the slightly out-of-breath greeting brought Charlie’s head up even when he knew better.

“How did you—” A second ago there hadn’t been anyone on that balcony. He would have hurried on if there was a way to do so without running away, but those eyes were twinkling down at him, and the mouth was open, for a smile or maybe just to catch his breath. Charlie squinted beyond the man as much as he could but didn’t see any reason why he would be breathless, unless, of course, he had company over.

He felt his forehead tighten and pushed out a breath when that made the kid grin. It was a charming grin, something he probably aimed at everyone within a twenty-foot radius.

“Now that I’ve finally caught you to get a good look at you, you look like a professor,” the kid explained, coming up to his usual spot on the balcony and perching on the ledge in a way that wasn’t safe. Charlie felt his hand go out, and the kid slid back down to his feet. He kept talking as though he hadn’t noticed Charlie’s anxious reflex and leaned over again. At least he had a shirt on this time, so Charlie could look into his eyes. “Or a very stern teacher,” he went on when Charlie still hadn’t decided to go or stay. His voice dropped too, just for that single moment, and when Charlie blinked, not certain that anyone had just directed that terrible innuendo at him, the kid sighed and shook his head.

Then he was lazily waving one hand at Charlie’s suit, which should have been replaced last year. He’d just never gotten around to it.

“Though you don’t have those elbow patches.” The kid sighed again but then grinned.

“Do you always sigh like an ingénue in an old movie?” Charlie called up. It made the kid bounce back into a standing position, and Charlie abruptly realized that not only was he allowing this to continue, but he was standing below the man’s balcony and looking up like some kind of limping Romeo.

“You know, I was going to tell you that I just washed my hair, but if it didn’t work for Marilyn, I doubt it would work for me. You didn’t seem to like Marilyn much, anyway, not as much as you liked Ken.” It was an invitation to look the man over, and even knowing better, Charlie did. He ignored whatever else the man was talking about.

His gaze went to the styled, honey-colored hair, then fell back to the handsome face.

“Your hair isn’t just washed,” he pointed out, then worked his jaw before more slipped out, again. There was more heat in his cheeks now. The kid was probably used to people who either got what he was talking about or who just didn’t care what he said one way or the other.

It must be nice to be so sought after. It only furthered his theory that the kid’s crazy flirting was habitual. He wouldn’t have to work to get someone’s attention.

But he pulled back at Charlie’s silence, his eyebrows going up before he drew them together. Charlie opened his mouth, and a spark reentered the kid’s green eyes. He leaned back over the ledge and smiled the kind of smile that made a man’s heart beat faster.

Then a voice from inside the apartment made the kid spin around, and Charlie turned before he could change his mind.

“No, wait!” the kid yelled after him, but Charlie made a vague gesture with the arm full of books and focused on the cement path at his feet.

It led him to the center and the eye-popping mess of color that thrived in the lack of light and always threatened to spill over onto the path. His couch was calling his name, and he was suddenly in a hurry to be anywhere but near that corner.

From the center there were three more paths that led to other, smaller pathways and the four wide cement staircases. Charlie turned right once he passed the center and walked carefully through the patch of rose bushes that stood guard at his door, some of them poking out in front of the rent-drop slot.

“Oh, Mr. Howard!” He shut his mouth at hearing his name, rearranging the heavy books before he turned around to face Mrs. Brown. She was across a small walkway at her doorstep; he could just see her over the pink and yellow roses.

He bit back anything his grandmother wouldn’t approve of before he stepped out. When he left the path and hit dirt, his whole left leg protested. His therapist had said it was a real pain that got worse when he was tired or upset. His physical therapist had said it was the consequence of how Charlie favored his good leg. Either way, it hurt.

“Do you need help with your computer again?” He kept the exasperated note out of his voice because she was smiling up at him, not a single wrinkle that he could see in her dark skin even though her hair was pure silver and she was seventy if she was a day.

He was starting to wish her family would stop sending her all the photo attachments; he was tired of explaining to her how to download them. He was starting to think she knew how but wanted a chance to show off her grandchildren, several of whom were about his age and conveniently not seeing anyone.

“No, honey, this is yours. They put it in my mailbox.” She had an envelope in one hand. It was blue and fat, full of coupons for local businesses that he didn’t need. But it had his name on it, so he thanked her and asked how she was and turned around after she answered.

He should have grabbed his cane—no one here would care if he used it—but it was back in the car, and anyway, he would have been just as awkward even with it.

From near the first set of stairs, he could hear the smooth voice of Grayson’s guest, a voice he recognized instantly, and he turned sharply onto his path, just wanting his couch and the AC and a pill or two. He didn’t care about food anymore.

“Wait!” Despite everything, Charlie froze at the sound of that voice addressing him. A moment later, and he wasn’t bothering to hide his frown of pain as he twisted around to stare at carefully arranged strands of hair. In the evening sunlight, they looked more gold than brown. In any light, they looked soft. Close up, he could see how perfectly that crown framed the man’s handsome face: the wide eyes and full mouth put him on the edge of pretty; the jaw line and arched eyebrows kept him from looking too feminine.

Charlie felt the line of tension in his back get worse as he lowered his gaze to the eyes staring expectantly at him for the second time in a few minutes. He quickly took in the rest of the man’s appearance: the tight emerald-green wifebeater T-shirt, the jeans, the leather wrist cuff that was all the jewelry the man ever wore, the matching green untied high-tops.

Charlie’s gaze skimmed over the jeans, fitted but not tight, the belt, buckled a little low, then headed back up. He was only two or three inches taller than the kid—a decade, maybe less, older than him—but for a moment he felt like an old, looming, hunchbacked giant in a coat and tie that were already damp and sticky in the heat.

He straightened up a second too late and looked directly into the eyes focused on him.

They were green. Not light green, but closer to hazel, and surrounded by a dark fringe of eyelashes. He’d never seen them this close before, but the expression in them was familiar, and Charlie inhaled when he remembered when he’d last seen it: stepping out of his front door early on Sunday morning to get the paper and stopping in total surprise to see the other man across the courtyard.

At least the kid had stopped too, going still for a moment before taking a few steps forward and smiling at Charlie in a slow, sleepy way. His voice had been rougher than at their first meeting, thick with exhaustion or whatever had obviously kept him out all night.

There had been a cowboy hat hanging from his neck, matching boots on his feet, and a plaid shirt dangling from one hand along with his keys and a bottle of water. A club ID bracelet had been around one wrist. His hair had been flattened, either on purpose or from the heat of a dance floor, and there had been small bruises forming along his throat. It had been too easy to picture a man’s mouth there, another body pressed close in what they called dancing now, the kid’s head going back in a silent demand for more, if he could ever be silent. Charlie had curled his fingers into his palms, had looked away and then back, in case those bruises were signs of something more harmful than rough sex.

Charlie had spent his Saturday night in, rented a movie, and finished a book, which had been probably obvious with one look at him.

“Hi, neighbor!” The kid had beamed at him, adding a wave as though Charlie’s silence meant that he hadn’t understood the greeting. “It was country-western night,” he’d explained after that, slurring a little, and Charlie had nodded.

“And you’re supposed to the Midnight Cowboy?” His voice had been strained, but the kid must have heard. He’d put out a hand and come back down the two stairs he’d managed to climb.

His laugh had been light, too bubbly for just after dawn.

“All that, and you own an actual robe and slippers too!” He’d clapped his hands under his chin, nearly dropping his shirt in the process, and Charlie had instantly looked down and remembered that he had come out in his bathrobe, well-worn but comfortable. He hadn’t blushed to see his T-shirt and underwear showing, but he had retied the belt on the robe before jerking his attention back up.

“Can you really blame me?” the man had wondered out loud, his eyebrows up as though he’d truly wanted to hear Charlie’s answer. But then he’d leaned his body on the wall and moved his head up and down. “Where do you come from?”

“What?” Charlie hadn’t even had his coffee yet. Not that his confusion had slowed the man down; if anything, it had only encouraged him.

“I knew I was going to enjoy living here.”

“What?” That time it had been more of a demand. Charlie had crossed his arms, though he’d been perfectly aware of how that had loosened the belt of his robe.

