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Chapter 1

Mark stared dismally at the phone, his thoughts in a whirl. Being in love with him is stupid. I know it is. Yeah, we’re lovers, and when he’s here I drop everything to be him. There-in lies the problem—when he’s here. When he isn’t, he’s almost two thousand miles away, with his wife and kids. He says he loves me. It’s just that he loves his kids, too. I mean, obviously, he loves them. It’s the reason he won’t divorce his wife, or so he says. Why can’t I tell him it’s over?

Each time Todd called to say he was coming to town, Mark would pray this time he’d stay. Each time, his prayers went unanswered. He often wondered if things would be different if he were female.

“Probably not,” he said under his breath, glaring at the phone. Todd had called, moments ago, saying he would arrive at the airport at five-fifteen, meaning he’d be at Mark’s apartment by seven, at the latest.

“It’s a short trip this time,” Todd had said. “David’s birthday is this weekend and I have to be home for it.” David was his son, the apple of his eye. Not that he didn’t love his daughter, Connie, of course, but David…

“I understand,” Mark had replied. And he did. Todd’s family came first. It always has, it always will. The previous month was evidence of that. He’d seen Todd once, because with Christmas then New Year’s, Todd hadn’t been able to get away to come out and visit Mark. He had apologized profusely, as he did every December. It didn’t make it hurt any the less.

Why the hell do I let this happen? Next time I…I won’t be available. A promise he often made to himself, and broke as soon as he heard Todd’s voice on the phone.

“Are you okay?” Norma, one of his employees at the costume shop asked. When he shrugged, she sighed. “The bastard’s coming into town again, isn’t he? Mark, honestly…”

“I know, I know. But damn it, I can’t help how I feel.”

“He’s using you. You know he is. If you were female, you’d be his piece on the side. Not that being male changes things. You still are.”

“You think I don’t know that!”

She hopped up to sit on the edge of the desk, saying quietly, “Then break it off. Please. For your sake, for my sake.” She patted his shoulder, smiling a bit. “I’m tired of dealing with your funks, after he’s gone home to the wife and kiddies.”

He managed a small chuckle. “A hell of an excuse to tell him this is the last time.”

“I know, but you have to keep me happy. I might quit if you don’t.”

“Uh-huh. After six years? I don’t think so.”

The front door of the shop opened, letting in chilly air—and a pair of the shop’s regular customers. Norma got off the desk, going to greet them before taking them into the showroom to look at costumes.

I should do as she said and break it off. I have to, for my own sanity. The truth, and he knew it. He also knew it wouldn’t happen. At least not tonight.

* * * *

Mark opened his apartment door and was immediately wrapped in a one-armed embrace, followed by a kiss.

“Damn, I missed you,” Todd said.

“I missed you, too,” Mark replied. His heart pounding, he waited until Todd was inside then closed the door.

Todd sniffed as he put down his carry-on bag. “You made dinner. I was going to take you out for something to eat.”

Sure you were. Like you’d chance anyone seeing us together. The truth and Mark knew it.

They’d first met when Todd still lived in the city, before his company transferred him to the East Coast. He had come into the costume shop to find something for function he had to attend. It had been instant lust on both their parts. It wasn’t until a month later that Mark had found out Todd was married. He had managed to deal with the fact because, well…We were good in bed. They’d meet at least once a week, at Mark’s place, and all too soon Mark had realized he was falling in love with Todd. That had been five years ago. When Todd moved east with his family, he had made it a point to return to the city as often as possible for what he had told his wife were business trips—which they were, most of the time. It kept him occupied during the day while Mark was at work.

Once, not long before Todd had moved away, Mark had asked him, “Does your wife know you’re into men, too?”

“God, no. If she found out I’m bi, she’d divorce me in a heartbeat and take the kids. I’d never see them again. Her parents would see to that, if she didn’t.” Todd had held him tightly as he added, “It’s not that I don’t love you, but losing my kids would destroy me.”

Mark had accepted his reply. Not that he had a choice. Now, after four years of being celibate unless Todd was in town, Mark was beginning to wonder if loving him, with all it entailed, was worth it.

Can I break it off? Do I want to?

“It’s the Reuben casserole,” Mark replied to Todd’s comment.

“One of my favorites. If I could convince David sauerkraut isn’t ‘yucky’ as he puts it, I’d have Janice make it every week.”

Mark laughed, because what else could he do. “Why don’t you unpack while I set the table, then we can eat.”

The rest of the evening went as it usually did when they were together. As they ate, they caught up with what had happened while they were apart. As always, Todd bragged about how David, now seven, was doing in school.

“He’s a whippersnapper, as his grandfather puts it,” Todd said. “Near perfect grades, he’s got dozens of friends, and he’s even on the peewee soccer team.”

“And Connie?”

“She’s doing well. Loves kindergarten.”

Short and sweet. Mark resisted an eye roll as he filled Todd in on what had been happening at the shop. “We survived Christmas and New Year’s. Now it’s on to Mardi Gras and Easter.” He proceeded to tell Todd a few amusing stories about customers, ending with, “And that’s it for my exciting life.”

“Which I’m going to liven up,” Todd replied with a wicked grin.

He did, soon after dinner was over. The sex was amazing, as always. It was as if they couldn’t get enough of each other…in bed. Mark often wondered if Todd was as enthusiastic when he made love to his wife—not that he’d ask.

After their first bout of sex, they took a time out to have coffee and dessert then returned to bed, falling asleep in each other’s arms after another round of love making. The following morning, after round three, they ate breakfast then Todd left for a business meeting while Mark went into work.

* * * *

“So, did you tell him?” were almost the first words out of Norma’s mouth when he let her into the shop, ten minutes before opening.

He shook his head. “Tonight.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Promise?”

“I’ll…try,” he replied, sighing.

“Just tell yourself you deserve a real life, and a real man who won’t treat you like a…a toy to be played with whenever he gets around to it.”

Mark winced at her description, even though on some level he knew she was right.

Then, late in the afternoon, Todd called him, saying, “I’m sorry. I hate to do this to you, love.”

Mark knew instantly, from the love, it was going to be bad news. In general, it was the only time Todd called him that, instead of using his name. “What’s wrong?”

“Janice called. David’s sick, the flu she thinks, and I need to get home. I’m at your place now, packing. The cab’s due in ten. I wish it was otherwise, but…”

Mark gripped the phone tightly, trying to keep his bitterness from showing as he replied, “I understand. I’ll miss you. Have a good flight.”

“Thanks. I’ll miss you, too. You know I will. I’ll do my best to get back soon. Love you.”

“Love you,” Mark replied before breaking the connection. Not that you care. Not really. I am your piece on the side, exactly like Norma said. Crossing his arms on the desk, he rested his head on them, feeling miserable—and angry.

“Mark,” Norma said softy, putting one hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, except I won’t get to break it off tonight.”

“He did it instead? Over the phone? The bastard.”

He sat up, shaking his head. “No. He had to get home. Sick kid, he said.”

She gave him a hug. “Next time he calls, tell him you’re too busy and won’t have time to spend with him. Do it enough times and maybe he’ll get the message. Then you won’t have to tell him it’s over, face to face.”

“I should.”

“But will you?”

He grimaced. “That, Norma, is something I can’t answer until it happens.”

Thankfully, a group of people came into the shop just then. Stomping the snow off their shoes, they asked if it was all right to look around. “Because we have a party coming up and it requires costumes,” one woman said.

Mark told them it was, then he and Norma went into the showroom with them to give them the tour and answer questions. It took Mark’s mind off Todd, as well as ending the day on a high note, businesswise, as three of them rented costumes, with the others promising to be back the next day with their spouses.

* * * *

The apartment seemed emptier than usual when Mark got home after work. It normally did, after Todd had left the city. Mark wandered around, straightening things while trying to decide what he’d fix for dinner, if anything, since he’d lost his appetite. He stripped the bed and remade it, not wanting any reminder of what had happened there the previous night.

If I had a daisy…He mimed pulling off the petals. It should be so easy to find out if he loves me or is using me. He had a bitter feeling he knew the answer, if he only had the guts to admit it.

He ended up making a sandwich, eating it standing at the kitchen counter. Pouring coffee, he wandered into the living room and flicked on the TV. Nothing caught his attention, so he turned it off, putting one of his jazz discs into the CD player. Going to the window facing the street, he pressed his forehead against the cold glass, staring down at the traffic below, lost in the strains of Ellington’s version of “Mood Indigo.”

Finally, he looked up. Movement, on a balcony of the apartment building across the street from his, caught his eye. A man was standing there—tall, with dark hair from what he could tell. Other than that, he had no clue what he looked like, as the man was silhouetted by the light from the doorway behind him. From his stance, he appeared to be looking directly at Mark. When he turned to reenter his apartment, Mark caught a brief glimpse of his face in profile. His hair was dark, one strand hanging over his forehead. He looked as if he could use a shave, but it might have been the shadows.

“Nosy parker?” Mark muttered. “Or my imagination that he was watching me.” Putting it off as his imagination, since the man couldn’t have seen any more of him than a dark shape against the room’s light, he stepped back and drew the curtains shut.

I need to get some sleep or I’ll be worse than useless tomorrow. Not that I wasn’t today, for the most part. Two days in a row and Norma will have my head on a platter. Since tomorrow was Saturday, generally the busiest day of the week when there wasn’t a holiday in the offing, he turned off the CD player, filled the coffeemaker, setting it start at seven in the morning, then headed to bed. It took him longer than he liked to fall asleep. His resolve to tell Todd their affair was over warred with the fact he knew he’d miss him deeply if he never saw him again.

“Stop being stupid,” he told himself angrily. “He’s taken up five years of my life, for what? A dream that someday he’ll decide he can’t live without me and divorce Janice? Fat chance. I should know that by now. It’s time to get my life back.”

Now all he had to do was convince his heart he could live without Todd.


Chapter 2

“You know what you need to do,” Norma said Saturday afternoon, during a lull between customers—most of whom had only been looking.

“No. Tell me oh great and wise one,” Mark replied.

“Yeah, tell him,” Sara said. “I want to know, too.” She was the shop’s costumer—and sometimes helped on the floor when it got busy.

“Have a party.” Norma looked at him, nodding hard. “A small one.”

“It would be real small,” Mark commented. “You, Sara, your boyfriends, and me.”

“Come on. You know more people than just us. What about guys from the gym you go to sometimes? Or, hmm…”

“First off, I don’t know anyone from the gym, other than to say ‘hi’ to. I sort of know a couple of the people from the coffee shop across the street, but not well enough to invite them to a party.”

“What about the cute kid who works there most mornings?” Sara asked. “He rented a costume at Halloween and an elf for Christmas. And…” She grinned. “He made sure you were the one who waited on him.”

Mark nodded. “Bert. He only did it because he wanted a guy helping him and it was me or Roger.” Roger was one of three temps Mark always hired for busy holidays.

“See, you can invite Rog, Ellie, and Helena, too.” The women she mentioned were the other regular temps. “That would make nine, with Bert. Eleven if you count Ellie and Helena’s husbands.”

“Maybe,” Mark replied hesitantly. “I suppose it isn’t a bad idea. Let me think about it.”

Norma winked at Sara. “Told you he’d go for it.”

“Why do I have the feeling I’ve been set up?” Mark asked, laughing.

“Because you have been,” Norma replied. “Come on, Mark, it would be fun. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy. Beer and pizza.”

“Next Saturday, after work,” Sara said. “Your place is big enough, isn’t it?”

“I guess. What the hell. Why not? It’s not like I’ve got anything else going on,” Mark replied. Unless Todd…No. If he does call, I’ll tell him I’m busy and it won’t be a lie. He pointed at Norma, saying what he’d been thinking. “You’re hoping he’ll call to tell me he’s coming into town.”

She shrugged. “The thought did cross my mind. If he does, the party would be first step to severing your relationship, since you know he won’t want to come to it. If he doesn’t call? Hey, you’ll be doing something fun with people you like. Won’t that be worth it?”

“Yeah, it will. Okay, you talked me into it.”

Norma pumped her fist. “Score one for the home team.”

* * * *

Austin wrapped his jacket tightly around him as he stood on his balcony, enjoying the cold air and the occasional brisk breeze which caused the snow to move almost sideways at times. He’d been cooped up indoors most of the day, doing edits on a manuscript from an author who was with one of the small, online publishing companies Austin freelanced for. He’d sent the edited manuscript back to her, hoping it wouldn’t take the lady forever to deal with the changes before returning it to him for his final read through. After putting his computer in sleep mode, since he had another manuscript to start on that evening, he’d made dinner.

If it were summer, I’d have eaten on the balcony, but it’s not. He brushed some snow off the railing, resting his gloved hands on it as he looked at the apartment building across the street. He didn’t consider himself a voyeur, far from it, but he did enjoy making up stories about the people he saw through the windows of their apartments.

The lady on the corner, hmm. Last week she had blue hair. Her husband had a cow, so now, she’s back to her natural, well, I suppose it’s natural, auburn. God only knows I would have blown a fuse, if I were him. He’d seen them arguing and had imagined her hair was why. Not that he’d ever find out.

His gaze moved past the next two windows, because their curtains were drawn. That led him to the window directly opposite him. I wonder what his story is. He rarely has any company, but when he does it’s the same man who, from what I can tell, spends the night, or a couple of nights sometimes. They’ve eaten dinner together, without the visitor leaving any time soon afterward. So, let’s see, fantasizing here, the visitor is his on-again, off-again lover. I have seen them kissing, more than once, when Mr. Cute forgot to close the drapes, so that works. Austin had tagged him as Mr. Cute because he was cute, but not handsome. In Austin’s opinion, he also didn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d spend his time going to clubs—based on the fact that most nights he was home by six-thirty and didn’t leave again—that Austin had seen. And they ate breakfast together last time I saw the other guy there, before he took off. He tapped a finger on the railing. Let’s expand the scenario. The visitor lives out of town. No. He’s married and tells his wife he’s going out of town on business, then comes by Mr. Cute’s place instead. I feel sorry for Mr. Cute if that’s the case. Never hook up with a married man. They’ll promise the world, then go home to the wife after screwing the lover—literally and figuratively.

