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CHAPTER 1




In the city of Chicago, walk-in closets are a rarity, and in Boystown, they are purely a myth. It’s not uncommon for a single person of means to live in a two-bedroom apartment only to use the smaller of the two spaces as a place to hang their clothes and display their shoes. Bastian doesn’t have this problem. He had managed to stumble upon the one great unicorn of Chicago living—a legend that most believe to be as realistic as Bigfoot or a long-term commitment found on Grindr—a studio apartment with a walk-in closet, complete with shelving and two tiers of hanging rods. The enormity of the closet was enough to make Bastian overlook the tiny kitchen and its lack of cabinet space, to let go of his dream of having a legitimate lakefront view, and to look past the fact that his little corner of heaven was located right outside the building’s sole elevator. These were worthy sacrifices for having a proper place to hang his clothes.  

It wasn’t until he moved in that he discovered his favorite detail about the closet. Written on the side of the doorframe, in a place the landlord would indeed never find, was a shared list created by all the previous inhabitants for at least a decade. In five different scripts, the past occupants and now Bastian have kept a running tally of those who have broken their hearts, the men who are no longer worth their time and effort. It’s a very long list. One man, Raheem Wallace, appears on this list three times—even Bastian fell victim to him. 

But as Bastian steps into his beloved closet to prepare for his date with Ryan Andrews tonight, he runs his fingers down the list of “Boystown Heartbreakers” and scoffs at it. He and Ryan have been going strong for six months now, and it’s starting to feel permanent. He’s confident that this list ends with Raheem Wallace’s last appearance. Ryan is not going to make this list; Bastian is sure of it. He feels it in his heart as he steps out of his shorts and steps into his favorite pair of fashionably ripped, dark grey skinny jeans. He shrugs on a simple, lightweight black cashmere sweater and tucks it into his pants. He then grabs his best pair of patent leather Gucci loafers bought on clearance and slides them onto his feet. With a final spin in front of the mirror and a quick tug of his meticulously styled, caramel curls away from his brow, he’s ready, sure that Ryan will devour him faster than the noodles they’re about to eat in their preferred corner booth at Joy’s. 

He snaps a picture of himself in the mirror, filters it to make him look more ethereal, and adds a song track, “I Wanna Be Adored” by the Stone Roses, then hits post to his Instagram story. It’s not up for fifteen seconds before his mother calls him, interrupting his ability to watch in real-time as his friends, clients, and lurkers check out his post. 

“Hey, Mom,” he says as he answers, a sigh in his voice. If he doesn’t answer, she’ll call him again in another hour. She’s eager for any updates he might have on his love life. Not that he minds. His mom’s unending support for him and all he does is something to be grateful for. He tucks his phone between his ear and his shoulder, grabs his keys with one hand, and shuts the closet light off with the other. “I’m running out the door. Can I call you later?”

“Sure, love,” she says, her voice as bright as always. “I only wanted to tell you that you look very handsome tonight. A total catch. I hope that Ryan appreciates how stunning you are.”

“Mom!” Bastian’s face burns. “I don’t look handsome. Ryan is the handsome one. I’m the funny, steal-the-show one in this relationship.”

“While you are funny, Sebastian, you’re handsome as well. Ryan better know how lucky he is.”

“He does.” Bastian steps out of his apartment and locks the door. 

“Good. And your father and I are looking forward to finally meeting him this weekend. Six months is far too long for you to date someone I haven’t met yet.”

“I’m thirty. I don’t need your approval on the men I date.”

“Maybe not, but it’s my right as your mother to make sure your heart is in good hands.” Without even being in front of her, it’s not hard to imagine she’s pursing her lips, waiting for his response.

“Well, it is. You don’t need to worry.” He huffs and runs down the front steps of his building's entrance hall. 

“What about Andres, dear?” 

“What about Andres?” he asks, turning to head down the sidewalk.  

“Has he met Ryan?” 

“Of course he’s met Ryan! Andres is my best friend.” 

“No need to get huffy. I’m simply curious about this man you spend all your time with.”

Bastian rolls his eyes. “Look, Mom, I really gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow between clients, alright?”

“Alright, dear. Have fun tonight! Make smart choices.”

“Don’t I always?” he says. He often doesn’t, but his mom certainly doesn’t need to know that. 

“Yes, you do, dear.” She giggles. “Now, have a nice time tonight. Talk to you tomorrow.”

“Alright,” he says and hangs up the phone, then picks up his pace as he walks down Aldine to get to Broadway and then his date destination. 

He weaves his way through the small crowds of people already beginning to form on the sidewalks outside the eateries, bars, and nightclubs as the sun starts to dip out of view to the west. For a Monday, it’s quite crowded. Still, considering it’s late April and the weather has finally broken with the temperature reaching seventy degrees, Bastian is not surprised to see his fellow Chicagoans milling about outside after a long winter holed up in their apartments. Like him, the inhabitants of Boystown likely missed the sidewalk patios for eating and drinking, the rainbow Art Deco pillars that denote the main thoroughfare’s neighborhood lines, and the vibrant personalities hanging out of the apartment windows that overlook it all. He might be a bit of a homebody, but Chicago is a city to enjoy and explore, no matter how long you’ve lived here, and Bastian has been itching to go out. Perhaps, even though he has to work tomorrow and has a full book of eight clients scheduled to sit in his chair at the salon, he can talk Ryan into stopping at Roscoe’s for a drink before they go back to Ryan’s for a tumble in his sheets. 