“Uh-oh.” The singsong tone confirmed that the kid had still been tipsy, the way he’d dropped and then raised his voice. “Always the wrong thing with you. And I’m going to need to find a shirt....” There had almost been a question in that, however, until the kid had blinked and yawned and flapped a hand at the stairs, then at his body, lean and flushed with liquor. “Want to come up?”

Charlie had felt his mouth fall open, had at least closed it before the kid had seemed to notice.

“For a night cap, er, a morning cap?” He’d gone on, and Charlie had had the brief thought that the kid had better not have driven himself home, right before he’d had the realization that the kid had been so intoxicated that he couldn’t have known what he was saying, or to whom.

“Right now, you’re hardly in any position to entertain anyone,” Charlie had pointed out, earning himself a long frown and another bit of innuendo.

“What position should I be in?” The kid had looked earnest enough at first glance, bright even heading toward a hangover, but when he’d seen Charlie’s expression he’d straightened back up with a grin.

“Oh, go to bed,” Charlie had told him breathlessly, bending carefully to get his newspaper. “Drunken little party boy,” he’d added, too low for the kid to hear, or so he’d thought, but he’d heard echoing, soft laughter as he’d gone back inside.

“What?” Charlie raised his chin now and looked away from the intent green eyes to see that the other man wasn’t alone; there was someone waiting for him at the foot of the stairs. Tall, white, blond, mid to late twenties, the same age as Grayson’s guest, if more provocatively dressed, in shorts and an even tighter shirt. He was attractive, but thin. He didn’t bother to hide his amusement, either.

“You dropped your... coupons, Mr.... Howard.” The same playful frown was on the kid’s face as he read the label on the envelope. He looked up again as he held it out, and Charlie shifted his books as he snatched it, ignoring the long stare aimed at him, at his leg.

“I could have gotten it.” His voice rose again, and he jerked up to his full height to glare down into startled, blinking eyes. He didn’t need anyone running over to help him every time he dropped something. He was more than mobile. Maybe not today, but today had been long, and he was tired.

“Okay.” The kid held up his hands in one loose gesture of surrender, and his ready agreement made the skin of Charlie’s face and neck prickle with more heat. He wasn’t sure why he was behaving so badly, why he couldn’t stop himself from telling the kid what to do.

He readjusted his stance to take the pressure off his bad hip.

“I.... Thank you,” he started but shut up when the kid gave a shrug. The kid’s shoulders were shining with a faint layer of sweat, or just an early tan, and dotted with a few freckles. It made Charlie wonder if there were any freckles to be found across the man’s nose, on his cheeks... not that he was ever going to get close enough to find out, or be allowed to touch them.

After all, that gesture said clearly that the man couldn’t care less if Charlie got all his mail or acted like an ass just because he was in a bit of pain today. He didn’t care about Charlie at all. But Charlie lifted his gaze from warm skin and realized that the man wasn’t moving away, was in fact studying him with his head angled slightly to one side.

Charlie met the kid’s eyes and blinked, noticing that some of the jewel- brightness around him was artificial, that his eyelashes were sparkling with glitter. He felt his mouth click closed—he hadn’t even been aware it had been open—and scowled.

The kid just watched him and then smiled suddenly, like day breaking. “Again,” the kid said softly, almost to himself.

“Lee.” The blond man’s voice brought both their heads up, and then the kid sighed and rolled his eyes at Charlie, inviting him in on a joke he didn’t understand. “Liam,” the blond man said again, his tone impatient and on the verge of demanding. “William. You dragged me out for this, remember? You can talk to your new daddy later.”

For a joke, it wasn’t very funny. Charlie focused on the other man, narrowing his eyes at the man lounging against the wall of the staircase of his building. There was a new lick of heat at his cheeks.

“You should go,” he muttered without taking his eyes off the arrogant blond figure, who didn’t take his eyes off the two of them. As though Charlie was any sort of threat to their... whatever they were.

“Well,” the kid, William, began, as though Charlie hadn’t said anything, then he stuck his hands in his back pockets. Charlie looked over, then quickly up when the action proved the man’s belt was simply for decoration. “We’re making a run to the store.” William peeked up through his sparkly lashes. “You want us to bring you something back?”

“I’m perfectly able to go to the sto—” Charlie cut off his instant response. Those eyes were still trained on him. “No, I’m fine,” he answered instead, staring at the perfect circle of the other man’s mouth as he sighed.

The disappointed look quickly changed to something more determined, a trace of color darkening his face. “Well, maybe I could—”

“Lee!” The voice of his blond friend brought both of their heads up at the same time, but then the kid turned.

“Just a second,” he hissed, then he twisted back to Charlie with his charming smile. “Don’t mind him, he’s just mad because I said the only shorts men look good in are boxers.” It might have been a joke, except for the way the kid’s eyes dipped, like he was remembering Charlie’s boxer-briefs. “But I should go. Guess I’ll see you later.”

Charlie knew he imagined the question mark at the end of that and couldn’t even get his mouth open to respond. Anyway, just that quick the kid was heading in his friend’s direction, both of them talking as they walked out of the complex and out of sight, all whispers and waving arms.

Charlie worked his jaw once, then turned.

The air inside his place smelled like dust and cat litter, so he dumped the books and the blue envelope on the kitchen counter as he walked through the small dining area to the living room. He got a shadowed reflection of himself for a moment in the glass of the long window behind the couch: his dark hair mussed and too long, streaked with gray and sweat, his jaw tight, a few lines at the corners of eyes nearly as dark as his hair. Then he looked away.

He slid the window open and headed back to the kitchen for a glass of water, drinking a full glass while he stared at the two pill bottles on top of his refrigerator. He decided on the over-the-counter pain reliever and popped two with his second glass, trying to keep his mind blank while he stared at the collection of unappetizing leftovers in his fridge. It didn’t work.

Daddy. As if he was that type. He couldn’t even get a man to stay, much less tell one what to do.

He slammed the fridge door and leaned back against the counter, sighing at the ache the moment he took the weight off his hip. The textbooks were next to him, but he didn’t even glance at them.

The light was dim, even with the window open, but he watched from the kitchen as Sam hopped up and stretched out on the back of the couch, clearly enjoying the breeze that ruffled his long gray and white fur.

“Maybe I should leave the fan on during the day for you, huh?” Charlie said out loud, not that he expected the cat to react. Unless he was in the mood for scratches, Sam never reacted to what Charlie did aside from when he got out the carrier or opened pouches of wet food.

His hip gave another twinge, and Charlie stood up, stripping off his coat without elbow patches and leaving it on a kitchen chair as he moved to the living room.

His groan wasn’t entirely for the pain in his lower body as he eased himself onto the couch, lying back onto a scratchy pillow and getting his legs up on the cushions. He yanked at his tie, pulled it loose, and grunted at the weight of Sam landing on his stomach.

“Thank you for that,” he grumbled. Sam just blinked at him, beautiful and knowing, and Charlie shut his eyes while he softly rubbed his ears. “How about we skip dinner?”

Long minutes later, when the ache finally subsided, he kicked off his shoes.

Sam instantly jumped to the floor and went to scratch at his food bowl.

“Responsibilities.” Charlie’s stomach was still upset, his balance off, but he moved. “Right,” he agreed, opening his eyes and then very slowly getting to his feet. He turned on his laptop as he passed his small desk.

He had a few forums to check, had put off answering that e-mail from Mark for as long as he could, and had a new book that lay unopened on his nightstand. A busy night, he told himself, wrinkling his nose. He needed to call Ann back too.

He didn’t glance at his door as he pulled a pouch of wet food from a cabinet, frowning for even thinking about it.

The laptop starting up was the only sound in the world until Sam meowed at him for taking too long.

––––––––
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HE WOKE up tangled in the sheets of his bed and trying to figure out why he was awake. His body was stiff, but Charlie jerked upright when he heard the murmur of raised voices not all that far off.

He’d left the window in his bedroom partially open so cooler air could creep in, and though the air was now bordering on chilly, he got up.

What pain there was in his hip was negligible, but he could definitely hear the sounds of a disturbance. Son of a bitch.

Charlie paused at his closet and considered grabbing his lock box with his weapon in it for half a second before he shook his head. He grabbed his cell phone instead as he moved silently across the carpet to his kitchen, then to the door, sticking the phone in the breast pocket of his T-shirt.

The moment he cracked the door and got a good look, he stepped out without thinking.

The security light on the first staircase had switched on, illuminating the two men having a not-very-muffled argument in the middle of the night.

