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Some hearts are made to be stolen.
Mark Mannix doesn’t believe in love or romance, which is ironic given his birthday falls on Valentine’s Day. As he approaches forty, Mark is perfectly content with his life and nursing career in Boston, and—outside of his long-time friend-with-benefits, Alistair—prefers his hookups to be one-night stands.
When Mark’s plans for New Year’s Eve fall through, he attends his sister’s party and meets Owen Todd, a graphic designer of Caribbean descent. Owen is more than a decade younger than Mark and, at first glance the two men appear to have little in common. The chemistry between them is potent, however, and Mark breaks his no-strings pattern, seeing Owen week after week.
A connection forms between the two men, leaving Mark in uncharted territory and drawn to Owen in ways he’s never known before. Even so, Mark continues his hookups with Alistair but is startled when Owen withdraws out of a desire to protect himself. His foundations shaken, Mark must decide if he can watch Owen walk away or ... if the time has come to follow his heart in a new direction.
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CHAPTER ONE
“Did you bring the wine?”
Mark Mannix shifted one of the cloth grocery bags he’d been lugging and heard a clank. “I hope that’s what’s in these, because they’re fucking heavy. And hello to you too, by the way.” He raised an eyebrow at his sister. “Mind letting me in? I don’t want to stand out here in the hallway while your neighbors gawk.”
Lauren snickered, but she held her front door open wider so Mark could cross the threshold into her apartment.
“Thank you.” He leaned in for a hug. He hadn’t planned on spending New Year’s Eve with his twin sister and her fiancé in their Boston waterfront condo. He’d considered it until an opportunity more debauched had come along, just as it had for the last several years running. Mark’s plans for debauchery had fallen through this year, however, and now here he was with Lauren and Keith, helping them prep.
“You’re welcome.” Lauren kissed Mark’s cheek, then stepped back and held out her hands. She was still clad in a bathrobe and her hazel eyes sparkled with good spirits. “I’ll take your coat if you’d bring that bag to the kitchen. Keith is making some kind of cocktail with merlot, Campari, and limoncello and he wants to try the recipe out on you.”
“Sounds interesting, I think.” Mark set the bags down so Lauren could help him peel off his black wool coat. “He couldn’t just make sangria?”
“Apparently not. Keith marches to the beat of a slightly dented drum and if he wants to research drink recipes on YouTube, who am I to stop him?” Lauren gathered the coat over her arm and Mark headed for the kitchen with a laugh.
“You made it!” Keith gave Mark a big sunny smile the moment he stepped through the kitchen door. “Thanks for bringing more booze. You’re a lifesaver.”
“You’re welcome.” Mark handed a couple of the bags off to Keith. “I used to pick this stuff up for Mom and Dad, too, so I knew where to shop. I was going to make some cranberry cream cheese dip, by the way, but Lo told me your need for bubbly was infinitely more dire.”
“My girl knows me well.” Keith’s dimples showed. Like Mark, he wore a dress shirt and jeans, and his big frame practically vibrated with good-mood vibes. At six foot four, he seemed to fill the whole kitchen. “I’d have been more than happy to eat your dip, because yum. You should make it the next time we get together for Shitty Movie Night!”
Mark shook his head. “I’m thinking we’ll do spaghetti and meatballs that night, so better not. I can make the dip right now, however. I’d already bought the ingredients, and I brought everything along.”
“This is just one of the reasons I love you, Mark. And as a thank-you, I’m going to be your personal drinks butler for the next hour. I’m glad you decided to come.” Keith patted Mark’s shoulder. “You’ll know half the people we invited from work anyway.”
“So I gathered from what folks were saying.” Mark said. He and Keith worked together as nurses at Mass. Eye and Ear and Mark felt sure his friend had extended invitations to everyone on the staff.
Keith smirked. “Lauren invited some of her co-workers, too, and they’re mostly dudes. Maybe you’ll find someone fun to start the New Year with, hmm?”
“Don’t let my sister hear you say that,” Mark warned, but Keith just scoffed.
“She knows you have sex. We’re both aware that’s why you were going to blow us off in the first place, as usual. Alistair waved a naked party in your face and you folded like a cheap suitcase.”
Mark snorted out a laugh. “It’s not a naked party. It’s a drag ball. And, really, can you blame me?”
“Nah. Kind of shitty that he pulled out at the last minute, though.” Keith sniffed. “I know you guys are just casual and all, but Alistair strikes me as kind of a douche.”
“You’ve never met him.”
“I know this. Despite you and he screwing around for years.” Keith made little effort to hide his disdain. “I’m not sure what you think that says about the guy, Mark, but to me it says ‘I’m a douche.’”
“He’s a good guy,” Mark insisted. “Yeah, we’re friends with benefits, but he’s always been really decent about the friend part.”
“Eh, fine. I still think you can do better, man.”
Just then, Mark wondered if Keith didn’t have a point. It had been shitty of Alistair to leave Mark high and dry like this. Not that Mark wasn’t capable of entertaining himself, but the disappearing act didn’t meet the criteria of “good buddy” in any way. Mark needed a drink before he started thinking such thoughts, though, and he set about helping Keith make that happen.
Lauren popped back in, clad in a shiny dress that put stars in her eyes, and the three chatted while they finished the party prep. They laughed and joked so Mark hardly noticed the passing time and in what seemed an eye blink, the apartment had filled with people. True to Keith’s word, many were friends and coworkers of Mark, and greeted him with unbridled delight.
“You’re very popular.”
Mark glanced up from the cocktail shaker he’d been using to concoct another drink and met a pair of dark, smiling eyes.
Happy New Year to me. Hello there, Tall and Handsome.
“I’m not supposed to be here,” Mark said to the young man at his side. “I work with a lot of these people and they’re nice enough to not hold it against me for nearly blowing them off. Can I interest you in an Italian Sangria?” Mark gestured to the shaker.
A grin lit the elegant angles of the young man’s face. “Is that a thing?”
“It is tonight.” Mark topped the red wine and orange juice he’d already poured with Amaretto, limoncello, and Campari, then replaced the shaker’s cap. “I’m not sure where Keith found the recipe but it’s quite tasty.”
He also pulled himself straighter, very aware his new acquaintance stood at least an inch over his own six feet. The young man’s all-black ensemble lent him a striking edge too, as did the tight platinum-tipped curls on his head.
“Should I be nervous?” The young man’s expression turned teasing, and mmm, his voice was like honey and smoke. “I know you’re Lauren’s brother, but for all I know you could be mixing up furniture polish.”
I wonder if he asked Lauren about me.
Mark pushed the thought away. “These drinks are far tastier than polish,” he said. “And, Keith mixed one for me earlier which, as you can see, has not killed me.” He rattled the shaker, then strained its contents into an old-fashioned glass and added two fat cubes of ice from the bucket.
The young man set his beer bottle down and accepted the glass, his gaze on the foamy red concoction. “Is it really called Italian Sangria?” he asked.
“No, but I haven’t bothered trying to come up with something more clever. Keith swears it’s named after Benito Mussolini, but I think he’s full of shit.”
The young man smiled and sipped the drink, and the obvious pleasure on his face sent a pulse of warmth through Mark. “Not bad at all.”
“I thought so, too. So, you know I’m Lauren’s brother, which probably means you know my name is Mark.”
“So she said. I’m Owen.”
Mark shook the hand Owen extended. “That’s much easier than what I’ve been calling you in my head.”
Owen raised an eyebrow. “Which is what?”
“Tall and Handsome. Both true, but a bit of a mouthful.” Owen’s raspy laugh made Mark’s nerves zing.
“I can’t promise to answer to Tall and Handsome, but I won’t hold it against you, either.”
They spent the next hour or so chatting while they moved around the party with their drinks and sometimes plates of snacks, neither straying very far, like magnets drawn together. And though Mark was being less than sociable toward the rest of his friends, he doubted anyone would blame him, because Owen was stunning. His tawny brown skin and lush lips were flawless, and the spray of tiny freckles across his nose almost too appealing.
Owen worked as a designer in the Creative Department for Lauren’s firm, Bloom & Glass. He’d come to the party with another pair of co-workers, one of whom was also Owen’s roommate, and he was smart and funny, a combination of positives that pinged Mark’s attraction in very nice ways. Owen was also eleven years younger than Mark’s thirty-nine. Mark didn’t consider the age difference to be a non-starter, but it had been a very long time since he’d chatted up a man who didn’t live on his own.
Regardless, Mark found Owen as easy to talk to as he was on the eyes, and they settled into a cozy corner of the living room with a view of the harbor and chatted about whatever came to mind.
“Do you and Lo work together a lot?” Mark asked, then shook his head at himself. “Sorry, force of habit. I meant Lauren.”
“No, we don’t,” Owen replied. “We’re grouped on the same project teams but we tend to be on opposite ends of the process. Lauren does the writing and I work on marketing collateral for the final product—physical things like pamphlets and brochures if they’re needed, but also web content and applications.”
“Sounds interesting and very much something I’d be terrible at.” Mark shared a smile with Owen. “I couldn’t draw a straight line if you paid me, so it’s probably better I went to nursing school.”
“Lauren said you’re a specialist, too.”
“I’m a Nurse Practitioner. So Extreme Nursing, if you can imagine such a thing.” He smirked at Owen’s soft laughter. “Keith and I work together at Mass. Eye and Ear. We’re both in Emergency ENT, so it’s all ears, noses, and throats.”
Owen nodded. “Cool. You’ve had some famous singers as patients, right?”
“Yes. But most of the people who pass through the department are tense because they’re in pain or worried or both. The vibe isn’t exactly fanboy central.”
“There you are.” Lauren slid into the seat on Mark’s other side. “I wondered where the two of you had gotten to.” She grinned at Owen, her cheeks pink. “Please tell me Mark’s being nice to you.”
“He’s good at mixing drinks, so he’ll do,” Owen said. His wink made Mark’s stomach do a giddy flip.
“I’m a fucking delight,” he declared, but Lauren rolled her eyes.
“You’re an epic pain in the ass,” she said. “I’ve hardly seen you since people starting arriving and I thought maybe you’d gotten bored and left.”
“I wouldn't do that without telling you,” Mark chided. “I’m not that rude. Besides, I’ve been mixing drinks for Owen and he is the opposite of boring.”
Lauren hummed. “That’s nice to hear, given your twenty-second attention span.” Her gaze shifted to Owen. “Mark gets flighty when he hangs out with straight people for too long.”
“Oh, sweetie, you are so cut off.” Mark made a playful grab for her glass but while Lauren blocked him and laughed, the fondness in her gaze tugged at his heart in a nice way.
“I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “Especially since this is the first New Year’s we’ve spent together in a while! And even more so because this is nowhere near as fabulous as your original plans.”
“Eh, it’s not so bad. And I’m glad too.” Mark was surprised to find he meant it, not only because he loved his sister and Keith, but because his evening was turning out very pleasantly, thanks to Owen. On impulse, Mark dropped a quick kiss on Lauren’s cheek. “Thanks for hosting. And for inviting me. And for your fiancé, who taught me to mix these weird-ass drinks.”
Lauren smirked. “You’re welcome, doofus.” She got to her feet, eyeing Mark and then Owen. “If you two decide to ditch us for something cooler, I won’t blame you. I know this is sort of tame for handsome boys like yourselves. But say goodbye before you go so I can hug and embarrass you properly.”
“Where were you supposed to be tonight?” Owen asked after Lauren had slipped off again.
“In Providence with a friend of mine. We had tickets to a drag ball with a Moulin Rouge theme.” Mark nodded at Owen’s knowing look.
“Nice. Not sure I would have pegged you as a fan of musicals.”
Mark laughed. “I’m not, but I am fond of a sparkly corset.”
“So what happened?”
“My friend decided Rhode Island wasn’t grand enough and booked a trip to Reykjavik for the week.” With Mark’s other friend, Ellis, no less. Mark had known Alistair and Ellis were screwing around, of course, but that didn’t make him any less annoyed that he’d been left behind. “I’d have loved to see Iceland with Alistair, but I’m working tomorrow and that means no overseas trip for me.”
“Hmm.” Owen furrowed his eyebrows. “How come you decided not to go to Providence anyway?”
“There didn’t seem much point. Alistair changed his mind about the ball at nearly the last minute and most of my other friends had already made plans. Going solo to a drag ball isn’t my idea of a good time. What about you?” He eyed Owen’s stylish clothes. “Do you and your friends have plans beyond Lauren and Keith’s?”
“There’s talk of after parties and a trip to Chinatown for some late-night eats,” Owen replied, “but I’m down for whatever. I’m...flexible.”
The moment caught and hung between them, buzzing with energy, and Mark returned Owen’s slow smile. “My favorite.”
He liked this young man. The way Owen smiled, his raspy voice and laugh, and the way he moved his dark, liquid eyes over Mark with obvious appreciation.
“The fireworks go off soon,” Mark said. “You want to step onto the balcony and grab a spot before it gets too crowded? The view is fantastic.” Pleasure unfurled inside him at the way Owen’s eyebrows rose.
“That sounds good.”
“Okay.” Mark pushed to his feet. “Grab your coat and meet me in the kitchen.”
Working to be stealthy, Mark and Owen lifted a bottle of wine from the refrigerator and glasses from the counter, and while Mark suspected Keith spotted them, he and Owen ducked out on to the balcony without being stopped. The shock of quiet, chilly air made a bracing change from the heat and noise of the party, and made Mark feel hyperalert.
Owen set the glasses on the patio table and stepped up to the railing, unabashed in his admiration of the view of the wharfs across the street and Boston Harbor beyond. “You were right. This is gorgeous.”
“My sister wants to keep this apartment forever, just for the view.” Mark worked at the foil on the bottle.
“I don’t blame her. I’m surprised she and Keith don’t live out here.”
“Pretty sure fear of hypothermia is the only thing that stops them. It’s not bad tonight, though.”
“Agreed.” Owen met Mark’s glance with a sweet half-smile. “What about you? Is there a view at your place that can beat this?” he asked.
“I’m biased, but I’d say mine’s better. I live in the West End and my side of the building looks out over the Charles River.” Mark popped the cork. “The balcony’s small, like the rest of the place, but it works for me. The critical thing is that it’s quiet and has a big bed where I can sleep until the cows come home on my days off.”
Owen made a soft, thoughtful noise. “Sounds nice.” He patted his pocket then, and shot Mark a sheepish smile. “Sorry—force of habit. I’ve been smoke-free for two weeks, but the habit dies hard. I’ve got it down to herbal cigarettes now and while I don’t like them much, it feels like progress.”
“I get it.” Mark said. “I quit a few years ago myself. I don’t need to tell you you’re better off.”
A pause fell while he filled their glasses, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Inside, the crowd was gearing up for the countdown, their excited voices muffled but still audible through the glass door.
Owen lifted his drink and narrowed his eyes at its contents, which looked very dark in the dim light. “Is this a red wine?”
“Yes. It’s sparkling Shiraz.” Mark held his own glass aloft and watched the streetlights below make the deep ruby-colored wine glow. “My mother was very fond of the bubbly on holidays, but she liked to switch up from whites now and again. Sparkling Shiraz at New Year’s was her favorite.”
Inside, the crowd started counting backward from ten.
“I’ve never had it,” Owen said. “Then again, my family doesn’t drink wine, so you could say I’m still broadening my horizons.”
“Does that make me a bad influence?” Mark shared a smile with Owen and the countdown hit five.
“I guess we’ll have to see.”
They tapped their glasses together while the party behind them erupted in cheers and calls of “Happy New Year,” and, a moment later, the sky over the harbor before them exploded with light and color.



CHAPTER TWO
Mark and Owen left the party shortly after midnight, and a tipsy Lauren followed through on her promise of hugs. Keith messed up Mark’s hair but also handed Mark an unopened bottle of wine, and now Mark and Owen were headed toward the West End in search of a bar that wasn’t too wrecked. Mark didn’t much care if they found one, because his apartment made for the perfect backup plan.
“Are you from Boston originally?” He glanced over at Owen, whose gaze was fixed on a point somewhere in front of them.
“I am, yeah,” Owen replied. He’d given in to his craving finally and was puffing on a slim white stick that emitted a fragrant smoke that smelled a lot like incense. “My parents moved here from Barbados when my brother was three. They had a place in Jamaica Plain, and that’s where I was born and grew up. Mom and Dad moved back to Barbados after they retired, though, and I don’t get to see them more than once or twice a year. My brother, Marcus, lives in Northampton.”
Mark nodded. “Lauren and I grew up in West Roxbury. Almost in your neck of the woods, I suppose. We moved here in time for kindergarten, from Alaska, of all places.”
Owen smiled. “Really? I can’t picture that. Then again, I know nothing about Alaska that I haven’t learned from watching a nature program.”
“Same,” Mark replied. “My parents didn’t have any family left and between their jobs and two kids here, they got busy and never went back. Lauren’s talked about traveling out there, but somehow I think that’s more Keith’s idea than hers. He’s got it into his head that he wants to see wild bears, and I know she’s secretly terrified.” Owen’s snicker made him smile.
“See, my folks took a different approach,” Owen said. “They sent Marcus and me back to our grandparents’ on the island every summer while they stayed here and worked. My grandparents let us run a bit wild, so Marcus and I never wanted to come back to Mass when the school year started up.” He laughed. “My brother tried bribing them into letting us stay.”
“Really?”
“At least a dozen times!”
They wound their way through the mostly quiet streets of Lauren’s neighborhood and crossed into Mark’s, chatting about those golden summers Owen had spent in the Caribbean learning to swim and climb trees and play cricket. Mark learned Owen’s last name was Todd, and that he lived in a high-rise apartment at Station Landing in Medford. Owen used a longboard to get around when he wasn’t riding the train and planned to go for his MFA, starting in the fall. And while he and Mark passed plenty of open bars, neither made a move to stop until they turned onto Portland Street and Mark paused outside a pub he knew well.
“This is probably the last place we’ll find before we cross over into Beacon Hill.” He tipped his chin forward. “My place is that way, but there’s a sushi joint a block back that I like. They serve great cocktails if you’re interested.”
Owen nodded. “I like sushi and cocktails, but I’d rather go back to your place, open up that bottle of wine, and kiss the hell out of you.” He smiled again. “If you’d like, that is.”