At the moment, Mr. Cute was staring at his dining table. Then, with a nod, he moved the chairs to the middle of the room, forming a semi-circle around the coffee table, facing the sofa and armchair. Don’t tell me he’s planning a party. Austin chuckled. Either that or a séance.

He shivered, realizing it was way too cold to keep standing on the balcony, and went back inside.

* * * *

Mark had been aware of the man on the balcony. Again, as had happened the last time he’d seen him, the man seemed to be looking at him. Imagination, he figured, but he still closed the curtains before trying to decide where else people could sit for the party. He’d called Roger, Ellie, and Helena to invite them, and they’d all accepted, with the women asking if it was all right for them to bring their husbands. He’d said of course, which meant there would be ten people, including himself. He hadn’t even considered asking the guy, Bert, who worked at the coffee shop. He didn’t know him well enough to feel comfortable doing so.

Ten people, and only eight places to sit, if you squish three onto the sofa. He eyed the coffee table. It was pretty solid—so maybe turn it into a bench for the evening? He moved the chairs closer together, then set it between two of them. And we have liftoff. He knew he was getting ahead of himself, since it was only Wednesday, but the idea of waiting until the last minute to set everything up was not him. If he had to stumble around the arrangement for a couple of days, so be it.

The pizzas were ordered, set to be delivered around seven-thirty Saturday evening. He planned to pick up the beer on his way home from work, as well a six pack of pop for anyone who didn’t want beer.

Cups, glasses. He raided his kitchen cupboard, glad to see he had more than enough of them, even if they didn’t match. Plates for the pizza were no problem. He had a large package of paper plates he’d gotten on sale the previous Sunday when he’d gone grocery shopping.

“If I need anything else, I’m shit out of luck,” he muttered as he put all the dishes on the table. “Now all I have to do is stay calm and pretend I throw parties every week.”

He went into the kitchen to refill his coffee cup before sitting down to watch whatever he could find on TV that wouldn’t make him brain-dead. Not an easy task, he decided, before finally settling on a comedy.

Halfway through, his phone rang. When he saw who it was, his pulse rate accelerated as he answered.

“Hey, you,” Todd said. “I can get away Friday to come out there. Janice is taking the kids to visit her family. You know how much I dislike her parents, and vice versa, so…”

Mark took a deep, if silent, breath. I can do this. I can. I have to. “That’s great,” he replied. “There’s only one problem. I’m going to be busy this weekend.”

There was a long, pregnant pause. Then Todd asked, “Doing what?”

“Some stuff with friends. A party, actually.” He purposely didn’t say he was the one throwing it.

“Oh, really?” Todd’s voice was chilly, to put it mildly. “Anyone I know?”

Mark resisted snorting, since Todd hadn’t met any of the people he worked with, even when he had still been living in the city. “I doubt it. Just people from work, plus a few others.” The truth, since the women were bringing their spouses or boyfriends. “One of them broke up with their boyfriend, so it’s a freedom party.”

“Okay. Sounds like fun…not. Maybe I can get out there within the next couple of weeks.”

“Sure. That would be great.”

“Hey, are you okay?” Todd asked. “You sound…I don’t know.”

“I’m fine, just tired,” Mark lied. “It was a busy day. You should be tired, too. It’s late there.”

“Yeah. I’m about to head to bed. I’ll call you next week.”

“Great. Sleep well.” Inane reply, but I am not going to say ‘I love you’. I do, but if I’m going to end this, I need to start now.

“I will. You, too. I wish…Never mind. Night.”

Mark almost asked what he wished, biting down on his lip to keep silent. “Night,” he replied, and hung up.

I did it. I know it’s for the best but still…Now, all I have to do is keep coming up with more reasons why he shouldn’t come out here—when he calls again. And pray he gets the message before I give in and let him. He knew it was possible he would give in. After all the time we’ve been together, it’s going to be hard not to. But I have to think of myself, for once. If we do break things off, I can begin living a real life again. What is it they say? Keep the goal in front of you and you’ll reach it, or something like that.

It was fine, telling himself what he planned to do was for the best. But right this moment, he wasn’t certain he believed it. He felt an ache in his heart, and almost wished he could call Todd back to say he should come out, telling him he’d decided not to go to the party—then telling his guests he’d decided to cancel it.

“No, damn it. Not happening!” Even though he felt bereft, he still managed to chuckle. “Norma would give me a ration of shit and then some.”

Turning off the TV, he finished the last dregs of his coffee, rinsed his cup and set up the coffeemaker to brew a fresh pot in the morning, then went to bed. It took a while to fall asleep, since he kept remembering the good times with Todd, while reminding himself they didn’t outweigh the fact Todd would never be his—but eventually he did.


Chapter 3

“Are we holding a séance?” Sara asked when she and her current boyfriend arrived at Mark’s place Saturday night.

“That bad, huh?” Mark said, glancing at the seating arrangement.

“Not bad, just…interesting,” Sara replied. “Where do we put our coats?”

“Umm, in the bedroom I guess.” Mark gestured toward the door.

Moments later, he heard the buzzer again and answered. It was Norma and her steady boyfriend, so he let them in—as well as Helena and her husband, and Roger. Mark had barely closed the door when someone else buzzed. A couple of minutes later, Ellie and her husband got off the elevator and walked down the hallway.

“Are we the last ones?” Ellie asked when they were in the apartment—after introducing her husband.

Mark nodded, suggesting as he had with the others, they put their coats in the bedroom. By then, Roger had decided he’d play bartender, handing out beers to anyone who wanted one—which turned out to be everyone, making Mark glad he’d bought two cases.

“Where’s the music?” Ellie asked. She answered her own question when she saw the CD player on a shelf, along with a variety of CDs. She picked one and started it playing.

“The big question is, where’s the pizza?” Norma said. “We were promised pizza, and lots of it.”

“Hold your horses, impatient one. It’ll be here in—” Mark checked the time, “—ten minutes.”

She gasped. “You mean you didn’t make them? I’m horrified.”

“You’d be more horrified if I had,” Mark replied, grinning.

By then, everyone had settled in, having rearranged the chairs into a less rigid formation. Mark sipped his beer, beginning to relax since everyone seemed comfortable. Not that they wouldn’t be. I guess I had host jitters. Hell, I know I did.

He was about to sit as well when Norma took his arm, nodding toward the kitchen. When they were there, she asked, “Any word from your soon to be ex?”

“Umm, yeah. I didn’t tell you because, well…” Mark sucked in a breath.

“Yes?” She looked hard at him.

“I didn’t want you making a big thing of it.”

“Me? I wouldn’t do that.”

Mark chuckled. “Like hell. Anyway, he called to say he was coming out this weekend and I told him I was busy and he sort of took that in stride I guess and said he’d call again soon when he could arrange to come out and, well, that’s where it stands,” he said, all in one breath.

She nodded. “What happens when he does call?”

“I don’t know. I’ll figure out something.”

“You could always tell him you met someone new,” Norma suggested. She pointed a finger at him. “If you’d invited, umm, Bert, from the coffee shop, it wouldn’t really be a lie.”

Mark shrugged. “I don’t know him well enough. Besides which, he’s too young, so I didn’t.”

“What are you two doing?” Sara asked, joining them.

“Discussing what other excuses Mark can use when the soon to be ex love of his life decides to show up again.”

“Was he going to come out this weekend?” Sara said.

“Yep. I put him off,” Mark replied.

Sara wrapped her arm around his waist. “I’m proud of you.”

“It wasn’t easy,” Mark admitted. “I almost called him back.”

Norma smiled. “But you didn’t. That’s what counts. The first step is always the hardest.”

Mark was about to agree when he heard the buzzer. “Pizza’s here,” he announced after he answered it. He almost felt sorry for the kid when he came down the hallway a couple of minutes later carrying four extra-large pizza boxes. Sorry enough to tip him handsomely after the kid had set them on the table. “Okay, everyone, dig in,” he said when the kid was gone.

* * * *

Austin stood at his front window, watching Mr. Cute’s apartment. Well, this is a first. Or at least a first since I moved here. He meant the fact there were a lot of people in Mr. Cute’s apartment. Interesting. None of them is the man I’ve seen there before. Did they break up or was I right? He’s a married man who can’t be seen in public with Mr. Cute.

“Why the hell am I standing here, watching other people living their lives? I should get out of here and…and take a walk.”

Not a bad idea, he decided. He’d been cooped up inside much too long—by choice, not necessity. He was a loner, enjoying his own company much more than being with other people. Or so he’d convinced himself, soon after moving to the city two years ago.

Fresh air, sunshine. Okay, moonshine. Stretch my legs. Maybe get some coffee. He shook his head with amusement at the idea he needed some. He lived on coffee. So a different coffee. Something exotic.

With that thought in mind, he got his jacket and gloves and headed out.

Ten minutes later he was wondering what insanity had induced him to face the frigid night. Especially since the coffee shop he usually frequented was closed. Turning around, he started home. He was almost there when he heard a sound he knew all too well—two cars colliding. Clenching his hands, he turned to look, knowing he shouldn’t. Thankfully, the drivers were already out of their cars, examining what turned out to be minor damage to their fenders. It didn’t stop him from remembering another crash—and the death of Jon, the man he had loved. Not that he’d been in the car when it happened. They’d been moving to their new home, so he’d been following Jon in the rental truck. He’d watched in horror when a van had sped through a red light, slamming into Jon’s car. The driver had survived—Jon hadn’t.

“Breathe,” he whispered, willing himself to relax as he turned away and walked the last block to the apartment building. He knew, as he entered his place and took off his jacket, he had find something to take his mind off the past. Thankfully, there was a manuscript which needed his attention. Booting up his computer, he set to work—and stayed with it until he was bleary-eyed and so tired he almost fell asleep sitting up. Only then did he close the file, shut down the computer, and go to bed, praying he wouldn’t dream.

* * * *

Everyone at Mark’s party had heard the cars crash and immediately gone to the windows to see how bad the accident was.

“Just a fender-bender,” Mark said, relieved it hadn’t been worse. That particular corner had, for whatever reason, seen more than its fair share of bad accidents, although none in the past few weeks. As he watched, he thought he saw a familiar figure. He’s the man from the balcony. At least I think he is, from what little I’ve seen of him. He looks terrified. No, not terrified. More horror-stricken. I wonder why. No one was hurt, or even close to. He got a better view of the man as he walked down the block, before entering the building across the street. Yeah, he’s definitely upset, like it brought back memories. Bad ones. He saw lights come on in the man’s apartment, and for a moment the man was silhouetted against the closed curtains. I was right, it was him.

“You need a fresh beer,” Roger said from behind Mark, handing him a bottle.

And so the party continued, but Mark couldn’t stop wondering about the man on the balcony and why a mere fender-bender had upset him so much.

* * * *

Sunday and Monday, the days the costume shop was closed, passed as they usually did for Mark, with the exception of the fact he had to clean up after the party and put all the furniture back where it belonged. As he did his Sunday grocery shopping, he considered the idea of having another get-together with his friends. Not next weekend, but maybe the following one, and this time I’ll cook rather than ordering pizza.

Tuesday, after the shop was open for business—what there was of it in mid-January—Norma corralled him while he was refilling the displays of masks and other small items they sold.

“We all had a great time Saturday night, so I’m all for doing it again, at my place,” she said.

Mark shot her an amused look. “And here I was going to suggest the same thing, but at my apartment.”

“Nope. If everyone’s willing, we can do it every other week or so, but we’ll share who gets to host. Or, sometimes, go out to a restaurant instead.”

Mark had a thought, and voiced it. “Are you trying to give me reasons to tell Todd I won’t be available if he decides to come out here?”

Giving him an innocent look, she replied, “Would I do that?”

“Uh-huh. In a heartbeat, and honestly, I appreciate it. Of course I’ll be up shit creek if he decides to come out in the middle of the week.”

“Then you plead a headache.” She grinned. Sobering, she said, “If it happens, you tell him we’re too busy getting ready for Mardi Gras. We will be, so it won’t really be a lie.”

“I’m not sure he’d buy it.”

“Mark, the idea is to keep putting him off until he gets the message you’re not interested in him anymore. Hell, like I said Saturday night, tell him you’ve met someone new. That should put an end to things right there.”

“I wish I had the guts to tell him face to face it’s over. But I know the minute I see him I’ll relent and be right back where I am now.”

“I know. Which is why we’ll make certain you’re not available.” She snapped her fingers. “One thing you can do for sure. Don’t answer his calls. If that doesn’t clue him in, nothing will.”

“Or block his number,” Sara said, startling Mark because he hadn’t been aware she was listening.

“What we need to do is find you a new man,” Norma said emphatically.

“Uh-uh. No matchmaking, thank you very much,” Mark replied just as emphatically. “If I can’t find one on my own…” He shook his head.

“It won’t happen if you don’t get out there and look,” Sara pointed out.

“I hate clubs.”

“There are other places to meet men. Like, hmm, coffee shops.” Norma looked pointedly out the window at the one across the street.

“Stop!” Mark said, holding up his hand. “I’m not cruising coffee shops or anywhere else. And before you say it, I’m not going to come on to any of our customers. Look what happened the last time I did. Right now, though, we’d better get back to work. We have less than a month until Mardi Gras. I have to start ordering more masks, lots more of them, and beads and…” He sighed.

“And I’d better get my butt in gear, too,” Sara said. “I have a million ideas for new costumes and they won’t get made while we stand here discussing your love life.”