The enticing smell of garlic and ginger hangs in the air of the dimly lit restaurant as he enters. Bastian finds Ryan tapping away on his phone and sitting by the window instead of in the back like they usually would. With spring having thawed winter thoroughly today, a seat by the window will be a nice change. 

“Hey,” he says as he sits. “Sorry, I’m late.”

Ryan holds up one finger but doesn’t look up from his phone. 

“Sorry.” Bastian winces and looks around. Ryan is already halfway through his drink, even though Bastian technically wasn’t late at all. He only apologized out of courtesy for having kept Ryan waiting. Now it’s Bastian’s turn to wait. Ryan is preoccupied, his brow furrowed, as he looks down at his phone and continues to type away. Bastian catches their server’s attention and signals he’d like a glass of the white wine that Ryan’s been drinking. 

Finally, Ryan puts his phone down. 

“Rough day at work?” Bastian asks, trying to dissipate the tension that is circling in the air around them. 

Ryan shrugs and takes a sip of his wine. He looks out the window, his face completely unreadable.

“What can I get for you?” their server asks as she places Bastian’s wine glass in front of him on the dark wood table. He’s quick to grab it and takes a very large gulp.

“I’ll take an order of the Pad Woon Sen,” Ryan demands and then chugs what’s left of his wine. “And another one of these.”

Their server nods, then looks at Bastian expectantly. “And for you?” 

“The Bai-Tong Noodles, please,” he says, hoping to make up for Ryan’s brusqueness. 

She smiles at him, tucks her notepad into her apron, and walks away to place their orders. 

“What’s got your briefs in a bunch?” Bastian asks, unable to hold back his annoyance. 

“Nothing. I’m fine.” 

Bastian takes another sip of his wine. “You’re not acting fine.”

“It’s been a long day, is all.” Ryan sighs, then adds, “You know some of us actually work on Mondays. We can’t just lounge in our apartments all day.”

“Hey, that’s not fair,” Bastian says, sitting more upright in his seat, his brows furrowing. “This is my weekend. I hope you remember that the next time you’re sleeping in on a Saturday, and I’m knee-deep in rich women needing their roots touched up.”

Ryan rolls his eyes and grabs the glass of wine out of their server’s hand as she delivers it. “As if gossiping in the salon all day is stressful.”

“And you think you have it hard sitting at your desk all day?” Bastian challenges. He knows damn well that most of Ryan’s day at the advertising firm is spent shooting Nerf guns at his cubicle mates. 

“Harder than your day dolling people up and reading centaur porn with the girls in the backroom between clients.” Ryan smirks, and his eyes lose their hard glint. 

“Those novels are titillating.” Bastian laughs and is relieved to hear Ryan chuckle with him. It seems the centaur porn novels serve their purpose of providing a much-needed comedic release at this restaurant table as they do in the salon’s breakroom. Nothing else cures the headache of having talked a client off the ledge when they freak out after seeing themselves with the bangs they insisted he cut on them for the first time.  

“If you say so.” Ryan takes another sip of his drink. 

“You know, I’d be glad to read them out loud to you after a hard day if you’d like,” Bastian offers with a sly grin. 

“No thanks.” Ryan chuckles again. “I’m not sure centaur porn is gonna do it for me.”

“There was that great one with the Kraken, and I have a minotaur one arriving at the salon sometime this week.”

“I can’t believe you waste your money on those.”

“It’s a collective purchase. We all chip in a dollar out of our tips. Besides, it’s in good fun.”

“If the salon’s clients only knew that their stylists were so depraved.”

“Trust me, honey,” Bastian says, fixing Ryan with his best stone-faced stare. “It’s the clients that are the shocking ones. You know I got propositioned to go to another swingers’ party last week?”

“Which client?” Ryan asks. “That hot lawyer guy?”

“Oh god, no!” Bastian sits forward in his seat, happy they have settled into their usual playful banter. “He’s so deep in the closet I’d die of shock if he invited me out for a cup of coffee, let alone that sort of thing. This was from that Susan Williams woman, the one who’s married to the WGN exec.”

“She knows you’re gay, right?” 

“Of course she does.” Bastian rolls his eyes. “And it wasn’t for her that she was inviting me. I guess she’s made some hall pass deal with her husband, who’s looking to experiment. Needless to say, I’ll be avoiding that,” he waves his hands wildly, “situation thoroughly.”

“Your clients are so weird,” Ryan says as their server places their food on the table. 

Bastian thanks her and orders them another round of drinks, then turns his attention back to Ryan as he picks up his chopsticks. “Anyway, you don’t have to worry, my dear. I only have eyes for you.”

Ryan takes a bite and lets out a sigh. He starts jabbing at his food with his sticks. “About that, Bastian.”

“About what?”

“About you only having eyes for me.”

“Yeah?” Bastian bites at his lower lip again, the air around them shifting to something less comfortable. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t rule everything out.”

“Why shouldn’t I? Is this not working for you?”

Ryan takes another bite, then places his chopsticks down and swallows his food with a sip of his wine. “It’s just ... this,” he gestures between them, “is great and all. But with summer coming, I don’t want to be tied down. I want to explore my options.”

Bastian pauses, his chopstick-holding hand frozen over his noodles. “Are you breaking up with me?” 

Ryan shrugs. 

“In front of my noods!”

“Please don’t freak out, Bastian. It’s nothing personal.”

“Nothing personal! You were supposed to meet my parents this weekend!” 

“You know how it is.” Ryan shrugs again. “In the winter, we pair off and get all domestic and cozy, but when summer comes, well, it’s time to shed our clothes and have fun. And I can’t have fun if I’m always attached to you.”

