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  About Playing the Game


She expects dinner with neighbors—but gets sex with a side of safewords.

Fantasies about her neighbors spice up Alice’s nights, even a year after she’s moved in. She can’t decide whether the men are roommates or partners, but either way, they spark a wanton desire in this mechanical engineer that has her imagination—and vibrator—working overtime. 
Henry, director of everything around him, studies human nature and applies philosophies to his paintings as well as his relationships. Quirky and polite to a fault, he follows his own code of honor even when it means denying himself.
Charming and playful, Jay craves stability, guidance, and the chance to please others. His antics counterbalance Henry’s formal ways and bring vulnerability and fun to the trio’s adventures.
Power exchange play with the enigmatic artist and flirtatious joker across the hall allows Alice to quiet the too-logical mind that has kept her unsatisfied and distant with other lovers. She must reconsider her notions of love, submission, and independence if she’s to find a permanent place in their bed and hearts.

The Neighborly Affection series is appropriate for mature readers who love building trust and healing old wounds through deep conversations and plenty of spice as three people negotiate their happily ever after. This spicy contemporary romance series, best read in order, follows the friends-to-lovers-to-spouses relationship of a committed poly triad.
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Learn more and become an Affectionaughty at www.mqbarber.com/newsletter.
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  Chapter one
[image: image-placeholder]

Three flights separated Alice’s apartment from the ground floor, but she didn’t notice a single step Friday morning. She raced the daylight, as if getting to work sooner would make it end sooner, too. Warp time to deposit her at the dinner with friends she’d anticipated for days. With Henry at the helm, dinner couldn’t be less than divine. 
She emerged from the stairwell with a growing grin for the man crossing the lobby with sketchbook in hand. A suit and tie, sans coat, though it wasn’t eight yet and he didn’t have an office to go to. Did he not own jeans?
“Morning, Henry.”
“And a good morning to you, Alice. What a beautiful vision for the end of my walk.”
She shook her head. He could charm a thief out of robbing him and call it common courtesy. “Out people-watching?”
“Yes, the sunrise first—the sky offered up lovely hues this morning—and then the early morning joggers. Exercise for them, and an exercise in the movement of light and shadow for me. Now it’s time to see if Jay has slept through his alarm. Are you off to work, my dear?”
“Got it in one. What gave me away, the basic black pantsuit or the overloaded satchel?” She twirled, knowing he wouldn’t take her flirtation as an invitation. Henry had whatever he had with Jay. The safest sexy guys I know.
“Simply the time of day and knowledge of your schedule,” Henry demurred, his gaze flicking over her form. “Though you do look quite striking in basic black. Have you any plans for the evening?”
He managed to look innocent asking. As if he hadn’t left a note on her door a week ago asking for the pleasure of her company.
She lowered her voice to a faux-secretive whisper. “Yeah, with my crazy neighbors. Can you believe this guy? He not only remembers the first anniversary of my move-in date, but he offers to cook dinner to celebrate.”
“He sounds like quite the catch.” He waggled his eyebrows. “The sort of gentleman who might also remember you often neglect to eat breakfast.”
He held out a brown paper bag with a folded-over top.
“You got me breakfast?” She took the bag and peered inside. Apple fritter. Her mouth watered. “My favorite. Careful, or I’ll start thinking you’re in love with me.”
“Oh? And if I declared my undying devotion?” He clasped his sketchpad against his chest. “Here in the lobby, at this very moment? I suppose I could get down on one knee.”
She snorted and adopted an airy tone. “Don’t be absurd. I insist you don’t wrinkle your trousers for me, good sir. Why, it’s entirely undignified.” She broke off a piece of fritter and took a bite. Yum. “Besides, I dumped the last guy who tried that romance crap on me.”
“I suppose that would make declaring my love inadvisable.” He released a heavy, mocking sigh. “The fritter, however, is acceptable?”
“Delicious.” She reached for another bite. “And real. Love’s fake. The convenient excuse people give for making stupid decisions. I have a strict no-love policy.”
“Ah. Is that why Jay and I haven’t seen beaus knocking at your door in months?”