“Could you keep it down?” Charlie followed the sound of that smooth voice and lifted his head to watch William come fully into view, his blond friend a second later. He was following, or rather pressing forward and forcing William to back up until he got to the wall at the top of the landing. William’s hands were up in that familiar easy gesture, and he could have been the same flirtatious man from earlier that evening, except that his smile was gone.

Charlie brought his attention back to the friend. He got a good look at the aggressive display of bare chest and muscle and then narrowed his eyes when the man reached out and put a hand on William’s shoulder.

It was a small shove, but the kid had nowhere to go except against the wall.

“This is bullshit and you know it, Lee!” the blond man accused, and even at this distance, Charlie could see the surprised widening of William’s eyes, the way he kept his hands up. Then just like that Charlie was moving, stopping just beyond the circle of flowers, at the edge of the light from the staircase so they could both clearly see him.

“Anybody want to tell me what’s going on here?” He didn’t have to raise his voice much, just went still when they did, his training kicking in after all this time. If he was calm, chances were they would stay calm as well.

He angled his body, put one hand at his side from habit, but didn’t move it away. If they were dumb enough to think he had a gun in his underwear, then that was fine with him.

He directed his look at William—Lee, whatever—though they were both blinking at him. The friend jerked one arm in his direction, then back at William, who finally seemed able to move again, getting a few steps to the side now that his friend was distracted.

“First he breaks up with me....” The friend only continued to rant, leaving William at the wall and taking a few steps down the stairs. Charlie put one hand out, and the man stopped, but it was only to wave behind him, indicating that it wasn’t Charlie he was talking to. “And now I have to deal with your lame apartment manager? This is bullshit.”

“Hey!” Charlie barked, not once taking his eyes off him, not even when William stepped forward again.

“See, Chris, I told you, you have to keep it down.” His soft voice was like the night air; it sent shivers along Charlie’s arms. But Chris squinted and frowned, and when he lifted his head, Charlie could see his dull, glazed-over expression and a hint of a flush at his cheeks.

Damn it. That was all he needed. At least there was no sign of a weapon; Charlie wasn’t sure where Chris could even have hidden one in those shorts.

William moved again, slowly, at the edge of Charlie’s vision as he put one hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Now Officer Howard is here.” He paused. Charlie only shivered again, glancing over at William and the question he could feel in the air. “It is, isn’t it? Officer?” There was a flash of white teeth in his smartass grin, like the kid was pleased with himself.

Charlie took his gaze away.

“No.” He looked back at Chris and actually saw the comprehension enter his face a second before the man’s lips curved up into a smug smile. Then Charlie was speaking again before he could think better of it. “It’s Sergeant.” It was sergeant.

Charlie growled the rank he’d earned and then sucked in a breath to add the rest, had to, no matter how much it was going to diminish his authority here, but Chris wasn’t listening. He was mumbling, half turning on the steps to accuse William of something and then spinning back.

Somewhere in Charlie’s gut was a feeling that he hadn’t had since he’d been on patrol. He was suddenly sure that this wasn’t going to go well for Chris.

“Some rent-a-cop?” was all that came out of the man’s mouth, along with, “bullshit!” It wasn’t even close to the most original rant Charlie had ever heard from anyone, high or sober, but it was loud.

“Get your voice down.” Charlie kept his concerns out of his voice, and the calm, firm request carried to the two of them, making William go still.

Chris shut his mouth, swaying for one stunned moment before he lowered his head.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do,” he insisted with one big back and forth wave between the three of them, and then he jumped down the last few stairs.

The security light flicked off, then on again, making it seem like Chris was suddenly much too close, and Charlie flicked his gaze to him, then to William, bouncing into motion after his friend.

Chris didn’t appear to be listening, and Charlie straightened up, swept a considering look over Chris’s thin frame, then over the ground, which was all cement except for the flower patch and not something that he’d want to wrestle on, even with a good hip.

“Chris?” Charlie asked without reaching for his phone. This was stupid, he knew that, but he kept his voice level until William finally reached his friend and got shoved away for his trouble. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, Chris? You stay back,” Charlie warned William and felt his pulse kick up again.

Chris wasn’t much of a fighter, probably not even when sober. He swung out one hand in an attempted punch, and Charlie grabbed his arm, twisting him around until it was behind his back. Chris let out a startled grunt, tried to struggle, and made another small noise when it finally sank in that trying to fight in his current position only hurt him.

Charlie gripped tighter when the small attempt at winning his freedom nearly made Chris fall. The ground was soft under both of them; they must be in the flower bed. He waited until Chris finally went still and then patted him down, grabbed his other arm, and got that behind him too, not that he had cuffs on him.

“Don’t hurt him!” William was a few feet away. Charlie scowled in his direction as he caught his breath.

“You want me to be nice to your boyfriend after he threatened you?”

William actually rocked back on his heels and gave Charlie a look that was all wide eyes, apparently more startled by that than anything else.

Chris spoke up again. “I’m not his boyfriend.” Charlie adjusted his grip, but Chris wasn’t trying to fight anymore. After a moment he dropped his head to his chest, and Charlie nodded.

“And he didn’t threaten me,” William added, still quiet and out of breath, and Charlie looked over at him again, realized now that the calming tone was being aimed at him, and coughed to cover his disbelief. But his heart was beating furiously, his body was tense, and he could feel the heat under his skin.

“You going to behave?” He turned quickly back to Chris. The kid drooped even more.

“He normally does,” William remarked, pushing out a long breath. “I don’t know what happened....”

“You don’t know?” Charlie interrupted. He got his eyebrows up, heard his voice getting rougher. “How about this?”

He reached down into the pocket of Chris’s shorts and instantly found what he’d thought he would. Over the sound of Chris’s startled exclamations, Charlie pulled out two small dime bags, one so empty the light was shining through it.

William’s eyes narrowed, but Charlie only stared back and waited.

“Shut up,” he told Chris absently a minute later, as if he had been trying to feel the guy up and not simply taking his drugs away. The complaining stopped, just like that, and Charlie fixed his gaze on William’s irritated and then too innocent expression. “Not in my building.”

He stuffed both bags into his pocket with his phone. He would throw the bags away later, and the trouble he was going through just made him flush hotter and yank his eyes off his troublemaking neighbor.

“You calm now?” he asked Chris. The kid gave a shiver or a shudder, and then sniffled. He drooped down even further after that, but nodded.

“Y... yes.” When Charlie slowly released one arm, then the other, Chris sank to the ground and looked plaintively up at him. “He left me.”

“It’s not that bad. He was a jerk.” Charlie heard and turned to see William actually approaching Chris again, with his arms outstretched in a gesture of comfort. For one moment, Charlie couldn’t even see past the cloud in his mind, and then he got one hand out.

“He could be dangerous,” Charlie snapped. “Don’t. Move.” The kid obeyed this time, staring at Charlie with sharp, hot awareness in his eyes as he held still.

Charlie stopped too when his own words came back to him, his tone, which had not even been close to professional. He worked his jaw but couldn’t think of any explanation, much less an apology.

He turned back to Chris, who was still mourning a man who didn’t stay.

Charlie exhaled.

“You get out of here. The only reason you’re not being arrested right now is that this is a quiet building, and I’d like to keep that way. But if you come back like this, I’ll have you picked up.”

“You can’t just—” William argued until Charlie glanced at him. Then Charlie turned back to Chris and watched him start to walk from the courtyard. He was still sniffling, but then the man had just had his heart broken. “I mean—” William started again.

“Is he going to get home all right?” Charlie interrupted him. “Should I call a cab?”

“Oh.” The other man sighed, surprised but pleased. Charlie turned, winced at the twisting pain of the way he’d moved, and found William only a yard or two from him.

“He lives, like, two blocks that way.” His hands fluttered. “Are you okay?” Green eyes peered at him, swept up and down Charlie as though the kid really was concerned about the scene he’d just created, the mess that Charlie had had to clean up. “That was....”

At the second fluttering of William’s hands, Charlie heard his pulse hammering in his ears and shivered. He shut his mouth, but a moment later he was moving.

William was in front of him, but Charlie didn’t stop until William had to back up, until they were by the stairs again, by the wall, and then Charlie stopped dead only to lean down, to stare into bright eyes until his chest felt tight.