“Good. Go. I think we’ve talked it to death, anyway,” Mark retorted.

“Leaving me to decorate the front window. Thanks a lot,” Norma grumbled.

“Yep.” Mark laughed. “Holler if you need help.”

“Trust me, I will.”


Chapter 4

Mark looked at the Caller ID, debating whether to answer when he saw Todd’s number. He hadn’t the previous two times his lover had called—once right before he left the shop for the day, the second while he was driving home.

“I can do this,” he said under his breath, putting the phone down on the kitchen counter before going back to fixing supper. It finally went silent, after five rings—the number Mark had programmed in before a call would go to his voicemail.

He waited until after he’d eaten before checking to see if Todd had left a message. He had. It said, Why aren’t you answering, Mark? I’ll be in town tomorrow for a two-day meeting, so I’ll see you tomorrow night. Miss you.

“I knew this would happen,” Mark muttered. “He rarely asks, he always tells and expects me to be happy when he shows up. Now what do I do? Rent a motel room until he’s gone home?”

He started pacing the living room, feeling like a trapped animal. Grow a pair. When he shows up, tell him it’s over. Easier said than done and he knew it. He stopped by the window, staring out but not really seeing anything through the softly falling snow, until a movement on the balcony opposite him caught his eye. The man who lived in the apartment opposite his had come out. Seconds later, he was staring at Mark, or so it seemed, making Mark feel like a bug pinned to a display board.

What the hell is with him? I’m half tempted to go over there and find out.

The man stood there for a long moment, then, much to Mark’s shock, he saluted before going back inside.

That was totally weird. Mark pulled the curtains closed. Then, deciding he had to get out of the apartment so he could think clearly, he grabbed his coat and gloves and left.

* * * *

“Why the hell did I do that?” Austin said under his breath as he closed the balcony door behind him. Maybe because I wanted him to know I’m aware of him?

The problem was, he didn’t know why it mattered, but it did. Perhaps, he decided, watching Mr. Cute and trying to figure out what was going on with him had made his own life more interesting. Against his better judgment he opened the door again to look across at Mr. Cute’s apartment—just in time to see the lights go out.

It’s too early for him to be going to bed. He stepped onto the balcony, getting close enough to the railing to look down at the street without being seen. His nosiness, he supposed, was rewarded when he saw the man leave the apartment building and start walking down the block.

Going for coffee, or a late supper? Mr. Cute was heading in the direction of the small strip mall which had a couple of restaurants, as well as small shops. It was where Austin usually went when he didn’t feel like cooking, so he thought it was possible.

“My chance to meet him?” he murmured, going inside again. “Why would I want to? On the other hand, why not? I’ll probably find out he’s totally not worth my time, but I would like to know if my presumption about his love life is correct.” He chuckled as he went to get his jacket. “I’ve been editing too many damned romances. Dreaming up stories about people I see as a result. Maybe I should start writing some of them down.” He snorted. “Not.”

By the time Austin left his building, Mr. Cute was nowhere in sight. His footsteps are, though. He saw them in the fresh snow when he looked across the street. “Big time tracker is me,” he said under his breath as he crossed the street and began following them. He almost lost them two blocks later when they mingled with those of other people who had braved the mid-evening snowfall. Then he saw the man a block ahead of him, going into the same coffee shop he favored in the mall.

* * * *

“I’d like a…” Mark studied the list of coffees, glad there weren’t many customers, so he wasn’t holding up a line of people while he tried to make up his mind. “Is the maple latte good?”

The clerk nodded. “Different, and not my favorite, but people seem to like it.”

“Maybe I should stick with my usual Americano.”

“Try the mocha espresso,” someone said from behind him. “That is if you like chocolate.”

“Who doesn’t?” Mark replied as he turned to see who was speaking. “You,” he said, more than a bit disconcerted. “Are you following me?”

The man shrugged. “Yes, and no.”

“Hardly a definitive answer.”

“I saw you heading this way and decided I wanted coffee to ward off the cold.”

“Uh-huh. Try again.” Mark paused to tell the clerk he wanted a large Americano. “I’ve seen you watching me,” he told the man. “It’s creepy.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it to be,” the man replied. “I have a bad habit, I guess you could call it, of making up stories about people I see.”

Mark scowled. “By window peeping?”

“Hey. That’s not what I’m doing,” the man protested. “My building faces yours. Some people there don’t close their curtains, so I see things.” He held up his hand to stop Mark from saying anything. “One, no bedrooms face me, so I’m not prying that way. If a curtain is open, and you have a habit of not closing yours, then like I said, I make up stories for myself about what I see.” He smiled ingratiatingly. “In your case, I’d say you lead a pretty dull life.”

Mark puffed out a breath before admitting, “Yeah, pretty much.”

The clerk returned with his coffee at that point, so he paid and stepped aside to let the man place his order for, not too surprisingly, a mocha espresso. “I’m a bit of a chocoholic,” the man said, smiling.

Nodding, Mark went over to one of the comfortable chairs in the seating area in one corner of the shop. He wasn’t terribly surprised when the man joined him a few moments later, taking the chair facing him.

“I’m Austin, by the way,” the man said. “And I’m quite harmless, I promise.”

Mark hesitated, then said, with a bit of a smile, “I’m Mark and I’m very harmless, not to say boring.”

“From what I’ve seen of you, I guess I can’t argue the point,” Austin replied. “Although you did have a party a few nights ago.”

“Just people who work for me, and their husbands or boyfriends.”

“You own a business?”

“Define business,” Mark replied with a brief grin. “I own a costume shop downtown.”

“Interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever been in one.”

“Most people haven’t, unless they need something for Halloween, or for a company event or a party.”

“But you make enough on it to support yourself and your employees?”

“Yeah. It’s what they call a niche business. When people need us, they come in.” Mark took a drink before asking, “What do you do?”

“I’m an editor.”

“For the newspaper?” Mark asked. “We have a couple of regular customers from there. Photographers who come in when they need something for a photo shoot.”

“Not nearly so exciting. I freelance for some online eBook publishers.”

“I think eBook implies online, doesn’t it?”

Austin chuckled. “That sounds like a comment I’d make in a manuscript if an author phrased it that way.”

“Hmm. Maybe I have a second career in the offing, if the costume shop goes under.”

“Is it likely to?”

“Not really,” Mark replied. “I’ve owned it for eight years and it’s still there.”

“You’re kidding. How old are you? I figured maybe early thirties.”

“Thirty-six, so you weren’t too far off.” Mark studied Austin. “You’re, best guess, almost forty?”

“Close. Thirty-eight.”

Mark nodded. “A year younger than my ex.”

“You’re ex?”

“Well, he will be, if I get up the nerve to break it off with him, and why am I telling you this?”

“Because I’m a good listener?”

“Most nosy people are. It’s how they learn things,” Mark replied sardonically before finishing the last of his coffee. Standing, he buttoned his coat, getting ready to leave.

“Ouch,” Austin muttered, making quick work of finishing his espresso. “Does that mean you’d rather I don’t walk back with you?”

Mark looked at him and shrugged. “I’m okay with it, if you stop prying.”

“I will, I promise. I didn’t mean it to sound as if I were. I just find people interesting.”

“Says the man who hides away in his apartment, living vicariously through the books he edits.”

“What makes you think I’m hiding away there?” Austin asked as he zipped up his jacket and followed Mark out onto the sidewalk.

“A guess, maybe. This is the first time I’ve seen you except on your balcony.” Other than the night of the party, but I don’t think he’d like me telling him I saw him then. Not from his reaction to the car crash.

“I could spend all day going hither and yon,” Austin retorted. “Since you’re at work, you wouldn’t know.”

Mark cocked his head to look at him. “True, but I don’t think you do.”

With a wry smile, Austin admitted he didn’t. Mark was tempted to ask why. He thought better of it, because it would be prying and he’d just chastised Austin for doing it.

Given the cold and snow, they made fast work of walking back to their buildings. Mark said goodnight, getting one in return, then went into the lobby, stamping the snow off his feet before getting on the elevator. An instant before the doors closed, he saw Austin standing where he’d left him, watching him, he thought. Strange man. Nice enough, I guess, but definitely strange.

* * * *

Austin was watching Mark, but with only half his concentration. He was also remembering Jon. Once, not too long before the accident that had killed his lover, they had promised each other if anything happened to one of them, the survivor would move on with their life. That had been two years ago and in some ways, Austin had. He’d moved from the city where he and Jon had lived, needing to get away from all the memories. He had a new life, now. As cloistered as it is. No friends, very few acquaintances, if you don’t count the authors and publishers I work with. Very distant ones who know nothing about me. Could I be friends with Mark? Would he let it happen? Do I want it to? All questions for which he had no answers—at the moment.


Chapter 5

The following morning, Mark awoke to sunshine. A quick check of the weather on the morning news told him while it might be sunny; the temperature was still going to stay below freezing. He dressed accordingly, in jeans, a turtleneck, and a sweater. He was halfway through breakfast when he remembered the voicemail from Todd.

“Damn it to hell.” He had a brief, if impractical thought about calling a locksmith to rekey the locks on his door. Could I really do that? If I did, he’d wait outside until I got home, which wouldn’t solve the problem. He’d want to know why I did it. Mark could imagine replying, “There’ve been a couple of break-ins in the building, so I figured better safe than sorry.” Like he’d believe me.

“Bite the damned bullet,” he said angrily as he dumped what was left of his breakfast down the garbage disposal—having lost his appetite. “Quit being a coward. I’m only prolonging things if I don’t end it tonight.”

An hour later, he unlocked the door to the costume shop, still wondering how he was going to handle seeing Todd when he showed up that evening.

“You look like you’re ready to kill someone,” Norma commented, coming up beside him.

“Or myself,” he muttered, holding the door open for her, and Sara, who appeared seconds later, before closing and locking it again.

“He called,” Norma replied with some asperity.

“Left a message, because I didn’t answer his calls,” Mark told her as they went to the back of the shop to hang up their outerwear and get ready for work. “He’s due in today.”

“Did you call him back to say you were too busy to see him?” Sara asked.

“No. Why bother? I know him. He’ll still show up at my place.” He smiled sourly. “I went for a walk instead, to try and think things out, and ended up at the coffee shop near my place.”

“And got hit on by a cute server?” Sara grinned. “He took you home and made hot love to you.”

“Not hardly.” He paused to straighten a couple of costumes on one of the racks before saying casually, “I did meet a guy who lives in the building across the street from me.”

Norma and Sara asked at the same time, “Is he handsome?” and “A nice guy?”

“He’s not bad looking,” Mark replied to Norma’s question. “And he seems nice enough, I guess. A bit nosy, but…” He shrugged, going to unlock the front door and turn the sign to Open.

“So, are you going to see him again?” Norma wanted to know.

The next time he comes out on his balcony. Mark chuckled to himself. “Hard to tell,” he replied. “I mean I’m sure I’ll see him, but not the way you mean. We talked is all, killing time while we drank our coffees.”

“Straight or gay?” Sara looked at him in question.

“That never came up, so I haven’t a clue.”

Norma rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Mark, you’re hopeless.”

“Give me a break. It’s been years since I was in a position even care,” he grumbled. “But enough of this. We have work to do, starting with dressing the mannequins for the window, now that you’ve got the basic decorations up, Norma, and their costumes chosen. I’ll help you.”

“And I’ll go make more, to replace them,” Sara said before going back to her workshop.

The rest of the day passed as they usually did, including helping a few customers who had braved the cold weather to come into the shop.

* * * *

As Mark parked in his space behind the apartment building, he girded his loins for what he knew would happen next. He hoped, no prayed, that Todd wasn’t waiting in the apartment. At least give me a few minutes to relax and start supper before you show up. Relaxing wouldn’t happen. He was too keyed up, wondering if he could put an end to his affair with Todd. Or do as always, when he appears, greet him with open arms and a kiss.

His luck held, for the moment at least. Todd wasn’t waiting in the apartment. Mark went to change into an old pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. Going into the kitchen, he tried to decide what, if anything, he’d fix for supper. Maybe not having something ready would be the best idea. Like I’m not in the mood to cook for him.

He didn’t get a chance to decide one way or the other because there was a knock on the door, followed by the sound of a key in the lock. By the time he got into the living room, the door opened and Todd came in. He closed the door, put down his carry-on bag, then walked over to hug Mark.

“Miss me?” Todd asked, before kissing him.

His pulse pounding as it always did when he was in Todd’s arms, Mark almost responded to the kiss. Instead, he steeled his resolve, breaking away.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Todd asked, obviously upset.

“We need to talk,” Mark replied, starting across the room toward the sofa.

“About?”

Taking a deep breath, Mark said, “About us. About you presuming I’ll always drop everything to be with you when you come into town. About the fact you never ask if it’s…convenient I guess, for you to show up whenever you want to.”

Todd seemed puzzled. “It always has been, and it’s not like I drop in unannounced.”

“True. You warn me first,” Mark replied. “But you never ask if it’s okay. You only presume it is. If you really loved me, you wouldn’t do that.”

“What the hell? Of course I love you,” Todd said, crossing to where Mark was standing. He gripped Mark’s arms. “How can you think otherwise, after all these years?”

Mark pulled away, looking hard at Todd. “If you did, you’d ask Janice for a divorce so we could be together all the time, not just when the mood hits you.”

“You know I can’t do that,” Todd replied angrily. “I have kids. I don’t want to be separated from them.”

“No, what you want is to have your cake and eat it too.” Mark stomped over to the window, turned and looked at him. “A wife, a family, and your piece on the side whenever you want to fuck a man.” He had a sudden thought. “Am I the only guy you use this way?”

“Yes!” Todd spat out. “I mean, you’re the only man in my life.” He moved toward Mark as he said, “I’m not using you. I love you. I tell you that every time we’re together.”