“It’s not like I have a no-sex policy. I just keep things short. Simple. Well defined.” She popped the fritter piece in her mouth. Chewed. Swallowed. “A couple of months, max. After that, you have to worry about moving in together. Awkward proposals about moving across the country to stay together. Pretty soon, you’ve been married for years and forgotten how to be your own person.”
She wasn’t going to end up in that situation and call it love. The word was a four-letter excuse, a chemical reaction tricking the brain into thinking it wanted something it didn’t. The way Mom thought she wanted to watch Dad pop pills and forget they’d ever been a happy family. The way her college boyfriend had thought she’d finish her degree at a different school once he graduated.
“Not me,” she said. “I avoid love altogether. Thanks for the pastry, though. That, I’m happy to accept.”
“You’re quite welcome, Alice. Have a lovely day. We’ll see you at dinner.”
“Seven sharp. I’ll be there.” She darted outside, waving over her shoulder.
Henry was a nice guy. A good friend. Definitely fuckable. So was his roommate. Boyfriend. Whatever Jay was. 
That chest. Mmm. Thank God for finding this apartment.

      [image: image-placeholder]Her old place had screamed slum in a shithole neighborhood waiting on urban revival. The charming atmosphere had kept her tense every night from subway stop to front door. She’d split the rent with three near strangers and squirreled money away.
Leases lurched from August to August in a college town like Boston, and moving day meant a mad scramble for scarce resources. Her roommate’s quasi boyfriend coughed up his van with conditions. Fuck if she’d pay the blowjob fee for failing to get the van back on time and undamaged.
The hungry parking meter, though, sucked down quarter after quarter. The faster she got everything upstairs, the less money she’d spend. A few cars puttered past at school-zone speeds, and even fewer pedestrians meandered by on Saturday strolls.
A guy on a bike turned the corner down the block. He rode slow, lazy maybe, or cooling down after a workout.
She pulled open the van, its innards packed to the roof, and hoisted a box in both arms.
“Soonest started, soonest finished,” she muttered, hustling toward her new home from the closest parking spot she’d found, about three buildings down.
The grinding whirr of backpedaling heralded the cyclist on the far side of the parked cars lining the street. She looked away, passed four more cars and glanced left. The cyclist had kept pace as she approached her door.
“Something I can help you with?”
“Looks the other way around to me.” He hopped off the bike, hefted it over one arm, and joined her on the sidewalk. “Moving in?”
She wasn’t above ogling bike boy’s tight shorts and the sweat-wicking shirt hugging his biceps. Telling a strange man where she lived and inviting him up, however, contradicted common sense no matter how much his body reminded her she hadn’t gotten laid in months.
She yanked open the outer door and resettled the box as it rocked in her arms. Stepping into the mailbox vestibule, she fumbled for the keychain dangling from her belt loop.
“Here, let me.”
Alice stepped back against the bank of mailboxes, about to go off on this arrogant ass who thought he’d follow her in and charm his way into feeling her up. Until he produced his own key and unlocked the inner door.
“We can prop that open, you know, so moving won’t be such a hassle.”
She envied his athletic grace as he balanced the bike over one shoulder and held the door.
“Thanks. That’s, umm, I’ll do that.”
He nodded. She stared.
“Ladies first.”
Oops. He’d been waiting on her.
“I mean, I can hold the door all day. I don’t have any plans, and my muscles are totally up to it. I don’t want you to doubt that, but eventually somebody’s gonna need to open their mailbox.”
“Sorry, I was…yeah. How about I go in now?” She hurried past, catching a whiff of clean male sweat. How far had he ridden this morning?
The stairs beckoned, back and to the right.
The door clicked closed, and footsteps on the stairs echoed her own. They followed her down the hallway toward her studio, where she’d left the door cracked. She pinned bike boy with an over-the-shoulder stare.
“I’m giving off stalker vibe, right? Sorry. I’m across the hall. Jay. I’d offer to shake hands, but, well, bike.” He jostled the bike on his right shoulder. “And you’ve got—” He gestured at her with the other hand. “Whatever’s in the box, so…”
“Alice,” she said. “Ignore me, I’m paranoid. But I should get going. I have to finish moving before the van’s owner decides I owe him an overage charge.” She repressed a shudder. No way in hell was she paying the on-your-knees fees. “Nice meeting you, though.”