“I don’t want that in my building, understand?” His voice came out calm and clear, the order implicit, and he sucked in a breath. There was a hint of citrus on William’s mouth, and Charlie lifted his eyes the moment he realized how close he was to the other man. When he exhaled he could feel some of his strength slip out, and he put a shaking hand on the wall behind William, hoping the other man didn’t see it.

“Your building?” William’s lips were parted, the same pink as his cheeks, and he might not have been high, but he had had a few. It was the only reason Charlie could think of for the wide smile that accompanied his question, the way William had to obviously take a moment just to respond at all.

“I said, understand?” Charlie’s voice still wasn’t his own, no matter how he tried to control his breathing. He lifted his chin to help with his sudden dizziness. “Yeah.” William’s smile didn’t diminish, not even when Charlie felt his expression tighten at the casual answer. “Yes,” William amended a moment later, still breathless. He brought up one of his hands, and some part of Charlie’s mind noticed just how little space there actually was between them. “I told you,” William explained softly, “he’s not normally so... aggro. I mean, one second he was a weeping mess on the floor, then he must have done something in the bathroom, because he came out like that.”

“Maybe it’s the way you broke up with him.” The speed of his answer made Charlie swallow, push harder at the wall when the adrenaline started to wear off and he couldn’t stop all of his trembling.

“I br—?” William’s head went back, a slight frown coming and going. “Richard broke up with him, he just asked me to soften the blow.” His eyebrows rose, playfully, into delicate arches, and then his smile returned, wider than before even though his voice remained level. “No pun intended, in case your dirty mind goes there. And which I am never doing again. It was supposed to be an evening of ice cream, alcohol, and Olympia Dukakis and Shirley MacLaine.”

“What?” Charlie angled his head part of the way up.

“Is this normal police procedure?” William brought his hands up again.

Charlie felt them featherlight against his chest before they were gone.

He shook his head, answered without thinking, without even trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “I’m not a cop.”

“But you—” There was a line between William’s eyes now; he looked confused or, more likely, disappointed. Charlie took his hand off the wall and stared down at it, at the impression in his palm so he didn’t have to see the usual glance at his leg.

“I’m retired.”

“So this isn’t usual?” The warm tone and lack of hesitation had him looking right back up. Maybe it was the mascara, but for a moment the man was indecently bright. Charlie went still, frowned at the way his mind spun when he tried to think, how he was suddenly very aware that he was in a T-shirt and briefs, how thin the fabric was, how long it had been since the last time he’d been this close to anyone who wasn’t family.

Then the security light switched off again.

Charlie inhaled, raising his head to stare at the darkness as his eyes adjusted, but he was still blind when hands brushed across his chest again. It had to be an accident, the way that the kid expressed himself. It tingled just the same, burned when the touch was gone.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” William told him for what felt like the hundredth time. Only this time Charlie was breathing in the scent of citrus mixed with vodka, and despite the chilly air, he could feel his face heating up. William’s voice got closer. “Never was.”

“I—” Charlie’s new rough voice wasn’t much help with his throat dry. It was the darkness that had Charlie off-balance, but it didn’t explain why he was still so warm, why he hadn’t moved. He was only setting himself up for more embarrassment.

He pulled in a steadying breath and then made a small, startled noise when he felt lips at his jaw.

The sudden arrow of light was blinding, but Charlie moved back, blinking first across the courtyard at Mrs. Brown in her hair wrap and nightgown, and then back to William, who was leaning easily against the wall, looking as though he’d never left it.

His expression, when he saw how far back Charlie had jumped, got openly amused. Charlie straightened up. His skin was so hot it itched.

“You boys all right?” she asked, yelling louder than Chris had, and Charlie momentarily closed his eyes, imagining lights turning on all over the place.

“Oh, hey, Mrs. Brown!” William called out, because of course he was friends with her. For all Charlie knew, he’d made friends with everyone in the damn complex. William stepped away from the wall, didn’t go near Charlie as he continued talking. “We’re fine. There was just a bit of an accident... oh.”

The low finish made Charlie turn, and then he swore out loud, not much caring if Mrs. Brown could hear it or not. Her gasp probably drowned it out anyway.

The circle of flowers at the center of the courtyard had been completely destroyed. Charlie could only make out a few pieces of yellow, a smear of red across one piece of pavement from where a flower must have stuck to Chris’s shoe. Charlie had a feeling there were dead flowers on his feet as well.

He looked at the circle again, perennials and annuals that he had planted, the splash of color that never failed to remind him of his grandmother. He could replant them, he knew that, imagined the work this weekend if his hip would let him, but his stomach tightened at the mess, and he couldn’t think of it as anything less than a crime.

“Oh, honey, your flowers.” Mrs. Brown’s concern made him look up. She was wringing her hands, and Charlie looked to William, who nodded as though that look meant something and hopped forward in her direction.

“Be careful,” Charlie told him, letting William’s frown wash over him, because it was important. “You’re barefoot,” he added when the kid still didn’t get it, and then he frowned in return when William went still, then licked at his lips.

“I’ll be careful, Sergeant Howard,” William answered with a straight face, but a smile slipped out as he turned back around toward Mrs. Brown. Charlie frowned after him and then back at the flowers.

“Will, are you sure you’re all right?” The other two were still talking, and a light came on somewhere on the second floor, but nobody opened a window or came out.

“I’m fine, darling. We’re both fine.” The “darling” made Charlie wince, just slightly, but it seemed to work, made Mrs. Brown coo something about how sweet he was, and even if Charlie tried to explain to her now how her new friend was partly responsible for this mess, she’d never believe him.

When she closed her door, the security light clicked back on again. Charlie was suddenly tired, too wired to sleep at the same time, all the adrenaline gone and leaving too much awareness in its place. He wasn’t going to sleep much, he could already tell.

“Maybe I can do something,” that voice suggested from next to him. “It’s the least I can do. I mean, I could have handled it, honestly, but then you came out in your boxer-briefs and so valiantly came to my rescue, and what was I supposed to do but enjoy it?”

Tomorrow Charlie would wonder where all this was coming from, but right now he just wanted to go to bed, try to forget all of this. He had work in the morning.

Except that there wasn’t even one flower left standing, and he could feel exactly how close William was when the other man breathed.

“They really meant a lot to you, didn’t they?”

Charlie glanced up. The kid was staring down at the flowers with an expression more perplexed than anything else. It switched to sympathy when he saw Charlie watching him, and Charlie felt hot.

“How many names do you have?” It wasn’t exactly rude, but it was too late to worry about his manners anymore. William, now Will, licked at his lips again before answering.

“In my youth, I would have responded to that with a flirtatious ‘as many as you’d like to me to, daaahling’, possibly in a Tallulah Bankhead voice.”

As though that had made any sense whatsoever. Charlie lifted an eyebrow, kept his tone just as firm as before, though he wanted to smile. “Because you’re so ancient?”

“I’m old enough.” Will crossed his arms and didn’t seem to notice that Charlie started. Will, Charlie reflected. It was alarmingly easy to think of him as a Will.

Without commenting on Charlie’s doubtful smirk, the kid just sighed and rubbed a hand through his hair in an exhausted gesture before straightening to study him again. “Are you all right? Really? Because I really am sorry.”

“I’m fine,” he snapped back too quickly, knew it when Will lifted an eyebrow to mimic his expression.

“Of course you are.” The flat answer was perfect, and Charlie blinked, pulled back to realize the kid didn’t miss much at all, even if he was young and strange. He stepped off the path, onto dirt, then swallowed and said the first thing he could think of.

“I don’t want anything like that again. Do you know how dangerous it is to—?” He shut himself up, because he sounded older than Mrs. Brown. He sounded ridiculous. But William wasn’t laughing.

“Believe it or not, Sergeant Howard, I do.” Will was serious, or appeared that way. He moved forward, but when Charlie got his head up and stared at him, he stopped. Charlie waited, then headed in the direction of his apartment. After two steps, he paused.

“Will your friend get home okay?”

“Oh, I’ll go check on him, but I’ll have to run upstairs first.” There was another hand motion, dismissive, distracting. Charlie’s eyes followed it before he recovered.

“Upstairs?”

“Well, I have to get my shoes. Can’t go running around in the dark barefoot, now, can I?” Will teased him with his head to one side and his wide smile growing wider by the second.

Charlie lowered his head, brought it back up just to scowl.