“Words are easy. Proving you mean it…Well, the more I think about it, the more I realize you haven’t.” When Todd reached for him, Mark quickly stepped to one side to avoid his touch.

“You’re not being fair,” Todd said, lowering his arm. He scowled at Mark. “Stop being an idiot.”

“Me, an idiot? Yeah, maybe I am, for still believing you care anything about me other than the fact I let you screw me.”

* * * *

Oh boy. Trouble in paradise? Austin had gone out to stand on his balcony, needing to get some fresh air after being inside all day. He watched as the man he had presumed was Mark’s lover came into view. Mark was standing by the window—or had been until the man reached for him. Then he’d moved. To Austin it looked as if he was trying to get away from the man.

Without a thought for the consequences, Austin went inside, grabbed a jacket from the closet, then left the apartment. Crossing the street a minute later, he went into the entryway of Mark’s building. He looked at the bank of buttons for the tenants. Okay, I don’t know his last name but…yeah, this has to be him. Only one button had an ‘M’ before the surname. He pushed it.

* * * *

The buzzer sounded. Mark strode across the room to answer, not caring who it was. The fact someone had pushed the button at all had given him a chance to move farther away from Todd and what was happening.

“Who is it?” Mack said into the speaker.

“Austin. Can I come up?”

Instead of replying, Mark pressed the button to unlock the building’s front door.

“Who the hell is Austin?” Todd asked, anger infusing his words.

“A friend.” Mark managed to give him a sardonic smile. “Yeah, Todd, I do have some. Your belief to the contrary, I do have some.”

“And you accused me of playing around,” Todd growled out.

“What’s good for the goose,” Mark replied, lying but hoping Todd couldn’t tell that he was.

“You sneaky little bastard.”

“Me? I’m not the one with a wife I’m playing around on,” Mark replied just as Austin knocked on the door. He opened it to let him in.

* * * *

Austin took in the situation, seeing the anger on both men’s faces. “Did I come at the wrong time, Mark?”

“Not at all,” Mark replied. “Todd was about to leave. Right, Todd?”

“Wrong. I’m not going until I find out what’s going on with you,” Todd replied, crossing his arms.

Taking a deep breath, Mark said, “It’s over. We’re over. I don’t ever want to see you again. I’m tired of being your dirty little secret.”

“You’re not!” Todd protested.

Mark scowled at him. “Couldn’t prove it by me.”

“Mark…I love you. Please give me time.”

“I’ve given you five years of my life and nothing’s changed. I’m not wasting one more minute on you.”

“He’s got better things to do than let a philanderer take up any more of his time,” Austin said, putting his hand on Mark’s shoulder. “I suggest you do as he said and get out of here.”

“Fuck you!” Todd’s hands balled into fists and for a moment Austin wondered if Todd was going to hit him. Then, with an angry glare in Austin’s direction, Todd walked past him and Mark. Picking up his bag, he opened the door. “You’ll come crawling back, Mark, and when you do it’ll be too late.”

“You’ll be with some other idiot who’ll believe it when you say you love him, but can’t divorce your wife? Good luck with that, Todd. Not all men as stupid as I’ve been.”

For a long moment, Todd gazed at Mark. Then, turning on his heel, he left the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

Mark’s shoulders slumped as he said, “For once, I think I’m glad you were watching me from your balcony. Thank you for rescuing me.”

“No problem. You looked as if you could use some backup. I’m glad I could help.”

“Me too,” Mark replied, sounding forlorn as he walked over to drop down on the sofa. He buried his face in his hands, sighing deeply.

“It’s going to be okay,” Austin said, taking a seat in the armchair. “You might not believe it right now, but it will be.” He paused, looking at Mark. “None of my business, but how did you manage to get hooked up with a married man? One whom, I’m presuming, isn’t out of the closet.”

“He came into the costume shop,” Mark replied, not looking up. “There was an instant attraction.”

“Did you know, then, he was married?”

Mark stiffened, looking at Austin. “Of course not. I wouldn’t have hooked up with him, if I had. He doesn’t have a wedding ring, or if he does, he doesn’t wear it all the time.”

Curious, Austin asked, “So how did you find out?”

“He used to live here in the city. I saw him one day, with his wife and kids. Connie, his daughter, was only maybe a month old.”

“How did he explain it?”

Mark leaned back, staring up at the ceiling. “He apologized profusely for not telling me to begin with. He said he was afraid of the consequences if his wife found out about me. Apparently, and I can only take his word for it, his in-laws are rabidly anti-gay, and his wife isn’t much better.”

“Almost makes me feel sorry for him.” Austin shook his head. “But not really. You should have cut him loose the second you found out.”

“I know, but I was in love with him by then, or thought I was. A few months later, he moved away. He said his company was transferring him. I had no reason to doubt him.”

“You do, now?”

Mark looked at Austin. “Now? Maybe. It sure made a great excuse for why he left so suddenly—and it was sudden. It’s possible he decided he was taking a chance I might run into him and his family again, and say or do something to let his wife know he was having an affair, and with a man, no less. Whatever the reason, he did move.”

“Coming back to town when he needed his man fix,” Austin replied caustically.

“Yeah.”

“Look. It might not mean much to you, but I think you did the right thing, tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Austin nodded. “I also think you should get out of here for a while. Take a walk, go get dinner if you haven’t eaten already.”

“I haven’t. I’m not hungry.”

“You have to eat.” Austin chuckled softly. “You’re not a teenaged girl who’s just been dumped by her main squeeze.”

“Far from it, and I’m the one who did the dumping. Not that it makes me feel much better. I know it was the right thing to do. God only knows the ladies who work for me told me it would be—more times than I can count.”

“Then get out of here and celebrate your freedom with a good burger, or even a steak.”

Mark hesitated. “Would you come with me? You can smack me when I start crying in my coffee.”

“Beer, and sure. I don’t have anything I need to do tonight. Let me stop by my place to get a warmer jacket. I grabbed the first one I found and—” Austin fingered the light-weight poplin, “—this is not made for freezing weather.”

“No kidding.” Mark went to get his coat.

“You did do the right thing.” Austin commented as he joined Mark. You might have a hard time believing it for a while, but you did.

* * * *

“I didn’t know this place existed, and I’ve lived in this neighborhood forever,” Mark said as he and Austin walked into a small bar several blocks from his apartment building. It sat between an auto repair shop and a laundromat.

“Probably because it only opened last November,” Austin replied. “I stumbled onto it by chance when I was looking for an office supply store which was supposed to be here.”

The place was small, and very busy for a Wednesday night. Busy enough they had to wait a few minutes for a table to open up.

“No steak,” Mark commented after perusing the menu.

“I beg to differ,” Austin replied. “They have a steak sandwich. Order it with the bread on the side. No butter, no mayo.”

Mark grinned. “Then hold the bread.” He wondered if Austin would get the reference.

Pretending to be the waitress, Austin said, “You want me to hold the bread, huh?”

They said, in unison, “I want you to hold it between your knees,” before bursting out laughing.

Mark did order the steak sandwich, on sourdough bread, with all the trimmings that came with it. Austin opted for a Swiss and mushroom burger, and they both asked for beer.

“I think that was the first time I’ve seen you laugh,” Austin said when the waitress left.

“In all your window peeping, I never did?”

“I wasn’t peeping,” Austin retorted. “I was observing. And no, I don’t remember you laughing, even during your party.”

Mark winced. “I guess you probably didn’t. I’ve been fighting the fact I should have dumped Todd long before now and it didn’t make me particularly happy.”

“How about we table any discussion of him for now? You’re supposed to be celebrating your freedom, not wondering if you did the right thing. Which, as I said earlier, you did.”

“I know.” Mark took a long pull on the beer the waitress had set in front of him. He smiled tightly. “I wonder if he’ll call as soon as he calms down, to try to convince me we should get back together.”

“So, what do you think of the weather,” Austin replied, patently ignoring what Mark had said. “They say we’re in for another storm over the weekend.”

“God, I hope not,” Mark replied, going with the flow. “They’re death on my business. Saturdays are my most productive days.”

“Is there really much of a call for costumes?”

“Yep, although it can be seasonal. Holidays are our busiest times. Then there are costume parties, companies who are doing a special promotion. I told you as much, the last time you asked.”

“Sorry. I forgot. Enough to keep you and your employees from starving?” Austin asked.

“Yes,” Mark replied. “Does editing keep your head above water?”

“Pretty much. I’m never going to get rich at it, but I like it, so I’m content.”

“How long have you been doing it?”

“Two years,” Austin said. His expression darkened momentarily before he picked up his beer and took a drink.

Mark saw sadness in Austin’s eyes, but didn’t probe. “What did you do before then?”

“I was a partner in an interior decorating business.”

“Big jump from that to being an editor.”

Austin nodded. “Something happened, so the company closed its doors.”

“Here in the city? I mean your company.”

“No. On the west coast.” Austin stared as his hands, clenched around the beer bottle. “It’s in the past. I decided I didn’t want to stay where I was, so I packed up, moved out here, and got in touch with a publisher I’d worked with when I was putting myself through college. She was out of business, but she gave me the names of a couple of others. Now, it’s what I do.”

“Locked in your lonely room.” Mark quickly regretted his comment when Austin’s expression filled with misery. “Want to talk?” he asked quietly.

“No, I want to eat,” Austin replied quickly, flashing a brief smile as the waitress arrived with their food.

Mark took him at his word, vowing, as he began eating, to find out, if he could, what was behind Austin’s deep sadness. He helped me. Maybe it’s time I returned the favor, if he’ll let me.

“That was pretty good,” Austin said a while later, spearing a mushroom which had escaped from his burger.

“It was. I’ll have to remember this place, the next time I don’t want to cook for myself,” Mark agreed.

“Do we want another beer?” Austin asked.

Mark grinned. “Want and order are two different things. I have to work tomorrow.”

“The joys of being chained to a real job,” Austin replied. “Okay, let’s bundle up and head back.”

They did, walking fast in deference to the icy weather. When they got to Mark’s building, he said, “Thank you for stepping in when you did. I appreciate it. And for making me get out of the house.”

“Do you feel better, now?”

Mark thought for a moment before replying, “Yeah, I do. It might take a while before I stop hoping the next phone call will be from him, but I’ll get there in time.”

“You will,” Austin agreed. “I’ll see you around, I’m sure.”

“Other than through my window?” Mark replied with a grin.

Austin nodded. “I hope so.” Then, saluting, he crossed the street to his building, disappearing inside.

He’s a nice guy. If I were looking, I could do worse. Well, if he’s gay that is and there’s been nothing to indicate he is. But I’m not looking, so it’s a moot point.


Chapter 6

“I did it!” Mark said, as soon as Norma and Sara arrived at work.

“Broke up with the bastard?” Norma asked.

“No. Booked my trip to the moon,” he retorted. “Yes. I broke up with him.”

“Okay. I’ll admit it was a stupid question.” She hugged him, then took a step back, looking at him. “Are you okay with it?”

He nodded. “I think so. I dreamed about him last night, but, yeah, I am.”

“So how did he react?” Sara asked.

“He wasn’t happy. Especially when Austin showed up.”

“Austin?”

“The guy I told you about who lives in the building across the street,” Mark replied.

“The one you had coffee with.”

“Yes.” Mark trailed behind them as they went to the back of the shop to get rid of their coats.

“Why did he? Show up, I mean,” Norma asked.

“Honestly, I never asked.”

“Mark. I swear.” Norma swatted his arm. “You are the least inquisitive man I’ve ever met.”

He shrugged. “Habit, I guess. What I don’t know can’t hurt me.”

“Yeah, right. Like not knowing the son-of-a-bitch was married until it was too late.”

“Okay, that hurt,” Mark admitted, starting the coffeemaker.

“And look what it cost you. Five years of your life,” Sara scolded.

“Enough already. Okay? It’s over. He’s out of my life.” He crossed his fingers behind his back. “At least I hope he is.”

“What are you going to do if he calls,” Norma asked.

“Hang up. Honest, I will,” he added when she looked doubtful. “I’m not stupid. Well, not anymore.”

“Besides which, you have a new man in your life.” Norma shot him a look. “I hope he’s not married.”

“Nope. That much I’m pretty sure of. You’re jumping the gun, though. We’re barely friends.”

“Then why did he come to your rescue?” Norma asked as they all got coffee then headed out front. “I presume that’s why he showed up.”

“Best guess, he saw me and Todd arguing, from his balcony, and decided to…hell, I don’t know. He said, and I quote, more or less, he thought I needed some backup.”

“So he rode to your rescue then left?”

“Well, no. He made me go out to eat.”

Norma laughed. “Dragged you kicking and screaming the whole way.”

“Not quite that bad. He said it would be a good idea if I got out of the apartment and celebrated my freedom, so we went to a local bar. And no,” he said, shooting a look at Norma, “I did not get roaring drunk. I had one beer, with supper. That was it.”

“Such restraint,” she muttered, grinning.

“Okay. Enough of this,” Mark said when he realized it was ten minutes past opening time. “We might get bombarded, if people planning to get Mardi Gras costumes believe the weather reports.”

“Yeah, I heard them. A big storm this weekend. Ugh,” Sara replied.

“Yep. Let’s hope not, but I’m not counting it out.”

* * * *

The storm came, starting late Friday night. It had already dumped well over a foot of snow on the city by the time Mark awoke Saturday morning—and it was still coming down. The first thing he did was call Norma and Sara to tell them not to come into work. “No one in their right mind would go out in this,” he said when Norma protested.

“Meaning I’m not in my right mind,” he grumbled after hanging up and getting dressed for the day. Maybe no one would show up at the shop, wanting to rent a costume, but good business practices dictated someone should be there, just in case.

When he looked out the window and saw the unplowed street, he had the feeling taking his car would be an exercise in futility. At the far end was one of the main streets leading into downtown. An attempt had been made to clear it, and as he watched, he saw a slow-moving bus go past.