“Of course.” He grinned and winked. “It’s always nice meeting me. People tell me that all the time.”
He slipped past her toward the door on the other side of the hall and disappeared inside.
She used the box to push her door open wide. Cute guy, but full of himself. She wasn’t looking right now anyway. No harm in looking, though, right?
She set the box in the center of the tiny space. One down, two dozen to go. Plus the furniture, though hers consisted of a futon, a battered trunk, and a floor lamp.
Leaving the door open, she tromped downstairs, pacing herself so she wouldn’t run out of steam. At least moving out hadn’t required navigating stairs. A search of the lobby floor turned up a cracked brick to prop the inner door.
Her stomach growled as she scooped another box from the van and made for the door. She bobbled the box against her left arm, stretching out her right hand. She hadn’t found the handle yet when the door opened.
“Okay there, Alice? I thought we were gonna prop this puppy open.” Jay, bikeless, still wore riding clothes.
Wait, we? He wanted to help? Either he was hard up or she looked like the most pathetic, desperate girl in town. Even friends demanded bribes to tote boxes. This guy had known her all of five minutes.
“Yeah, I haven’t grabbed anything for this door yet. But you don’t—I mean, I’m fine. I’ve got everything handled.”
“Okay. Sure.” He nodded. “You should get out of the sun. That fair skin’s already pinking up.”
She slid past him, her leg brushing his, her shoulder grazing his chest. They’d be neighbors for the next year at the least. Would this Jay be a nice guy or a creep? She crossed her fingers and hoped for the former.
“Thanks for holding the door.”
He shrugged. “I was on my way out.”
“Oh! Okay.” God, she’d assumed he was offering to help. Fuck it. He hadn’t seemed offended, and worrying would be a waste of time. “See you around.”
“Yup, I’m sure you will. I’m hard to miss.”
She shook her head, trying not to encourage his egotistical comedy antics, and climbed the stairs once more. The place mimicked a free gym with all the stair-mastering she could handle and then some.
She set the second box beside the first, two brown cubes in a bare white room. The August heat made the room stuffy. She unsnapped the latches on the windows and raised the lower panes. The view showcased the alley where a handful of residents paid exorbitant fees for unmetered parking, but the breeze satisfied.
A knock came from behind her, three firm raps, and an unfamiliar male voice followed.
“Alice?”
A man stood in her doorway. Mid-thirties, maybe a little older, neatly trimmed light brown hair, smartly dressed in dark gray slacks and a pale blue button-down shirt. Oddly out-of-place sandals.
“Can I help you?”
“My apologies. You must, of course, be Alice, quite as Jay described you. I’m Henry. I share the apartment across the hall with Jay. I thought I might introduce myself and invite you over for a snack. Lunch, if you’d prefer. Moving is draining work. I try to avoid it myself.”
“What, moving or work?” Wonder if this Henry knows he’s living with a serial flirt.
He raised an eyebrow. “Touché. Both, in fact. But you won’t tempt me into a doorway discussion, neighbor. I insist we get acquainted properly over a meal.”
He was without a doubt the most formal man she’d ever met. He wasn’t even crossing the line of the door. Weird, but sweet. Timid? Courteous? Fuck. She didn’t want a bad start with her neighbors.
“I’d love to, but I’m in the middle of the whole moving thing, and I need to get it done first. I have to return the van today.”
“Oh? I don’t see how that’s a problem. Have you run into Jay? He was supposed to—”
“Stand aside, coming through!” Jay’s voice rang through the hallway at full volume.
Henry stepped back.
“Really, Jay?” Henry wore a small smile as he shook his head.
Jay came through the door with two boxes piled in his arms and set them beside the others.
“You’re not wearing a shirt,” she blurted, too busy ogling his chest to censor herself.
He was well muscled, for sure. Firm. Lean and very, very firm. Willpower alone kept her eyes, but not her thoughts, above his waist.