“You call the police if he’s a problem.” The smile glowed brighter, even in the near dark. Charlie studied it almost helplessly. “I’m serious.”

“Yes, I can see that, Sergeant Howard.” Will nodded. The fact that Charlie had called the kid “Will” again, even if only in his head, made him push out a breath.

“Charlie.”

“What was that?” Will was motion in one place, a flurry of hands and blinking and that never-ending warm smile.

“Charlie,” Charlie grunted, looking away when he felt his face burning. “Most people call me Charlie.”

“Charlie!” Will’s laugh was rich and smooth too, a happy sound. Charlie swallowed, then risked one glance back and did his best not to duck when he realized Will hadn’t stopped watching him.

“Just... don’t make any noise when you come back.” He waved his hands too, trying to be dismissive, just as easy about it all. “Some of us have to work in the morning.”

“Yes, Charlie,” Will agreed, with a warmth in his voice that made Charlie walk faster toward his overgrown roses. He could feel the thorns tugging at his shirt.

He got to the door and closed it behind him, then stood there in the dark. He was pretty sure he could still hear Will’s laughter.

Next time, he thought, his face on fire. Next time he was not going to give the little twink a chance to laugh at him, no matter how attractive he was when he smiled like that.
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Chapter Three
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THERE was another cappuccino waiting on the desk in his office, and though it meant that Charlie must have looked exhausted, because this was the fourth cappuccino that Jeanine had left for him today, he still stopped to take a long drink of vanilla soy. Jeanine must have learned to time him perfectly in the past three years, because despite sitting there for who knew how long, it was exactly the right temperature.

He almost called her, but he had learned her routine too in the years of having an office next to hers, and just waited, shoving more exam booklets into his bag.

It hadn’t been a real exam, as Charlie liked to give his students an opportunity to see where they needed to focus. Life rarely gave second chances, and he wanted everyone to have a solid foundation of knowledge to fall back on if they went on with careers in law enforcement or forensics.

A few students were always surprised to find themselves studying so hard: the kind who took the class for fun because of some TV show, the same ones who had seemed startled to find Charlie as demanding a teacher as he was—he wasn’t blind or deaf to the stares and whispers, either about his limp or his personal life.

The rest of his students were either better at hiding their thoughts or truly committed to the course work, and they were why Charlie was still here. He usually stayed for a few minutes after last classes and office hours to offer advice on what books were best to read even if they weren’t officially on the curriculum, but no one was around today. Sticky notes he’d left on the wall reminded him that he and one of the sociology professors were supposed to share a guest lecture about racial profiling next week.

He was exhausted just thinking about it. Sensitivity classes were necessary and worthwhile. They were also full of the stupidest questions, and he wasn’t sure how much patience he had left after an interrupted night’s sleep. He let himself imagine he could catch up on sleep during the weekend and hefted the bag over his shoulder just as Jeanine knocked on the doorjamb.

She peered up at him for a moment over the top of reading glasses that were almost dangling off her nose and leaned against the doorway with her arms crossed. She was practically humming with energy, and if she’d been getting coffee for him, she must have gotten quite a bit for herself as well.

“And where have you been all day?” Jeanine ran a hand through her short hair, but she was smiling. “I barely got a glimpse of you, even at lunch when I was going to thank you again for taking my class last night and offer to get you some spring rolls with that disgusting red sauce you love.” Charlie waved off her thanks before moving toward the door, taking the shoulder bag and the coffee with him. She stepped back and watched while he locked the door behind them. “Seriously, I’m beginning to think you’ve given up on feeding yourself. You haven’t, have you?”

Charlie’s schedule today had been full, and after a late night and a wrenched hip from wrestling with a brokenhearted twink, he was moving slowly, too slowly. By noon he’d been dragging himself to his feet, and a trip to get food hadn’t seemed worth it.

“Nice to see you too,” he remarked, hiding a smile because Jeanine was like a hummingbird buzzing next to him. If that was all espresso, he needed to wean her off, or at least suggest she give it a break. “Thanks for the coffee. I’ll get yours tomorrow.”

Jeanine quirked an eyebrow at the idea of Charlie walking across campus to the coffee place, but didn’t challenge it. Tomorrow he’d hear all about it, and then, unless he fought her on it, he’d end up giving her money but watching her go. After a pause, she just nodded, obviously having a hard time keeping still.

Charlie shook his head, because that wasn’t all espresso shots. He imagined Jeanine being this nervous on her date, then felt his stomach sink to think of just how long it had been since he’d had a date to get nervous about.

“Good time last night?” he asked, though the answer was all over her face.

She deserved a good time. But the ache was back in his bones now that he was standing still, and he took a sip of his coffee when her wide smile finally broke out. She had probably been keeping that in all day, waiting to talk to him, so Charlie hid his sigh in another sip and then nodded toward the hall. Jeanine instantly fell into step beside him, controlling her excitement enough to slow down for his sake.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she offered, pretending not to see how Charlie tried to speed up, then giggling, a noise that every one of her students would have been surprised to hear. Charlie snorted and ignored her narrowed eyes. “I could tell you how good, but I’d have to charge you by the minute.”

He wrinkled his nose and shook off any and all images that conjured up before he spoke again.

“Why do straight women imagine that I want to hear about their sex lives?” He let out an exaggerated sigh and glanced at the sky, and Jeanine went still, even blinking once or twice.

“Did you just make a joke?” She put a hand to her chest as though she was shocked. He squinted at her, then decided to ignore her teasing.

“Wasn’t this your first date?” he wondered in the same voice he’d used on one of his sister’s prom dates, and it was Jeanine’s turn to roll her eyes.

“Old-fashioned.” She stopped walking once they were just outside the building. Charlie stopped too and put on a patient face that made Jeanine cross her arms again. She had that suspicious look that Ann had perfected. Charlie half expected some remark about what his sex life was supposed to be like, and from anyone else, he might have gotten it. Jeanine was smarter than that, and he cleared his throat even before she finished. “What are you hoping for, Charlie, a happily ever after?”

There was little to say that didn’t sound maudlin. Fortunately, so far in their friendship, Jeanine had mostly let him stay silent. It was one more thing about her that helped him hold his tongue during her pushier moments—that and years of practice.

Since he’d officially left the force, before he’d left, if he were being honest, he had let most of his fellow officers and friends drift away, because he’d understood that they had nothing to talk about with him anymore now that his work had changed. Their relationships had been almost entirely professional, and exchanging cards and pictures of their families at Christmas was a far less awkward way of staying in contact than stilted conversations about the weather and everything but his hip or his home life.

“And he’s the right person?” Charlie met her gaze for a single moment. He’d been with her through several guys now, and maybe that was why she didn’t get angry when his tone approached snippy. She just changed her tone to match and leered at him.

“He sure felt like it.” Like Charlie wanted to imagine her naked. “I’m leaving.” He turned, but her hand on his arm stopped him.

“Going home?” She took off her glasses and let them hang from her neck. The phone on her belt buzzed, but she ignored it. “You look tired,” she observed, though to have bought the cappuccinos, she had already seen that in him. Charlie firmed his lips but didn’t answer.

His silence only made Jeanine frown harder, until he debated abandoning this friendship and becoming a hermit. He was more than halfway there already, which was... depressing.

“New love I should know about?” Jeanine switched to a grin when the surprise question made Charlie’s mouth fall open, just for a moment. Then her phone buzzed again.

“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Charlie shut his mouth and shifted position.

“Fine,” she agreed coolly. “But don’t blame me when those cappuccinos you’ve been trying to drown yourself in keep you up all night.”

“It won’t be the c—” Charlie heard himself admitting and shut up. He wasn’t talking to anybody else, he was talking to Jeanine, who was practically one of his sisters, even if they’d never met each other. They all seemed to have the same desire to drive him crazy, his sisters with demands, Jeanine with worry. He didn’t need to be taken care of.

Jeanine was staring at him, and he coughed, then directed her attention away. “How many have you had today?”

“This is a natural high, Charlie.” Jeanine raised her eyebrows but pointed at herself with a grin that he had to share. “I haven’t had a moment all day to tell you, but....” Her phone went off for a third time, and she sighed loudly. “Tomorrow.” She pointed at him and studied him so fiercely that he almost scowled back at her. She’d forgiven him already, anyway, or forgotten about it the way Ann always seemed to forget when he told her he wasn’t interested in dating right now. “Tomorrow we talk—unless you want to blow off whatever you’re taking home to grade and come out with me later. I’ll get drunk in front of you this time, I promise.”