Lust prickled through Mark. “I’d like that just fine,” he replied. “I also wanted to make sure we were on the same page.”
“I’m where I want to be.” Owen shrugged. “I’ll tell you when I’m not.”
They crossed the final blocks toward Mark’s building and Mark noticed they’d drawn closer together, their hands and shoulders brushing frequently while they walked. He liked those small connections and the little jolts of awareness they sent through him. Even more, he liked the idea of getting Owen alone and learning what that lean body felt like against his own.
Take it easy, man.
Once inside his apartment, Mark tried to do just that and give Owen space if he wanted it. They peeled off their coats and he went to the kitchen with the wine and the intention of grabbing some glasses, but Owen’s hand on his shoulder stopped him.
Mark met his dark eyes. “Changed your mind about a drink?”
“No.” Owen stepped closer. “I’d just rather kiss you first.” He slid his arms around Mark’s neck, then glanced at the floor-to-ceiling windows to his right and the view of the river beyond. His lips quirked up in that half-smile Mark liked so much. “Damn. You were right about the view.”
Mark laughed and pulled Owen in and mmm, he tasted even better than he looked. Owen’s lips were luscious and warm and he groaned when Mark swept his tongue into Owen’s mouth.
“I want you,” Mark murmured when they came up for air. Owen’s husky chuckle sent a swoop of pleasure all the way down to Mark’s toes.
“Me too.”
Dropping his hands to Owen’s belt, Mark worked at the clasp while they kissed some more, slower and deeper, and a fire built in his belly. Owen slid his palms over Mark’s shoulders and back, but his touch stuttered the moment Mark unzipped Owen’s fly and slipped his hand inside.
“Oh, shit.”
Owen tugged Mark closer, and Mark’s cock hardened with each kiss and caress. He worked Owen through his boxer briefs until Owen shuddered. Only then did Mark step back enough to start them moving toward his bedroom.
They pulled off each other’s clothes in silence, stopping often to touch and kiss until Mark felt dizzy. His head spun by the time they fell onto the bed and oh, how he wanted to lose himself in miles of warm golden-brown skin.
Mark rolled on top of Owen and sealed their mouths together, his lust leaping higher at the way Owen spread his long legs to make room for Mark. “Fuck, you’re hot.”
“Nothing like you,” Owen murmured. “Your eyes are so blue, it’s like they’re made of glass.” He palmed Mark’s ass with a rough touch, and smiled at Mark’s approving hum.
“Need to taste you,” Mark whispered.
He pressed his face into Owen’s throat and nipped at the tender skin. Mark stopped short of marking Owen, but just barely, and knew from the way Owen clutched at him that he wouldn’t have minded. Slowly, Mark worked his way lower, raising gooseflesh with his tongue as he moved. Owen arched up with a gasp when Mark ran his teeth over a nipple.
“Oh, God.”
“Let’s not bring religion into this.” Mark kissed Owen’s ribs and grinned at his flinch. “Are you ticklish?”
“Ye-e-s!” Owen got out around a laugh.
“Mmm, nice. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.” Mark kissed a little lower, drawing another laugh from Owen, and this time, Owen tugged at Mark’s dark hair. The mix of sting and pleasure melted Mark’s insides and pulled a throaty hum from him.
“Ah.” Owen’s eyes gleamed. “Now I know a secret of yours, too.”
Arousal thrummed through Mark, buzzing hot in his ears and throat, and he pushed up onto his knees. He stared down at the body laid out before him, admiring Owen’s lean muscles and limbs that held grace as well as strength. The heat in Owen’s eyes really got Mark’s pulse going, though.
“I’m negative,” he said, voice gruff, “but there’s condoms in the nightstand if you want to use them.”
Owen shook his head. “I’m negative, too, but...” He dropped his gaze over Mark’s body and ran his tongue over his lips. “I want you in my mouth when I come.”
Mark bit back a moan. His dick twitched against his abdomen and he reached for the nightstand anyway, plucking lube from the drawer with quick motions. He turned his body so he faced Owen’s feet. Straddling Owen’s waist, he wet his hands but went still when Owen spread his hands over Mark’s ass, pressing heat into his skin like a brand. Mark bent forward into a crouch and grasped Owen’s hips, and together they shifted onto their sides.
Desire crawled through Mark, stringing his nerves tight. He eyed the tight torso and erection in front of him, then licked Owen’s belly, tasting salt and clean skin. He closed his eyes when Owen nosed the base of Mark’s cock.
Jesus.
Owen took Mark between his lips and Mark sighed, feasting on the man in his arms and sucking Owen deep. He reveled in the weight of iron and silk on his tongue and the bitter tang of pre-cum. Owen groaned. He wound his legs around Mark’s neck and Mark mirrored the action, desire buzzing through him from head to toe.
The air echoed with their gasps and moans, and pleasure built between them in a feedback loop. Eyes clenched shut, Mark teased two fingers over Owen’s balls. Needy noises reached his ears and he rubbed circles into the flesh while he thrust into Owen’s mouth, chasing his pleasure and urging Owen on.
Owen pulled off Mark with a gasp. “Fuck, yes,” he got out, his voice strained.
Mark hummed around Owen’s cock. Owen tensed and an inarticulate noise rolled through him. He swallowed Mark back down, but his movements faltered as Mark teased Owen’s rim with his fingers. Mark circled for a moment, then sank a finger into Owen’s ass, breaching him in a long, slow plunge. His heart flipped at Owen’s strangled noise. Owen jolted and pulsed in Mark’s mouth, and his ragged noises pulled Mark over the edge, bitter salt on his tongue and his body jerking under the force of his pleasure.
They were still breathing hard when Mark managed to get himself turned back around. He fell down beside Owen and they sprawled together, exchanging lazy kisses while the sweat on their bodies cooled and the thunder of their hearts calmed.
At last, Owen sighed and leaned back so he could peer at Mark. “I think I’m glad your trip to Iceland fell through.”
“I think I am too.” Mark smiled. “How about that drink?”
“Yeah, definitely.”
Owen turned an admiring gaze on Mark as he got out of bed, and Mark couldn’t help preening a little under the attention. In the kitchen, he opened the wine and grabbed glasses from the cabinet.
“Lauren and Keith had the fireworks, but you are absolutely right,” Owen said as Mark stepped back into the bedroom. He gestured toward the evening spread out below. “This view wins, hands down.”
“It’s nice, isn’t it?” Mark filled the glasses and handed one over. “Lauren’s place is bigger so we usually do our get-togethers there, but here you get a light show like this every night. Plus, you can enjoy it while both lying down and naked, and I call that a win.”
He set the bottle on the nightstand and climbed back into bed, and smiled at the way Owen scooched over to make room.
Owen sipped from his glass. “You mind if I stay?”
“Nope.” Mark ran a hand over Owen’s hip. “If you stick around long enough tomorrow morning for me to wake up properly, I’ll make you breakfast.”
“Properly?”
“It takes at least two cups of coffee to get me to full awareness. Food helps, too. Because nutrition.”
Owen tipped his head back and laughed. “Noted. One should feed and water their Mark before use,” he joked. “Any chance you’ve got an instruction manual lying around?”
“I’m afraid not.” Mark looped his free arm around Owen’s shoulders and caught his lips in a kiss. “There’s pens and paper in the desk over there if you want to take notes though.”
~ooOoo~
Mark didn’t know what the next morning would bring by the time he and Owen crashed for the night. They’d finished off the wine and shared a lot of laughs, as well as a bag of chocolate-covered cherries from Mark’s not-so-secret sugar stash. They’d made each other come again too, slowly jerking each other off to a devastating climax that had left them both boneless.
Owen had been mostly asleep as Mark turned off the lights. And while Mark thought he’d like to see Owen again, he didn’t hold any illusions that would happen. Owen was over a decade younger, and—outside of sexual chemistry—he and Mark had nothing obvious in common besides snarky humor, a mutual love of cooking shows, and their connection to Lauren. Besides, Mark didn’t do repeats very often, outside of Alistair, and he saw no reason to make an exception this time.
Still, when he surfaced for a few moments at dawn and found a warm body curled alongside his, he smiled. He actually grinned hours later, too, because the smells of coffee and bacon hung in the air and he found Owen in the kitchen clad in his boxer briefs and black jersey, his sleeves rolled to the elbows.
“I hope you don’t mind that I helped myself,” Owen said. He cracked an egg into a bowl. “You looked pretty snug all bundled up in there, and I didn’t have the heart to wake you.”
“You won’t hear me complain.” Mark patted Owen’s ass on his way to the coffeemaker. He brewed himself a cup and went to the refrigerator for creamer. “I mean, you made fried meats and you did it half-naked. Good morning to me.”
Much later, after they’d eaten and cleaned the kitchen, then gotten each other off in Mark’s shower, Owen dressed and Mark prepared to go on duty. Owen looked even more gorgeous by the light of day, Mark thought, and the bronze tones in his skin glowed warm despite the wan winter sun. His lopsided smile grew somehow shy as Mark walked him to the door, and Mark decided that just wouldn’t do.
“You want to grab some dinner later this week?” The words fell out of his mouth without real thought. “I’m working for the next three nights, but I’m off Friday and Saturday. Well, wait.” Mark frowned. “You’ve probably already got plans.”
“Nothing I can’t juggle.” Owen slid his hand in his pocket and pulled out a gunmetal gray card case. “What did you have in mind?”
“There’s the sushi place over on Friend Street—meet me Friday at seven?”
Owen handed Mark a white business card with his name and a list of numbers in fine black font, then leaned in and dropped a peck on Mark’s lips. “I can do that. I’ll see you then.”



CHAPTER THREE
“Why do you call your sister Lo?”
Mark dredged a piece of maki in soy sauce and smiled. He and Owen were seated in a booth at the sushi restaurant, sharing platters of food and drinking sweet, sticky cocktails. Mark had slept late after his shift in an effort to stock up some energy, but then Owen had run late, and for a few minutes Mark had thought he might back out. Owen had turned up at last, however, and seeing him brought that New Year’s Eve vibe back to Mark, the connection fluid and easy, as if they were already fast friends. Mark liked that very much.
“It’s sort of a twin thing,” he said in answer to Owen’s question. “My sister and I started talking pretty early—”
“Color me surprised.”
“Don’t be a bitch.” Mark smirked. “We were two or so and our mouths couldn’t always keep up with the chatter. I had a problem with the ‘r’ in Lauren’s name and shortened it to ‘Lo.’ The funny part is it stuck and never went away. My parents called her Lo, too, even after we’d both grown up.”
“I see.” Owen grinned. He’d come directly from work, and was dressed in monochromatic navy. He looked both gloriously handsome and far too serious in his dress shirt and tie, but he’d rolled up his sleeves again and tucked his tie in his pocket to keep it neat. “Did Lauren have a nickname for you?” he asked.
“She did. She claims now that she also had trouble with the letter ‘r’ for a while, but I think she just wanted to give me a special name. I’m not sure you need to know the nickname, however. That’s not the kind of information I share with just anyone.”
Mark pursed his lips against a teasing smile, but Owen merely popped a piece of nigiri into his mouth. He chewed for a moment before speaking.
“I plan on sucking your dick again at some point tonight. Does that make me just anyone?”
Mark set his chopsticks down. “No. No, it doesn’t, Owen, and I’m glad you pointed that out. Lauren called me ‘Mac’ when we were kids. She still does sometimes, when she’s feeling sassy or has had too much to drink. I’m surprised she didn’t on New Year’s Eve, to be honest, because she was in exactly the right kind of mood.”
A soft smile transformed Owen’s entire face. “That’s fucking adorable. You know that, right?”
“Yeah, I do.” Mark grinned at the platter of rice and fish while fire licked up under his shirt collar.
“And Lauren’s the only one who calls you Mac?”
She is now that Mom and Dad are gone.
Something about that dark thought must have shown in Mark’s face, because Owen’s smile flickered. Mark quickly summoned up a grin.
“She is, yes.”
Owen laid a hand over Mark’s. “I don’t believe it. What about that sort of boyfriend of yours, Alistair?”
“Alistair is not my boyfriend.” Mark laughed. “He’d literally cringe to hear you say that. He’s not the boyfriend type and neither am I.”
“No?” Owen cocked his head. “Why not?”
“Not my thing. I’m not a big believer in love or romance, or anything schmaltzy. Ironic given Lauren and I were born on Valentine’s Day.”
Owen snickered. “That’s way too perfect. So you consider yourself aromantic?”
“Ugh, you’re such a millennial with your labels,” Mark said with a wink. “If I must classify myself, I suppose aromantic fits better than anything else.”
He heard the reluctance in his own voice, but knew Owen had a point. Mark had never felt romantically attracted to anyone. That heart-fluttery, over-the-moon kind of feeling people talked about when they met a special someone? He had no idea what that was all about. To Mark, falling in love sounded a little like being motion sick. Friendships and sex he understood, particularly in combination. They’d always been enough for Mark and he’d never questioned that about himself.
“Alistair would cringe at hearing me called Mac, too,” he said.
“Well, that’s stupid.” Owen glanced Mark’s way and smiled. “You can be the mac to my cheese any time you want.”
Mark tipped his head back and laughed. Damn, but this kid was fun. “Are you comparing me to comfort food?”
“Oh, yeah.” Owen’s eyes heated and Mark fell right into their warmth before he could stop himself. “You’re all kind of delicious, as far as I’m concerned.”
“I’ll accept Mac from you but only behind closed doors.”
The corners of Owen’s lips quirked up. “Okay. It’ll be our secret.”
He leaned in and covered Mark’s mouth with his own and a little while passed before either of them spoke again. A distant part of Mark knew they should ease off with the PDA. Overall, Boston was LGBTQ-friendly and the majority of its citizens didn’t care what two adult men got up to with each another. That didn’t mean bigotry was dead, however, and especially when the nearby sports arena meant a population of boorish homophobes in the crowd was almost a given. Mark didn’t stop, though. The shine in Owen’s gaze when they finally parted made him glad he hadn’t, too.
~ooOoo~
Mark meant to pour drinks once they’d returned to his apartment and stowed Owen’s skateboard in the hall closet, but Owen’s tongue in his mouth proved an excellent distraction. He and Owen were by the bed and tugging at each other’s clothes before Mark really registered what was happening, and the breathless laugh they shared felt damned good.
Once Owen’s clothing fell away, Mark drank in the sight of him nude, and the lust in Owen’s eyes seared him in return. Owen ran his hands over Mark’s pecs.
“I love your body.” He wet his lips with his tongue. “The way your muscles feel under my fingers...so sexy.” He pinched Mark’s nipple and both of them groaned.
“Fuck, you are hot,” Mark murmured.
Cock already standing rigid against his abdomen, he urged Owen down onto the mattress. Owen lay still under Mark’s gaze, his head pillowed in his hands, his chest rising and falling with each breath. A flush turned the tips of his ears red, and he sighed when Mark bent and skated his fingers over Owen’s torso.
“Want you, Mark,” he murmured.
Mark sat down beside him. “I want you, too.”
He teased the sensitive skin of Owen’s pelvis before he wrapped his hand around Owen’s cock. The noise that rolled through Owen seemed shockingly loud in the quiet of the apartment, and he brought his hands to Mark’s shoulders, pulling him closer. Mark slotted their mouths together and swallowed Owen’s greedy hum, and pumped him slowly while they kissed. He took his time stretching out on the bed.
They stayed like that for a long while, making out and grinding until they were breathless and Mark thought his heart would beat its way out of his body. With a gasp, he broke away, and pressed deep, wet kisses into the skin of Owen’s neck, licking and sucking while Owen groaned.
Mark worked his way lower, nosing at the sweat that sheened Owen’s ribs, then bared his teeth and nipped in just the right spot. Owen’s bark of laughter made him smile.
“Gah, no.”
Owen brought a hand up and wound his fingers in Mark’s hair, pulling lightly so Mark hummed. Mark moved back up Owen’s body, dropping kisses along the way, but Mark’s cock was hard and he was done teasing, particularly when Owen reached between Mark’s legs and palmed his dick. Mark arched against the touch with a gasp.
“Christ.”
Lust painted Owen’s face. “No religion during naked time,” he murmured, and even through his haze of need, Mark couldn’t stop his laugh.
“You are bananas.”
Owen smiled. “Pot, meet kettle.” Mark took him in hand, too, and Owen actually whined as Mark lined up their cocks so he could frot them. “Oh, my...fuck.”
“I’d love to.” Mark brushed their lips together. “You okay with that?”
“Hell yes.”
Owen rolled onto his stomach while Mark pushed up and grabbed for the nightstand. It seemed an age before he was sheathed and slicked, especially with the tempting sight of Owen’s gorgeous ass as distraction. Owen hummed when Mark spread his thighs and the sound pulled at something inside Mark. He held his breath and slid a finger inside.
“Mmm, Mark.” Owen’s voice wavered.
Mark stretched out over Owen. He slipped his free arm under Owen so he could hold him steady, and pressed his mouth to Owen’s ear. “You should see yourself. So hot.”
Owen gasped. He held on to Mark’s arm with both hands and turned his head on the pillow, and he panted while Mark slowly worked him open.
“Mmm.” Owen bit his lip when Mark slipped a second finger inside. He rolled his hips against the mattress, his breath catching on every exhaled breath. “I need—uhh, fuck. Fuck.”
“I know.” Mark kissed Owen’s damp temple and drew his fingers out, holding Owen tight against his shudder. “Okay.”
He nudged the head of his cock between Owen’s ass cheeks, and sensed more than heard Owen hold his breath. Owen whined as Mark pressed forward, however, and Mark forced himself to take his time, though the heat and pressure of Owen’s body was almost too much to bear. He went still and made himself wait until the rigid set of Owen’s shoulders relaxed a little, then dropped a kiss on the nape of Owen’s neck.
“Okay?”
“Yeah,” Owen murmured. “Need more.”
Mark rolled his hips, fighting to keep control, and closed his eyes as he bottomed out.
Damn, Owen felt good.
Moving together, they built a rhythm that soon had Mark’s head spinning. He buried his face against Owen’s neck and shifted his weight, and the noise Owen made when Mark tapped that spot inside him sent prickles all through Mark’s body.