Bastian places his chopsticks on the table. “Excuse me, but I’m a helluva a good time.” 

“You are. But I need to have a different good time this summer.” 

Bastian picks up his drink and swallows what’s left in one big gulp. “Fuck you, Ryan.” He rises from his seat, causing the legs of his chair to scrape against the wood floor, pulls two twenties out of his wallet that he drops onto the table, then leaves with his head held high. Until he steps out the door and lets his shoulders slump in defeat—yet another heartbreak. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Once back at his apartment, he approaches the doorframe. The pen dangles from the thick string held by a pushpin in the old hardwood frame. He takes it and looks at the names he’s put on this list. Once he adds Ryan Andrews, he will officially take the lead as to who’s had their heart broken the most. That’s a title he doesn’t want to hold but seems to be his lot in life. With a sigh, he uncaps the pen, then adds Ryan’s name, taking deliberate care to form each letter clearly—yet another disappointment on the ever-growing list of Boystown Heartbreakers. 








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Upon waking the following day, Bastian shuffles from his bed to his kitchen counter. His eyes are bloodshot, and his hair is messy from tossing and turning all night. Once there, he grabs a coffee filter from the cabinet, places it in the cheap thirty-dollar machine, and adds a precisely measured amount of grounds. After adding the water, he sets his coffee pot to brew. He could have slept a little longer. His first client of the day isn’t for another two hours, but even while nursing his latest heartbreak, he’s unwilling to give up his peaceful morning routine. 

Every workday starts the same. He wakes to an alarm set for eight a.m. and gets his coffee going. While that’s brewing, he takes a shower. The steaming hot water mingling with the aromatic plum and bergamot scent of his shampoo and conditioner wakes him more fully, or at least helps him open his eyes enough so that he can see himself in the little mirror suction-cupped to the wall of his shower and give himself a close shave. From there, he towels off, moisturizes his face with two serums and a cream, styles his hair, then spritzes himself down with a dry oil spray—half for the way it keeps his skin supple, shiny, and smooth and half because he likes the way it smells. Besides, when one spends their entire day crowding others’ personal space, it’s best to smell enticing and friendly but not overpowering.

Now wrapped in his robe, he fixes himself a cup of coffee with a decadent splash of almond milk and opens up Spotify on his phone. He selects Joy Division’s “Atmosphere” to reflect his dismal mood and lets the app’s algorithm take it from there. With his coffee in hand and the appropriate soundtrack playing softly on his tiny Bluetooth speaker, he sits in his overstuffed reading chair by his wide bay window and takes a sip. He sets his coffee on the end table beside a picture of him with his parents and his childhood best friend, Andres Wood, taken the day Bastian was awarded his chair at Salon Azure Blue. He picks it up, his lips lifting into a half smile. He can’t believe he’s been working there for ten years. Then, grimacing, he remembers that he will have to call his mother and explain that dinner with Ryan this weekend will no longer be necessary. Placing the picture down and grabbing his phone, he opts to text her instead.  

Good news. Turns out there’s no reason for you to meet Ryan at all. We split. I’ll call you later. 



He closes the message to his mother, knowing that he will purposefully forget to call her later as he’s not in the mood for her advice or coddling. Next, he opens the salon’s employee app and checks his client schedule for the day. Fully booked. It’s rare that Bastian isn’t already booked out three weeks in advance and even rarer if Oliver at the front desk bothered to schedule him a lunch break, which he didn’t do for today. Bastian will have to make do with something quick and easy to eat while an assistant is shampooing one of his clients. 

He glances back over the list. Luckily, Andres is his two o’clock. If he texts him now, maybe he can sweet-talk him into bringing him lunch from one of his restaurants, preferably Graze, as their menu has the most vegetarian options. 

Hey! Lunch in exchange for an extra-long head message?  



Andres, as always, is quick to reply even though he probably should be sleeping. The man works until all hours of the night, yet he never fails to answer Bastian’s texts, no matter how whiney. 

Depends. Which head are we talking about?



Bastian practically spits out his coffee with a laugh. 

Whichever one will get you to bring me a black bean burger and fries. 



Food in return for sexual favors. How scandalous of you. What would Ryan say?



Bastian frowns. 

Nothing. We broke up. 



His loss. You can do better. 



Thanks. And you’re right! 



He hits send despite the fact he doesn’t believe it. 

Contrary to the evidence presented by his behavior on their final date last night, Ryan was the best man Bastian had ever dated. Sure, he wasn’t the most attentive of boyfriends and spent most of his time on his phone. And yes, he couldn’t cook worth a damn and had an unfortunate aversion to eating ass, but on paper, he looked great. He was mid-thirties, head of his team in the print advertising division of The Nerdery, owned a small condo on the lakefront, and drove a brand-new Prius. 

Seriously Bastian. You can do better. I’ll see you in a bit. 



Bastian rolls his eyes and leaves him on read. Andres has never liked any of Bastian’s boyfriends. Not a single one. Bastian didn’t expect him to have a kind word about Ryan, but it would be nice if Andres would admit that Bastian wasn’t that much of a catch. It’s one thing for his mother always to tell him that he deserves better—she’s his mother, and that’s her job. But his best friend could at least be honest and objective with him. Bastian just turned thirty in March and has nothing to his name except a twelve-hundred-dollar pair of shears and a designer wardrobe purchased mostly on off-season clearance. Sure, he can cook—a skill formed from making inventive struggle meals throughout his late teens and early twenties when apprenticing and building his clientele—but beyond that and being able to provide any potential partner a free haircut whenever they wish, he doesn’t have much to bring to the table. Yet, here Andres is, once again reminding him that he can do better. 