He didn’t believe her innocent expression any more than he had believed the one directed at him from a balcony.

“I know, you have plans,” she answered before he could. Charlie finished his cappuccino in one gulp. The first and only time he’d gone out to a bar with Jeanine, he had made a fool himself by getting drunk enough to talk about his family, and Mark, and every once in a while he could see that look in her eyes that meant she wanted to talk about it again. “If you need to talk....”

He straightened, even with his body protesting. “I have to stop at the store.” It was important. He was out of milk and cat food.

Jeanine’s face said she knew an excuse when she heard one, and too much caffeine on an empty stomach was giving Charlie a headache. “Tomorrow,” Jeanine threatened him again and took his empty cup before heading back inside the building.

Charlie watched her and then gritted his teeth as he swung back into motion. Some of the students he knew waved as he passed, and he smiled without stopping.

By the time he reached the parking lot, he gave up on smiling and trying not to limp. He shoved the shoulder bag into the backseat and took a few moments once he was in the driver’s seat to rest.

He turned on the radio, tuned it to the news as he pulled out into traffic, and headed toward the freeway on-ramp. It was just after rush hour; the traffic was flowing but busy. Charlie put both hands on the wheel, keeping his attention on the road. It was hot inside the car, but he waited until he was idling at the stoplight before the on-ramp to roll down the window.

The slight breeze was nice as he made his way toward the hills and had to wait in the mess around the tunnel. He stayed in the slow lane through another interchange, felt the inland air get warmer as he finally got off the freeway. In town the congestion was worse, but he finally got to the store and found a space that wasn’t too far away. Not for the first time he thought about applying for a little blue placard for his car, but something like that would make his sisters worry.

He grabbed a basket right as his cell phone rang from inside his coat pocket. “Charlie!” Katia burst out before he could even say hello.

“Katia.” He lowered his voice in the hope it might make her lower hers, but judging from her loud, long sigh, Katia wasn’t in any mood to be reasonable. “Is Alicia okay?”

“She’s fine.” Katia stopped to inhale. Charlie smiled to hear her tone soften. “For the end of the school year, they have these prizes for each classroom, and she got a ribbon for Best Speller.”

“Of course she did.” Charlie had helped her with her flashcards.

“So I took her to the mall to let her pick out a new T-shirt for the summer— all the summer stuff is on sale right now—and what do you think we saw when we went into every section for little girls’ clothes?” Katia’s voice started to rise again. Charlie put his milk in his basket and then turned toward the pet food  aisle. “All these chonies with cherries and cupcakes and dollar signs on them!”

Charlie grabbed the cat food and then froze when Katia went on,  loud enough to be heard through the whole aisle, if not half the store. “For little girls! What kind of parents are letting their girls walk around in panties with such obvious antifeminist symbolism right over their hoo-has?”

“You called me to talk about chonies?” He blindly grabbed some pasta and some canned goods before moving quickly toward the checkout. He didn’t slow down until he was in line.

“I’m going to write their corporate offices,” Katia went on, while he struggled to shift the weight of the basket to his other arm without hanging up.

“That sounds like a good idea,” he agreed, bumping into the guy behind him, then quietly apologizing while Katia pushed out another long breath. She was ready to a make a scene already, as though Charlie was the culprit and not the one trying to be sympathetic. “Katia, I’m in line at the store....”

“You have something planned for dinner?” The fact that she was surprised enough to snap out of her rant wasn’t flattering. Charlie hunched over the phone as best as he could, not that it could keep her from sharing his business with the world.

He dropped his voice. “No.”

“Are you sure?” Charlie imagined her pulling the phone from her ear to study it. “Because Ann says you’ve been ignoring her, and I didn’t think you were that busy right now.”

“I’m not ignoring Ann.” He inched forward in line, just to move. He shifted the basket again, and pain spiked down from his hip. “I’ve been busy.” He spoke through gritted teeth, but of all his sisters, Katia was the one who always noticed when he was hiding something.

“What’s wrong, Charlie? Are you in pain?”

“I’m fine,” he insisted, the way he always insisted when those traces of fear would start to creep into his sisters’ voices. “I just didn’t sleep well last night. Don’t worry.”

“It’s Ann, isn’t it?” Katia rolled over his explanation. “I knew it. Every time she gets dumped she gets like this. Everyone in the family who is single has to date along with her. Well, we won’t let that abusona—”

“She’s not a bully, and can you keep it down?” Charlie opted for another diversion when he felt his face get hot. His voice rose before he took a deep breath to control himself. “Little girl, is this why you called me? To talk about Ann?”

“What?” Katia barely slowed down. “So, are you okay? If you aren’t I can be out there in forty minutes, so don’t—” She swallowed whatever else she’d been going to say. “I was going to ask you to babysit again this weekend, but you sound like you need a break. And I miss you. Maybe you ought to come out to the city soon, get away even if it’s only across the bay. You wouldn’t even have to drive, and just the other day Alicia asked me when you were coming over to play dolls with her again.”

Charlie stared at the cashier, who had obviously heard that last part. Charlie scowled at him.

“Katia, I’m at the checkout.”

“I’m going, I’m going! You’re so bossy!” she exclaimed, and Charlie swallowed, reminding himself that Katia was the baby and she got carried away sometimes. “I’ll get Missy to watch Alicia, even if Alicia does like her Tío Lito better.” It was just a hint of guilt this time, but it was there. “I’ll call you later, Lito.” Her voice softened, but he could still hear the worry she was pretending not to feel. “Get some sleep.” She made a kissing sound, and Charlie closed his phone before she could call him back, then turned to the smirking cashier.

“Paper,” he said when his few items were rung up, before the kid could say a word about anything else. He had to get home, and soon, so he could sit down and put the last twenty-four hours behind him.

––––––––
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THOUGH it might have been tempting fate, Charlie was sure there was no way his day could get any more exhausting short of his new tenant turning the complex into a crime scene. It was just possible. The kid had been surprised to learn his friend was high but not surprised to see the drugs on him, and that said a lot.

As tired as Charlie was, he was also too awake, like he might have to find something to occupy his mind tonight until he finally fell asleep, something other than the exam booklets he should start grading—that he’d left in the backseat of his car.

The realization made him stop with his key chain in his hand, his arms around the bag of groceries that was only getting heavier the longer he stood there. All this walking might have been considered his exercise for the day, but it wasn’t going to do anything to loosen up locked muscles and joints.

It had been over a week since his last workout. Tomorrow he’d use the school’s facilities and come home so exhausted that he’d fall asleep almost immediately and not have to worry about what anyone else might be up to.

Tonight, he’d go get those exams, possibly have a beer, and hope that it relaxed him enough finally get some rest.

“Hel-lo, gorgeous.”

The whispered greeting at his back made him twist around with his hand at his side before he felt the grocery bag slipping and moved quickly to hold it in place.

Will was grinning, but his attention went from Charlie’s hands to his face and then, strangely, to his hair, while Charlie couldn’t do much more than steady the bag and notice that Will had changed his hairstyle. The front part swept to the side; the back softly fanned out.

“You really, um, were a cop once,” Will observed with pleasure before Charlie could get out a single word about not sneaking up on people. He avoided the question in the green eyes and glanced around instead, certain he had seen no sign of Will anywhere in the courtyard when he’d walked in.

The crushed flowers were in his line of sight, however, a mess that only made him tense up even more and try to focus on anything other than the events of the night before. Not that it was at all difficult to bring his eyes to the man in front of him.

Will was in a T-shirt with some sort of bedazzled skull on it, the fit tight enough to show off just how much he worked out. Charlie felt his gaze skipping up past that leather cuff around his wrist, over the exposed golden skin of his arms, the black cotton, to the way Will’s throat moved when he swallowed.

He brought his eyes up a moment too late and stood there for a moment, trying to think of something to say that wasn’t about how beautiful Will was. The kid had to know already, and pointing it out in the clumsy way that Charlie was sure he would say it would only draw attention to just how beautiful Charlie wasn’t.

It had been made clear over the years that he was too much trouble to demand much effort from anyone else, even at his best. He was a pushing-forty community college professor with an obvious limp and a family that took up most of his attention. His hair was too long and had too much gray in it, and the only new clothes he owned were the ties his sisters bought him every Christmas.