He slid his other arm under Owen’s body and took him in hand, reveling in Owen’s gasp. Mark pumped him, matching the strokes with his own thrusts, and a familiar ache built low in his groin, winding its way up his spine. He gritted his teeth against the building wave, intent on pushing Owen over first.
“God, you’re gonna make me come,” Mark muttered, his voice hoarse. “Gonna make me fill you up, Owen, so fucking good.”
Owen let out a strangled cry. He went rigid under Mark, his grip like iron around Mark’s arm and his cock pulsing in Mark’s hand, streaking the sheets beneath them. The sound of his name on Owen’s lips set Mark ablaze. He swore, his teeth bared, and fucked into Owen until the room tilted around him. Mark’s world tunneled down into a white roar, and he came with a force that stole his breath.
He floated for a little while, content simply to coast while his brain came back online. He pulled Owen with him as he rolled onto his side. Still panting, Owen turned in Mark’s embrace. He rested his head on Mark’s shoulder and while Mark knew he should get up and find something to clean them off, he lingered instead and soaked up the feeling of Owen stretched out against him, warm and solid.
At last, he forced himself to rise and get a washcloth from the bathroom. Owen smiled as Mark wiped him down.
“You’re such a gentleman,” he murmured. 
Mark wanted to laugh, considering what they’d just done, but the sincerity in Owen’s eyes warmed him. He traced a cluster of freckles on Owen’s shoulder with his fingers. “You may change your mind when I ask you to get up so I can change the sheets.”
Owen chuckled. “Fair enough.” He pressed one palm against Mark’s hip. His eyes were clear, though his expression more somber than Mark had ever seen. “I’ll help you with that before I go, if you want me to clear out for the night.”
“I don’t, actually.” Mark stroked the freckles again. “My post-dinner plans were to watch Iron Chef with beer and cookies.”
Owen chuckled. “I’m oddly interested in this idea.”
“You’re welcome to join me if you’re in the mood to chill out for a while. I need to look up some movies for a dinner with Lauren and Keith next week anyway. We do a Shitty Movie Night once a month and it’s my turn to choose. Hanging out here tonight probably doesn’t sound very exciting to you, however.” Mark’s stomach flipped a little at Owen’s answering grin.
“I already told you that I’m into it.” Owen stretched. “I worked a lot of hours this week and a night in would do me good.”
Mark sniffed. “Okay, old man. C’mon and help me change these sheets so we can get some treats from the sugar stash.”
“Okay, Mac Daddy.”
Owen’s cheeky grin dissolved in laughter when Mark picked up a pillow and smacked him in the face with it.



CHAPTER FOUR
“Someone’s in a good mood.”
Mark glanced at his sister. It was Thursday and they were making meatballs with pasta for Shitty Movie Night. Lauren was going to pump Mark for information too, something he could tell simply by the way she smiled at him.
“If by someone you mean me, then sure, I suppose that’s true,” he said.
“It’s a good look on you.”
“I’m not sure I appreciate the tone of surprise.”
“It’s not surprise.” Lauren knocked her shoulder against Mark’s. “I’m saying I like it. You’re serious a lot these days and it’s nice seeing a smile in your eyes.”
Mark dropped his gaze back to the meat in his hands and considered his sister’s point. Between the two of them, he’d always been more sober while Lauren was bubbly. It seemed he’d become even less smiley of late.
When did that happen to me?
He chatted with Lauren and they roasted three trays of meatballs before turning to the business of making sheets of pasta. A pot of red sauce that Lauren had cooked the night before was simmering on the stove by the time Keith turned up in his blue hospital scrubs with a loaf of fresh bread, and he opened a bottle of wine for them all.
“What are we watching tonight?” he asked.
“I Love You To Death,” Mark replied. He nodded thanks when Keith set a glass down beside him. “There are fake Italian accents and murder plots, and it all sounds completely terrible.”
“Excellent.” Keith rubbed his hands together. “Shitty Movie Night is one of my favorite things.” He came around to drop a kiss on the sides of Lauren’s and Mark’s heads, then sauntered off for a shower. “We should have one every week!” he called over his shoulder.
I can imagine Owen saying something just like that.
Mark went still even before the thought had fully played out in his head. Where the fuck had that come from? And why the hell was Lauren smiling at him like the cat who ate the canary? He almost gulped at her next words.
“Owen said you guys have been hanging out.”
Mark cleared his throat. “Told you? Or confessed after you badgered him until he cracked?” He shook his head at Lauren’s shit-eating grin. “That’s what I figured.”
“Hey, you guys left together on New Year’s Eve, so it wasn’t exactly a stretch to assume you’d hooked up.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Mark folded a sheet of pasta in half. “We’ve had dinner a couple of times since then.” They’d had a lot of dinners, actually, often followed by breakfast on the morning after. He and Owen had been fooling around for the better part of the two weeks since New Year’s Eve, not that Mark was counting. “Owen’s fun.”
“Mmm-hmm, I see.”
Mark didn’t bother hiding his eye roll. “Ya do, huh?”
“Yep. You should have invited Owen to join us tonight.”
“Mmm, no, I don’t think so.”
“Why not?” Lauren argued. “You like him, don’t you?”
“Sure.” Mark shrugged. “But I don’t invite guys to Shitty Movie Night. You never did either, until Keith, and that’s how I knew you guys were serious. Despite the fact he’s five years younger than you, you goddamned cradle robber.”
Lauren rolled her eyes. “Like you never date younger men. Look at Owen!”
“Yes, point taken,” Mark said. “I’m not serious about Owen, however.”
“Not even a little bit?”
“Nope. We go out, yes, but that’s all. We have a good time, too. Owen’s easy to talk to and he’s vers, both plusses in my book.”
“Argh, no.” Lauren grimaced so hard Mark snickered. “I don’t want to hear about my brother’s sex life.”
“That’ll teach you to mind your business, then.”
“I asked if you liked him, Mark, not who bottoms!”
Mark laughed. “I thought you said you didn’t want to talk about my sex life.”
“Oh, don’t be such a pain.” Lauren positioned her knife over the folded sheets of pasta. “How thick should I cut?”
“Tagliatelle,” Mark replied. “I know Keith likes his noodles thicker, but I say thin when meatballs are involved.”
Lauren grumbled. “Now everything sounds like sexual innuendo.”
“It really does.” Mark chuckled some more, but helped by sweeping the fresh pasta ribbons out of Lauren’s way.
“So you and Owen are not a thing?” she asked.
Mark bit back a sigh. “No. I like him, Lo, but we’re casual.”
Lauren didn’t bother holding back her own sigh. “That’s disappointing.”
“How so? You know I’m not looking to get into anything serious with anyone.”
“A girl can dream big for her younger brother, right?” Lauren laughed at Mark’s exaggerated snort.
“Your younger-by-three-minutes brother. And you’re just saying all this because you don’t like Alistair.”
“Well, that’s not true or even fair.” Lauren frowned at the pasta. “I don’t even know Alistair, so I certainly can’t dislike him. I’ll be honest and say I’d like to see you with someone who’s at least interested in meeting your family, however.”
“And subject him to interrogations like this?”
“This isn’t an interrogation, honey. This is me making sure you get what you need.”
“No, this is you trying to get me to be settled,” Mark replied, a sharp edge in his voice. “You want me shacked up with a plastic doctor husband and shopping for a baby online.”
“Whoa.” Lauren set the knife down, and Mark wanted to kick himself at the hurt he glimpsed in her eyes. “I have never said anything like that to you, Mark. Or wanted it for you. Do I think you’d be happy in a solid relationship? Yes, I do. But if you want to be the casual guy forever, I will absolutely support you.”
“I know.” Mark set the noodles aside and swept his sister into a hug. “Shit. I know that, Lo. I’m sorry.”
Mark rubbed her back, and his heart cracked a little when Lauren squeezed him.
“You’re perfect the way you are, Mac,” she murmured. “All I’ve ever wanted you to be is you.”
“Yeah, well, you’re lucky there,” Mark said around the rocks in his throat. “I don’t know how to be anyone else, so it looks like you’re stuck with me.”
“Story of my life since before we were born.”
A laugh worked its way out of Mark. He gave Lauren another squeeze before he turned her loose, but he stayed close and worried his lower lip with his teeth when she swiped at her nose with a napkin.
“Lo—”
“It’s fine.” Lauren sniffed. “I’m sorry I overstepped.”
“Well, I’m sorry I was a dick.”
“Okay.” She cut her gaze his way with a grin. “I was about to ask if Owen would be your plus one for the wedding, so maybe I’m the dick.”
“Oh, man.” Mark laughed, not so much at the idea of bringing Owen to Lauren and Keith’s wedding that spring, but at bringing anyone at all. “That’s not going to happen. For all I know, Owen and I might not even be seeing each by the time your wedding comes around.”
“I get it.” She busied herself brushing at the flour on Mark’s dark jersey, though her expression grew a little sad. “Don’t take it the wrong way when I ask you to be careful with him, okay?”
Mark drew his eyebrows together. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t think Owen’s like you when it comes to relationships.” Lauren tossed the napkin into the trash and washed her hands. “Don’t misunderstand me—he’s an adult and he can take care of himself. He’s not in a rush to get married, either. But he did have a boyfriend when he came to work at Bloom & Glass. They’re not together anymore, but to me that means Owen is the kind of guy who’ll look for Mr. Right at some point down the line. You, on the other hand, have made it clear you won’t.”
“Damned straight.” Mark huffed out a laugh. “So, what—you think Owen would look at me as Mr. Right? Why?”
“I don’t know why not,” Lauren said. “Maybe you don’t see it, Mac, but you’re great, even when you’re being an ass. I think you’d be surprised at how easily someone could want to be with you, if only you’d let them.” She reached for her glass. “Regardless, I like Owen. Enough that I worry you’ll break him when you get around to deciding you’re ready for something new, something we both know will happen.”
Ouch.
Nothing like a dressing-down from the one person Mark loved more than anyone. Still, he knew his sister was right, and that knowledge was foremost in his mind as they turned back to the pasta sheets.
“As you said, Owen’s a grown man,” Mark said. “But if it makes you feel any better, I promise not to break him.”
Mark could do that. Should take steps to be sure he did, now that he was thinking about it. Yes, he enjoyed the way things had been going between Owen and himself, but they’d spent more time together than he’d expected. Mark hadn’t cruised anyone in the two weeks since he’d met Owen, and he’d even canceled a couple of dates with Alistair. And why?
Well...because Mark enjoyed spending time with Owen. He was different from the men Mark typically met. Younger and quirky, and always ten minutes late. Owen’s lighthearted manner and way of looking at the world appealed to Mark in ways he didn’t understand, and he made Mark feel good. Not that Mark was going to admit that to Lauren. Admitting it to himself was weird enough.
Mark shook his head at himself. Clearly, a night out with Alistair was long overdue.
~ooOoo~
“Where on earth have you been hiding yourself?” Alistair’s green eyes held a note of recrimination. “I haven’t seen you in donkey’s years.”
“It’s been a while,” Mark allowed.
He’d reached out to Alistair several days after the conversation with Lauren and they’d arranged to meet at this steakhouse where they were currently eating rib eyes that cost as much as the shirt on Mark’s back. They had tickets for the symphony and Mark was very focused on admiring Alistair, who looked better than ever. Mark had never met anyone who wore tweed with such style, or made a head of salt-and-pepper hair look so sexy. Alistair was wearing antique horn-rimmed glasses, and his beard stubble gave his chiseled features a rugged cast that pinged Mark’s buttons just right.
“I was beginning to think maybe you’d moved and just forgotten to tell me.” Alistair gave Mark a smile. “You haven’t answered my question, by the way. Where have you been?”
“I haven’t been anywhere out of the ordinary,” Mark said. “My life gets busy, like anyone else’s. Work has been a little crazier than usual, actually, and that always messes up my social schedule.”
“Mmm, I can see that. I have no idea how you keep it together with all those hours you work. I would be an utter wreck.” Alistair’s deep voice highlighted his posh London accent. “Still, you’re usually much better about replying to my calls and texts. It’s not like you to be rude.”
“I’m sorry if that’s how I seemed. I didn’t mean to be.”
Guilt wormed its way around Mark’s head. While not a total lie, his words weren’t entirely truthful, either. Mark’d been having fun with Owen. He’d put a lot of other people on hold and forgotten to take them off, and that made him feel like a shitty friend.
But while Mark hadn’t gone into detail about what he’d been up to or with whom, a knowing smile crossed Alistair’s face.
“Met someone new, have we?” he asked.
Well, that figures.
Alistair had been Mark’s friend a long time and, in some ways, knew him better than anyone else.
Mark grinned and picked up his glass. “You could say that. I met him at Lauren and Keith’s on New Year’s Eve, if you can believe it. After you ditched me for glaciers and whatever the hell the people of Iceland like to drink.”
“You’re thinking of Brennivín,” Alistair said. “It’s a clear, unsweetened schnapps and really quite good. Besides, I didn’t ditch you for Iceland—you were the first person I invited along! But forget about that and tell me more about this man. Like how you met him three weeks ago and are still seeing him.”
“I don’t need to tell you that because clearly you’ve done the math already.”
He raised his eyebrows at Mark. “That’s a very long time for you to spend with any man, love. You’re not going soft on me, are you?”
“Would I be here tonight if I were?” Mark grinned at his friend’s easy laughter.
“Point taken. You’ll have to tell me all about him.”
“Mmm, there’s nothing to tell.”
Alistair’s eyes sparkled. “And you are a terrible liar.”
Mark and Alistair flirted and teased as they ate, and Mark soaked up Alistair’s musical voice and droll manner with real pleasure. It had been too long since they’d been out together. Mark resolved again to go out more, regardless of whether he continued to hook up with Owen or not.
The back and forth with Alistair continued through dinner, then through heated glances at the music hall with Haydn and Brahms as their background. Alistair dragged Mark into the restroom during intermission and got him hot and bothered, so his attention wandered during the second half of the performance. Mark wasted no time hustling Alistair outside before the applause had even died down, and they jumped into the first Lyft they could find.
It was late when they finally stretched out in Alistair’s bed, lips kiss-swollen and eyes drowsy. Mark’s body felt deliciously sore from screwing Alistair into the mattress, and Alistair kissed his way across Mark’s torso, then settled back against the headboard.
“Tell me about this man who’s caught your fancy.” He chuckled at Mark’s tiny groan.
“Why do you want to know?”
“Because you’re withholding information about him and that piques my interest.”
“I’m not withholding anything.” Mark raised the arm not pinned under Alistair and curled it around the pillow beneath his head. “I haven’t seen you, Al, so there’s no way I could have told you anything about my hookups.”
“Okay, fine. However, you haven’t seen me because you were with him and that piques my interest just as much.” Alistair knocked his feet against Mark’s. “What’s this particular hookup like, then?”
“Sweet, actually,” Mark said. “Earnest and smart. Really funny. He does design work for Lauren’s firm and that’s how he happened to be at her party.”
“Ah, another digital artist. Is he a hipster dudebro?”
“No.” Mark chuckled. “Hipster, maybe, but a dudebro Owen is not. At least as far as I’ve seen.”
“Is he attractive?”
“Obscenely so.”
Alistair barked out a laugh. “Good job.”
“Thank you.” Mark smirked. “I have a good time with him.”
“Doing what?”
“Drinks and dinner and various things.” Mark shrugged. “Earlier this week, we went to a weird little bowling alley in Somerville where we ate our weight in pizza and bowled a few games.”
Alistair furrowed his brow. “Bowling? Really? Forgive me, love, but that all sounds very middle-aged.”
Mark laughed. “I suppose it would to you. But we both have stressful jobs and it’s a nice change of pace to simply be. Owen’s easy.”
“Well, that’s more like it.”
“Meaning low maintenance, you degenerate ass.”
Alistair snickered into his pillow. “I assume there’s a lot of sex involved or you really would be bored by now. How old is this Superman, anyway?”
“Twenty-eight.” Mark heard the split-second hesitation in his own voice and watched Alistair’s expression turn sly. Ugh. Now he’d done it.
“Well, that explains the appeal. No wonder you’ve been MIA. Still, he’s practically a child, Mark.”
“He’ll be twenty-nine later this year!”
“And you’re about to turn forty. Mind you, I’m not judging.” Alistair turned a wry smile on Mark. “Just watch out he doesn’t get attached. Especially with your sister in the mix, because you could very well end up with a boyfriend, whether you want one or not.”
“Owen knows I’m not looking for that in my life.” Mark pondered for a moment. “Lauren asked if I was bringing him to the wedding, though, so I see your point there.”
“Mmhmm.” Alistair gave him a knowing look. “Are you? Bringing him to the wedding, that is?”
“Absolutely not.” Mark frowned. “The only man I’d take would be you if I didn’t fear you’d spontaneously combust the moment the vows were pronounced.”
Alistair laughed hard. “I can picture that exact thing happening—weddings are a nightmare from start to finish.” He fell quiet for a beat before rubbing Mark’s arm with his hand. “You could simply not attend, you know. I’m sure your sister would understand.”
An ache lodged itself under Mark’s heart. “No. She wouldn’t understand at all, Al,” he said. Alistair's expression softened as he and Mark stared at each other. “There’s no way I can skip it, nor would I want to. Lauren’s the only family I have and she already feels guilty getting married with Mom and Dad gone.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense, love,” Alistair said, his voice very gentle. “I know you both loved your parents, but you can’t not live your lives simply because they’re no longer around.”
No longer around. How easily those words tripped off Alistair’s tongue, as if Mark’s parents had moved out of state rather than being gone.
“I don’t do that, and neither does Lauren,” Mark said. “We’ve moved on. That doesn’t mean we’re not allowed to miss them, you know.”
“Of course not.” Alistair smiled at him. “Their anniversary is coming up, isn’t it?”
Mark nodded. He and Lauren made a habit of meeting up on their parents’ wedding anniversary to visit their memorial and then have lunch. Up until this year, it had always been just the two of them. “It’s happening over the weekend. I’m meeting Lo and Keith at their place and we’ll spend the day together.”
“Okay.” Alistair patted his hand. “I won’t bother calling you for a get-together because I know you like to do all that on your own.”