Bus rider is me, today, and hope I get there before it’s time to close, to say the least of opening.

Since he’d set the coffeemaker the night before he poured a cup, drinking it while he made two sandwiches for lunch. He had the distinct feeling none of the restaurants near the shop would be open.

Then, after putting his lunch and his shoes into his backpack, he put on his boots, another sweatshirt over the one he was wearing, his coat, hat, and gloves. Two minutes later, he was standing on the barely shoveled sidewalk in front of his building.

“Do not tell me you’re going into work,” he heard someone call out.

Looking up, he saw Austin standing on his balcony. “I am,” Mark called back.

“You’re crazy.”

Mark grinned. “That would be me, but I have a business to run.” He brushed off the snow which had landed on his face from looking up at Austin.

“No one in their right mind would go out in this mess,” Austin said.

“So I’ve been told,” Mark replied. “If you don’t see lights on in my place tonight, send out the Mounties to look for me.”

“Uh-huh.” Austin shook his head. “Well, this man is going back inside where it’s warm and dry. Have fun, or something.”

“Or something is right,” Mark muttered as he began plowing through the snow on his way to the bus stop.

* * * *

The snow had begun to taper off, but barely, by the time Mark made it to the shop—half an hour after he was due to open. By two in the afternoon, bored out of his mind and up to his ears in coffee, he decided enough was enough. No customers had come by, although a couple of people had stepped inside—”To get out of the snow for a minute, since you’re the only place open,” one man said.

Mark made a sign saying ‘Closed due to snow’, taped it on the inside of the window in the front door, bundled up again, and headed home. What would have normally been a fifteen-minute trip by car, on a good day, took an hour and a half by bus. When he got off, he was glad to see at least some people had attempted to shovel their sidewalks, including the manager of his building.

He was about to go inside when Austin called out, laughter in his voice, “I guess I can cancel the Mounties.”

Looking up, Mark replied, “Yep. Now if you could cancel the snow.” A logical reply, since it was still snowing lightly.

“Don’t I wish?” Austin paused then said, “I have stew cooking, if you want some. It’s good on a snowy day and you look half frozen.”

Surprised at the offer and a bit leery as well, Mark hesitated.

“Look, it’s only food. No strings attached,” Austin said, apparently getting why Mark hadn’t replied.

“I…Sure. Why not? Give me a few to get out of my wet jeans. What apartment?”

“Four-oh-three.”

“Okay. See you in a bit.”

* * * *

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Austin said as he let Mark into his apartment.

“Thanks.” Mark looked around. “Nice, in a Spartan way.”

“Meaning minimal furniture?” Austin chuckled. He had a sofa, a decent sized TV on a stand opposite it, his large desk in one corner of the room, and a small dining table in another corner. Other than that, there were four large bookshelves along the wall facing the balcony, and a tiny galley kitchen facing the entryway. His bedroom, also minimally furnished, and the bathroom were off a short hallway at the far end of the living room.

“Let’s just say, this makes my place seem cluttered,” Mark replied, taking off his coat to hang it on one of the pegs in the entryway.

“Did you get any customers?” Austin asked, gesturing toward the sofa.

Mark snorted. “Not a one. I should have known better than to think I would. But…” He shrugged.

“Being a dedicated business owner, you had to be there anyway.”

“In my defense,” Mark replied, smiling, “I did put up a sign and close early.”

“Smart man.” Austin settled at the other end of the sofa, feeling at a loss for what to say next. Despite what he’d done for a living, before moving out here from the west coast, he was not a very sociable person. He’d left that up to Jon, who was.

“That’s quite a setup you have there,” Mark said, pointing to the computer on the desk. “Are the books for reference?”

“Yep. They help when an author writes some detail that doesn’t sound right to me. Especially if they’re doing a mystery or police procedural, which several of them do.” Austin rolled his eyes. “I probably know more about how to handle a crime scene than your average person. What I don’t know, I can look up in the books, or online.”

“I didn’t realize editing included fact checking,” Mark said. “I though you just made certain the grammar, spelling, and punctuation were the way they should be.”

“That’s a big part of it, of course. But I don’t want my authors making fools of themselves because they didn’t do enough research. It doesn’t look well for either of us when a reader spots something we missed.”

“Sort of like me and costumes. Or more like Sara, since she’s the one who creates them. She’s a stickler for getting things right.”

“So no zippers on period costumes?” Austin quipped.

Mark laughed. “There are limits to what a customer will accept. She’ll put on buttons, or fake the proper closure, then hide the zipper under the flap. That way everyone’s happy.”

“You don’t buy your costumes?”

“Menswear, sure. No way I’d expect her to make tuxes and tailcoats, or slacks and shirts to go with them. The same with gangster suits, or relatively modern women’s clothing. There are retro shops online specializing in them and we’ll pick up what we need from ones we trust.”

“What about…hmm…Santa costumes?”

Mark grinned. “Do not mention the word Santa in front of Sara. She’ll shoot you. Thankfully, at this point, we have all we need of them, and elves.”

“There’s more to running a costume shop than I’d ever imagined.”

“It keeps us busy, depending on the season.”

Now what do we talk about? Austin wondered when neither one of them seemed to have anything more to say about their respective jobs. “Are you hungry, yet?”

“Define hungry,” Mark replied. “All I’ve eaten today was two sandwiches, and that was long before my trek home.”

Austin smirked as he got up. “So starving would be the operative word at the moment.”

“Pretty close. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Figuring Mark didn’t want to sit and wait, Austin suggested he set the table, then showed him where everything was. The galley kitchen, which was fine for one person, seemed crowded with two people in there. He was very aware of Mark as they tried to avoid running into each other. Too aware, damn it. It reminded him of when he and Jon had first moved in together, into an apartment with a tiny kitchen. They used to joke about tossing a coin to see who got to fix dinner since there was barely room for both of them to work on a meal. He paused while dishing the stew into a serving bowl, remembering the man he’d loved—and how he’d died.

* * * *

Mark caught a glimpse of Austin’s face, filled with sorrow. Before he could ask what was wrong, Austin sucked in a deep breath and finished filling the bowl, which he handed to Mark. “Put this on the table, if you would, while I get the bread and butter out.” He was smiling, so he’d obviously pushed whatever had been troubling him away—at least for the moment.

Mark did as he’d been asked, going back to get the coffee pot. By the time he’d filled their cups, Austin was setting the bread and butter on the table. “Am I missing anything?” he asked as they sat down.

“Not that I can see,” Mark replied. He tasted the stew, then told Austin it was very good, because it was.

“I could say it’s an old family recipe,” Austin said. “I’d be lying. It’s called get some stew meat, potatoes, and whatever veggies catch my fancy, add in a can of beef broth, slow cook it, and voila, stew.”

“Well, it works.”

“Thanks.”

After that, they didn’t talk much as they ate. Mark had the feeling Austin wasn’t used to having company, which didn’t surprise him. He’d gotten the impression, during their supper at the bar, he was a solitary person. Like me, for the past few years. Work and Todd and not much else. It’s time to change things, for both of us.

After dinner, Austin did the dishes while, with his permission, Mark made another pot of coffee. When they were settled in the living room again, at each end of the sofa, Mark asked, “Have you read all those books?”

“Yeah. I’m a voracious reader. Always have been, since I was a kid.”

“Where did you grow up?”

“In Oregon,” Austin replied. “Dad is a high school teacher, Mom works as a secretary at the grade school, so reading was part of our lives.”

“You and how many siblings?” Mark figured the our must have meant he had some.

“Two sisters, younger than me, one brother who’s older.”

“Do you see much of them?”

Austin nodded. “Holidays, mostly. Or when Cal comes through town on business. We email often though, so we know what’s going on with each other. How about you?”

“My folks live about a hundred miles north of here. My father owns a small clothing store; Mom helps him out when needed. No sisters, one younger brother.”

“So you come by owning the costume shop naturally,” Austin replied with a smile.

“Pretty much. Plus the fact I helped out with plays in high school. I liked costumes but didn’t have the talent to create them, so I helped the actors dress for whatever show was going on. I did the same thing in college, even though I was majoring in business. The reason for that as a major was the idea I’d take over when Dad retired. I worked with him for four years, at which point I decided I’d had enough. A guy I knew from high school, who was in a lot of the shows, came into the store one day. He remembered me, we got talking, and he told me about the costume company. It was owned by an older woman who wanted to retire. I came down here, talked to her, and now I’m the proud owner of my own business.”

“That’s quite a story.”

“I suppose.” Mark took a drink of his coffee. “You said you used to be an interior decorator. Why the change to editing? I bet there’s a lot of places here who could use your decorating talents, if you were any good.”

“Modesty aside, I was very good, though you couldn’t tell it from looking at my apartment,” Austin replied with a brief grin. “But when the company closed, I decided I wanted to do something else.”

“When you change careers, you do it big time.”

“Yeah, well…” Austin stared down at his hands, clasped around his cup, and again Mark saw misery in his expression.

“It might help if you talked about it,” Mark said quietly. “Whatever it is, keeping it inside seems to be eating you up, whether you realize it or not.”

“And relive it all again?” Austin spat out. “I do that too much as it is.”

“But only in your head, I think,” Mark replied. “Talking it out…”

“There’s nothing to talk about. He’s dead. I saw him…” Austin sprang to his feet. Crossing to the balcony door, he slammed it open, stepping out into the cold, snowy evening.

Nonplused, uncertain how to react, Mark sat there for a moment. Then, getting up, he went to the doorway. “Tell me,” he said.

“Tell you what? That I watched the man I loved die a horrible death? That there was nothing I could do but watch? That all my hopes and dreams died in that moment? Is that what you want to hear?”

“No,” Mark replied, going to stand next to him. “No one would want to hear it. No one would want to have faced what you did.” He gripped Austin’s shoulder when it seemed as if he was going to turn away. “I don’t know what happened, and you don’t have to tell me. Just know, I’m here when you’re ready to let it out instead of burying in inside. Tonight, tomorrow, a year from now—when you’re ready, I’ll listen.”

“Go away, Mark. Go home. Please,” Austin begged. His eyes were bright with unshed tears as he pulled free of Mark’s grip to lean against the railing, looking out at—At his past. And there’s nothing I can do to help him if he won’t let me.

Going back inside, Mark got his coat and left the apartment. As he did, he made a promise to himself. One way or another I will do what I can to make Austin realize if he doesn’t let go of the past, he won’t have a future worth living.

When he was out on the sidewalk, he looked up. Austin was still standing at the balcony railing. From what Mark could see of his face, he was unaware of the snow drifting down, turning his shoulders and dark hair white in the light from the room behind him. Then Austin shook himself, as if suddenly coming awake, turned, and went back into the apartment, closing the door. Locking himself in with his memories.


Chapter 7

Sunday, Mark did his usual cleaning and shopping. Monday, he called a locksmith to come out and change the locks on his door.

He stopped by Austin’s building, twice—on Sunday and then Tuesday after work. When he buzzed him, he got no answer. Not even a “Who’s there?” If it weren’t for the fact he saw lights on in the apartment every evening, he would have been worried. Okay, more worried than I am already. Did my trying to push him into talking about the death of his lover drive him deeper into his solitude? I only wanted to help. Someday, I’ll learn to keep my big mouth shut.

He did keep his mouth shut, but only barely, when he got a call Wednesday evening. It had been one of those days and he was frazzled, having dealt with customers who would have shown up on Saturday, had the weather cooperated. Since he didn’t recognize the number, he figured it was a telemarketer and he was in the mood to read them the riot act.

What he should have done is ignore it, because it was Todd.

“Hi, love,” Todd began.

Which was as far as he got. “I’m not your ‘love’,” Mark replied tightly. “By the way, where are you calling from? Not your phone.”

“I left mine in the cab, on the way to the hotel, so I picked up a cheap one to use until they return mine.”

Mark didn’t believe him for a second. He had a feeling Todd had gotten a different one so he wouldn’t ignore his call.

“I’m downstairs. I was going to surprise you by waiting in your place until you got home, but you’ve changed the locks.” Todd sounded hurt, and angry.

“Big surprise. If you came out here to try and get me back, forget it. Go home, Todd. If you didn’t get the message the last time you were here, it’s over!” Mark replied. Then he hung up. His phone rang seconds later. Ignoring it, he put the phone on ‘silent’, muttering, “If you leave any messages, I’m erasing them.”

Going to the window, he looked down at the sidewalk just in time to see Todd stomp out the building’s front door. He pulled back when Todd looked up, waited a moment, then looked again. Todd was stalking down the pavement to a car parked two doors down. “Cab, my ass,” Mark muttered, since it was a rental car.

With a sigh, praying this was the last time he’d have to see or hear from Todd again, Mark went into the kitchen to fix something to eat.

* * * *

Austin had barely stepped onto his balcony when he saw Todd coming out of Mark’s building. From the expression on the man’s face, he was not happy. Let’s hope it means Mark told him to get lost—again—and that he believes it this time.

He glanced over at Mark’s window in time to see him move out of view when Todd looked up. Seconds later, Mark reappeared, his attention obviously focused on his ex-lover. Then he disappeared again. If asked, which no one would, Austin had to admit he was hurt that Mark hadn’t looked his way.

My fault, though. I haven’t given him any reason to. After the night he came to dinner…He went back inside, collapsing on the sofa. All he wanted to do is help, and I pushed him away as hard and fast as I could.

“When is it going to stop hurting?” he whispered. Is Mark right? Would talking about it help? He’s the only person I could talk to who might understand.

At the time, right after Jon’s death, he’d had the support of his family, but it had ended when he’d packed up and moved out here, rather than going home to Oregon to let them baby him, as he’d thought of it. They care about me, I know, but they’ve never seen someone they love die in front of their eyes. They think I should have gotten past it. He sighed. Maybe they’re right.