“Your friend get home?” He went with ignoring the last two statements out of the kid’s tempting mouth and turned his back on him while he separated his door key from the rest of his key chain.

“Of course. Here, let me help.”

Charlie turned back when Will pressed closer and did not flush when he realized he was hugging his groceries to his chest. He fixed Will with a glare when the action put that stupid grin back on the kid’s face.

“I can’t imagine what kind of help you could offer that isn’t chemical in nature,” he said, because in his hours of staring at his ceiling last night he’d also realized that Will had known exactly what had been in those plastic baggies.

Will lifted his chin to look Charlie in the eye, his brows coming together for a frown before he flicked his gaze away. He rolled his shoulders in a shrug as he looked back, his hands out in a similarly helpless gesture, as though he had no choice in the matter.

For half a second Will’s expression was sharp, and then he was smiling again.

“I could hold your bag while you get your key,” he offered, sighing in a way that had to be exaggeration. Will stared at Charlie and spoke with perfect seriousness. “That is, if you trust me not to steal your eggs and sell them for drug money.”

It was just ludicrous enough to make Charlie blink.

“I didn’t buy eggs,” he said back, then he cleared his throat as he thrust the bag of groceries at Will and looked at his keys.

“No eggs,” Will remarked from behind him as Charlie flipped through shed and apartment master keys, his car, his office, and found his door key at last. Will was apparently looking through his groceries with the same concentration. “Just cans, some bread, lactose-free milk, pasta, and... cat food?”

Charlie unlocked the door and half turned. He was holding the door open with one hand and could feel himself staring when Will ducked under his arm and walked inside.

For a few moments he stood there, not exactly sure when he had last had anyone over the age of six in his kitchen, damn sure he’d never had anyone like Will in it. Will was all smooth motion in front of the brown-and-white wood cabinets, trailing hands over the toaster and microwave like he’d never seen appliances before.

The only other colors in Charlie’s small, simple kitchen were the pictures of his niece and nephew on the fridge and the blue dishtowels.

“Big bad Sergeant Howard has a kitty?” Will asked as he set the bag down on the counter, and Charlie managed to finally get himself moving again, hesitating before he closed the door.

“What are you doing?” The question slipped out as Will’s hand disappeared into the paper bag. It slowly reappeared, holding the dry food that Charlie mixed in with Sam’s wet food. At his question, Will was caught looking like a kid sneaking a cookie, guilty and adorable, and Charlie swallowed his next words telling Will to get out.

“So you’ve helped me,” he said instead, leaving the obvious finish unspoken. Will quickly directed his look at the ingredients list on the bag, then set it down and made himself busy glancing at the stove. He’d probably never seen one of those, either. And he was giving no sign that he understood what Charlie was telling him. “So thanks and”—Will looked up and Charlie changed what he’d been about to say—“I’ll see you later.”

Will’s eyelashes swept down in something that wasn’t quite flirtatious, and when they came up, his eyes were bright with hurt. That the look was clearly well practiced didn’t make it any less effective. Charlie stayed silent, and Will’s expression shifted to faint shock at being kicked out that could have been real. Charlie really doubted anybody else would kick Will out of their homes.

Of course, for Will to leave, Charlie would have to move from the door, and he didn’t seem to be moving. His kitchen was small—to get away he would have to slide past Will, and as he considered just how much of him would come into contact with the other man, he glanced up and saw Will doing the same.

It was the smile that spurred him forward. Charlie grabbed the bag and faced the stove, taking out his groceries one at a time. He turned to the fridge and put away the milk. The fridge seemed abnormally bright, and he remembered the lights and hit the wall switch before he looked back.

Will’s gaze wasn’t on him. He was at the edge of the counter, looking over the dining area, also known as the small table with two chairs, and the living room.

“Are those for your leg?” He was only aware that he’d gone silent when Will spoke. Will waved a hand at the top of the refrigerator, and Charlie didn’t correct his mistake, focused on his pill bottles, reached out to hide the prescription before making himself stop.

“I’m not going to steal them either, silly bear,” Will chided him, glancing over. The sideways look through his lashes seemed familiar somehow, like something from an old movie poster. Charlie shut his slightly slack mouth and narrowed his eyes, pretending not to see the guileless expression Will was no doubt faking for him now. “If I were, I wouldn’t have mentioned them, would I?”

A neatly logical trap that increased Charlie’s confusion, since Will could still be lying by drawing attention to the prescription bottle, except that that would have been quite the double bluff and made Will into some sort of criminal mastermind, and even if he had wanted to, Charlie couldn’t manage to be that paranoid.

He did give Will another careful look, but Will had his intelligence tucked away again, was wringing his hands like a damsel in distress. “What you must think of me.” He lowered his voice and let it tremble, momentarily helpless.

He knew he was staring, but his mind was spinning with a hundred questions, wondering if Will was like this with everyone and why, wondering if Will meant for him to be this curious and what it meant that he was.

That last thought was what made him keep himself still, close to biting his tongue to keep from asking the biggest and most obvious question, not sure he wasn’t imagining it all anyway. But the kitchen was warm with Will at the edge of his vision, somehow filling it.

“What are you doing here?” He jerked his gaze down to the cans, turning to open his cabinets. He just heard the whisper of motion over the sound of his own nervous breathing and looked to see that Will had entered his living room. If he’d answered, Charlie hadn’t heard it.

He froze again, watching Will take in the other room. Charlie’s apartment was only a single bedroom, and the living room was meant to serve as a central space. He used it as an office, mostly, so while there was an entertainment center against one wall, there was a desk against the short wall with the kitchen on the opposite side.

He supposed his desk might be the only personal touch in the room, if he didn’t count his books or the pillows on the overstuffed couch. Not that those had been his choice, though they at least matched the upholstery.

Will took few steps, picked up one of the pillows Ann had made, and stared at the needlepoint cat on the front of it. It matched the rest of the pillows spread out on the couch and on the floor next to it. They were kitschy and tacky and, more than that, itchy.

“Into cats, huh?” Will said finally, placing the pillow back where he’d found it, and Charlie flinched; the bland tone said a lot when Will was normally so exuberant. He shut his mouth before he could ask if Will really thought he seemed like that much of a loser.

It wasn’t like he could tell Ann they were ugly. She’d cry, and Charlie did not make his sisters cry.

“No.” He left it at that and stacked a few more cans without taking his eyes off his uninvited visitor. Will glanced back at him.

“Gift from an admirer?” His question was soft, but before Charlie could think of what to say to that, Will moved on, stopping at the first of the shelves that lined most of the available space on the wall. He ran his hand along the spines and then angled his head up without turning around.

“Have you read all these books?” The disbelief in his tone was surprising, and then irritating. Will might know people who kept books for show, but Charlie wasn’t one of them. Not that it was any of his business what Will was like with others.

“Yes.” Charlie stopped fussing with the cans and turned the rest of the way around so that when Will let out a short, surprised laugh, he could see how the motion traveled down his back. Will’s jeans weren’t skin tight, but they were tight enough. Charlie caught himself staring at his ass, but not quick enough, and looked up to see Will’s gaze on him.

“And big on conversation too,” he remarked after a moment, lifting an eyebrow in a way that was more playful than sarcastic, though it was that too. “I knew it. Something about the way you threw me against the wall screamed intellectual.”

The second the words left Will’s mouth, Charlie was remembering it, how Will’s mouth had been just under his, their bodies pressed close against the wall, sharing heat and air. He swallowed, though his throat was tight.

“I didn’t—” The rasp of his voice made him stop, wet his mouth. When he breathed in, even the air was hot, just like it had been then, and he made himself focus on the words and not the way Will wet his lips too. “I did not throw you against the wall.” He hadn’t even touched Will, no matter how much his hands had itched to.

There was only the counter behind him; he had nowhere to go. Will hadn’t moved.

“I know,” Will commented, pushing out his lower lip to make a sad face, as though he’d wanted Charlie to.

Charlie could feel Will’s sharp inhale against his chest again, the spark in his eyes when Charlie had had him between his arms, the way he’d had to focus to speak. His pulse rushed in his ears.

“I didn’t—hurt you, did I?” he asked the counter, picking up the bag of pasta and shoving it somewhere. He looked back over, frowning harder when he found Will staring at him. “Not like... your friend.”