I don’t like doing it on my own. I’ve just never said so. The absolute clarity of Mark’s thought made his chest constrict. However, he didn’t voice it because he knew Alistair wouldn’t understand—he’d always considered Mark’s melancholy moods around this time of year a waste of energy. Alistair had remembered the anniversary and Mark appreciated his thoughtfulness.
“I’m off late next week,” Mark said, and watched Alistair’s eyes brighten.
“We can do something then, if you like,” Alistair said. “Maybe go out of town if you have more than twenty-four hours to yourself, so I can cheer you up.”
Mark nodded again and summoned a smile. “I’d like that.”



CHAPTER FIVE
Got time for dinner?
Mark stared at Owen’s message bubble on his phone for a long moment. He’d just walked in the door after spending Saturday with Lauren and Keith and, despite being tired, he certainly had time for dinner. He thought that maybe he’d like to see Owen, too, who had a real knack for lifting Mark’s mood.
However, summoning the energy for socializing seemed a monumental task just then to Mark. This day always left him in an emotional funk. His efforts to stay cheerful for Lauren and Keith had drained his emotional batteries even further, and now Mark was just done. He couldn’t see himself sitting through the niceties of dining, not even with Owen. He just didn’t know how to say all that without sounding like a cranky bastard.
Maybe Alistair had been right. Maybe Mark needed to be alone on this day with his dark mood instead of pushing it onto other people. And damn, if a bone-deep kind of weariness didn’t settle over him at the thought.
Not feeling up to it tonight, he replied to Owen. How about tomorrow? I’m off at 7. He didn’t have to wait long for a response.
Cool. We’ll go to a speakeasy I found on Appleton St.
Mark cracked a small smile at the words. He sat on his couch and stretched out with a sigh. Do I need to learn a secret handshake? he asked.
Of course. Meet at your place and I’ll teach you before we go.
Mark thought that sounded a lot like handshake lessons in the nude, and that was absolutely something he could look forward to. He smiled a little wider and set the phone on his belly before he closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, it was to find most of the light in the room had fled.
“Well, fuck,” he murmured.
He’d slept it seemed—for over two hours, judging by the clock on his phone—and his body and brain were all muzzy. He blinked up at the ceiling, trying to decide whether it was worth getting up and going to bed properly, and had almost decided against it when a knock sounded at the door.
Mark stifled a grumble. So much for extending his nap.
He levered himself up and off the couch, and rolled his neck as he made his way across the room, trying hard to shake off the vestiges of sleep. He hit the overhead lights before peering through the peephole, and almost dropped his phone when he spied Owen, skateboard in one hand and a brown paper bag in the other, through the tiny lens. Something sparked in Mark at the sight, but he shoved it aside and swung open the door.
“Hey,” he said. “You lost?”
Owen gave him that sweet, crooked smile. “Nah. I was in the area and thought I’d swing by.” He held up the bag, which bore the logo of Mark’s favorite local Thai food place. “I know you said you weren't up for dinner, but I figured I’d drop something off in case you changed your mind.”
Mark’s stomach gave a mighty rumble and saved him the trouble of having to reply. He rolled his eyes at Owen’s laughter and motioned him inside.
“I fell asleep after we messaged,” he said and closed the door. He held out his hands for Owen’s board. “I was just trying to figure out if I was in the mood for anything besides a frozen dinner.”
“Now you sound like me.” Owen carried the bag into the kitchen area and set it on the counter. “Lucky for you I’m part psychic and sensed your need for mango curry and spring rolls. I remembered you liked both when we ate there a couple of weeks ago.”
“Oh, man, that does sound good.” Mark set the skateboard against the closet door, then moved to Owen’s side. He set a hand on the small of Owen’s back, and inhaled the scent of herbal cigarettes on his coat. “You’ve never talked about being psychic before.”
Owen made duck lips at Mark’s teasing tone. “Well, it’s not something I tell just anyone.”
“I told you that Lauren calls me ‘Mac,’” Mark said. “Does that make me just anyone?” Owen’s gentle smile sent another pulse of warmth through him, but this time he didn’t shove it away.
“No, it doesn’t.” Owen stared at Mark for a moment, then cocked his head as if puzzling out a problem. “You okay?”
“Sure.” Mark rubbed Owen’s back. “Just tired is all. The day kind of caught up with me.”
Owen nodded. As a weighted silence lengthened between them, Mark knew Owen wanted to ask what kind of day he’d had. Owen didn’t, though. He brought a hand to clasp Mark’s elbow instead.
“Anything I can do?”
“Have dinner with me,” Mark said without thinking about it. He knew from the way Owen’s eyes went slightly wide that he hadn’t expected the offer either.
“Yeah? I’m not here to butt in on your evening, Mark. We can still hook up tomorrow if you’d rather be on your own tonight.”
I know we could. But I like you here.
Mark inhaled deeply as that realization spread through him. He did like Owen in his place. He wanted to talk about how he, Lauren, and Keith had spent their afternoon remembering Marty and Rosemary Mannix, too. And that was fucking weird as far as Mark was concerned, because he didn’t usually share his thoughts about this day. He decided it wasn’t worth fussing about, not when he had a handsome man here with a big bag of food and some good beer in the fridge. So he gave Owen a combination smile-shrug instead.
“Sure, we can hook up again tomorrow. But no way are you leaving me here alone with all these tasty things tonight.” He caught Owen around the waist and brushed their lips together. “Thanks.”
Owen smiled into another kiss. “You’re welcome. I’ll even give you an extra curried puff, if you play your cards right.”
They sat at the breakfast bar in the kitchen and glutted themselves on Thai while Mark told Owen all about his trip to The Riverway, an urban park in Brookline, where he’d sat on the bench he and Lauren had donated in their parents’ name.
“It probably sounds a little weird that we do that instead of visiting the memorial,” Mark said. “But there’s something about that bench that feels more like them and not just a stone vault. I’m not sure if that makes sense.”
“It does, in a way,” Owen replied, his voice quiet. He ran his fingers along the collar of his dark track jacket, his expression thoughtful. “You feel closer to your folks there than you would at the cemetery. I’ve never known anyone who donated a bench as a memorial. I mean, sure, I’ve seen the plaques on park benches all over the city, but I’ve never put a lot of thought into what they meant.”
Mark sipped from his beer. “My mom liked walking The Riverway and around Jamaica Pond, too. She tried to make it every day after she’d retired from working. Dragged my dad with her a lot, even though it wasn’t his thing. He never complained, because he knew how much she enjoyed getting outside.” He cast his gaze out of the window. “Late January isn’t the friendliest time of year to sit there, but we go every year unless there’s a storm. We bring a couple of thermoses of Irish coffee and some shortbread cookies and just talk. It’s surprisingly nice, as long the city isn’t buried in snow. Keith came with us this year, and that was good.”
Owen smiled. “Makes me wish it was easier to visit my own parents, actually. But they’re happier where it’s warm.”
“Plus you have a kickass vacation spot anytime you want.” Mark chuckled at Owen’s answering fist pump. “When’s the last time you were there?”
“Thanksgiving week,” Owen said. “My brother and I try to get back around that time every year, even though the holiday isn’t a thing in Barbados. We make do with lots of other kinds of food, of course. My mother’s pudding and souse is the bomb.”
“I don’t know what that is, but I’d gladly try it,” Mark said. “I think I read somewhere that Rihanna was in Barbados for Thanksgiving this year, too.”
Owen bit his lip against what Mark could tell was a wide grin. “I had no idea. She didn’t come to my parents’ house, that much I can tell you.”
“This is very disappointing.”
“For you and me both. Even I think she’s dreamy.”
Mark gave Owen what he knew was a wolfish kind of smile. “I think you’re prettier than Rihanna.”
“And you know you’re going to get laid tonight no matter what, right?”
It took a minute for Mark to stop laughing, although the next thought that floated into his brain made him worry his bottom lip with his teeth. “How are your parents with you being gay?”
“Not too bad.” Owen ran a hand over his head. “They kind of freaked at first and my mom cried a lot. They’ve gotten used to the idea over time, for the most part.” He blew a noisy breath out through his nose. “I think they’d be happier if I was straight, but a lot of that is because they worry. Being gay isn’t always the easiest thing in the world, even in a city like Boston. Add that to being black and... Well.”
Mark nodded. He had no trouble imagining what Owen wasn’t saying. He was certainly familiar with parents being worried and freaked out about having a gay son.
“My dad didn’t take it well when I came out,” he said. “We’d always been close, but it was like he didn’t know what to say to do or say around me. We became strangers. My mom didn’t know how to handle what has happening, and we all got real weird around one another for a while.” Weird like Mark only spoke to his parents when he had to and didn’t see them for months at a stretch.
Owen frowned around a mouthful of curry. “Did you work it out eventually?” he asked after he’d swallowed.
“Oh, sure. That was mostly due to Lo, of course.” Mark smiled down at his plate. “If you haven’t noticed already, she’s one of the most stubborn people on the planet. Once she gets something in her head, it’s happening whether you want it to or not.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Owen’s voice sounded amused to Mark’s ear. “So she forced the issue?”
“Yes. Made us talk, even if it wasn’t about Mark’s big, gay life. She arranged so many family dinners and trips. That’s how Shitty Movie Night came about.”
“Bonus for that.”
“Absolutely.” Mark licked his lips. “My sister got everyone on track again, but it was maybe two years before my dad seemed comfortable around me. And then they were gone only three years after that.” He sighed. “I wish I could go back and do things differently. I’d make better use of that time with them, you know? Be less of a stubborn ass.”
Owen laid his hand over Mark’s. “I get it.” His dark eyes shone with understanding. “I haven’t been through anything like that myself, but I hear what you’re saying.”
Those simple words and Owen’s easy touch soothed some of Mark’s rough edges and put him at ease, a thing he hadn’t known he’d needed.
Despite his earlier nap, Mark’s energy had tanked by the time they’d cleaned up the remains of their meal. He protested Owen’s suggestion they watch a movie in his bed, but really he was glad to stretch out and soak up the warmth of Owen’s lean frame while giant robots chased sea creatures across his TV.
“This movie is terrible,” Mark murmured. “I’m suggesting it for my next turn at movie night.” He smiled at Owen’s shushing.
“It’s robots and monsters,” Owen said, his voice pitched low. “There’s nothing about this you won’t like if you give it half a chance.”
“If you say so.” Mark opened and closed his eyes in a slow-motion blink that lengthened even more when Owen pressed a kiss against his temple.
“I do. Now be quiet like a good boy and watch.”
And that was how Mark ended up falling asleep on a hot guy in his bed. Granted the hot guy seemed okay with it, particularly as he’d let Mark sprawl all over him. But Mark still felt a twinge of guilt when he opened his eyes the next morning and understood what had transpired. Owen had brought him dinner, after all, and listened to Mark’s wandering thoughts about loss and missing his parents. Christ, Mark couldn’t even remember the last time he’d shared a bed with someone purely for sleep.
And that just wouldn’t do.
He rolled up on to one elbow and stared down at Owen through the early morning glow that snuck past the window shades. Owen lay on his side, facing Mark, one arm under his pillow. There was enough light to illuminate his fine features and dark lashes and that spray of freckles Mark liked so much. Owen’s pretty lips were slightly parted in sleep, and his breaths fell in soft puffs against Mark’s arm.
Mark laid his hand against the side of Owen’s neck before he kissed him, but kept his touches light. Owen surfaced bit by bit, stirring lazily while he also burrowed closer. He breathed out a sleepy sigh when Mark cupped his jaw.
“Mmm, Mark.”
The whisper set a fire in Mark’s belly. He peeled Owen’s shorts off and his own, then touched every inch of skin he could reach, his mouth pressed to Owen’s in a long kiss. Heat pulsed inside him at the way Owen simply yielded.
“This okay?” Mark murmured.
“Yeah. Want it. Want you.” Owen raised his hands to Mark’s waist and slit his dark eyes open, and Mark felt the need in that gaze down to his toes.
He lowered his mouth to kiss the miles of warm skin before him, and his lust built with every motion. Owen gave as good as he got, and though his movements were still slow and sleepy, his cock stood rigid against Mark’s. He smiled at the shudder that wracked Mark’s frame.
Owen palmed Mark’s cock with one hand, then shifted his weight so he could slide farther down the bed. He trailed kisses along Mark’s abs and pelvis, then nuzzled Mark’s cock.
Mark stared down at the sight before him and groaned. There was nothing sleepy in Owen’s gaze now. Mark went for the lube and his cock throbbed at the way Owen kissed and teased. He almost cursed in relief when his fingers closed over the little bottle and a condom.
Sitting up, he guided Owen upright too and pulled him close. Together, they slicked their hands. Owen’s eyes were heavy-lidded, and he let out a long, unsteady breath when Mark wrapped a hand around him.
Owen reached back, his eyes sliding closed as he worked himself open. Mark’s cock throbbed so hard it hurt.
“You’re unbelievable,” he said.
Owen’s head lolled back as if Mark’s words had cut a string. His Adam’s apple bobbed and his mouth fell open a little, and when Mark ran his free hand over Owen’s torso, Owen moaned, the noise as soft as a whisper. He bucked his hips forward, the movement almost certainly unconscious, and Mark swallowed at the sight. He wrapped an arm around Owen’s shoulders and pulled him close.
“Need inside,” Mark murmured.
Owen trembled against him. He shifted immediately, his eyes open again and glowing hot when they met Mark’s. His gaze never wavered as Mark lined their bodies up, even as he sank down onto Mark’s cock.
Mark held his breath at that slow slide, every bit of his self-control on a hair trigger. When he’d bottomed out, Mark thrust up and Owen pushed back, and the rhythm they built drove the heat inside Mark higher. He clutched at Owen, head spinning while Owen hung on too, Mark’s name a breathless whisper on his lips.
A low tingle started deep in Mark’s core. He clung desperately to the remains of his control and moved one hand to the cleft of Owen’s ass, reveling in Owen’s sharp inhalation. Mark pressed his fingers to where their bodies were joined, and hummed deep when Owen’s whole body went rigid.
God, he is gorgeous.
“Can’t.” Owen’s voice broke. He came apart at the seams, his cock pulsing hot and wet between their bodies without ever needing Mark’s touch. “Oh, fuck, Mark. Fuck.”
Jaw sagging, Mark watched Owen’s face twist, while the rest of his body moved almost without his permission. Without warning, every muscle inside Mark pulled tight, and then he was soaring, orgasm rushing through him so hard he let loose a shout.
“Beautiful,” he heard Owen murmur, and yes, Mark thought Owen was just that, even though he couldn’t get his mouth to form a single word.
He buried his face in Owen’s neck, the body in his arms anchoring Mark to earth so he didn’t float away, uncaring of the mess between them. Owen ran a hand through Mark’s hair, petting him gently for a long time before he spoke.
“Can’t believe you woke me up,” he said in a lazy voice that Mark knew matched his lopsided smile. “It’s six-thirty in the morning, man. And it’s Sunday.”
“I have to work, today, you lazy slob.” Mark pressed a kiss against Owen’s shoulder. “But I’ll make you coffee and bacon if you want to go back to sleep for a while.”
“M’kay.” Owen ran his nose along Mark’s hairline. “You don’t want any help?”
Mark leaned back enough to meet his gaze. “You brought me dinner last night and listened to me whine. I think I can return the favor with a little breakfast food while you nap. You need to let me up first, and maybe help me while you’re at it. I think my legs are asleep.”
Owen tipped his head back and laughed. “I should probably help cook then, because the last thing we need is you face down in a puddle of coffee and bacon grease.”



CHAPTER SIX
The following Friday, Mark found himself fidgeting on outside of a restaurant called Poca Luce and scanning the sidewalk, sure his sister would message at any moment. He and Owen had arranged to meet Lauren and Keith for drinks and dinner, and Owen was running late, again.
Owen being late was not out of the ordinary. The alarms on his phone were typically all that ensured he made it anywhere to meet Mark even close to on time, particularly when he was juggling multiple deadlines at work. Unfortunately, the behavior tweaked Mark’s Type A personality and left him antsy, despite his efforts to squelch his annoyance.
With a sigh, he turned toward the window of the flower shop behind him and gazed idly at the displays, most of which were Valentine themed, despite the month of February having only just begun. 
“Mark!”
Mark turned at the sound of his name, and immediately spotted Owen’s tall figure on the opposite side of Cross Street. Skateboard under his arm, he drew the eye of many around him with his bright hair and striking features, and the smile he shot Mark was so genuine Mark couldn’t help returning it.
His smile died the moment Owen stepped off the curb and into the street without checking the flow of traffic. A chorus of car horns and squealing tires filled the air and Owen’s happy expression turned to one of surprise. Mark stared, openmouthed like the other pedestrians, as Owen jerked back out of the path of a blue Honda.
“Fucking hell.” Mark’s heart hammered.
Owen waved an apology at the Honda's driver and she blared her horn, but sped off before the light changed. Owen began the crossing again, his pace a little slower and his expression serious, and seeing him safe flipped a switch in Mark that turned his alarm to anger in a heartbeat.
“Owen, what the fuck?” he groused. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
Owen frowned. “Of course not,” he said. “I was distracted, that’s all, and—”
“Late.”
“Well, yeah.” Owen wrinkled his nose. “Sorry. I got buried and missed the alarm I’d set.”
The line that worked its way between Owen’s eyebrows took the wind out of Mark’s sails. He sighed and closed his eyes, only to be greeted by an image of Owen in the Honda’s path. Mark quickly opened his eyes again.
“Fuck.”
“Hey.” Owen stepped up close. “You okay?”
“Christ. Yes, I’m okay. Are you?” Mark inhaled incense and the scent of Owen’s woody aftershave and grasped Owen’s hand in his. “You scared me, for fuck’s sake. You were almost hit by a car!”
Owen pressed his lips together in an obvious effort to keep a straight face and squeezed Mark’s fingers. “I’m fine. Don’t underestimate the Todd reflexes, man.”
Mark grunted. “I think even you would lose the battle against a car, you nerd.”
Owen’s answering laughter soothed his nerves, though, and Mark pulled him close so he could shut Owen up with a kiss.