Bastian blows a puff of air through his lips, then chugs what’s left of his coffee before he rises from his reading chair and pours himself a second mug. He takes it into his closet with him to mull over his wardrobe. Outside of Andres, his clients for the day consist of one high-powered female attorney, two trust-fund kids attending Columbia College who always book tandem appointments, and one bartender. Then it’s Sharon Clark, head of Chicago Public Schools, who he has to book for an extra hour of time—that he’s not compensated for—because she will inevitably find no less than four individual highlights out of place. This is a day to dress for comfort, not flash, so he chooses a pair of simple black trousers that hug his ass nicely and a gray chenille sweater to match his mood. From there, he grabs his low-top Nike blazers, a gift from Andres, who swore up and down that they were the best shoes for standing on your feet all day. He wasn’t wrong, and every time Bastian wears them to the salon, he says a little prayer to the hair gods that his boss doesn’t notice what they are. Despite being sleek and stylish for a gym shoe, utterly devoid of the telltale swoosh, simply holding Nike’s brand name denoting them as sneakers is enough for them to be put on the no-go list as far as Salon Azure Blue’s dress code is concerned. But today, he doesn’t care and slips them on as he checks the time on his phone. He better get moving if he’s going to catch the next Redline train heading south towards the Loop. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Located in River North, across the street from the Merchandise Mart—a beacon of the Chicago design and fashion world—sits Salon Azure Blue. For most hair stylists, it’s the goal place to work. The neighborhood is trendy and full of money, and all “L” train lines have a stop within walking distance of the salon’s front door. Though it takes up the top two floors of an old but well-maintained three-story Greystone, the salon itself is relatively small. It’s only large enough to hold twelve very coveted workstations that the salon’s two assistants, Bethany and Lizzie, are gunning for when one becomes available. And Bastian has the absolute best station. From where he sits perched on the third-floor windowsill next to his workstation, he can see Andres Wood circling the block on his motorcycle—an all-black Softail Harley—searching for the perfect place to park where he can shirk the meter. The bike’s engine rumbles as it cruises by, sending Bastian’s favorite assistant, Bethany, to his side.

“Did I hear Andres?” she asks as if she doesn’t know that Andres is Bastian’s two o’clock. The whole staff knows. They’ve been doing a countdown all day, and each of the assistants has attempted to bribe Bastian so they can shampoo the long-haired god of a man. 

“Maybe.” Bastian winks at her. “Can you beat Lizzie’s offer of her chocolate chip cookie?”

“You mean carob chip cookie?” she says with a smirk. 

“Ew.” Bastian grimaces. 

“I have a brownie in my purse you can have.”

“Fine, you can shampoo him. But you should know that I’ve already bartered him for lunch in exchange for an extra-long head massage. So, make it count.”

“Don’t I always?” she says and checks herself out in Bastian’s station’s mirror, artfully swooping her fringe and pulling at the hem of her shirt to tighten it up and elongate the V-neck. 

“Barking up the wrong tree, girl!” he teases and hops off the windowsill. “Andres has zero interest in dating anyone.” 

Laura laughs from her station beside Bastian’s. She’s a sun-kissed blonde with beach waves and Bastian’s second closest friend after Andres. “What he means to say,” she interjects while parting her client’s hair, “is that Andres only has interest in dating one specific person.”

“For the thousandth time, Laura.” Bastian rolls his eyes. “No matter how much you and your fiancé dream about your respective groomsmen—”

“Men of honor,” Laura corrects.

“Whatever, ‘men of honor,’” he amends as he shoos Bethany away to greet Andres at the front desk and bring him upstairs, “we’re not going to date. We’re friends. That’s it.”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Laura says. She makes eye contact with her client through the mirror. “Watch these two idiots with me while I touch up your balayage, will you?”

“Gladly,” Laura’s client answers, clearly eager for a bit of salon drama as if it’s a daytime television show. Which, in some ways, it is. Supplying clients with beautiful hair colors and a silhouette they can recreate at home is only half the job. The other half is putting on a show, one that each client believes they are the only ones privy to. And now Laura, no doubt tired of recapping wedding planning details to her clients for the fifth hour in a row, has passed the job of entertaining her current client over to Bastian. It’s fine. Andres and his rugged good looks are enough to distract anyone from their own boring lives for an hour. 

“Thanks.” Bastian mouths to Laura, who winks in return and goes back to sectioning her client’s hair into quarters. 

“Can I get you anything to drink?” Bethany asks Andres as she leads him to Bastian’s chair. 

“Just water, please,” Andres says in his baritone voice as he places a paper-handled bag stamped ‘Graze’ onto Bastian’s workstation, then sits.

“Bastian.” Marny, who works kitty-corner from him, shuts off her blow dryer and catches his eyes through the mirror. “Do you think you could open the window by you?” She fans herself with her free hand, causing the fringe of her heavily layered shag to flutter. “It suddenly got hot in here.” 

Bastian narrows his eyes at her, and she has the nerve to stick her tongue out at him. She’s a lesbian, not even attracted to Andres, and she’s stirring up drama. It works, as all the eyes in the room covertly find some way to check out the tall, broad man who has arrived.

“I’ve got it,” Andres says, reaching over with one hand and opening the window a few inches. A cool spring breeze blows across the room. 

“Thank you,” Bastian says as he lets Andres’s hair out of the messy knot that was securing the long, dark, wavy lengths at the crown of his head. Andres has every stylist’s dream head of hair; it’s easily shapeable and requires minimal effort to maintain. He ruffles the strands with his fingers and scratches lightly at Andres’s scalp. “Am I only trimming you today?”