“No, Charlie.” His name was different in the kid’s smooth voice, like something caught in honey, and then Will gave a short, happy sort of sigh that was honestly only more confusing. “No, you didn’t.” Will blinked and then quickly turned on his heel, moving to another bookshelf. “Anyway, I doubt he would have hurt me. I mean, he’s a darling the rest of the time.”

Charlie snorted the moment Will’s attention left him. Right. A darling. But there was absolutely no sign in the kid’s attitude that he realized how idiotic that was, even though he had to know that a friend under the influence wasn’t always the friend he knew.

“Yeah, sure,” Charlie finally agreed. “Whatever, Miss Golightly.” If the kid was going to act stupid, then he was going to treat him like he was. “This has been....” He focused on the paper grocery bag, folding it before tucking it under the sink to use later. “Something, but I have things to do.”

“Of Human Bondage?” Will said quickly, moving just out of sight for a moment and forcing Charlie to move to the edge of the dining area to see him. He tossed one arch look over his shoulder as he reached up to grab that book, and even knowing it was an act, Charlie felt himself tensing. His eyes fell on the leather cuff at Will’s wrist, as they were probably meant to. “Kinky.”

Charlie’s throat locked. “I’m not—”

“Into Bette Davis? I know, a lot of people find her scary at first, but after a while you really start to get into her.”

The completely reasonable tone was at odds with the wicked light in the kid’s eyes, the way his lips were curved up, how he held his breath when Charlie blinked and frowned, replaying the insane words until they made sense. Until he remembered that Bette Davis was in the film version of that novel, until he could finally take his gaze off that wide leather band.

His face was burning.

“Smartass,” he muttered, completely mystified when being called a smartass made Will hop in place, since Will had already made it clear that he had a brain under all that hair and glitter.

For a brief moment Charlie couldn’t remember what he’d been planning on doing tonight, that he was in his own kitchen. He had to be dreaming or something, because Charlie knew that beautiful, bright men never followed him home. “You’ve got issues, you know that?”

The question why was still lingering—why Will was here—and this time his frown was real.

“Never mind my mental problems.” Will waved a hand, moved a few steps in his direction, then stopped to look around. “Charlie, where’s your cat? I see the food and the litter box and the fur, but no cat.”

Charlie swept a look around and saw his bedroom door pushed open. “Hiding, probably. He’s not used to many visit—strangers.”

“I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that.” That the statement slipped out in barely a whisper didn’t make it any less startling. Charlie lifted an eyebrow, watching Will’s face for a moment before Will saw him and blinked. He gestured wildly a second later, jumping forward.

“I hear you’re supposed to use wet food.”

Charlie took a moment to stare at him and then shook his head, trying to regain some of his sanity. “I have that too. Look—”

“Do you think he’ll like me?” Will was staring with interest at the kitchen table, or maybe the collection of unused cat toys in the corner.

“I doubt it,” Charlie answered honestly. He couldn’t imagine Will sticking around long enough to even meet Sam. But Will instantly turned his fallen face to him, and he heard himself explaining, “He can be cranky.”

“You got a cranky cat?” Will looked momentarily frozen, half frowning, half smiling, as if uncertain whether to be curious or amused.

“Yes, I thought a cranky cat would give the place that finishing touch.” Will didn’t react to his sarcasm beyond a faint lift of one eyebrow, apparently already used to Charlie griping at him. He twisted for another look at the living room.

“Books are awfully decorative, don’t you think?” From the sudden shift in Will’s accent and tone, Charlie had a feeling that this was another reference that only Will understood. Will blithely continued without pause, however, apparently also used to people not understanding his jokes.

“You know, there aren’t any books in Grayson’s apartment,” Will continued in his normal voice, back and forth like a breezy, flaming ping-pong ball. Charlie’s jaw tightened.

“We’re going to talk about Grayson now?” There was no hiding the irritation in his voice, bordering on outright anger, though he had never had a problem with Grayson as a tenant before.

The only way he could have embarrassed himself more would have been to actually get naked, scar and all.

“Oh, Charlie.” Will’s voice was soft, and Charlie had to make himself look up, scowling through the heat in his face, in his mind. The other man had his head to one side again and looked puzzled. Charlie wondered briefly if it was genuine, then decided it was when the look didn’t disappear right away. “I don’t get you at all.”

Charlie resisted the urge to answer back with a snappy, “Ditto,” and used one of Will’s tricks, tried a shrug, something helpless and annoyingly indifferent. “Is that important?”

“It just makes me want—” Will began, then he sucked in a breath and smiled. He glanced around as though he had forgotten where he was too, but he was young and flexible and recovered fast. Charlie curled his fingers into his palms.

“Anyway, he doesn’t have any books anywhere, just his photographs in frames on the walls and all those plants that need someone to water them. I don’t know why he has plants at all, really, since he’s never home. I guess he thinks they’re pretty.” Will moved away, hopped up to sit on the counter. “You like plants, though, don’t you?”

“Look,” Charlie tried again as Will made himself comfortable, rubbing his perfect ass all over the tiled surface of Charlie’s kitchen counter. “You don’t have to do this.” He stopped, saw the blank look thrown his way, and pressed grimly on only to instantly regret it. “Pretend you’re interested.”

No, this was far more embarrassing than stripping naked. He lifted his chin, but Will didn’t seem to notice, rolling his hand in the air, kicking his legs with too much energy.

“Well, obviously. You know—” A tinkling sound from his jeans stopped him, thankfully, and Will pulled his phone from his pocket and started pushing buttons without taking his gaze away.

Charlie coughed and looked away first. “I’m sure you have things to do, Golightly, so why don’t you—”

“It’s Liam... or Will... and not William. William is my dad’s name.” Will sucked in air, glared for a moment at his phone, then tucked it away in his pocket. “And not that other thing. Though I’ll take that as a compliment. Audrey’s not my Natalie, but she’ll do.”

“Will,” Charlie started again immediately, ignoring whatever the kid was talking about now, only to fall silent when saying the name out loud made Will melt off the counter like butter on hot toast. Suddenly Will was directly in front of him.

Charlie had time to blink, and then the tinkling started in again.

“Your phone is ringing.” That earned him another startled look, but Will ignored the text this time and switched on a smile. To get away, Charlie would have had to sit in one of the chairs. He stepped to the side. Will stuck out his lower lip.

“So what did you have planned for tonight, Charlie?” The question, echoed by the sound of Will’s phone receiving another message, made Charlie glance back over, then look away.

“This might come as a shock to you, Miss Golightly, but there’s such a thing as personal business,” he answered after a pause, moving carefully around Will to get to the cabinet to take out the bag of pasta. “Which means it’s none of yours.”

“Do you always talk that way?” Will was watching him. Charlie picked up the pasta, moved it to the stove without opening the bag, and looked up.

“What way?” He stopped. His voice had gone rough.

“I feel like I’m seventeen and getting arrested all over again.” Will probably thought the way he let that drop was charming and mysterious.

Charlie looked back at him without blinking, had a strange urge to smile when the silence dragged on and Will finally gave a small, uncomfortable wriggle. He liked Will being the one off guard for once. He wasn’t going to ask, not when Will clearly wanted him to, when all he’d wanted to do was come home, eat some dinner, and do some work in peace.

That was what he wanted. But he frowned when Will’s phone went from tinkling to playing a song about putting on his Sunday clothes and he yanked it up to answer it.

“Sorry,” he murmured at Charlie, and then he squinted his face into something irritated and distracted that made Charlie stop what he was doing. He was staring by the time Will started to speak and got cut off, the urge to smile only getting stronger, because for the moment Will wasn’t trying to be anything but frustrated. Even that managed to be somehow charming.

“Hey, B—No I didn’t. Oh really?” Will lifted his eyebrows and then let out a small laugh that he turned back to share with Charlie. Whatever was being said on the other end made Will laugh again and lower his voice. “You naughty thing. I’m working on it.”

Charlie bent down, grabbed a pot, and moved to the sink to fill it with water. He did not set it down hard onto the stove. Will laughed again, let his rich voice fall another octave into something private. “No, I can’t, Boo, I’m busy. I’m with someone.”

Charlie’s ears were probably red. He actually ground his teeth when Will laughed again, as though it was all hilarious.
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