The tips of Owen’s ears were red when Mark turned him loose. “So bossy.”
“Mmm, yes, bossy and late to meet Lauren and Keith.” Mark ran a hand over Owen’s hair. “We’ve got maybe three minutes before she starts calling, so let’s get those reflexes of yours in motion.”
Thanks to the prospect of discussing Owen’s design ideas for her wedding invitation, Lauren was in too good of a mood to be truly irritated with them. The four sat in Poca Luce’s bar while they waited for their table and she and Keith talked about Hawaii, where they planned to spend their honeymoon hiking on Oahu, Kauai, and Maui. They looked so happy as they joked and laughed, and their energy was like the best kind of contagion.
Owen smiled and loosened his tie. “This trip sounds unbelievable.”
“Dude, I am stoked,” Keith replied. “We won’t even get to see everything we wanted to!”
“We’ll see plenty of everything, honey.” Lauren flapped a hand at him. “The only thing I’d change about this trip would be less time sweating my ass off on twisty, turny trails and more by the pool at the hotel spa.” She aimed a look at Mark. “A girl likes a little pampering.”
“You and me both, sister,” Mark replied. “Owen and I were talking about driving up to Vermont in a couple of weeks. There’s a men-only B&B in Newfane I think he’d like. I went there with Alistair last year around this time and it’s great. Of course, Owen got it into his head to go snowboarding, while all I want is to park my ass in front of the fire with a vat full of hot buttered rum.”
Keith didn’t bother hiding his scoff. “I’m never sure which one of them is the bigger diva,” he muttered to Owen. “What mountain are you thinking about for snowboarding? Mount Snow and Stratton aren’t bad, but Okemo’s the better bet if you don’t mind a little extra driving.”
Lauren smiled as Keith and Owen fell into animated conversation. “I’m sort of loving that,” she said to Mark and tipped her head at the men beside them.
“Yeah, they’re cute,” Mark said, his tone dry. “Keith’s closer in age to Owen than I am, so maybe it’s to be expected they’d get along.”
Lauren pushed her lips out in a pretty pout. “Don’t be like that. So we both have good taste in younger men—is that a crime? At least we didn’t need to suffer through an awkward meet-the-family kind of evening.”
“Well, no, but that’s because you knew him before I did.” Mark narrowed his eyes at her. “You know nothing out of the ordinary is going on here, right?”
Lauren pressed her lips together for a moment and when she spoke her tone was oh, so careful. “I do know that, yes. I hoped maybe things had changed, that’s all.”
“You know they haven’t.” Something in Mark’s chest pulled even as he said the words. “I like him and we have fun together, but that’s all.”
Lauren cut her gaze to Owen and Keith, then back to Mark. “Got it.”
A sense of unease rose in Mark when his sister stayed quiet, especially because her hazel eyes stayed on his. They’d had conversations like this many times over the years. Lauren had never understood Mark’s disdain of love and romance, and he knew she hoped he’d somehow find a man who would change his mind. However, she looked almost sad now, and Mark quickly reached for her hand.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I’m not sure what to tell you,” she said, “but something is different about you these days.” Lauren squeezed Mark’s hand and gave him a small smile. “I hope that whatever it is lasts a while. Because it’s nice seeing you like this.”
Mark swallowed down the tight feeling growing inside him. “Well, whatever this is”—he waved a hand at himself—“I’ll do my best. And in the meantime, I’ll grab another round.”
Joining the crowd at the bar, Mark turned his sister’s words over in his head. He didn’t get very far before a familiar face wearing a roguish smile appeared before him.
“Hello, love. Forgive the cliché, but fancy meeting you here.”
“Hello, Alistair.” Genuine delight filtered through Mark as he embraced his friend. “What are you doing in the North End?”
“Stuffing myself with more starch than is healthy, of course. I’m with friends, actually, and we’re about to head to the theater.” Alistair kissed Mark on the cheek and stepped back so they could share a smile. “It’s good to see you.”
“Good to see you too,” Mark replied. The words were hardly out of his mouth when Alistair spoke again.
“I’m glad to hear that, though I should be angry with you.” He leaned one elbow against the bar and glowered at Mark. “The way you’ve been ignoring my messages is starting to feel personal.”
“I’m sorry.” Mark grimaced. “I know I’m a terrible friend. But if it helps at all, I’ve been working nights since the end of January and that’s got my schedule all turned around.”
Ugh.
Mark wanted to kick himself. Not even he believed the words coming out of his mouth. Regardless of his work schedule, the truth was Mark had been spending time with Owen. And Alistair’s arch look told Mark he wasn’t buying the excuse either.
“I see. So your disappearing act has nothing to do with a certain young man?”
Mark sighed. “You can just ask me if I’m still seeing Owen, Al, and I’ll tell you that yes, I am.”
“I assumed.” Alistair glanced left, toward the seating area where Owen sat with Lauren and Keith. “Is that him?”
“Yes.” Mark shifted his gaze in Owen’s direction too. He knew better than to offer an introduction. “Lauren hired him to design the wedding invitations so they’re through talking ideas tonight. With Keith, of course. I’m just here as man candy, I suppose, and to foot half the bill.”
Alistair’s stared at the other table for a long moment. “He’s so handsome. And...younger-looking than I’d have expected.” He aimed a leer at Mark. “Well done, Mark. Are you sure he’s twenty-eight?”
“Very,” Mark got out past a laugh. “Leave it to you to go there, though in this case I can’t really blame you.”
“Well, that’s reassuring.” Alistair sounded amused, despite the crease that marred his forehead. He stayed quiet a moment longer before he spoke. “Should I stop messaging?”
“No, of course not.” Mark frowned. Unfortunately, the bartender chose that moment to approach them and it was another minute before Mark could continue. “Why would you think that?” he asked once he’d placed his order.
“I’m not sure, love. This isn’t territory I ever expected to cross with you.” Alistair’s expression appeared uncertain, something Mark had never seen before, and he gave Mark a very gentle smile. “I want to be certain the overtures I make are still welcome, obviously. Because if you’ve moved on, well... Perhaps you and I need to change the nature of our friendship. Because we are friends, Mark, whether we’re fucking around or not. Or at least I hope you feel that way, too.”
A real sense of apprehension went through Mark. He’d known Alistair for years. Relied on Alistair, if he were honest, to ground him in ways other people didn’t, because Alistair got Mark. He’d been there during Mark’s trouble with his parents and many times since, his arms and bed open, and wearing that easy, sexy smile. The last thing Mark wanted was to change their relationship when that change could mean loss.
He locked eyes with Alistair, aware he was almost glaring, though he kept his tone even. “Of course, we’re friends, Alistair. There’s no need to change anything. If there were, you’d be one of the first people I’d tell, not one of the last.”
“All right, then. I’ll set something up soon.” Alistair’s handsome features fell into a familiar winning smile. “But I suggest you stop ignoring my messages, Mark. I may act like I’m made of Teflon but you could hurt my feelings if you tried.”
“I’ll do better,” Mark promised, and he exchanged another kiss with his friend before Alistair slipped away to rejoin his companions. The bartender had set Mark’s order down in front of him when a tall, familiar figure filled the space Alistair had just vacated.
“Need any help?”
Mark shot a smile Owen’s way. “I do, thanks.” He picked up his own glass of red and Owen’s white Merlot, then nodded toward the two remaining glasses of white wine. “Would you grab those so I don’t make a mess?”
“Sure. Who was that you were talking to?”
“That was Alistair.” Mark wanted to laugh at the way Owen’s eyes went cartoon wide.
“Holy shit, really?”
“Mmhmm.” Mark led the way to the table, but continued speaking over his shoulder. “He and some friends stopped in for dinner before the theater tonight and he came over to say hello. We said we’d hook up later this week so we can catch up properly.”
The next two hours were filled with talk of dates and color swatches and some of the best Northern Italian food Mark had eaten in some time. However, as the dinner wore on, he couldn't help noticing Owen seemed slightly off, his smiles less sunny and his shoulders tense. His expression appeared relaxed when he met Mark’s gaze, but there was something unreadable in his eyes.
“Everything okay?” Mark asked him after they’d ordered dessert and coffee.
Owen’s mouth tilted in his crooked smile. “Sure. I’ll be right back,” he said.
He patted his trouser pocket, a silent signal he wanted a smoke, and made a face at Mark’s slight scowl. Mark took the opportunity to check his messages after Owen had loped off, however, and smiled to see Alistair had already taken the initiative to set something up.
I have tix for A Doll’s House Sunday night—come with me?
Mark liked the prospect of a night of Ibsen and Alistair very much and said so in his reply. They went back and forth exchanging flirty promises, but Mark pocketed the phone again when Owen slid back into his seat.
Owen cocked his head. “Got a date?”
“For Sunday,” Mark replied. “Alistair’s got theater tickets.”
“Mmm, sounds nice.”
Mark sensed Lauren and Keith watching their exchange, but he was more struck by the reserve he read on Owen’s face than any kind of ire his sister might be holding back. The arrival of their dessert prevented him from asking Owen about it, and by the time the plates were set, Owen’s expression had cleared.
Owen fell quiet again as they walked from the restaurant to Mark’s place after dinner, but Mark didn’t take that to mean anything, especially after Owen took his hand. They stayed close as they rode the elevator upstairs and walked down the hall to Mark’s apartment, and once inside, Owen’s board was on the floor and Owen was on Mark, hot mouth and hands so distracting Mark nearly forgot to close the door behind them. They stumbled to the bedroom, pulling at each other's clothes, and Mark pushed Owen against the tall windows and worked at unraveling his control.
“Oh, God.” Owen gasped at Mark’s tongue on his Adam's apple.
“Mmm.”
Mark kissed Owen’s neck some more, just to hear him groan, and his skin prickled at the urgency in Owen’s touch. Owen peeled Mark’s shirt from his shoulders even as Mark tugged him toward the bed.
Mark pushed him down on the mattress and ran a palm over Owen’s soft hair. Owen grasped Mark’s hips, gaze fixed on Mark’s, the earlier coolness in his face replaced with need. Desire unfurled in Mark, mixed with something hotter and more weighty that he couldn’t name. Owen’s dark eyes were liquid with trust and arousal, and something intense Mark had never seen before.
Mark could lose himself in those eyes. Something he really wanted to do.
Fuck.
He cupped Owen’s face and bent, watching Owen’s eyelids slide closed as Mark kissed him deep and slow. Owen lay back, pulling Mark with him, and Mark settled between his legs. Lust shot through him as their cocks brushed together, and Mark arched into Owen with a groan.
“Fuck, baby.”
Owen opened his eyes and his wanton expression made Mark’s dick throb.
“Want to feel you,” Owen said, his voice sandpaper rough.
Moving quickly, Mark leaned over Owen for the condoms and lube. But when he pushed up onto his knees, Owen took the opportunity to take himself in hand and Mark paused simply to watch. Owen was so gorgeous, his lids at half-mast and his lips wet and swollen from kissing, and he pushed his head back into the pillow with a huff.
Mark tore the foil wrapper open. He made a show of slicking and sheathing himself, and he shot Owen a wicked grin. He pumped himself so slowly he ached, just to hear Owen grumble.
“Jesus, Mark, get over here.”
“So impatient.” Mark chuckled at Owen’s narrowed eyes. “So eager for me, too.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Owen managed, though the sass in his tone faded and turned into a soft plea as Mark slid a finger inside him. “Oh, fu-u-uck.” His voice wavered.
Mark teased and worked him until he writhed. Owen raised his hands over his head and fisted the sheets, and he bucked hard when Mark took him in his mouth. Mark held him down and took his time, intent on reducing Owen to pieces.
Owen gasped, his voice strung tight as a bowstring about to snap. “I—Mark, fuck. Please.”
Only then did Mark sit back. He pulled his fingers clear and his gut pulled tight at Owen’s low, desperate groan.
“So greedy,” he murmured, almost to himself.
He lined up and pushed inside Owen, and Owen held his breath, only letting it go when Mark paused. Their panting breaths filled the silence around them. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of Mark’s face, and his head spun with lust.
He fell forward and caged Owen between his arms. “Okay?”
“Yeah,” Owen whispered. His hands were in constant motion, as if he wanted to touch every part of Mark he could reach. He smoothed the sweat-damp skin over Mark’s ribs and rubbed circles into the tense muscles of his shoulders. “M’okay.”
Reaching down, Mark hooked one of Owen’s legs up, tucking the knee under his arm and moving even deeper. Owen cried out and clenched his eyes closed, his head pressed back hard against the pillow. His cock jutted between them, thick and hard.
“Touch yourself, baby,” he murmured. “I want to see you come.”
Owen moaned. He took himself in hand and fire coiled inside Mark at the way his face went slack. He’d never seen Owen so worked up. Owen was panting, his shallow breaths almost too fast, and a deep flush stained his neck and chest. He shook and mumbled, his words a mashup of nonsense and endearments, his free hand clutching Mark’s in an iron grip.
“Need it, Mark,” he murmured, his voice forlorn. “I need—ah, fuck!”
“God.”
Mark drove into him faster, his own control hanging by a thread. A familiar tingling started low in his groin, but he gritted his teeth, struggling to stay in control. He wanted Owen to come first, to feel him fall apart and watch his face as he soared. Owen’s eyes flicked open and the raw emotion in them made Mark’s throat tighten.
He pressed his mouth to Owen’s ear. “So good. Love this,” he murmured. “Love this with you, Owen, every fucking time.”
Owen swore. He threw his free arm over his eyes and his cock pulsed, marking their skin with his cum. His ass tightened around Mark, pushing him over the edge, and the world tilted around Mark in a white roar of pleasure that almost swallowed him whole.
Owen’s breaths were still loud when Mark came back to himself, and his body trembled with tension. Mark pulled out as gently as he could and shushed Owen when he hissed.
“Easy,” he murmured. Mark tossed the condom into the trash, then swiped at the cum and lube on their bodies with the sheet. Owen slowly rolled onto his side. Mark fitted himself against Owen’s back and held him while he panted. “Take it easy, Owen.”
Owen turned his face into the pillow. He lay tense in Mark’s arms, but brought his hands to rest over Mark’s and gripped him tight. Mark kept up a steady flow of words, pressing kisses on Owen’s shoulders and neck, until his breathing had evened out and his body relaxed.
“Sorry,” Owen mumbled. He sounded even more wrung out than Mark felt. “Not sure what happened. It was...there’s so much.”
“It’s fine,” Mark said. “You all right?” Owen’s yawn made him smile.
“M’okay.”
“I’ll get something to clean us up,” Mark said, but Owen’s reply got lost in another yawn.
He’d dozed off by the time Mark came back with a warm washcloth, and hardly stirred as Mark wiped him down. Owen turned toward Mark once he’d slid back into the bed, though, just as he always did, and Mark wrapped him up, soaking in the warmth of that tight embrace.
~ooOoo~
“Mark.”
“Mmm?”
“I have to go.”
Mark blinked. The gray light of early dawn leaked in past the corners of his window shades and the room lay mostly dark around him, shadows obscuring Owen’s face when Mark peered up at him.
“I just wanted to say goodnight.”
“Dunno if it’s nighttime anymore.” Sleep made Mark’s brain sluggish. He rolled from his stomach onto his back and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Lie back down and I’ll make you breakfast in a couple of hours.”
“Can’t,” Owen replied. He ran his hand over Mark’s hair. “I have too many deadlines and I need to go in to the office.”
“Before sunrise? On a Saturday?” Mark frowned. He settled a hand on Owen’s waist and realized then he was already dressed in his street clothes. “You know you can stay, Owen, right?” He could practically hear Owen’s smile.
“I know. I still need to leave. Go back to sleep, Mark, and I’ll talk to you soon.”
Mark tried to summon the energy to grumble, but Owen bent and kissed him, and the tender touch pulled a sleepy sigh from him instead. His kept hold of Owen’s waist and drifted off while Owen ran the tip of his nose along Mark’s cheek, his breath as soft as a whisper.



CHAPTER SEVEN
As planned, Mark spent Sunday evening with Alistair. They chatted over their cocktails and Cobb salads, and he thought again about how much he’d miss this camaraderie if things with Alistair were to go bad. Their years of friendship made their interactions a well-choreographed dance, sure and strong and lacking the missteps that could occur between less-familiar lovers. From their first cocktail of the evening to Mark’s name on Alistair’s lips as Mark made him come, Mark knew what to expect from the man at his side, and knew that he’d enjoy it.
But sleep eluded Mark as he lay beside a slumbering Alistair in Alistair’s big, expensive bed. Wired like he’d overindulged on coffee, he stared at the ceiling and his mind went in circles about why his otherwise perfect evening had left him feeling the slightest bit hollow. Something had been missing, something vital and vivid with a husky voice and an uneven smile that promised things Mark hadn’t found anywhere else.
Owen.
Mark’s stomach sank as the thought took hold. Owen had left a six-foot-two empty space in Mark’s evening and—not for the first time—Mark wondered what Owen had got up to since leaving in the predawn hours of Saturday morning.
He’d been on Mark’s mind often, even sneaking past his defenses during the date with Alistair. Mark had reached out to Owen a few times over the weekend, but his messages had gone unanswered. Though he knew Owen sometimes forgot to check his phone while working, Mark suspected something else was at play. Owen’s emotional outburst in bed had caught him off guard, as had the vulnerability Owen had shown in its aftermath. Mark still didn’t know what had set Owen off, but he felt something had changed between them. He just wasn’t sure what that something was.
Monday and then Tuesday passed without word from Owen, while Mark wondered what the fuck was going on. By Wednesday morning, he’d started to wonder if Owen hadn’t simply ghosted, a prospect that troubled Mark far more than he’d have expected.
The idea Owen had moved on rankled. Mark didn’t have the first clue where to file his disappointment if it turned out to be true, either. And knowing Lauren would ask what had happened made his stomach twist as he bought his lunch from a food truck parked near the hospital.
Tucking the bag in the crook of his arm, Mark turned and almost dropped it when he caught sight of Owen standing on the sidewalk not far away, his eyes on Mark and his hands wrapped around the nose of his board, which was propped against his knees.
“Owen!” Mark’s grin faded slightly as he got closer, in part because Owen looked dead on his feet, but also because he was eyeing Mark in a wary kind of way, his brow puckered as if he was parsing out a problem.