“Yeah,” Andres agrees, relaxing into Bastian’s touch. His shoulders soften, and he slouches slightly in the chair. “However much you think it needs, so long as I can still pull it back for work.”

“No problem,” Bastian says. He keeps his fingers in Andres’s hair, idly massaging around the backs of his ears, and turns his attention to Bethany. “He’s feeling a bit dry. Use the Hydrate Wash and Rinse on him, please, and comb it through the ends before you rinse out.”

“Yes, sir,” Bethany says, nodding. Her smile accentuates her high, round cheekbones. 

“Hey!” Andres protests. “This wasn’t part of the deal we made earlier.” 

“Sure it is! Food in exchange for a long head massage,” Bastian says, pulling his fingers away from Andres’s hair. “Bethany gives an amazing scalp massage.” 

“Then I guess Bethany is going to have an equally amazing black bean burger and fries for lunch today.” Andres smiles at her, and Bastian is pretty sure he sees her knees temporarily give out.  

“You wouldn’t dare,” Bastian says, bringing a hand to his chest. He knows damn well that Andres would never rescind his lunch, but that’s never going to stop him from laying it on thick. 

“Fine, I won’t give your lunch away,” Andres relents with what looks to be a faint blush rising up his bronze cheeks. It’s out of place on Andres, who is nearly impossible to ruffle. “But only if you agree to come by Graze tonight after your last client.”

Bastian feels the entire room’s worth of eyes and ears on him. Marny has even turned her client diagonally to have a direct line of sight on Bastian and Andres. Silence, outside of the ‘snip, snip’ of Marny’s texturizing shears and the salon’s “focus flow” playlist, has befallen the room. 

“Alright, deal,” Bastian says and grabs the bag containing his lunch. “But you’re paying for my Uber to get home tonight. There’s no quick way by train to get to Boystown from the West Loop.” 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Andres says, his tone reassuring as he rises from his seat and follows Bethany out of the room and into the darkened shampoo area, away from all the hubbub. 

Bastian follows behind them and catches Laura saying to her client as he walks past, “See what I mean?”








  
  
CHAPTER 3




‘See what I mean.’  Bastian internally scoffs for what has to be the one-hundredth time today as Laura’s smug voice replays in his brain, apparently living there rent-free. Laura doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Sure, she may be Bastian’s other best friend outside of Andres, but she doesn’t understand the complexity of their friendship. They’ve known each other since they were five, having met on the first day of kindergarten. Bastian, terrified of school and shy, had been convinced he’d never make a friend despite his mother’s reassurance. Yet, on the first day of school, Andres offered him a hand as they lined up to be assigned an animal-themed seat on the giant round rug in their classroom. To his delight, he and his new outgoing friend were seated next to each other, where they would sit criss-cross applesauce for the year’s entirety of seated lessons. 

They’ve been side by side ever since, experiencing life’s triumphs and tragedies together—from Bastian’s dad losing his job and no longer being able to afford Bastian’s educational track through private schools to the slow and arduous process of watching Andres’s younger brother Julian fade away due to childhood leukemia. Their bond as friends is so deep that Bastian supposes it’s easy for an outsider like Laura to mistake it for something more than what it is. She’s so starry-eyed right now as she plans her wedding to, coincidentally, Andres’s business partner, that all she sees is love matches everywhere. Bastian and Andres are just friends, no matter how much Laura and the rest of the salon gossips would like them to be more than that. 

“See what I mean,” he mutters again as he pulls open the wide front door of Graze, located at the corner of Randolph and Green Street. His grumbling is hushed the moment he steps inside the cavernous space filled with warm wood furniture, greenery, and tabletop candles. For a Tuesday, the restaurant is pretty jam-packed with fashionable hipsters and other trendy twenty-and-thirty-somethings who can drink on a weeknight and still function the next day. Bastian is damn proud to be a part of that demographic still, even if he is not financially on par with the bulk of Graze’s patrons. He recognizes some diners as clients of the salon; they only vaguely acknowledge his presence as he walks by. He tries not to let their dismissal ruffle his feathers. It’s part of what makes him a good hairstylist, having the ability to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed with his perfectly coiffed curls despite the circumstances, heartbreaks, or hangovers. The show must go on, no matter how shitty one feels. 

Though now that Bastian is at Graze—the second of Andres and Justin’s restaurants, the first being a gourmet, five-star French-fusion hot spot called Partager that has an attached coffee shop, Brew, located two blocks west of the salon—he can put a symbolic pause on the Bastian show. The channel has been changed from the Today Show with your host, Bastian Russo, to Late Night with Andres Wood. This is a far more dimly lit studio, with better music and the cacophony of cocktail shakers to set the beat. 

“Bastian! Over here!” Andres calls from the front corner of the restaurant’s bar. Andres often parks himself there, as it has the best vantage point to see all the goings-on inside. His attention turns back to the server who is batting her eyelashes at him.   

Bastian nods his chin in acknowledgment at Andres and walks over to the high-backed wooden barstool that Andres is patting. Once beside him at the bar, Bastian accepts Andres’s casual kiss on the cheek before sitting and ignores Laura’s voice, screaming in his mind, ‘See what I mean!’ At least her speculation is occupying the brain space that otherwise would have been reserved for wallowing over Ryan.  

“Jess, guests in your section are waiting,” Andres reminds the server. 

“I know,” she says. “I wanted to see if you needed me.”

“I do not,” he says, and she heads on her way. 

“Fraternizing with the staff again, huh?” Bastian asks once they are alone. 