He looked around the apartment—the very Spartan apartment as Mark had called it. Is it time to move on with my life, instead of hiding away? He knew the answer. All he had to do was convince himself it was possible.

The first step, is talking to Mark.

* * * *

Saturday was crazy busy since it was just over a week until Mardi Gras. Almost as bad as Halloween, in Mark’s opinion, without the luxury of having the temps there to help out.

By the time he got home, he was ready to fall on his face. So when he heard the buzzer, he muttered, “Who the hell is bothering me at this hour of the evening?” The only person he could think of, if it wasn’t some idiot who’d pressed the wrong button, was Austin. It was, so he let him in, wondering why he was there.

As soon as he opened the door, Austin said, “I’d have called to see if you were busy but I don’t have your number.”

“No problem,” Mark replied, stepping aside to let him in.

“You look beat,” Austin commented. “Is now a bad time?”

“Not really. I was going to fix something to eat. If you want, I can make enough for two.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“It’s okay,” Mark said. “It’ll be something simple, like burgers.”

“Sounds good to me.” Austin hesitated, seeming unsure of himself. “Can we…talk, I guess, afterward?”

Mark had the feeling he meant about what had happened when the man he’d loved had died. “We can talk now. I’m not that hungry.” He gestured to the sofa.

“If you’re sure.”

Instead of answering, Mark took a seat at one end of the sofa, waiting for Austin to join him.

“This is hard,” Austin said, staring down at the floor once he was seated. “You were right. I keep going over it, in my mind, in my heart. I thought I was getting better. I was finally at the point where I was beginning to remember the wonderful man I loved, not his death. Then, about three weeks ago…” He gripped his hands together. “I was coming back from getting coffee, which I didn’t, because the place was closed. It was the night of your party. Not that it matters. I was almost home when two cars ran into each other.” He took a shuddering breath.

Mark remembered the crash, and the look of horror on Austin’s face when it happened. Even though he hadn’t known him as anyone other than the man on the balcony at that point, he had wondered why he’d reacted so forcefully, and he’d felt sorry for him.

“It brought it all back,” Mark said softly.

Austin nodded. “We were so happy,” he said, barely above a whisper. “We were moving to our new house. I was driving the rental truck with all our furniture. Jon was ahead of me in the car, with the small stuff. He’d just started across the intersection when a van sped through the red light, hitting his car broadside on the driver’s side. Jon…” He bit down hard on his lip. “Jon was killed—almost instantly, according to what the police told me later. The other guy was barely injured. I…I tried to get to him, to save him. Jon, I mean. It was too late. He died right before my eyes and there was nothing I could do about it. Nothing! Nothing but watch him die.” He buried his face in his hands, jerking away when Mark put his hand on his shoulder in sympathy. “Don’t. Please don’t.”

Mark withdrew his hand, saying, “I can’t even imagine how horrible it was.”

Austin looked at him, tears glimmering in his eyes. “For weeks after it happened, I relived it in my dreams, my nightmares. It sounds…strange, maybe, but I couldn’t look at cars in traffic without seeing our car, him, the accident. My folks came out to help me bury him, then to sell the business, and the house we’d just bought. They tried to understand why I wasn’t coming to grips with everything, but I pushed them away rather than talking about it, the same way I did with you. To talk about it hurt—soul deep.”

“Then you came out here to escape, I suspect,” Mark said. “A new job, hiding away from everyone and everything you knew—and your memories. You almost succeeded, until you saw the car crash.”

“Yes,” Austin replied sadly. “It was working, too, until that happened. And then there was you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. You know I watched you. Window peeping as you put it, although it wasn’t. Not really. I was, I suppose, living your life vicariously. Seeing you with Todd, how obvious it was you weren’t happy with him the way he thought you should be. Then there was the party. I questioned why I was standing there, watching other people living their own lives, so I went for a walk, instead. Big mistake, but…Anyway, a couple of days later, when I followed you to the coffee shop…I don’t know what I planned on doing, other than I wanted to meet you.” He smiled briefly. “‘Mr. Cute’, as I’d taken to calling you.”

Mark snorted out a laugh. “Are you kidding me?”

“No. After all, I didn’t know your name, and you are cute, so…” Austin shrugged. “I found out I liked you. I also remembered, for some reason, the promise Jon and I had made each other—that if anything happened to one of us, the other one would move on with their life. Which I hadn’t done. Not really. I wondered if maybe it was time. If, perhaps, you and I could become friends.”

“So you came to my rescue.” Mark smiled at him. “That’s one way to start a friendship.”

“One I almost destroyed as soon as it began, because I wouldn’t let go of the past.”

“You’re on your way to doing it now, I think.”

“I’m trying to.”

Mark nodded. “Remember one thing; you’ll never stop loving him. He’ll always be a part of your life, and your heart. Don’t try to—” He searched for the right words. “To forget him and bury the memories of the love you shared, thinking it will make coming to terms with his death easier. Real, true love never dies.”

Mark frowned. Which doesn’t say much for me. I guess I never truly loved Todd, because what I thought was love for him has died.

* * * *

“What’s wrong,” Austin asked. He had the feeling he knew. “If it’s what I think…” He held up a finger to stop Mark from saying anything. “I suspect, no I know you must have loved Todd, once upon a time. I don’t think you’d have put up with him if you didn’t. It wasn’t until you finally understood he’d never leave his wife for you, that you started to fall out of love.”

“I was still stupid enough to believe he would, until the end. I hoped I was as important to him as she was, as his kids were. I should have seen a long time ago he was using me. But then I’ve said that before. No sense beating a dead horse.”

Austin smiled. “Feel free to beat it as long as you have to, until it stops hurting. Okay, maybe not the best way to phrase it. I’ve beaten myself up for two years about something I had no control over. I know it, now.” He touched Mark’s shoulder briefly, to be certain he was paying attention. “You had no control over how Todd chose to live his life. Yes, you could have walked away, but deep in your heart you wanted, maybe needed him to love you as much as you thought you loved him.”

“Because it was easier to stay with him than to go out and find a life of my own,” Mark replied sourly. “To find out I might have real worth to someone else as more than a…a fuck buddy.”

Austin spread his hands. “And there you have it. You used him to hide from the possibility you might find, as you implied, another man to fall in love with who would love you in return. Maybe because you didn’t believe in yourself enough to think it could happen. I used Jon’s death as a way to keep from taking a chance, too. Don’t look for someone else, because the same thing might happen again. Hiding away, the way I’ve been doing, and I won’t ever be hurt like that again.” He paused, then said softly, “Damn. It’s exactly what I have been doing, isn’t it? I hadn’t realized it until this moment. At least not consciously. I’ve let fear rule my life.”

* * * *

“We’re quite a pair, aren’t we? Both of us believing it’s easier to hide behind our fears, rather than taking a chance on…” Mark was going to say ‘love’, but all things considered, as they were barely moving into something he’d call friendship, he said, “living” instead.

Austin nodded. “On opening ourselves up to possibilities.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “Maybe it’s time to start.” Then he laughed, startling Mark. “All this talking’s made me hungry. Someone said something about supper, I think?”

“Yep. It won’t be fancy. Like I said, burgers, and maybe home fries.”

“Sounds good to me.”

When they got to the kitchen, which was larger than Austin’s by a good deal, Austin asked what he could do to help.

“Cut up the potato?”

“Only one?” Austin replied as he took it and the knife Mark handed him.

“I go shopping tomorrow, so yeah, only one left. Also the reason we’re having burgers. It’s all the meat I have at the moment. Unless you’d rather have a frozen dinner.”

“Umm, no. I eat too many of them as it is. The bachelor’s standby, I think.”

“You made stew, last Saturday,” Mark pointed out.

Austin chuckled. “Another standby. Then freeze what’s left for another day.”

“You plan ahead,” Mark replied as he made patties from the hamburger. By then, Austin had the potato cut into wedges, which Mark put in the microwave, telling him he’d put them in the pan when they were ready, to sear the outsides, “So they at least look like fries.”

A few minutes later, with everything cooked and coffee made, they sat down to eat.

“I take it Sunday’s are when you shop, you said, and probably clean house,” Austin commented. When Mark nodded, since he’d just taken another bite of his burger, Austin asked, “What do you do on Mondays?”

“Nothing exciting. Read, watch TV, maybe take in a movie or go for a walk. When the weather’s warmer, I sometimes go to the zoo, or the botanical gardens.”

Austin nodded. “The zoo’s open year around, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“It might be fun to see the animals playing in the snow.”

Mark looked at him, his lips quirking up in a smile. “Are you trying to suggest we find out if they do?”

“It would get us out of the house. Something I, for one, should do more often. Of course you do it five days a week, because of your job, so you probably like vegging on your days off.”

“Not if I had someone to do things with. Do you really want to go to the zoo?”

“Sure.” Austin grinned. “It’ll be us, and probably a thousand grade school kids on their field trips.”

“No doubt. Okay, you’re on. This Monday.”


Chapter 8

“Are we still on for the zoo?” Austin asked when Mark answered his phone Monday morning. They had traded numbers Saturday night, something Austin figured was another step in their growing friendship.

“On? I’m dressed and ready to go. Okay, not in my coat and boots, but…” Mark laughed. “I was about to call you to ask the same thing.”

“Great. I’ll meet you out front in ten?”

“Yep. Your car or mine?”

“It’ll have to be yours. I don’t own one.”

“You don’t? Oh, okay. See you in a few.”

Austin was pretty sure Mark had a good idea why he didn’t have a car. Mark did ask, though, while they walked to the lot behind Mark’s building, so Austin told him. “At first, right after Jon’s death, I was, quite honestly, terrified of getting into a car. I didn’t have much choice, however, when my folks showed up.” He smiled briefly. “They wouldn’t take no for an answer, because there was too much to do that required going places.”

“You’re all right with it now, I hope. It’ll be a long walk if you aren’t.”

“I’m fine. It’s…I can ride but I don’t want to drive. Besides, I’ve found out there aren’t many places I go where I’d have to.”

“Grocery shopping?” Mark asked while unlocking his car.

“I have a large backpack. About the only thing I can’t get in it, and have room for anything else, is TP and paper towels. I’ve got a big tote bag for them.” Austin said as they got into the car. “I try to make certain I don’t run out of both in the same week.”

“I bet you do.” After driving out of the lot, Mark said, “If you want, you can come with me when I food shop.”

It took a moment for Austin to reply, wondering if saying ‘yes’ would make it seem as if he were imposing on Mark. But it was his suggestion. “Sure. Thanks.” He grinned. “That way, I can get the large, money-saving packs of TP and towels, and at the same time, if necessary.”

Mark chuckled. “There is that.”

It hadn’t snowed, except very lightly, since the storm the previous Saturday, so the streets were clear. It didn’t stop Austin from keeping a tight grip on the armrest.

“I have airbags,” Mark pointed out when he noticed what Austin was doing.

“So did Jon’s car. They didn’t deploy.” Austin realized he was able to say the words without the resulting pain from remembering the accident. He wasn’t impervious to the feeling of loss, but it didn’t hurt as much as it would have even a week ago. “I’m getting better at talking about it, thanks to you,” he said as he loosened his grip.

Mark glanced at him. “I told you you would. It’s better than keeping it all bottled up inside.”

Austin smiled. “Have you ever thought about being a therapist on the side?”

Mark’s reply was a snort of amusement.

A few minutes later, they were getting out of the car in the zoo’s parking lot. Looking around, Austin laughed, pointing to a dozen or so school busses lined up in their reserved parking spaces in front of the entrance. “Let’s see. Guessing at fifty to sixty kids per bus, we’ll be dealing with…” He did the math in his head. “Approximately six to seven hundred holy terrors.”

“Not a big fan of kids?” Mark asked with a grin.

“One or two are okay. I can even handle several at a playground, as long as their parents are supervising them.”

“I’m sure these kids will be well supervised,” Mark replied when they got to the ticket window.

“Your words, and all that,” Austin muttered.

As it turned out, Mark was correct. They did run into some groups of students, all well-behaved if somewhat noisy—most of them inside the various buildings housing animals that didn’t do well in the cold.

“I didn’t realize how many animals like the snow,” Austin commented as he and Mark meandered down the paths. “Polar bears, I figured, but the big cats?”

“Snow leopards, for sure, and Siberian tigers.”

“Moose, elk, and, wow, beautiful,” Austin exclaimed, pausing when he saw the arctic wolves, deep in one of the enclosures.

“What are you looking at?” Mark asked.

“There.” Austin pointed. When Mark said he couldn’t see anything, Austin put his arm around Mark’s shoulders, pointing again. “Right past the pine tree.”

Mark tensed. Austin started to move his arm, thinking his touching Mark, impulsive as it was, had upset him. Then Mark said, “They are beautiful. Almost invisible until you showed me where they were. You have great eyesight.”

“Practice, from watching you,” Austin replied with a grin.

Looking at him, Mark lifted an eyebrow. “Really, huh?”

“Yep.” Austin winked before they returned their attention to the wolves, his arm still around Mark’s shoulders.

From there, they visited some of the other enclosures where the animals were outside. They’d decided to pass on going into the buildings after the first one, because the noise level from all the kids was ear-shattering, as Mark put it.

* * * *

It was mid-afternoon by the time they left the zoo. “We could hit up the botanical gardens,” Mark said once they were on the street.

“I’ve been outside long enough. My toes are half frozen,” Austin replied. “I opt for hot coffee and a sandwich.”

“Your place or mine?”

“I was thinking a coffee shop, but I’m fine with my place. I’ve got plenty of sandwich makings.”

“Sure.” Mark made the turn toward where they lived, then had a thought. “Is this keeping you from your editing?”