After a beat, he gave Mark a small smile. “Hey.”
“Hey.” Mark stepped up and drew Owen into an easy, one-armed hug around the board between them and breathed in his spicy, woodsy smell. “What are you doing over in this part of town?” He pressed a kiss against Owen’s cheek and smiled when Owen returned it, his lips soft and warm for a fleeting moment before he stepped back.
“I had a client meeting down the street.” Owen shrugged. “I was headed back to the subway, but saw you there by the truck. Are you going on duty?”
“In about an hour, yeah.” Mark frowned at the dark smudges under Owen’s eyes. “Where have you been? And why do you look like stir-fried shit?”
“Um.” Owen ran a hand over his hair. “Lots of deadlines, like I told you, so I’ve been working a lot. A big round of changes came in on the work I did this weekend, so that’s kept me going pretty late.”
Mark didn't like that Owen’s averted his eyes, as if he were uncomfortable meeting Mark’s gaze. “Okay. Well, I’m glad you turned up. I’d started wondering where you were.”
“Oh.” Doubt colored Owen’s voice. “I didn’t think that you—shit. I’m sorry. I just didn’t think. I should have checked my messages.”
Mark knocked his shoulder gently against Owen’s. “It’s okay.”
And it was. More than okay, in fact. Seeing Owen brought home just how accustomed Mark had become to spending time with him.
“Can you stick around for a while?” Mark asked. “I was about to eat lunch and I’ve got enough for two, if you’d like to share.”
It was as if a wall came up between them. Owen licked his lips and glanced at the bag in Mark’s hand before he gave a tiny nod. “Sure, okay. That’d be nice.”
They walked to the main entrance of the hospital and sat in a corner of the atrium where the gentle splashing of the water feature at its center disguised the awkward stops and starts in their conversation, pauses that made Mark’s stomach sink. Things between them had always been so easy and the tense line of Owen’s shoulders now troubled him.
What on earth is going on here?
He was pleased when Owen’s somber expression fall away the moment Mark unloaded the contents of his bag.
“Damn.” A real grin spread over Owen’s face. He unbuttoned his black pea coat and stared at the box holding four plump hot dogs covered in toppings and condiments. Amusement and disbelief were clear on his face when he met Mark’s gaze. “Were you really going to eat all this by yourself?”
“I was tempted,” Mark replied. “I know better than to try, though. I figured I’d split it with the charge nurse on duty today. Charlotte shares my affinity for all things hot dog, and that’s just one reason we get along so well. Don’t worry,” he said when Owen’s eyebrows rose. “Charlotte had no idea I planned on bringing something back and she’s no doubt somewhere buying lunch as we speak.”
“M’kay,” Owen murmured. “If you’re sure.” The way he worried his lip between his teeth a moment pulled at something in Mark’s chest.
“I am.” Mark nudged the box Owen’s way with a smile. “Go on and grab one before I really do eat everything.”
The tension lessened after that and talked flowed more naturally as they ate. While curious about Owen’s radio silence, Mark didn’t press. Owen still seemed skittish and the last thing Mark wanted was to put him off. He stuck to neutral subjects instead, like the projects Owen had been toiling over and an article Mark had read about robot-assisted surgery.
Mark’s gaze moved over Owen while they chatted, drinking in his occasional smile and the sharp line of his jaw. The way Owen’s brown eyes flashed when he got excited about a topic and his full lips pursed as he sucked mustard from his finger. Warmth settled over Mark and filled him with a deep fondness.
He’d missed this, yes. Missed Owen and not just for sex. Mark had missed their talks and the give and take and the easy affection that rolled off them both without either having to do a thing.
He makes me happy.
Mark bit his lip against a sentiment so...goofy it should have turned his stomach. The sentiment and feeling were true, though, because just being near Owen in this moment made Mark feel more centered than he had in days. Fuck if he didn’t want more, too.
Mark just had no idea what that meant.
“Hey,” he said, interrupting Owen’s rant about an episode of Eastsiders that had pissed him off to no end.
Owen raised an eyebrow. The way he gestured at himself with one hand made Mark laugh. “Dude, still talking.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. My brain kind of got away from me.”
“Uh-huh.” Owen smiled a little. “What’s up?”
“This Saturday some friends are taking Lo and me out for our birthday. Come with us.”
The light in Owen’s expression faded, replaced by the wariness he’d shown when he and Mark had first run into each other beside the food truck.
“I don’t know.” Owen blew out a long breath and God, he looked so tired. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Mark.”
“Why not?” Mark frowned. “Keith will be there and you guys seemed to have a good time hanging out.”
“Keith’s great, and you know I like your sister.” Owen wiped his fingers with a napkin. “What about Alistair?” he asked after a beat.
Mark blinked. “What about him?”
“Will he be there?”
“Oh, no. He’s... Alistair doesn’t know this group of friends.”
Mark fought off the urge to squirm under Owen’s stare. Alistair had never wanted to meet Lauren or Keith, and had certainly never met any of Mark’s friends from work. The bulk of time he and Mark spent together was focused on pleasing each other, and mundane details about work and life often didn’t fit that paradigm. The only time Alistair’s attention on Mark wavered during their hookups was if they decided to pick up a third. Someone young and hot, with energy to burn.
Someone like Owen, a little voice in Mark’s head whispered. Imagine how beautiful he’d look spread out under Alistair, just waiting for you to join in.
A chill worked its way through Mark’s stomach. It was all too easy to imagine such a scene. And goddamn if it wasn’t the last thing he wanted to see. Proof positive that Mark was losing it.
“Keith’s sister, Alice, is coming and she’ll bring her husband, James,” he said to fill the silence. “I asked a couple of my close friends from the hospital, too, and a couple of Lo’s girlfriends will be there.” He shrugged. “It’s just Lo and me now that our folks are gone, but—”
“No, hey.” Owen set his hand on Mark’s. “I get it. That sounds like a nice evening. I just... I wanted to know what I’d be walking into if I said yes, that’s all.”
“I see.” Mark smiled. He flipped his hand up and grasped Owen’s fingers gently. “It’s not going to be a big thing. Just friends and family getting together for dinner.”
Owen cocked his head. “Wait. I thought your birthday fell on the fourteenth. Saturday is the ninth and Valentine’s Day isn’t until late next week.”
“Yes, but the fourteenth is a terrible day for restaurant reservations of the non-romance kind.” Mark rolled his eyes. “You try finding something decent on the day, buddy, and you’ll see that the only places free are chain restaurants serving all-you-can-eat pasta.”
Owen laughed. “Aw. Poor guy.”
“Eh, it’s fine as long as you plan around the day. Which Lo and I do every year by having Shitty Movie Night on our actual birthday. So next Thursday, we’ll make a bunch of food and watch something awful and basically enjoy the hell out of it.” Mark sipped from his water bottle. “The Valentine’s thing was a much bigger drag when we were kids. So much hearts and flowers and pink. Lo loved it, of course—she’s always been a real girly girl. And I loved that candy was never in short supply. No way I’d ever complain about that.”
“Do you now as an adult?”
“Only if the candy comes attached to a stuffed animal, but even then, I’m gonna eat the candy.” Mark winked. “So, dinner on Saturday. Will you come?”
Owen looked at Mark for a long moment, his eyes bright and intense. Mark recognized that look—he’d seen it the last time they’d been together, before Owen had started pulling this slow fade-out.
“Can I think about it?” Owen asked. “I’m not saying no. I’m just trying to decide if it’s the right thing.”
“For whom?”
“For me.” Owen squeezed Mark’s fingers and the tenderness in his smile made Mark ache in a sweet, scary way. “I like you, Mark, and I want to keep seeing you...like, more seriously than we have. I know boyfriends aren’t your thing though.” Mark heard the air quotes in Owen’s voice. “You want to keep things casual and I respect that, but I’m not sure where that leaves me. I hate even saying that because I know how you feel about love and romance and all that crap.”
“It’s okay,” Mark murmured. Damn. He didn’t like knowing Owen held himself back, all because Mark had a bug up his ass about relationships. “Is that why you left the other night? Why you’ve been icing me out?”
“Yeah. I know it’s immature,” Owen said. He quirked a smile at Mark that didn’t hide the sadness in his eyes. “The problem is that knowing you’re out there hooking up makes me feel weird, so...I figured it was time to take care of myself.”
“Owen is the kind of guy who’ll look for Mr. Right at some point down the line,” Lauren had said, just a few weeks ago when she’d warned Mark about his behavior. Mark hadn’t doubted her. Hearing the yearning in Owen’s voice now, though—seeing it in his gaze—nearly laid him flat.
Mark was hurting Owen, all without meaning to. Because Owen wanted Mark for more than a night of fun here and there, and that meant he needed more than Mark could ever give him.
I’ll never be enough. I don’t know how give him what he needs.
Something very different thrummed across Mark’s heart even as those words echoed through his head. Maybe...maybe Mark was selling himself short. His stomach clenched at the very idea.
Holy shit. Who am I right now?
“Of course you should take care of yourself,” Mark said, voice calm despite the feelings storming through him. The line between Owen’s eyebrows told Mark something was showing on his face, however, and he summoned up a smile.
“I’d love to see you, Owen, and not just for dinner on Saturday, but again afterward. I can’t answer your question about where this”—Mark waved between them—“is going to leave either of us in the end. Because you’re right. Love and all that stuff has never been my thing. But I do like you, very much. And I’d like to think we could figure out a way to make both of us happy, instead of losing touch just because we each think the other wants different things.”
“I don’t know if that’s possible.” Owen dropped his gaze to their joined hands. “But I’d hate to lose touch with you, too.”
“So don’t.” Mark waited until Owen looked at him again. “Come out for dinner on Saturday and we’ll see how it goes.”
“I can’t say yes.” Owen’s throat worked. “Not yet. But I promise, I’ll think about it. And...thanks, Mark.” He squeezed Mark’s fingers once more before he stood and slung his bag over his shoulder again. Owen picked up his board and sent another small smile Mark’s way. “Thanks for the talk and the lunch. This was really nice.”
Mark sat for a while after Owen had disappeared, his gaze on the fountain and thunder on his brow. Owen was slipping away, that much was clear, and he was doing it out of a need to protect himself. Mark knew Owen didn’t want to call things off between them. The real surprise was how badly Mark hoped Owen would change his mind about walking away.
He spent the rest of the week ignoring everything that didn’t have to do with the job. He buried himself in patients and charts, and took on extra shifts that worked him until his eyes practically crossed from fatigue. Then Mark’d go home and sleep off his shift, and get up to do it all over again.
What are we doing for your birthday? Alistair messaged on Friday night, just after Mark had slumped onto his couch. I’ve got a lead on a trip for this weekend if you’re interested.
Mark stared at his phone. He knew Alistair expected a response. He knew he needed to get up off his ass and go to bed, too, or he’d fall asleep right where he sat. But Alistair would call if he didn’t hear back and Mark was too fucking tired for flirting.
What did you have in mind? he wrote back.
You and me and the tantric massage at the place in Newfane we went to last year. I feel like getting starkers.
Mark’s chest ached. Last weekend, he and Owen had been talking about a trip to the very same bed and breakfast. Before things between them had gone sideways and before Mark had lost track of which way was up. Owen hadn’t ended things yet, but the radio silence continued, and Mark fucking hated it more than words could say.
With a sigh, Mark turned his attention back to his phone. I have plans Saturday. Can we talk next week?
Absolutely. I’ll find someone else to debauch at the B&B in the meantime.
The winking emoji at the end of Alistair’s message made Mark snort, and that felt really good. At least someone in his life was still acting like himself. Alistair moving on to the next warm body was what Mark had expected. That was how things between them worked. Their times together were light and fun, just the way Mark liked things to be with any man he spent time with. They’d been that way with Owen from the first night they’d met.
So why didn’t light and fun work with Owen now?
Mark frowned. He closed his eyes and settled a little deeper into the couch cushions, arms crossed over his chest. He needed to talk to Owen. Like, really talk more about what was going on in Owen’s head and how Mark could fix things because...well, he wanted them fixed.
You know what’s going on in his head.
Yeah, he did. Owen wasn’t asking Mark for a ring or a promise or a house in the burbs. He wasn’t asking Mark for a goddamned thing. But Mark knew Owen wanted more. More than easy sex and laughs, and wondering when Mark would decide he wanted something new and Owen could fuck off. Owen wanted a tomorrow with Mark, and then tomorrows after that.
Mark still didn’t know how the intricacies of that might work, but he thought...no, he knew he was okay with delivering on those tomorrows. He wanted to try, anyway. He didn’t want to lose Owen as a lover or friend, and if he could keep that from happening, he would.
His phone’s chime caught his ear and as Mark blinked at the dark room around him, he understood he’d dozed off, not only because his clock app told him it was after three in the morning but also because his body ached from being slumped in one position for so long. Pleasure bloomed in Mark when he saw he’d also received a message from Owen.
Are we casual or formal for dinner tomorrow night?
Casual, Mark wrote back immediately, a smile on his face. Poca Luce again, at 7. Why are you still awake?
He hauled himself to his feet with a heartfelt groan. Sleeping while sitting up never did him any favors.
Been misspending my youth at bars in Assembly Row, duh, Owen replied. Why are *you* still awake?
Mark sighed around another grin. His eyelids felt as though they were carved from stone and he so needed his bed. He went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth, then stripped down to his shorts before he sat on the mattress and sent another message.
Long shift. Sleeping now. Talk tomorrow.
Working til 4.
Mark frowned. Grab a drink before dinner?
Okay, Owen replied after what seemed a very long time. Meet you at the flower shop on Hanover.
“Okay,” Mark murmured, and said as much in a message before he flopped down and passed the hell back out.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Naturally, Owen ran late on Saturday. Rather than being annoyed this time, Mark felt strangely calm as he stared at the displays of red and pink blossoms in the flower shop’s windows. Getting Owen to meet him at all seemed like hard-won victory and fuck if Mark would let his Type A reluctance to chill distract him from what he wanted, which was to talk things out with Owen.
Mark still wasn’t sure what he’d say, of course. How to tell Owen he’d missed him, far more than he’d thought possible. That the idea of Owen disappearing from Mark’s life left him hollow. That he knew there had to be a way to make this thing between them work, even if the idea of trying scared the absolute shit out of him.
He moved to check his phone again, but a cacophony of car horns and squealing tires caught his ear. Mark looked toward Haymarket in the direction of the commotion, but nothing appeared out of the ordinary, from what he could see. And still no sign of Owen.
He’s probably still on the train. He’d message if he changed his mind.
Then again...maybe Owen wouldn’t message. Maybe he’d stand Mark up, despite their brief exchange the night before, because he was done with Mark and his whole attitude toward relationships.
Mark didn’t notice he’d started pacing until he nearly walked into a couple headed in the opposite direction. By then the wail of sirens had broken through his tangled thoughts, and when he glanced toward the noises this time, he saw that traffic on the streets around the building that housed the Boston Public Market appeared to be at a standstill. Red and blue flashing lights were clustered toward the top of Hanover Street, a sure sign that whatever was happening involved both police and EMS.
Those streets were busy with the weekend fish and farm markets, and the narrow lanes were heavily trafficked with every mode of transportation imaginable, including horse-drawn tourist carriages and bike-powered pedicabs. Collisions were not uncommon. Particularly when pedestrians and drivers alike could be careless at crosswalks. Or distracted. Just like Owen had been the weekend before.
Fuck.
The only thing that kept Mark from tearing over Cross Street immediately was the prospect of being run down by a car himself. He was on the move the moment the traffic signal changed, weaving around the pedestrians, the February air extra cold in his lungs. He caught a break at the next intersection and dashed across Surface Road before the crowds around the market stalls slowed him down again.
A chill that had nothing to do with the winter temperatures filtered through Mark as he pushed past people, trying his utmost to be gentle. He murmured apologies to those he displaced around him, and it seemed an age before he reached the top of the street. The crowd grew even thicker there and Mark had to rise up on his toes to peer over the heads of the curious onlookers who’d gathered.
His stomach plummeted when he saw at least two figures on the ground surrounded by EMTs and cops, as well as several clusters of personnel by the open doors of two parked ambulances.
“Oh, Jesus.”
Moving toward the front of the crowd on numb legs, Mark stared at the scene around him. A bicycle lay twisted in front of a car stopped on Congress Street, and a huge dent marred the car’s hood. An EMT carrying a red backboard crossed Mark’s line of vision, moving toward a figure on the ground that lay very, very still.
“Sir, you can’t get through here. I’m gonna have to ask you to step back.”
Mark stared into the weathered face of the officer directing him around the scene, and while the cop was all business with his deep voice and bristling moustache, his brown eyes were kind.
“I’m a nurse,” Mark said, his voice so hoarse he almost didn’t recognize it. His shirt was drenched with sweat under his coat, despite the cold weather, and his heart hammered in his throat. “I can help. And I may know someone involved in the accident.”
“You do? What makes you say that?” The cop put a hand on Mark’s elbow and waved at another officer standing nearby. “Murphy, cover me while I talk to this gentleman.”
“Sure thing, Sarge.”
Mark followed the sergeant out of the crowd, his head spinning with anxiety. All he could make of the second figure on the ground was a pair of legs clad in dark trousers, and everywhere else Mark’s moved his eyes, he found movement and color and too much information to process.
“What makes you think you know one of the victims?” the cop asked again.
“We were meeting in the North End,” Mark said. “He was coming from work and he uses a longboard and the Orange Line, but now I can’t reach him and his phone is going straight to voicemail.”
He blinked at a gap that opened in the knot of EMTs and cops near one of the ambulances, and a familiar shock of white-blonde hair instantly caught Mark’s eye.
“Hell.” He pointed with a shaky hand. “There, in the rig. I think that’s him.”
He headed for the ambulance, the cop following close behind, but couldn’t truly see the figure seated in the back of the wagon until the EMT treating him stepped back. Mark’s breath caught as he got a clear look at a bruised and bloodied face he definitely knew, as well as a set of dark eyes hazed by pain.
“Owen!”