“Nah,” Andres says and sits back down. “I won’t be making that mistake again.” 

“Sticking strictly to customers now?” Bastian teases. 

Andres shakes his head and laughs. “Do you want a drink?” 

“Depends.” Bastian raises an eyebrow at Andres. “What am I here for? Is this a friends having drinks visit, or are you going to make me tell you every detail about my breakup with Ryan?” 

“I’m not going to make you tell me.” Andres fidgets with the straw in his glass, swirling the ice, lemon, and lime wedges around. “But, I do know that if you don’t tell at least one person the real version instead of the played-for-tips version the salon got all day, you’ll be doomed to make the same mistakes again.” 

“Excuse you!” Bastian says half-heartedly. Andres isn’t wrong. The version of events he gave his clients today had Bastian doing the breaking and not the other way around. Much better to showcase himself as strong and independent, which he is, than the poor, heartbroken, lonely soul that clients will twist him into. “And what mistakes are you implying that I made again?”

“Nothing major, really. ” 

“Nothing major?” Bastian repeats with suspicion while flipping through his mental catalog of what red flags Andres may have seen in Ryan that he warned Bastian about that Bastian likely ignored. 

Andres holds up his right hand, all five fingers extended wide. With his left, he starts ticking through them as he lists. “Didn’t know how to cook.” 

“That’s not a deal-breaker.”

“Listened to country.” 

“Orville Peck doesn’t count as country.” 

“You know that’s not all he listened to,” Andres says. “He was from Texas, which is its own red flag.”

“Being from Texas is not a red flag!” 

“Says the guy who won’t date anyone from Ohio.”

Bastian, relaxing into their comfortable, playful banter, wrinkles his nose at Andres. “It’s Ohio, gross.” 

“And I suggest you add Texas to that list too.” 

“Fine.” Bastian pauses and brings two fingers to either side of his head. “‘Texas’ can be on the red flag list now. Are you happy? You’ve narrowed my dating options down to forty-eight states.” 

“Forty-eight plus Puerto Rico.” Andres points out. 

“I don’t own enough Air Force Ones to date a Puerto Rican.” Bastian flicks his eyes to the white sneakers with a small Puerto Rican flag embroidered on the sides of Andres’s feet. A pristine pair of the exact shoes he mentioned. 

“These are good work shoes!” Andres protests. 

“Sure they are.” Bastian laughs and flags the bartender down. “And I’m sure you don’t have a pair of crusty, slip-on Vans in your office that you can step into in case you need to join the line in the kitchen if dinner service gets backed up.” 

Andres gestures back at his well-cared-for shoes. “These are limited edition!”

“You’re not helping your case,” Bastian says with his chin held high and his shoulders set back as the bartender arrives. 

“What can I get you, doll?” she asks, dumping ice from four used glasses into one sink. 

“Can I get a Black and Gold, please,” he says. 

She nods, then looks at Andres and grabs his glass, quickly filling it with more soda water from the gun, then squeezing and dropping new lemon and lime wedges inside. 

“He’s on me tonight,” Andres answers her unspoken question when she places Andres’s drink on the coaster in front of him. 

“Invite me for a drink, but let me drink alone,” Bastian says, tucking his chin towards his shoulder, knowing full well that Andres doesn’t like to drink on the job, even when his job sometimes only involves keeping an eye on things from a corner seat at the bar until it’s time to count the money. “I see how it is. If I didn’t know you so well, I’d be suspicious.” 

“You couldn’t be in safer company,” Andres says. 

“Exactly,” Bastian agrees and internally chides Laura and her ‘See what I mean’ in his head again. Andres is his best friend, and he’d never do anything to harm Bastian, including wanting to date him. Bastian lifts his drink in cheers to Andres. “To friendship!” he says and clinks their glasses together. 

“To friendship,” Andres says without Bastian’s gusto. 

Ignoring Andres’s lack of enthusiasm, Bastian takes a slow sip and sighs as he swallows. 

“So, are you going to tell me what happened?” Andres asks over the rim of his glass. 

“Fine,” Bastian relents. “I’ll give you the abridged version.” He takes another sip of his cocktail and then places it down on the bar. Resting his elbow beside the drink, he lets his fist hold his head up and focuses his gaze on Andres. “It really wasn’t anything major. Just … you know, the usual winter has thawed, and so have my feelings for you bullshit.” 

“Ahh, yes. The ‘I want to keep my options open for summertime fun’ conundrum,” Andres says. “We’ve heard that one before.” 

“Who’s this we?” Bastian asks. “When has anybody ever used that line on you?”

Andres rightfully shrugs. For all the red flag talk and relationship advice he loves to spout off to Bastian, the man has never actually been in a relationship. Instead, he survives off of a plethora of one-night stands and friends-with-benefits arrangements from men and women alike. He makes it clear from the very start that their canoodling will not develop further than consolation pancakes at Bongo in the morning. 

“Okay, touché,” Andres says. “But that’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 

“What did you mean?”

“Come on, Bastian.” Andres rubs the back of his own neck. “How many of your ex-boyfriends have we sent to a metaphorical Mars so you can pretend that they don’t exist after your heart gets broken?”

“All of them.” Bastian narrows his eyes at Andres. “Besides, pretending my ex-boyfriends don’t exist is self-care.”  

“Self-care, huh?” 

“Yes.” Bastian pauses, lifts his head off of his fist, and takes a very smug sip of his drink. “Not all of us can sleep around and have it not mean anything.” 

Andres looks away. “It’ll mean something to me when it’s with the right person.” 