“Yes, Jay, by all means, explain how you lost your shirt between here and the curb. I’m dying to know, and I’d wager our new neighbor is as well.”
Henry returned to the doorway, standing with ridiculously perfect posture. Would asking if he’d taken ballet be rude?
Jay flashed her a smile. “Wadded up as a doorstop.” He turned toward Henry. “We had one stop for two doors, so—you know how much I love math. Back in a minute with more. Shouldn’t you be putting lunch on the table? I’m absolutely killing this move. Forty-five minutes, an hour, tops.”
He disappeared before Alice wrapped her head around the idea.
She scurried to the door and popped her head out. No dice.
“Wait, he’s—I should—I can move my stuff myself.”
“Of course you can.”
Wow. She gripped the doorframe as Henry spoke inches from her ear. His smooth voice made her want to drink it in.
“You appear quite fit. But you’ll remove a source of ridiculous male pride if you don’t allow Jay to complete the lion’s share of the task. Did you pack the vehicle yourself?”
She laughed, stepping back to put space between them.
“If you knew my old roommates, you wouldn’t have to ask. I woke up at eight to load the van, and at that hour, on a Saturday? They have three states: asleep, hungover or still drunk. Today I had two sleepers and one angry hangover victim telling me to can the noise.”
“Not one lifted a finger?”
She shook her head. After two years with her roommates, she’d probably interacted with them less than she had with her new neighbors in the first twenty minutes.
“Well then, you see? You’ve already accomplished more than half of the work. Jay will simply do the rest.”
“He doesn’t even know me. I should—”
“Nonsense.” Henry gestured her into the hall. “You’ve worked all morning. You ought to sit down and have a drink. Water? Lemonade? Iced tea?”
She glanced toward the staircase and then in the other direction, past his welcoming arm. She didn’t know this guy, not either of these guys, and she was going to saunter into their apartment like some horror-movie idiot opening the basement door?
“I can bring the food to you, if you prefer. I would hate for our new neighbor to feel herself a fly walking into my parlor.”
“Why, are you a spider?” She winced at the unintentional flirtation in her tone.
“I wouldn’t think so, no, but then wouldn’t I tell you the same thing if I were?” He raised an eyebrow. His lips twitched.
“You’ve got the charming part down well enough.”
It was nearly lunchtime. She didn’t want to carry boxes all afternoon. Was it too damsel-in-distress to give the job to a cute neighbor? It wasn’t as if she’d coerced him. She hadn’t been in distress or pretended to be. Jay was thoughtful, or something.
She narrowed her eyes at Henry. “I guess I’ll have to trust this isn’t a trap and you guys don’t kill undesirable neighbors on their first day in the building.”
“Oh, no, not the first day. We prefer to let them settle in first. Today, you’re perfectly safe. Though whoever called you undesirable was quite mistaken.” He frowned and waved a hand. “I apologize for how such a statement could be misconstrued. It appears Jay’s habits are rubbing off on me.”
Considering her ex-roommates’ habits, neighbors with a predilection for charm held incomparable appeal. Especially if they were single.
“He does seem to be a flirt,” she agreed.
“When he wants to be,” Henry said. “But now we’ve been standing in the doorway entirely too long, and I haven’t—”
“Seriously?” Jay’s voice boomed from the stairs. “I’m back with two more boxes—told you I was killing it—and you haven’t gotten Alice a drink? You’re slipping, Henry. She might die of thirst.”
Alice stepped into the hall, following Henry out of Jay’s way. “I’m not dying of thirst. But if you’re determined to show off your macho skills, I’ll go have that lemonade. I’ve never played Southern belle before. I think I need a veranda and a fan.”
“An excellent suggestion.” Henry’s arm moved as though he intended to sweep it against her back and carry her along with him, but stopped short.
She itched with the desire to lean back and find out how his touch felt.
“Jay, when you’ve finished, join us for lunch on the roof deck.”
“Aye-aye, Cap’n.” Jay winked at Alice, lowering his voice to a faux-whisper as he approached her door. “Consider it payment for moving the boxes. Keep Henry company while he waxes melodic about lettuce or something. Please. You’ll be doing me a favor.”