Mark squeezed past the EMT, uncaring of the mess around him or the blood on Owen’s face. Owen was ashy pale, his lips almost gray, and while there were abrasions around his right eye, the bleeding seemed to be limited to his nose.
“Mark.” Owen’s voice was strained and he swiped at his nose with an already bloodstained cotton pad. “Shit, I’m sorry.”
“Why are you apologizing for bleeding?” Mark took the gauze when he noticed Owen’s hands were shaking. “What the hell happened? Are you okay?”
“M’okay,” Owen muttered. He clenched his hands in his lap and closed his eyes when Mark took him by the chin with one hand.
“Are you a doc?” the EMT asked.
“CNP,” Mark murmured. Carefully, he pressed the bridge of Owen’s nose with his fingertips. “This doesn’t look broken.”
The EMT nodded. “I agree.”
“Doesn’t feel like it, either,” Owen said. He opened his eyes and met Mark’s gaze. “My shoulder hurts more than my nose. I got clocked pretty good in the fight, but I’m fine.”
“Fight?” Mark dabbed at the blood and shook his head. “What happened?”
“There was an incident in the train station,” said the sergeant who’d given him access to the scene.
Mark shifted his gaze to the cop. “Incident?”
“According to witnesses, a group of passengers became involved in an argument on the subway over seating. One or more of them made threatening remarks, prompting other passengers to intervene. The altercation continued into the station and then up here onto the street and—”
“Those people are assholes,” Owen shot back. “The lady was yelling and waving her bag around, calling those girls they were hassling dykes and telling us all to go back to fucking Africa.”
The cop grimaced. “I know, kid—”
“Yeah, yeah, you know.” A muscle in Owen’s jaw twitched. “One of the guys with her said he had a gun, y’know. He’s the one who fucking punched me in the face, but the cop in the station almost let them go!”
Mark’s stomach turned. The sergeant simply nodded, his features drawn tight with what Mark read as frustration.
“I know that,” the cop fired back, his voice almost a bark. “I’m glad you and the other passengers called 911 so that didn’t happen, but you’re also very goddamned lucky there was no gun and that guy was just talking out his ass! You could have been hurt, kid, and way worse than this.”
“His name is Owen,” Mark murmured. He couldn’t have said why. He grasped Owen’s shoulder with his free hand, softly squeezing a deltoid muscle so tight it Mark thought it might snap through the wool coat. Owen closed his eyes at Mark’s touch.
The cop’s grim expression softened. “You did a good thing sticking up for those girls, Owen,” he said, his voice gentler. “You all did. And I know you’re angry and probably don’t trust any of us to our jobs, but the people who started the fight are in custody.”
He jerked his head at a trio of police cruisers parked nearby and there, Mark glimpsed figures in the backs of all three, their features obscured by distance and shadows.
“So what happens now?” Owen muttered. He opened his eyes and stared at the cop, the fire in his gaze still bright.
“We need your statement,” the cop replied. “It’s gonna take a while to process everything and I know it sucks waiting around, but we need everything you can give us. The information you and the others give us will go straight to the DA’s office so they have everything they need to take this case in front of a judge. Okay?”
Owen nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”
“What about his injuries?” Mark asked. “Can I take him over to MGH in the meantime?”
The sergeant turned his focus on the EMT. “What’s his status, Kim?”
She cocked her head, her critical gaze moving over her patient. “He’s banged up, obviously, and he’ll have a hell of a shiner in the morning. I’d recommend he gets a scan if the shoulder keeps hurting, make sure it’s not more serious than a muscle strain. Other than that, his injuries appear superficial.”
“All right.” The sergeant nodded. “I’ll get someone from the Civil Rights Unit over here as soon as possible.” He started moving but paused when Mark held up a hand.
“No, wait.”
“Sir—”
“He could have a concussion or an orbital fracture,” Mark argued, heat flooding through him like wildfire. Fuck, the nurse in him was pissed that everyone seemed okay with going along like Owen didn’t have bruises on his face and blood coming out of his nose. Like he hadn’t been assaulted, for God’s sake, and no one seemed ready to advocate for his health. He glared at Kim, the EMT, who drew her eyebrows together at Mark.
“I don’t disagree.” She glanced back at Owen. “But he’s lucid and passed the concussion protocol, which tells me he’s okay to stay for the time being.”
“I am okay,” Owen said, and his firm tone drew everyone’s eye. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not even here.” He shifted his gaze to Mark. “I’m good, Mark. Really. I’d rather stay and talk to the guys from the hate crimes thing and get this shit over with.”
Civil Rights Unit? Hate crimes? Mark swallowed down a wave of nausea. Now his hands were shaking. He hauled in a deep breath to get a hold of himself.
“Fine.” He frowned at Owen. “But you tell me if you start feeling woozy or anything like that, okay? By that I mean the second you have even more than a shade of headache, Owen.” Mark glanced back to Kim. “Can we get a cold pack for that eye?”
She quirked a smile at him. “You bet.”
Kim climbed into the rig and the sergeant headed off to find more cops, while Mark dabbed at Owen’s nose with the pad again.
“This has stopped,” he murmured. He sat down on Owen’s left and tried to ignore the way his insides wobbled. “How do you feel?
“Like shit,” Owen replied, his voice quieter now. He cast his eyes on the ground. “My head already hurts, by the way, but I’m pretty sure that’s more because I’m still mad as fuck about what happened.”
“What did happen?”
A muffled popping sound came from behind them. Kim squeezed past Owen on his other side and hopped off the rig, a white plastic package in one hand and a silver Mylar blanket in the other. Handing the blanket off to Mark, she shook the cold pack a few times and held it up to Owen, then waited for his nod before she applied it to the bruising around his eye.
Owen hissed. “Motherfucker.”
Kim grimaced. “Like I said, that’s gonna be an epic shiner.”
“Great.” Owen reached up and took hold of the ice pack. “That’ll go over well at the office.”
“Any dizziness or nausea since the last time I asked?”
“No, I’m good.”
“Okay.” Kim flicked her gaze from Owen to Mark. “I think you’re in good hands, Owen. I’m going to check in with the other rigs and see if anyone needs my help, but you or your friend call me if you need anything.”
“Mark knows what he’s doing,” Owen replied. “And thanks. I’ll try not to keel over and die in the meantime.”
Mark’s mouth went dry. Owen meant it as a joke—Mark knew that—but his hackles rose anyway, along with a wave of despair that made his throat go tight. He busied himself getting the blanket opened up and around Owen until he trusted himself to speak.
“Are you going to tell me what happened now?”
“Basically what that cop said.” Owen bowed his head slightly, and the sight tugged at the space behind Mark’s ribs. Every line of Owen’s body screamed of weariness and all Mark wanted to do was wrap him up in a hug.
“I was on my way over here to meet you and—” Owen sat bolt upright. “Holy shit, the dinner!” He dropped the hand holding the ice pack and stared at Mark, his eyes wide.
“It’s fine,” Mark said, but paused when his phone chimed in his pocket. “That’s probably Lo.” He moved Owen’s hand and the cold pack back to his face. “I’ll just tell her what happened so she knows not to expect us.”
“Mark, no.” Owen grabbed Mark’s hand, his fingers icy. “I don’t want this to... Don’t let this ruin your night. It’s your goddamned birthday!”
Mark stared. “Are you sure you didn’t you hit your head? Because why the hell else would you think I’d leave you here so I could go eat dinner?”
“Fuck.” Owen’s expression cracked and took Mark’s heart right along for the ride.
Mark sighed. “Owen.”
But Owen had closed his eyes. The tension ran out of him all at once and even though he didn’t say a word, Mark felt like the shittiest human ever. Luckily, the nurse inside him was ready to take over again.
He wound an arm around Owen, mindful of his sore shoulder. The movements crinkled the Mylar and Mark leaned until he could rest his cheek against Owen’s temple.
“I’m where I want to be, Owen. I can’t just pretend nothing happened, and I don’t want to.” He kept his voice low and steady. “I had no idea what was going on when I ran over here, but I knew you were hurting.”
“M’okay,” Owen said again, but he’d started trembling, even if he hadn’t realized it.
“Yeah, well I’m a wreck.” Mark sighed. “I saw people on the ground and...fuck. I thought that was you over there, waiting for a backboard.”
“They tried to leave.” Owen’s shivering increased, which made his voice shake, and Mark recognized the signs of adrenaline let-down. “The people who started the fight on the train tried to leave because the transit cop wasn’t going to do fuck all.” Owen hauled a deep breath in through his nose. “The guy who said he had a gun started pushing people out of his way and yelling. He knocked a lady into the dude on the bike and they both ended up in the street with the cars.”
Mark’s stomach fell through the ground. “That could have been you.”
Owen leaned into Mark so their bodies seemed to mold together. “It wasn’t.”
“I know.” Mark’s heart twisted so hard it hurt. He drew Owen in a little closer, and together they did their best to shut out the chaos of the scene around them.



CHAPTER NINE
Over two hours later, after the cop cars and ambulances had driven off and Owen had finished with questions and statements, he and Mark were completely worn-out. Neither voiced the suggestion, but they turned toward Mark’s, quiet as they walked through the bustling weekend crowds headed out for the night, hands linked.
“Where’s your board?” Mark thought to ask out of the blue.
“I went home to change and left it there,” Owen said. He slowed down then and seemed almost surprised when he looked up at Mark’s building. “Wait, is this cool that I’m here? I’ve been on autopilot since we left Haymarket and I didn’t even—”
“Yes, it’s cool.” Mark glanced at the entrance and back to Owen. “Come upstairs with me. We’re both exhausted and I just... I want to lie in bed and eat junk food and watch people cook while we drink beer.”
“Okay. If you’re sure.” Owen leveled a very earnest expression Mark’s way. “I’m really okay to go home if you’d rather have the bed to yourself—”
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t,” Mark replied with a creaky little laugh. “I want you here, Owen, with me. But I’ll make you some eggs first, because I know you’re probably starving and I don’t want you to eat my face while I sleep.”
Despite his joking, Mark was still wrestling with a real urge to bundle Owen over to the hospital for a thorough exam. He got them inside the apartment regardless and took Owen’s coat, then looked him up and down. “You feel okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Owen sat down at the breakfast bar with a grunt. “Just beat.” He balanced his chin in his hand. “Some birthday, huh?”
“I told you already—I don’t care about that.” Mark set their coats over the back of his couch. “Dinners are easy to reschedule, and I’m having Lo and Keith over on the fourteenth anyway.”
The corners of Owen’s mouth tilted up. “For Shitty Movie Night.”
“You know it.” Mark returned his grin. “You should come too,” he said and moved so he stood at Owen’s knees. “We decided to make jambalaya and watch vampire movies, so it’s going to be killer. If you don’t have plans for that night, I mean.”
“I don’t.” Owen licked his lips. His smile had faded, but his eyes shone. “You’d be okay with me being there?”
“Yes.” Mark took his hand. “See, I wouldn’t ask just anyone to join us. But I’d definitely ask you.”
The tips of Owen’s ears turned pink. “All right. I’d like that.”
Warmth spread through Mark. “Good.”
He couldn’t help wrapping Owen up just then and kissing him, slow and almost chaste, despite the avalanche of feelings rushing through his heart and head. A low hum sounded in Owen’s throat when they parted again, and Mark pressed their foreheads together.
“We should talk about this. That’s what I wanted to do when I asked you to meet me for a drink tonight. Talk about how to make this work between us.” Mark squeezed Owen gently. “I’m sure you want a shower now, though. We both need to eat, too, because I am ready to eat the counter, I’m so hungry.”
Owen huffed out a laugh. “Well, we can’t have that.”
“No we can’t.” Mark stepped back and tugged Owen to his feet. “How about you hit the shower while I crack open the eggs and a couple of beers? Unless you need some help cleaning up?”
“Yes, please. To all of the above.” Owen dropped another peck onto Mark’s mouth, then stared at him a beat, his expression growing somber. “Thanks.”
It’s no big deal.
The words hung on Mark’s lips, just waiting for him to blow the moment off. He didn’t though. Couldn’t. Something about this moment—something about Owen—felt too important and Mark recognized that, even if he couldn’t say exactly those words aloud just yet.
“You’re welcome.”
They’d started for the bathroom when Mark’s phone chimed in his pocket.
“That’s my sister,” he said, but any apology he thought about offering faded under Owen’s smile.
“Call her,” he urged. “She’ll only worry if you don’t do it now, and we both know you don’t want that.”
Mark got Owen into the bathroom with some sweats and fresh towels first, but before he could check his phone, a knock sounded at his front door. Mark glanced at the message—We’re here and we brought you food—and let out a strained little laugh. So much for keeping Lauren from worrying.
“What happened?” she exclaimed the second he pulled back the door. The concern on her and Keith’s faces sent Mark’s stomach down to the floor. “Your message said Owen got into a jam on the train and you had to skip dinner, but that was it and then we never heard from you again. What’s going on?”
“I’m so sorry, guys.”
Lauren scowled. “Don’t be sorry, Mark—it was just a dinner, no big deal.” Her words were so much like the ones Mark had spoken to Owen earlier he nearly laughed again.
“Just...come in and I’ll try to figure out where to start.” They gathered at the kitchen counter with the bags of takeout, and Mark busied himself opening beer bottles and unpacking the food. “I’m still processing the whole thing myself,” he muttered, and went still when Keith settled a hand on his shoulder.
“Take it easy,” Keith said in what Mark recognized as his nursing voice, the one he used to talk down stressed-out patients. “Just tell us what happened.”
“Okay.” Mark blew out a long breath. “There was an altercation on the train Owen was riding. A group of men and a woman started harassing two girls over seating. The girls were a couple and—from Owen’s perspective—that triggered the group who started it. It seems they found two women showing affection for each other in public offensive.”
He aimed a frown at the containers of food on the counter. “I’m not sure they weren’t just looking for any excuse to fuck with someone.”
“What do you mean?” Lauren asked.
“You know what the subways are like. What this city is like. Everywhere you look there are people of color and different religions, people like Owen and me.” Mark met her gaze. “Owen’s got Pride buttons on his messenger bag—those could have been the trigger if not for the girls. Or Owen’s brown skin. Or the lady sitting next to Owen if she’d been wearing a hijab or the guy on his other side because he looked Asian. People who want to hate have plenty of fucking material to choose from and they’re not picky as long as they get to hurt someone.”
His sister’s eyes glazed over with tears. “Mark.”
“Sorry.” Mark heard the bitterness in his own voice, and God, he was so tired. Taking out his frustrations on Lauren wouldn’t get him anywhere and he rubbed his faced with one hand. “Anyway. Owen wasn’t involved at first, but he and some other passengers got involved when the people harassing the girls started getting physical with them.”
Keith’s face went hard. “Oh, hell.”
“The driver kicked everyone off the train at Haymarket, but Owen and some of the others got the transit cops involved.” Mark put his hands on his hips. “From there, it sounds like things just got way out of control. Everyone ended up outside at Haymarket and some pedestrians were knocked off the sidewalk and into traffic. By the time I got there, the BPD and EMS were on scene. I found Owen sitting in the back of a rig with some spitfire named Kim.”
“But he’s okay?” Lauren’s voice rose almost to a squeak and she grabbed Mark’s hand when he reached out to calm her.
“Owen’s fine, Lo. He’s banged up with a sore shoulder and he has a huge fucking black eye, but otherwise, he’s good. I’ll keep an eye on him tonight and take him over to MGH tomorrow if his shoulder feels worse. We were just getting cleaned up and figuring out the food situation when you barged in.”
“Thank God.” Lauren caught her bottom lip between her teeth for a moment, her gaze moving over Mark’s face. “How about you? How are you doing?”
“I’m good.” Mark gave her a smile, but his heart wasn’t in it. “I’m so sorry the whole night went to shit. Owen feels badly, too, but I couldn’t just leave him there.”
“Well, of course you couldn’t.” Lauren frowned at him. “I’m not stressed that you guys couldn’t make it, Mark—I’m just glad you’re both okay.”
Mark blinked at her, feeling way overtired and stupid. “Why wouldn’t I be okay? I’m not the one who was punched in the face by a bigoted piece of trash. I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine,” Keith said, his voice quiet. “As a matter of fact, you look like shit. You’re paler than you should be and that’s saying a lot because you’re white as fuck to begin with.”
The boulder in Mark’s throat kept him silent as Lauren and Keith stared him down. Seeing Owen surrounded by cops and EMTs had shaken him, badly in fact. But listening in on Owen with the cops while he’d given his statement had been painful.
“The things Owen told the cops... He had to talk to the Civil Rights Unit, for fuck’s sake. The names those people on the train called him and the others, and the way the transit cop almost let the whole thing go, like what happened to those girls didn’t matter—” Mark pressed his lips together in a tight line. “I’ve had people hassle me for being gay. I’ve been called names and pushed around, but listening to Owen talk about what happened to him because of the color of his skin...it was awful.”
To his horror, Mark’s eyes pricked with tears. Quickly, he closed them, working hard to get hold of himself, while Lauren drew him in for a hug and Keith reached over her to set his hands on Mark’s shoulders.
“I don't even know why I’m falling apart like this,” Mark murmured once he trusted himself not to freak out. He pulled himself free and ran his hands over his hair. “Owen is fine. It could have been so much worse than a black eye. He could have been the one in the path of that car. He could be in surgery right now for fuck’s sake. Or...” Mark shook his head, unable to give voice to the awful things that could have happened had luck not been on Owen’s side.
Lauren surprised him with a small smile. “Seeing the people we care about hurting is hard.” She laid a delicate hand on his cheek.
Mark pressed his lips into a thin line and stared at her, unsure how to tell his sister just how much he cared about Owen.
“I invited Owen to Shitty Movie Night,” he blurted instead, and winced as Keith jabbed a finger into his midsection. “Ow.”
“I knew it!” Keith crowed, his eyes gleaming. “You fucking love him, don’t you?”
Mark flinched like he’d been splashed with cold water. “No, I—” he started, and stopped when Lauren laughed gently. She ran her hand up and down Mark’s arm.
“You do, honey. You love him. And judging from the way Owen looks when he’s around you, he is way gone for you, too.”