“How would you know? Bed hopping isn’t really putting yourself out there.” 

Andres turns back to look directly at Bastian again. “Hey, this was supposed to be about you, remember?” 

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Bastian takes a breath. “But I find it hard to believe that you know how I feel. It’s not like you’ve ever been broken up with.” 

“Bastian,” Andres says, his face looking pained. “I don’t need a list ten names deep on my closet wall to know what heartbreak feels like.”  

Bastian’s jaw drops. “I’ve only added seven names!” 

“Which officially puts you in the lead now, doesn’t it?” 

“No.” Andres raises one eyebrow. “Fine. It does. But that’s not my fault.” 

“Don’t play dumb, Bastian. You’re smarter than this—”

“Says the boy who got to go to Fenwick for high school while I rotted away at OPRF.” Bastian takes another sip of his drink.

“Had your father not gotten laid off, you could’ve gone to Fenwick with me. You got in,” Andres says. “And not getting to go to Fenwick doesn’t mean that you suddenly became any less smart. It’s a shame you can’t use that brain of yours to navigate the dating scene better.” 

“I’m a hopeless romantic.” Bastian swallows what’s left of his drink in one gulp. “What can I say?”

Andres signals the bartender to make another for Bastian. “You got it right with the hopeless part—but you need some help with the romance.” 

“And I suppose you think you’re the one to help me with it,” Bastian says, backing away slightly in his seat.

“Why can’t I be?” Andres challenges. “I’ve known you since we were five. I’ve witnessed every iteration of Bastian that there has ever been for two and a half decades and loved them all equally. Who better for the job?”

“So, what do you want to be? My matchmaker?” Bastian asks as his next drink gets delivered. He quickly takes a sip, not quite sure he’s comfortable with where this conversation is going. Especially as Laura’s ‘See what I mean’ rings through his head again. She’s always been forthright with her opinion that not only should Bastian and Andres date, but that Andres has been holding out for Bastian this whole time—no matter how hard Bastian has insisted that’s not the case. Now, here he sits, his heart rate picking up, wondering if he’s been wrong all along.  

“I was thinking, maybe it’s time for me and you to give dating a go?” Andres looks at Bastian’s drink, then grabs it and takes a sip. “Quality control.” His explanation is bullshit. They’ve entered territory they’re both uncomfortable with or at least nervous about. 

“Us?” Bastian laughs because he can’t think of anything else to do, and he most certainly can’t admit that Laura was right, for fuck’s sake. Nor can he admit to himself that while Andres’s offer is tempting and he has always harbored a bit of a crush on the man, risking their friendship has never been an option. Bastian isn’t someone who can remain friends with an ex. He never has, and he never will be, and he most certainly can’t handle the prospect of ever having to write his best friend's name on the closet list of Boystown Heartbreakers. That would be a heartbreak he’d never recover from. “Why would we give dating a go?” 

Andres pulls out his bun, tussles his hair, and scratches at his scalp a bit, then hastily begins to knot it back up as he continues with his absurd idea. “Do you remember when we were twelve?”

“Of course.”

“And you were being bullied relentlessly by that Evan Lackney kid.” 

“Ugh, yeah. And you beat the shit out of him for me,” Bastian says, trying to deflect once again before Andres leads him into an even deeper place of vulnerability. 

“And afterward,” Andres continues right on. “You confessed to me that there was truth behind his teasing. That you were gay and liked boys, but you weren’t ready for anybody to know that yet. And you were afraid I was going to hate you, and you were going to lose your best friend—”

“I didn’t mean at the time that I wanted to date you.”

“No.” Andres shakes his head. “You didn’t. But we did make an agreement.”

“What agreement?” Bastian asks, biting his lip. An inkling of a memory creeps out of the recesses of his mind. He and Andres lying on his bedroom floor late one night, looking up at the multi-colored, plastic, glow-in-the-dark stars affixed to Bastian’s ceiling. He can hear Andres’s prepubescent voice speaking along with his smooth baritone now. 

“You were scared that no one would ever love you if they knew the truth. And I told you that you were wrong. You doubted me, and I made you a promise that if you found yourself unloved in your thirties, I would have to marry you.” 

“And then we laughed uproariously at the ridiculousness of that statement.” Inside Bastian’s chest a burst of sentimental affection for his longtime friend blooms. 

“Maybe so,” Andres says, a hint of a smile playing across his lips. “But I think we might have been onto something.” 

“You think we should date? Or, more accurately, get married?”

“Maybe not married right away. But yeah, what’s wrong with us trying to date and seeing where it goes?”

Bastian holds his hands up and sits more upright. “I can think of about a million things wrong with that.”

“Name one.”

“To start, what happens to our friendship if we don’t work out?” Bastian chews some more at his lip. “We’ve already established that I can’t remain friends with an ex.” He tries to laugh. It’s not convincing. 

“Who says we won’t work out? I already know your annoying habits and infuriating quirks, and you know mine.”

“Do I ever,” Bastian says around another sip of his drink. 

“I think it’s worth exploring.” 

“And worth risking our friendship over?”

“We’ve weathered worse things.” Andres takes another small sip of Bastian’s drink. 

Bastian regards him thoughtfully. Andres is handsome for sure, so it’s not as if he’s not attracted to him. If he’s being honest, Bastian has woken up on more than a handful of occasions with thoughts of Andres lingering in his mind. Andres has always felt like home to Bastian. Dating him, however, could upend their friendship, and then, if they didn’t work out, where would that leave Bastian? In worse shape than he is today. 