“Nope. The nice thing about being freelance is I can do it when the spirit moves, as long as I don’t miss deadlines. Right now, I don’t have one coming up for a couple of days.”

“Okay.”

As he drove onto their street, Mark found he was checking for any sign, like a rental car, which said Todd was around. There weren’t any, much to his relief.

“Do you think he’ll show up, despite you telling him it’s over,” Austin asked.

“I’m that easy to read? No, not really. Habit, I guess. I’ll get past it in time.” He drove around to his parking spot behind his building, and then they crossed the street to Austin’s place. When they were inside Austin’s apartment, and had shed their outerwear, Austin put the sandwich makings on the dining table and started coffee brewing.

“Where did you find tuna salad like this?” Mark asked, opening a container.

“It’s a combo of store-bought, with added chopped tomatoes, shredded cheese and spicy-sweet mustard. I think you’ll like it.”

Mark took a taste, deciding he did. Austin made his sandwich with sliced turkey, tomatoes, and horseradish mayo.

“To days off, spent with a friend,” Mark said, lifting his coffee cup once they were seated. “This has been fun. More fun than I’ve had in a long time, when I had a day to myself.”

“I agree. Well, not on the day off part. I can take mine whenever I want.” He paused to take a bite of his sandwich. “Something I haven’t actually done in too long.”

“Then it’s time to change things. Next Monday, a movie?”

“I’m game.”

“And then, humm, ice skating, museums, bowling, the gym.”

“Huh? The gym? You belong to one?” Austin asked.

“I go to one, on and off, but it’s never too late to go regularly. Right?”

“I…guess?”

Mark grinned. “You spend all day sitting. It’s time to get off your ass and work out before it gets any bigger.”

Austin harrumphed. “There’s not a damned thing wrong with my ass just the way it is.”

“Got you!” He’s right; it’s a damned fine ass. Not that I should have been looking, but still…

Austin rolled his eyes. “Maybe I’ll take time out from my busy, and I use the term loosely, schedule to come by your shop. I told you, I think, I’ve never been into one.”

“No time like the present, but not next Saturday. We’ll be bombarded with people renting costumes for Mardi Gras, which is a week from tomorrow.”

“Do you dress up?” Austin asked.

“Not it this lifetime. Not for Mardi Gras, not for Halloween, not for any holiday. By the time they arrive I’ve had it up to my ears with costumes, as much as I may like them—on other people.”

“I’m sure.”

They stopped talking until they’d finished eating. Mark cleared the table, while Austin put away the sandwich makings. Then, with fresh cups of coffee, they settled on the sofa.

“Now comes the ‘what do we talk about next’,” Austin said. “So I’ll start. Have you ever been to Mardi Gras?”

“Nope. I haven’t been much of anywhere. Dreamed about it, but it’s hard to get away when I have to keep my business running. Have you?”

“Yep. Jon and I went down there a year after we met. It was fun. Crazy, but fun.” He went on to tell him about the parades, the tourists who swarmed the Quarter for the holiday, and the great food.

Mark noted, while Austin was remembering the trip, he did so with a smile or a laugh, depending on which part of it he was describing. There was a trace of sadness in his expression at times, when he mentioned Jon, specifically, but not the deep pain which had been there since the first time Mark had met him.

Austin must have realized it, too, because when he finished, he said, “You’re good for me, I think. No, I know. You’ve helped me come to a sort of peace about what happened. Thank you.”

“No thanks necessary. It’s what friends do,” Mark replied, meaning it. We are friends, now. Not close friends, yet, but I think we will be. Perhaps even more? He tamped down on the last thought. He knew neither of them was anywhere near close to moving on in that direction, with each other or someone else.

“My first friend in way too long,” Austin said with a wry smile.

Mark didn’t blink an eye, saying, “I’m what you deserve as a friend, for window peeping on me.”

“It was not peeping,” Austin protested before he got that Mark was teasing. Then he laughed. “I could have done worse.”

“We both could have, I think.”

“No kidding.” Austin got up to refill their cups, which made Mark wonder if he was trying to distance himself from what had suddenly become as somewhat personal conversation. He figured he was right when Austin turned on the TV before sitting down again. The news was just over, which was fine with both of them. After Austin surfed the channels, they ended up watching a reality talent show, placing bets on who would or wouldn’t make it to the next round.

“Score one for me!” Mark exclaimed when the show finished. “And before you find something else I won’t be able to resist watching, I’d better head home.”

“Today was fun,” Austin said as Mark put on his coat and gloves.

“It was. I’m glad we’re planning on doing it every Monday.”

“Barring another major snowstorm.”

“If it happens, we’ll spend all day vegging in front of the TV, or building snowmen,” Mark replied, grinning.

“Sounds good to me. Okay, I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

It took Mark a second to get what he meant. “We open at nine, so don’t show up at the crack of dawn.”

Austin snorted. “I don’t usually get up before eight, so we’re both safe.”

“Lucky you,” Mark grumbled as he left the apartment. When he was down on the street he looked up at Austin’s balcony, not in the least surprised to see him standing there. They waved, then he crossed to his building. As he rode up in the elevator he was smiling. He is definitely not Todd, and that’s pretty damned great.


Chapter 9

“May I help you?” the woman at the counter asked when Austin walked into the costume shop late Tuesday morning.

“I’m looking for Mark,” he replied.

“He’s in the showroom, helping customers.” She returned her attention to the couple who wanted to rent the costumes he’d seen them hang on the rack beside the counter.

Austin went through the double-wide doorway and entered chaos—controlled to be sure, but still in his eyes, chaos. There were six rows of costumes running the full length of the showroom, with people in all the aisles. Some were looking; others were pulling costumes off the racks to hold them up to themselves while they asked their companion what they thought. One woman with an armload of dresses was heading to one of the four curtained dressing rooms along the side wall.

Good lord, how does he deal with all this?

Austin found out when he finally spotted Mark in the middle of one of the aisles, answering a customer’s questions before taking them to a rack of what appeared to be flapper dresses.

Mark turned to another customer who had been waiting for his help, saw Austin, and smiled, holding up two fingers. Austin nodded before walking up another aisle. It was filled with men’s costumes from the Roman era to the sixteen-hundreds, according the signs above the racks. He paused to look at medieval robes and tunics, admiring the handiwork it had taken to create them.

“You’d look good in one of those,” a pleasant, if slightly harried looking woman said.

“Thanks. I’m not looking though. I’m waiting for Mark.”

“He’s over in the twentieth century women’s area, last I saw.” She looked him over with interest before asking, “Does he know you’re here?”

“Yep. I should probably go back to the waiting room. The last thing you need is me taking up space in here, since I’m not renting.”

She snorted. “You and half the other people. They’ll wait until Saturday to make a decision, then be irate when they find out the costume they wanted has already been rented. Oh, I’m Norma, by the way.”

“Austin,” he said in reply.

“Ah, you’re the neighbor across the street.”

“That would be me,” Austin said.

“You’re good people, from what Mark’s said.” She sighed when a customer tapped her shoulder to get her attention. “I’ll see you later, if you’re still around.”

He nodded before going back to the waiting room. The woman at the desk looked up. “Did you find him?”

“I did. Now, I’m going to wait out here until he’s got a second to talk.”

“When hell freezes over,” she said with a grin before turning her attention to a man holding a gladiator costume.

Austin spent the next few minutes checking the large and varied display of masks. There was also a pegboard on the side wall holding packaged beards and mustaches, kits for making scars, small accessories like plastic pirate swords, wigs, and glasses. A showcase which formed part of the counter area was filled with theatrical makeup. A standing rack in the middle of the room was brimming with all things green, purple, and gold, including Mardi Gras beads, boas, and hats.

On a whim, Austin picked one of the boas, wrapping it around his neck.

“That is so you…not,” Mark said, coming up beside him. “I’d suggest a jester’s hat.”

Austin shook his head. “I’m not a jester. A king, maybe.” He took a plush purple crown of the rack, plopping it on his head. “Goes well with the boa, right?”

“Well…”

“Yeah, I thought as much.” Austin put the crown and boa back on the rack. “This is quite a place.”

“Thanks. It took time to build up the stock, but with Sara’s—” he nodded toward the counter, “—nimble fingers and good design skills, we’ve gotten there.”

“Well,” Sara called out, “We’re getting there.”

Mark took Austin over to introduce them. “Much as I wish I could hang with you, duty calls,” he said when the front door opened and a trio of women came in.

“Only three of you work here?” Austin asked Sara when Mark took the customers into the showroom.

“Yes, other than at Halloween, although Roger, one of our regular temps will be here on Saturday.”

“Which is when all hell breaks loose, Mark said.”

“Pretty much. Not nearly as bad as Halloween, but we will be running our collective butts off.” She looked at him and grinned. “You’re welcome to add your warm body to the mix.”

“Yeah, right. What I know about costumes would fit in a thimble.”

“Figured as much.” She smiled, then beckoned for a pair of women holding costumes to come to the counter.

Austin went back into the showroom for a while, wandering the aisles. He got to talk briefly with Mark a couple of times. Finally, he decided to leave. Cornering Mark, he told him he was heading home.

“All right. I’ll see you Monday, if not before,” Mark said.

“Count on it.”

* * * *

It was mid-afternoon before Mark and the women got a breather. Of course they immediately began quizzing him about Austin.

“Are you two dating?” Norma asked.

“Not even close. We went to the zoo, yesterday, but only as friends. We’re just beginning to get to know each other.”

“Is he gay?” Sara wanted to know.

“Yes.”

Norma chuckled. “You finally got up the nerve to ask.”

“Nope. He told me about his ex…partner, I guess you could call him, or lover, or both.”

“How ‘ex’?” Norma asked. “Is he going to show up to try to win him back, the way you said Todd did last week?”

“No. He’s dead. He died in a car accident.”

“Oh. Damn. Poor Austin.”

“He’s dealing with it,” Mark replied, unwilling to go into detail without Austin’s permission.

“With your help?” Norma winked.

“Geesh. No, not the way you probably want me to. As I said, we’re becoming friends. That’s it.”

“Uh-huh, we’ll see,” she said, seconds before a group of what looked like office workers came into the shop. She, and Mark, went over to talk with them, before taking them into the showroom.

* * * *

The rest of the week passed without Mark quite knowing where it went, which was the norm when things were very busy at the shop. “Work, eat, sleep, repeat,” was how he described it to Austin the following Monday.

“Will it be as busy tomorrow?” Austin asked. “It is Mardi Gras.”

“Probably not. It’s a weekday. The parties were all on Friday and Saturday. We might get some last-minute people in the morning who forgot they needed something for work. That should be it, other than costume returns. We give people until Friday to bring them back before we start charging for an extra rental.”

“Then you get downtime to collapse until, what? Easter?”

“Yep.” Mark put buns on their plates for the sloppy joes he was fixing them for lunch. “What time does the movie start?”

Austin checked his phone. “Two-fifteen.”

“Shall we walk? It’s only six blocks, and it’s not snowing.”

“I’m not sure you can make it that far on foot, given your addiction to your car,” Austin said, straight-faced.

Mark’s reply was to flip him off before spooning the sloppy joe mix onto the buns. They took their plates and coffees into the living room, settling on the sofa to eat.

“What do we want to do next Monday,” Mark asked after finishing half his lunch.

“Depends on what trailers we like. If they show one for a movie we absolutely have to see, we can plan on going. Otherwise, I don’t know. A museum? A long walk? Your choice.”

“Let’s wait to decide.”

“Okay,” Austin replied, then grinned. “The gym.”

“I should never have mentioned it,” Mark grumbled. On the other hand, if we do, I’ll get to see a lot more of him than I have so far. He looks pretty buff, but it’s hard to tell when all he wears are sweatpants or jeans and winter shirts.

“The gym it is, then,” Austin said.

* * * *

They did go to the gym the following Monday, then took a leisurely stroll through a nearby park until it began snowing, at which point they returned to Austin’s place.

“You know what we should do?” Mark asked, after he’d put down his gym bag holding his workout clothes, and hung up his coat.

“Move to Arizona, where it never snows?” Austin replied.

“No, you nut. We should plan on going to the gym every Monday, before we do anything else.”

Austin rolled his eyes. “You’re plotting to make me wake up at the crack of dawn.”

“Would it be so horrible?”

“Not with you keeping me company.”

Mark’s eyes widened in shock. “Say, what?”

It took Austin a moment to realize why Mark reacted the way he had. “At the gym. Damn. I’m not propositioning you. It’s way too…” Shut up before I put my other foot in my mouth. “We haven’t known each other that…” Flustered, uncertain why he was saying things he shouldn’t, because he didn’t mean them—At least I don’t think I do—he hurried into the kitchen. “Coffee?”

I didn’t mean it, did I? Hell, we’re friends, nothing more. Sure, we’ve helped each other handle some bad stuff. It’s made us closer than we might have been otherwise. But going beyond friendship?

“Coffee would be fine,” Mark said from the doorway. He was eyeing him almost warily, Austin thought. “Were you subconsciously trying to tell me something out there?”

“No. I mean, not really. I don’t think,” Austin blustered, not looking at him.

“Hey. It’s okay. I have no intention of pressuring you into anything you’re not ready to handle. We’re friends. Sometime in the future, if we decide we want it to be more than that, well, we’ll face it if it happens.”

Austin nodded. “One question, which I shouldn’t ask but I will, anyway. Are you remotely interested in me as more than a friend?”

Mark took so much time answering, Austin was certain the answer was no. Then he said, “Maybe. Honestly, after what I went through with Todd, I’m very leery of trying again.” He worried his lip between his teeth. “True, you aren’t married. I think I can say without fear of contradiction, you don’t have a wife and kids stashed somewhere, since you never go anywhere.”

“Trust me, no wife, or husband when it comes down to it. I might have had a husband, if things had been different,” he said sadly. “But they aren’t and I’m finally learning to live with it.”