Mark could only stare, gaze moving between Lauren and Keith, so sure they had to be joking, and something inside him slid into place with an almost audible click. He’d been attracted to Owen from the start. He’d liked Owen right away, too, and that had grown into something far bigger than Mark had felt for any man he’d ever been with. And the heart-fluttery, over-the-moon feelings that were running through Mark right now? They’d been happening to Mark around Owen for a while now—he just hadn’t put the pieces together.
Oh, hell.
“Why didn't you tell me?” Mark whispered. “Why didn’t Owen tell me?”
Mark already knew the answer, didn’t he? Why would Owen tell Mark he cared with Mark so goddamned determined to prove he didn’t believe in love at all?
Lauren simply shrugged. She didn’t give Mark shit, despite having heard him scoff at love and romance for decades. She’d amassed a literal lifetime of ammunition, but instead of using it against Mark, she kissed his cheek and smiled.
“You weren't ready to hear it,” she said, “from Owen or from anyone. You’re ready now, though. You just need to let it happen.”
Mark held his breath in hopes his heart would stop banging around inside him like it was trying to crash its way out. No such luck.
“I’ve never felt like this before,” he said, his voice much quieter than he’d have expected. “I’m not sure I know how to love someone.”
“It’s funny you’d say that.” Lauren sniffed at Mark. “Because I’m pretty sure you’re already doing it without even trying. And if you want more with Owen, all you have to do is reach out and grab it.”
~ooOoo~
Mark had almost made up his mind to go check on Owen when the man himself padded out of the bedroom in the borrowed navy blue sweats, hair still damp and hands clasped behind his back. The bruising on his face had become more pronounced, especially around his eye where purple shaded from the bridge of his nose to his cheekbone. Owen’s color overall had improved with the heat of the shower, though, and his eyes were livelier.
Mark wanted to kiss him senseless. After encasing him in bubble wrap. 
“Were you talking to someone?” Owen held out a hand for the beer Mark offered and raised his eyebrows at the takeout containers spread across the counter. “Whoa. You didn’t make eggs.”
“I did not. Lo and Keith were here,” Mark said. “I forgot to text them back while you were dealing with the cops and they were worried. They came by to yell at me and drop off a truckload of food, and they’re both relieved you're okay. I think they ordered one of every entree Poca Luce serves, by the way, so you’ve got about a dozen things to choose from.”
“Excellent. Oh, hey, I have something for you.” Owen pulled the other hand from behind his back and held up a small brown stuffed bear. It sat atop a rectangular gold and red foil box and, between its paws held a little red tulle bag filled with candy. Owen smiled. “I know it’s not your birthday yet, but I figured a little Valentine’s Day candy a few days ahead of the day would be okay if it came with a cheesy stuffed animal.”
Mark stared at the bear for a long moment before he reached out with both hands and took it. “Thank you,” he murmured, eyes on the little creature and his throat so thick he was surprised he could speak at all. “I can’t believe you remembered.”
“There are chocolates in the box, too,” Owen said, and Mark heard amusement in his voice. “And, as bears go, that guy’s not so bad.”
Mark held his breath, his insides shaking with more emotion than he knew what to do with. He realized he’d been quiet too long when Owen stepped close and took hold of Mark’s elbow.
“Mark? You all right?”
“Yeah.” Mark swallowed and lifted his gaze to meet Owen’s, finding concern there and, of course, affection that ran deeper than mere fondness. Lauren had been right. Owen was looking at Mark with love. That didn’t scare Mark the way it would have only a few weeks ago, either.
“Is it okay if we talk while we eat?” he asked. “Because I don’t want to wait until tomorrow. I really, really don’t know what I’m doing, but I know I don’t want to wait anymore to talk to you about it.”
Owen raised his hands to Mark’s shoulders. While Mark had been dying to provide comfort all afternoon, Owen was the one who pulled him close and just held him tight. And Mark felt more than okay with that happening for as long as Owen was willing.



CHAPTER TEN
“Don’t get mad.”
Mark turned from the pan of bacon he’d been frying. “Okay? Why would I get mad?”
“The white dog is back,” Owen said. He tilted his head to the cabin’s open front door, where the animal in question sat on the steps, big dark eyes staring in through the storm door at them.
“Ah.” Mark glanced from the dog to Owen and sighed. “I told you this would happen if you fed him.”
Owen grimaced. “I know, but what the heck are we supposed to do? There’s no one else around and he’s clearly hungry. Where do you think he stays at night?”
“With his real owners,” Mark said. “Who are no doubt in another cabin nearby.” He grunted and turned back to the stove. “Well, go ahead and let him in, because we both know you won’t be satisfied until you do.”
After turning the burner off, Mark went to the refrigerator while Owen and the dog made goo-goo eyes at each other. He pulled a carton of eggs and a package of steak from its depths, then went about preparing what he hoped made for a good doggy-breakfast.
The beast had turned up four days into Mark and Owen’s week in a tiny cabin on wheels. The cabin sat in a campground in the woods of southern New Hampshire, and Mark and Owen had come up to stay for the last week of February, just after a snowstorm had blanketed the region in over a foot of fluffy white stuff. Owen had been the one to find the place as an alternative to the all-male bed and breakfast that had been Mark’s preference. While a small part of Mark mourned that he might not see the B&B again, it felt right finding a new getaway location with Owen. Even if said place was a tiny wood structure that was smaller than Mark’s living room.
Despite its heavy hipster vibe, Mark liked the place. It was one long room, with bathroom and shower at one end and sleeping space at the other with kitchen-slash-living area in between. Fashioned in warm, natural woods, the cabin was surprisingly cozy, and the queen-sized bed made for comfortable lounging. A large picture window filled most of the wall over that bed, and it let in a ton of light and afforded spectacular views of the snowy woods beyond.
Mark and Owen slept late every day and usually wandered out onto the hiking trails before lunch, and though they saw other cabins dotted throughout the grounds during their explorations, they rarely met anyone or heard a noise that broke the hush of the woods.
That had changed after the white dog showed up, of course, and greeted them with cheerful-sounding woofs and a wagging tail. The animal had been a little thin but appeared to have been well cared for otherwise, its fur surprisingly clean and its eyes lively. The dog’s leather collar bore no tags or identification, however, and it had correctly identified Owen as the weak link while it followed him and Mark on their walk through the woods. Owen had allowed it to drink almost all the water from his bottle before they'd even made it back to the cabin, and when he’d gone to the refrigerator for some leftover chicken, Mark had known they were in trouble.
Mark sighed over the pieces of steak he was chopping now. He wouldn’t win this battle. Truth be told, he didn’t really want to fight it, because most likely the dog was lost or had been abandoned, and fuck if Mark would be the one to kick him out—he’d never be able to live with himself, let alone the look he knew he’d see in Owen’s eyes. So the chunks of meat went into a bowl. He mixed them with sliced carrots and a handful of blackberries, then cracked an egg over the whole thing. He set it by the door and shook a warning finger at Owen’s smirk.
“I’ll murder you if that thing has fleas,” he said over the dog’s eager smacking noises. “We’ll need to go grocery shopping tomorrow, too, and that wrecks my plans to stay away from town until we leave.”
Owen took two steps and wrapped his arms around Mark’s waist. “Sorry.”
“No you’re not.” Mark turned his head for a kiss. “But that’s okay. We’re almost out of candy anyway.”
“That’s because you ate it all, you monster.”
“Shut it, you.” Mark kissed Owen again. “Will you make me some more coffee while I do the eggs?”
He smiled as Owen patted his ass and went about the business of brewing up another cup. Easy. That was how things were between them again, even though Mark was still working out how to be someone’s boyfriend. Because that’s who he was for the first time in...well, ever.
Not surprisingly, Owen had taken everything in stride. He’d listened to Mark that night after the incident on the train and helped him talk through the mess in his head. And while Mark had insisted he could do a serious relationship, Owen had stood firm in his opinion they ease into it.
“This is a new thing for you,” he’d said. “I don’t want you to rush into anything and regret it later. So let’s just be together and see how it goes.”
Mark had frowned. “So...what does that mean? You want me to stop seeing other people, right?”
Owen had licked his lips. “Honestly, Mark, I’m not sure, but I’m not going to demand monogamy. If you decided you don’t want to see anyone else then okay, we can talk about it. I think we need to figure out how we work as a couple first.” He’d taken Mark’s hand. “Give me a heads-up if you feel like you need to cruise, and I’ll do the same.”
Mark’s stomach had flipped over at the idea of Owen with another man. That was...yeah, something he hadn’t liked to think about, at all. And that realization had floored him, particularly as it gave him insight into the way Owen might have been feeling anytime Mark mentioned Alistair or hooking up in general.
“Does that go for Alistair, too?” he’d asked. “Because I get the feeling there’s something about him and me that you don’t like.”
“He’s your friend, Mark,” Owen had replied, even as his expression had tightened. “I’m not going to make you end that out of some kind of misguided jealousy.”
Mark had shaken his head. “There’s nothing to be jealous of. Alistair is definitely my friend, but what we have together...” He’d paused and tried to compose his thoughts. “The sex is all surface. Yes, we have a good time and it’s hot, but it doesn’t need to be the reason Al and I hang out. I think he and I could be friends without the sex and be perfectly okay.”
Even as he’d said the words, Mark had known they were true. He and Alistair could be something less—and yet more—than fuck buddies. Mark thought maybe that time had come.
Whatever doubts Owen might have harbored about the declaration, he’d aimed a real smile Mark’s way. “Okay. Then until you know, yeah, the same goes for Alistair. You tell me when you need time to yourself and we can get together again when we’re both ready.”
So that was where they were. Mark saw Owen frequently during the week and over the weekends. Sometimes they met for lunch, but more often than not they had dinner instead, and if Mark wasn’t working a night shift, they’d spend the night together. And whether they had sex when they were together or not, Mark wanted that closeness.
He hadn’t had any urge to cruise either, or do more than flirt harmlessly with the occasional handsome man. Did that mean he was ready for monogamy? Mark still didn’t know. But he also didn’t much care, because he had Owen and they were happy in their relationship.
Alistair hadn’t seemed at all surprised when Mark had told him he and Owen were making a go of being boyfriends, either, despite his eye rolling and comments about another good man biting the dust.
“I’m not surprised, love. You’ve been gone on that boy all along,” he’d said, his smirk so wide it’d nearly been a smile. “I could tell, even when you tried to deny it. And while I may not believe in true romance, I’m not one to stand in its way.”
“And that’s it?” Mark had asked. “You’re not going to give me shit about going soft or selling out?”
“Not at all. If you’re happy then I am too, Mark.” He’d winked. “That said, I have tickets for another drag ball on February twenty-third, and it’s in Manhattan this time. You and your Owen are very welcome if you’d like to tag along.”
“We have plans,” Mark had said and smiled through the flush of heat that crossed his face. He’d liked that Alistair was interested in getting to know Owen. And Mark’d really liked the way ‘your Owen’ sounded. “We’re going to a tiny cabin in New Hampshire for the week. If my luck holds out, I won’t be expected to do something overtly macho like ice fishing or chopping wood.”
Alistair’s cackling had been long and loud. “Oh, Lord help us all. Well, please don’t freeze or starve to death. I’ll expect photos of your ridiculous lumbersexual efforts as well, so I can harass you when we both get back to town.”
Mark couldn’t help thinking Alistair would be laughing very hard indeed to see him now, wrapped in plaid and thermal underwear and feeding food scraps to a dog who’d insinuated himself into the cabin by simply following Owen around.
~ooOoo~
Late that afternoon, after their brunch and a long walk through the snowy woods with the white dog who seemed far too comfortable, Owen pushed Mark down in front of the big picture window by the bed and systematically took him apart. 
“Look at you.” He had Mark pinned down on the mattress and was working him open with one hand while Mark cursed a blue streak and writhed. “You are a mess.”
“And you’re an evil, evil man.” Mark shivered as Owen twisted his fingers in exactly the right way and made Mark’s bones melt. “O-h-h, God. Owen. I can’t.”
“Yes, you can.” Owen shifted his weight backward and aimed a filthy grin Mark’s way. “You want it like this? On your back? Or on our sides, like spoons?”
“Like spoons,” Mark said through his panting. The only thing he loved more than watching Owen’s face while Mark fucked him was Owen pressed up behind Mark, holding him tight while he made Mark scream.
Mark rolled left and settled so Owen could snug up behind him, and he moaned softly when a pair of warm hands ran over his ass.
Owen hummed in reply. “Okay, baby.” He moved one hand to Mark’s waist, keeping him steady so he could line their bodies up. Mark closed his eyes as Owen breached him and the sensation that razored through him made him fist the sheets.
He managed to peel his eyes open as Owen bottomed out, and the sight of them both in the window’s reflection made him moan again. Owen had moved so he could rest his cheek on Mark’s and his dark eyes were on Mark’s in the glass, watching him with an intensity that made Mark’s heart pound even faster.
“I’ve got you,” Owen murmured, his arms coming around Mark just the way he liked.
Mark grabbed on to Owen as the pain in his body slowly bloomed into pleasure. He pushed back when Owen rocked forward, and together they reached down to take Mark in hand, fingers entwined as Mark’s pleasure skyrocketed higher.
“Oh, God. Mmm, Owen.” He craned his head back for a kiss, and Owen obliged with a smile.
“That’s it,” Owen murmured against his lips. “You feel so good. Hot and tight and perfect.”
Mark couldn't answer. As usual, Owen could tell what Mark didn’t have the words to ask. With his free hand, he pulled Mark’s hair, yanking his head back so his insides liquefied. Owen fucked Mark’s mouth with his tongue as he thrust, his grip strong and tight around Mark’s cock, pumping him until he flew.
A tremor shook Mark’s whole body. Owen tore his mouth free then and pressed his lips to Mark’s ear, his breath hot and his voice vibrating with the need that crawled through them both.
“Love you, Mac. Love you so fucking much.”
Mark’s chest heaved. “Love you too,” he said, his voice a mere breath, and came so hard he almost hurt.
His body jerking stiff, Mark shuddered, the orgasm roaring through him and leaving him limp. He sank against Owen, his brain adrift on hormones and his cum hot on their joined hands. Owen moaned. He fucked into Mark hard, his movements losing rhythm as he chased his pleasure, and Mark forced his eyes open so he could watch his lover’s face twist in the window’s reflection.
They dozed a while afterward, and when Owen finally pulled out, Mark sighed. He tightened his grip on Owen to keep him from moving any farther, but Owen coaxed him into letting go with a few words and kisses. Mark rolled onto his back after Owen headed to the bathroom for a washcloth.
Mark closed his eyes. “You feel like seeing Lo and Keith tonight?” he asked as the mattress beside him dipped under Owen’s weight. “They drove up last night and their cabin is only about a half mile east. Lo said they’d make dinner if we wanted to get together, and they have a second bed if we get too drunk to leave.”
Owen laughed. “Sure.” He ran a warm cloth over Mark’s belly. “You sure look comfortable right now, though. You think you’ll be up for socializing if you get in a nap, old man?”
A laugh rolled through Mark and he opened his eyes, his heart thumping as he watched Owen’s smile. “Yes, I’m sure I will. You going to lie down with me or hang out with your new furry friend?” He eyed the tablet on the nightstand to Owen’s right. “Please tell me you’re not going to do any work.”
“Definitely not. I’m going to read, because I’m not tired right now. Pretty sure I can hang out with you and the dog at the same time, too.” Owen let out a low whistle and exchanged a grin with Mark as the air filled with the click-clack of doggy nails on the wood floor. He laughed as the white dog dropped its chin on the mattress and whined.
Mark rolled his eyes. “Oh, God. You want to take him back to Boston with us, don’t you?”
“Eh, who knows?” Owen scrubbed the dog’s scruff with his fingers while it wagged its tail. “If no one shows up to claim him before we leave, I think we should take him back to the office and ask around, yes. But until then, I think we can just keep him on as a buddy and see how things go.” He glanced Mark’s way and Mark knew he’d lost this battle, too, before it’d even been fought.
“Okay, I can live with that.” Mark reached over Owen’s legs to rub the dog’s head. “What do you think, dog? You okay with Owen’s plan?” He squawked as the animal leaped onto the bed and subjected Mark to an onslaught of licks and whoofing doggy breaths, while Owen’s rollicking laughter echoed around him. “Holy hell.”
“Holy hell is right,” Owen said, still breathless from all the hilarity. He sat back against the wall while the dog turned itself in a trio of circles, and rubbed its flank with one foot when it finally settled down on the mattress by Mark’s knees. “I guess we’ll see who’s ready to let go of whom by the end of the week, huh?”
“I guess.”
Mark knew very well that the dog would be headed back to Boston with them, provided it really did need a home. And that was okay. Owen’s building had rules against pets, but Mark’s didn’t, and if taking on a furry roommate made everyone happy, he’d do it without complaint. Mark thought he might be ready to share his apartment with Owen sometime in the not very distant future, too, and what better way to practice for that day than with a friendly white dog?
With a yawn, Mark rolled onto his side. He pressed his nose close to Owen’s hip, smiling when Owen rested a hand on Mark’s head and the white dog’s tail thumped against the mattress. And as Mark drifted off to sleep, he was exactly where he wanted to be.
Fin
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Author’s Note
Thank you for reading! Please add a short review on Amazon and let me know what you thought—I would love to hear from you.
If you enjoyed this story, check out Book #2 in the Stealing Hearts series, Healing Hearts, available on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
Some hearts are made to be mended.
Zac Alvarez never expected to start his life over at forty-five, but his recent divorce means doing just that. Luckily, his career as a nurse in Boston keeps him busy and he has friends who understand Zac’s need to be as careful with his heart as he is with his diet.
Acting on a whim one fall afternoon, Zac buys lunch from a food truck and meets Aiden Marinelli, a bold young chef who is taking the city’s food scene in new directions. Aiden is only thirty, a fact that doesn’t sit well with Zac, but both the chef and his food prove impossible to resist.
An attachment forms between the two men and, as the winter holidays draw near, Zac begins to emerge from the protective shell he’s built around himself. A chance encounter with his ex-husband shakes Zac’s newfound confidence, however, and he pushes Aiden away, unaware how deeply the act will hurt them both until it is too late.
Now, Zac must decide if he is brave enough to go after what he wants and mend not only Aiden’s heart but his own.
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