“Think about it, Bastian,” Andres says with a gentle pat to Bastian’s knee. “We can take things slow. There’s no need to jump into anything. Know that the offer is on the table if you should decide to take it. If not, we carry on like we always have, hand in hand, without the kissing.” 

“Alright,” Bastian says, not trusting himself not to screw this whole thing up. “I’ll think about it. But I’m not giving you an answer today. And I want another one of these.” He gestures at his drink; he needs to numb the feelings lingering inside of him. “And a plate of that potato gnocchi.”

“As you wish,” Andres says and signals for the bartender to come over yet again—Bastian resolves to give her the best tip possible for dealing with him tonight.  

“Can we talk about something else now?” Bastian asks, hoping to salvage his evening with a bit of normalcy.

“Sure,” Andres says. “How’s your mom and dad?” 

“Ugh. They’re fine. Mom asks about you constantly.” 

“Of course she does,” Andres says, a smirk playing across his lips that Bastian usually would enjoy. After their previous conversation, he wants to wipe it off his face. 

“How are your parents?” 

Andres’s shoulders slump, and his chin drops toward his chest. “They’re fine,” he says and changes the subject. “We’re hiring some new people at Brew. Let me know if the baristas can’t get your coffee right.” 

“Will do. You know I love being able to play restaurant critic.” 

“I do.” Andres pats him on the shoulder. “You helped us perfect the black bean burger recipe after all.” 

“Which I noticed you ordered for yourself.” Bastian shimmies his shoulders proudly and takes a sip of his drink. “Any other new restaurant endeavors coming up?” 

“Maybe. We’ll see. Justin is a little preoccupied with his and Laura’s wedding.” 

“Yeah, she’s the same. The only thing she likes talking about more is me.”  

“Oh no, she didn’t accidentally out your heartache to the boss, did she?” 

“Thank god, no,” Bastian says as their food arrives. “Even if she did, it’s not like I’d get any sympathy from him. The only thing he cares about is making sure his little money-making machines, a.k.a. us stylists, keep raking in the dough for him.” 

“When are you going to quit that job?” Andres asks, then takes a bite of his burger.

“When Laura and I can afford to open up a place of our own.” 

“You know Justin and I can help you two with that.” 

Bastian frowns and takes a bite of his gnocchi, the taste of which has the perfect balance of garlic and cream. “I don’t want your help.” 

“But Laura will be getting Justin’s.” 

“It’s different.” Bastian cuts off Andres before he can argue. “And you know it.” 

“Fine,” Andres says. He nudges Bastian’s shoulder with his own. “How’s your gnocchi?”

“Infuriatingly perfect.” Bastian sighs as he swallows, then continues his meal in relative silence, trying not to let everything they discussed tonight ruin his free meal. 

“Just like you,” Andres says, jostling Bastian’s shoulder again, causing Bastian to smile despite himself. 
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“I’ll get an Uber,” Bastian says, attempting to brush Andres off as he loops an arm around Bastian’s waist. 

“Oh no,” Andres says and holds Bastian a little firmer. His body is warm, sturdy and oh so easy for Bastian to relax into. Too easy. Bastian tries to pull away again—he can’t let himself thoroughly enjoy it, or he’ll wind up doing something stupid, like giving into his best friend’s ridiculous idea of them dating. “I’m not putting you in a stranger’s car while you’re this drunk.” 

Bastian stiffens up and stands straighter. “I’m not drunk—I’m tipsy.” 

“Regardless. You’re too tipsy to get into a stranger's car.” He keeps a sure grip on Bastian and begins to lead them north, away from the restaurant and towards Andres’s Fulton Market condo. “You’re coming home with me.” 

“You wish,” Bastian teases, trying to pull out of Andres’s hold again.

“I do wish, but not for the reasons you’re thinking,” Andres says and holds him closer. “Now come on, it’s not too much further.” 

“Stop making such a fuss,” Bastian says as he trips. 

Andres catches him quickly. “Stop being difficult, Bastian.” 

“I’m not difficult.” 

“You are too,” Andres says, his laughter tickling Bastian’s ear as Andres pulls him in again. 

Bastian stops fighting and lets himself be held up by Andres as they walk. After all, it is quite cozy inside his hold, despite the fact that Bastian wishes it wasn’t. 

It doesn’t take long to get to Andres’s place. Before he knows it, he is being ushered past the doorman into the exquisitely decorated lobby of the luxury building. Bastian is practically falling asleep with his head resting on Andres’s shoulder as they ride the elevator to the twelfth floor. He stumbles down the hall to Andres’s unit’s door and into his bedroom. 

Andres deposits Bastian onto his bed, and then rummages through his drawers before he lays out some clothes for Bastian to sleep in. “Here, put these on,” he says and turns away. 

Bastian furrows his brow before he begins changing. “For someone so adamant that we date, you’re awfully bashful over there.”

“You haven’t agreed to date me yet,” Andres says, still not looking at Bastian. 

“That hasn’t stopped us from changing in front of each other before.” 

“Touché. But you set a boundary, and I’m not crossing it until you give me the okay.” 

Bastian rolls his eyes as he pulls off his top and replaces it with Andres’s too-big T-shirt. “The boundary is that I’ll knee you in the balls if you try and get fresh with me.”

“Noted,” Andres says.  

“You can turn around. I’m done now,” Bastian says after pulling on Andres’s shorts.  

As Andres turns he almost looks shy, but the expression is washed away as he steps over to Bastian and lays him down on the bed, pulling the blanket up to Bastian's chin. “Good night, Bastian.” 

“Good night, Andres,” Bastian mumbles, falling asleep before Andres even turns off the lights. 
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