“Then, as I said, we’ll give it time and see what develops, if anything. Now, about the coffee.”

Austin chuckled. “First, I have to make it.”


Chapter 10

Winter finally left the city, leaving behind it a warm but rainy spring—and a deeper bond between Mark and Austin. They had begun going to the gym on Sundays, too. Afterward, they’d stop to eat at one of the local breakfast spots before returning to their respective apartments to do their weekly chores.

“Eating right after working out sort of defeats the purpose of going to the gym,” Austin said at one point.

“I don’t think either of us has to worry about putting on weight,” Mark retorted. The truth, in his opinion. Austin was in damned good shape—something he’d noticed the first time they’d gone to the gym and he’d seen him in his workout clothes. Me, on the other hand…He was getting better, though. Far from a weightlifter build, but he had the beginnings of a six pack, now.

Mondays continued to be their day together. With the warmer weather, they spent more time outside, walking, running, packing a lunch to go hiking in the hills a few miles outside of the city.

“We’re becoming exercise freaks,” Austin declared, one Monday morning in early April.

“And that’s a problem, why?” Mark retorted from where he sat on Austin’s balcony, his feet propped up on the railing as he drank coffee.

“No reason, I suppose. Still…” Austin handed him a flyer from a local greenhouse.

Setting his cup down, Mark looked at the cover. “Neither of us has a yard,” he pointed out.

“Turn to page four.”

Mark did. “A container garden?”

“Yep. Vegetables, like tomatoes, snap beans, carrots, maybe squash. We’d have fresh salads all summer, if we start now.”

While he wasn’t certain how to take Austin’s saying ‘we’, he had to admit he liked it. Although he wouldn’t tell him, he had begun thinking of Austin as more than a friend. The problem was, he didn’t know if Austin felt the same way about him.

Yes, we said we’d give things time and see what happened, but so far he hasn’t acted as if he sees me as anything other than the buddy he hangs out with.

“You don’t like the idea?” Austin asked.

“I do. I think it would be great.”

“Then get off your ass and let’s go shopping,” Austin said, pulling Mark to his feet.

Startled, Mark looked at him, their gazes locking. Austin seemed equally as surprised by what he’d done. Then, slowly, he began to smile.

“I’d kiss you,” Austin said. “If I thought you were amenable to the idea.”

Mark smiled back. “Let’s say, I wouldn’t resist, if you tried.”

So Austin did. It was gentle, a melding of lips for a brief moment before he stepped back. “I didn’t…I never thought I’d…” he said.

Mark was certain he knew what was going through Austin’s mind. He touched Austin’s cheek. “You never thought you’d reach the point where you could kiss another man—after Jon died?”

Austin nodded. “I was afraid it would be a betrayal of all we’d meant to each other, if that makes any kind of sense.”

“Of course it does. I told you, a while back, you will never stop loving him. He’ll always have a place in your heart. You wouldn’t be the man I know you are if you were able to wipe away his memory, your memories of your time together. I understand and I can handle it, as long as I don’t feel as if you’re comparing me to him, and I come up short.”

Austin cupped Mark’s face with his hands. “I would never do that. You’re two very different men. Different, and remarkable in your own ways. I loved him. I think, in time, I might love you just as much. I haven’t said or done anything to let you know because I’m still coming to grips with the fact I’m attracted to you on that level.”

Mark nodded. “I haven’t exactly been open about my feelings for you, either. Partly because I wasn’t sure how I felt, other than the fact I like you as more than a friend.” He moved away, to put a bit of distance between them so he could think clearly. “Am I on the rebound, after what happened with Todd? I don’t think so. I hope not. After all, I haven’t exactly thrown myself at you.”

Austin chortled. “Far from it. It’s been months since we met and this is the first time I’ve gotten even a glimmer you might see me as more than, well, as you put it, as more than a friend.”

“Why do people, why do we let the past screw up our lives?”

“Human nature, I suppose,” Austin replied, putting his arms around Mark’s waist. “When a person’s been hurt, one way or another, they’re afraid it will happen again if they get too close to someone new.” Again, he gave Mark a gentle kiss. “I can’t promise I won’t hurt you if we take this where I think we’re headed. I can say I’ll do my damnedest not to. Am I in love with you? As I said, I haven’t reached that point yet. I do know I care deeply for you.”

“I care for you, as well. And I trust you, which is a big step for me.” Mark refused to say ‘after Todd’. He knew it as implicit in what he’d said. He didn’t want to bring the reminder of him into what had quite suddenly become a relationship based on more than friendship.

“I won’t betray your trust,” Austin vowed.

“I believe you.” Mark took a deep breath then kissed him. It wasn’t passionate. It wasn’t the kind of kiss which would end with them in Austin’s bed. It was more of a promise it would happen sometime in the future, when they’d gotten used to the idea they truly belonged to each other.

Austin returned it as given. Then, he pulled away, brushing his fingers over Mark’s lips. “I’ve got the feeling there are going to be a lot more kisses in our future—and more than kisses when the time is right. Now, however, we’re going garden shopping.”

Mark laughed. “Always the practical man. So, as you said, let’s get our asses in gear and do it. Shopping, that is.”

“We’ll need containers. Ones for the floor and maybe a couple hanging from the railing, too. And we have to decide what vegetables we want.”

“Flowers, too. Can’t forget them,” Mark replied as they headed to the door. “And tools, and…”

* * * *

“I have a confession to make,” Austin said as he picked another tomato. It was a Monday evening in mid-July and the balcony garden was thriving beyond even his wildest expectations.

“You’re tired of picking vegetables?” Mark asked with a laugh as he put more snap beans into the bowl by his side.

“That, too,” Austin replied. “There’s more, though.” He crossed to Mark, kneeling beside him. “I know this might not be the right place to do this. However, well, here goes.” He took Mark’s hands in his. “I’ve come to the conclusion I’m in love with you.”

Mark smiled, leaning in to kiss him. “It’s about time. I’ve been totally in love with you for, hmm, at least the last two weeks. Maybe more.”

“And you didn’t say anything?”

“I had the feeling you felt the same way, but I didn’t want to push your boundaries. I figured when you were ready to, you’d tell me.” He kissed Austin again then grinned. “It took you long enough.”

“Slow is my middle name,” Austin replied.

“More like weighing the consequences,” Mark retorted. “I’m okay with that. I did the same thing before admitting to myself the only consequence would be having a man in my life who meant the world to me.”

“And one you could trust,” Austin said softly.

“I told you I did, way back when. Okay, a couple of months ago. I think it was the day we decided to start the garden.”

“I could go all metaphorical and say my love for you grew the way the garden has, in abundance.”

Mark chuckled. “The editor in you coming out?”

Hugging him, Austin replied, “Probably. It’s true, though.”

“I know. So…” Mark eased out of Austin’s embrace, rubbing his knees after standing up. “I think we should take the fruits of our labor—” he picked up the bowl of beans, “—inside, put them in the fridge for now, and cement our admissions of love in the best way possible.”

“Works for me,” Austin said, smiling wickedly as he got to his feet as well. “Then, if we have the energy, we’ll make a salad for supper, afterward.”

“Just a salad?” Mark muttered as they went inside. “I think I’ll need lots of red meat, too, because I’ve got the feeling the first time will be far from the last, tonight, and from now on.”

Austin replied with a gleeful laugh, “I suspect you’re right.”

* * * *

“You look like the cat who found the cream,” Norma said when Mark let her into the shop Tuesday morning.

“I do?” Mark asked, going for innocence.

“Uh-huh. So tell all. Did you and Austin finally do the deed?”

“Hmm. You mean make something other than salad with the produce from the garden? Speaking of which, I brought you and Sara bags of zucchinis. There’s only so many we can eat without turning into one.”

“Mark,” she growled, glaring at him.

He grinned as he went to let Sara in.

“They did it, didn’t they?” Sara said to Norma.

“I’m thinking the answer is yes,” Norma replied. “Either that or he’s been hitting up the happy juice.”

“Okay, okay,” Mark said. “Yes, we did it, as you so succinctly put it, Sara.”

“And?”

“I am not going into details, damn it. Let’s just say we finally said we loved each other and then proved it. Quite successfully, in my opinion.”

“It’s about time!” Norma said, hugging him tightly. “Now, when are you moving in together?”

“Good grief. We’re not nearly to that point yet,” Mark muttered.

“But it will happen.”

Mark nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

* * * *

Mark broached the subject of him and Austin living together early in August, about a month after Norma had mentioned it. Things were going so well between them; he was ready to take the next step, if Austin agreed.

They were at Mark’s apartment, eating supper, when he brought it up. In a joking tone of voice, he said, “This commuting between your place and mine is getting old.”

“All five hundred feet?” Austin replied with a laugh.

“Well, twice that, when you consider the ride down and up in the elevators.”

“Are you trying to suggest we start living together?” Austin asked, one eyebrow arched in question.

“The thought had crossed my mind, if you’re willing.”

“Willing? I think it’s a great idea, except for one thing. My place is about as large as a postage stamp and yours isn’t much bigger.”

“I know,” Mark admitted. “We could look for, maybe, a two-bedroom apartment with a real dining room? You could use the second bedroom as your office. Maybe we could even find one in a building that has a fitness center.”

“Sure. Between us we can probably afford something fairly close to the costume shop, too, which would be a plus for you.”

After finishing supper, they went online to see what was available. They came up with several, deciding to look at them the following weekend when Mark was off work.

It took two weeks to settle on one they both liked, and another week to finalize everything, which happened on the last Monday in August. Then, it was time to pack up and move—which they planned on doing the following Sunday afternoon.

As the day approached, Mark noticed Austin was becoming more and more taciturn, barely speaking unless he had to reply to something Mark had said. He didn’t even want to make love, which was a first for him. Instead, he’d kiss Mark then tell him he was too tired to do anything more, suggesting he go home, or going home himself if they were at Mark’s place.

As far as Mark was concerned, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what was going on. The problem was, he had no idea how to fix it. Or more to the point, how to convince Austin what had happened when he and Jon had moved was not going to happen to them.

They had to rent a truck, of course, to move their furniture. And Mark had to drive his car over, when they did. Presuming he could convince Austin to drive the truck.

Saturday, he left his car at the apartment building, taking the bus in to work. That way, he could pick up the truck on the way home, which he did, parking it next to his car. Then he went over to Austin’s place. When he walked in he didn’t see Austin at first, until he checked the balcony. Austin was standing at the railing, apparently unaware Mark was there.

Steeling himself, Mark walked over, wrapping his arms around Austin from behind. “It’s not going to happen,” he said gently. “What you’re imagining, what you’re remembering…It is not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that,” Austin replied, not looking at him.

“Well, true, I can’t promise you it won’t,” Mark agreed. “But the odds are a billion to one against it. If you want, if it would make you feel better, I can drop the car off first, then we’ll both go in the truck.”

“Maybe.” Austin turned in Mark’s arms. “I know I’m being stupid, but I can’t help it. I thought I was past what happened—that I had a handle on it. I guess I was wrong because I keep seeing it, only now it’s not Jon, it’s you.” He took a shuddering breath.

“I thought as much. Why didn’t you say something?”

“I was afraid you’d think less of me if I did.”

“Good lord.” Mark hugged him tightly. “I love you. Nothing you could do will change that. Being afraid of something is part of who we are as human beings. Not talking about our fears doesn’t help either of us. It only makes it worse. Yes, you’re scared. After what you went through, I’m not at all surprised.” He brushed his knuckles along Austin’s jaw. “Take a deep breath and believe me when I say, it will not happen again.”

Austin gazed at him for a long moment. Then he smiled. “I believe. I do. I have to, because you said it.”

“And I’m never wrong,” Mark replied, before kissing him—a kiss Austin returned, much to his relief.

“Well, there was the one time…” Austin said.

“Which you will not bring up, or else. Are you hungry, because I’m starving?” Austin admitted he was, which didn’t surprise Mark in the least. Along with being withdrawn for the last few days, Austin hadn’t been eating well. “Okay, I opt we go out for dinner, to the steak place we found last month.”

“Red meat, and lots of it.”

“Bingo.”

* * * *

The move went smoothly. Or as smoothly as such things do, considering they realized at the last minute they’d have to do it in two trips if they were going to bring everything they owned. Mark had dropped his car off at their new apartment, first, riding the bus back so he and Austin could take the truck together. Austin was tense during the first trek, his gaze going to each intersection, looking for anything which said a car was coming too fast and might run the light or stop sign. On the second trip, he managed to relax enough to joke with Mark about what they should have left behind.

“You know not all of the furniture will fit into the apartment, unless we push the two dining tables together. Then it’ll look like we’re planning on feeding the hordes.”

“So, we’ll put one out on the balcony,” Mark replied. “Along with the extra chairs.”

A balcony was the one thing they had agreed they wanted when they first started looking at apartments. They ended up with two, one off the living room, and the other off the master bedroom. “After all,” Mark had joked, “you might feel the need to do a bit of window peeping. Of course if I catch you at it, you’ll be cut off for a week.”

Austin had laughed. “I think I can resist, although I wasn’t peeping, I was observing.”

“That’s your story and you’ll stick with it until your dying day.”

“You bet.”

Now, after getting everything into their new apartment, they arranged things to their satisfaction. They’d decided the vegetable half of their container garden would go onto the bedroom balcony, while the flowers would go on the living room one, along with the table and chairs.

“Our private tropical paradise,” Austin said.

“Not until next year, when we get a couple of palm trees.”

“Which we’ll have to move indoors in the winter, but what the hell, I’m game.”

“One reason I love you,” Mark replied. “You’re up for just about anything.”

“That, my man, was a loaded statement.”

Laughing as he took Austin’s hand, tugging him with no real resistance toward the bedroom, Mark replied, “It was supposed to be.”

 

THE END
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