She glanced at Henry’s expression, a sort of resigned fondness, as though Jay had said something expected. Hiding her smile, she matched Jay’s tone. “What an astonishing coincidence. He said the same thing about you when he asked me to please find enough boxes to occupy you all afternoon.”
Jay’s face blanked before he laughed. He kept laughing, deposited the boxes beside the others, and bent over with his hands on his knees, whooping for breath.
“It wasn’t that funny,” Alice muttered, but Henry, too, seemed to struggle not to chuckle.
Jay straightened. “Five minutes and she’s got your number, Henry. You better watch out, or she’ll have all of your secrets out of you before lunch is served.”
She smiled the small, cautious smile of the unsure. She’d definitely missed the joke here.
Henry spoke up beside her. “Mmm. I see the two of you will be dangerous together. Jay, to the boxes. Alice, this way, please.”
She let Henry guide her into his apartment. He left the door open behind them. A deliberate attempt to put her at ease? Whatever his reason, it worked.
She scanned the apartment twice. Blinked hard. Either her neighbors made serious cash, or they were up to their eyeballs in debt. The other floors squeezed in four or five apartments, but this one held her studio and their palace. She was paying twelve hundred a month for less than a quarter the space.
Maybe Jay was a wealthy millionaire playboy and Henry his faithful lunch-making butler. I live next door to Batman. She stifled a giggle.
Jay’s bike hung on hooks near the door. A hall led left, to bedrooms, probably. Henry gestured her to the right. The foyer opened up into a living room, dining room and kitchen, all in a row, the three together larger than her entire apartment.
“You neglected to place a drink order earlier, Alice. Shall I repeat the choices?”
“No, lemonade sounds great. It’s warm out there.” Not in the men’s apartment, though. Nine windows brought in the breeze and the view. Mature trees shaded smaller homes in neighboring blocks. “Are you sure Jay won’t get sunstroke after all the biking and box-carrying and stair-climbing?”
Henry gestured her to a bar-height seat at the kitchen island. She sat while he fetched and poured. Homemade lemonade, judging by the slices floating in it.
“He’ll be fine, I’m certain, though you’re kind to worry for him.”
She drained half the glass, embarrassed by her own eagerness. “Guess I was thirstier than I thought. That’s good lemonade.”
“You share Jay’s sweet tooth, I expect.”
Henry stood across the counter from her. One of his hands rested on the black granite speckled with blue-and-white glints like stars, as though she stared into the night sky and might tumble into space. Would his hand catch her?
“Now, before I begin preparing lunch, is there anything I ought to know about your preferences? Vegetarian? Vegan? Allergies?”
She shook off her odd thoughts. “No, no and no. But I should go move my stuff. Jay shouldn’t have to go to all that trouble for me.”
Henry tipped his head, lips pursed as he studied her. He raised his right hand, index finger extended, and though he’d moved slowly, she was surprised when his finger lay against her lips as if he were shushing a child. A gesture that might’ve seemed offensive or patronizing didn’t. Henry shook his head and removed his finger.
“The proper tool for the proper job, my dear. Your fortuitous arrival provides an opportunity for Jay to work off his abundance of excess energy.”
“Moving is hard work. Nobody has that much extra energy.”
The sound of bouncing feet on hardwood called her a liar, and she waited for Jay’s latest witty or flirtatious contribution.
“What, not on the roof yet? You’re slacking, Henry. And I lost my audience.”
Alice twisted in the chair to look over her shoulder.
Jay made ridiculous puppy-dog eyes at her. “You didn’t see me carry that last load. Three boxes. I should start a moving company.”
“Perhaps, Jay. Though Alice has questioned your ability to complete the task. I believe she feels your stamina is lacking.”
Her cheeks heated. She whipped her head around to face Henry. “That’s not—I didn’t—thanks a lot, Henry.”
“You’re quite welcome, Alice.” His expression didn’t flicker.
“Ludicrous,” Jay said. “I have so much stamina it’s oozing out of my pores.”
“Best get a mop, then. The custodial staff shouldn’t be forced to deal with your overeager excretions.”
“Pfft. Going now. I better see actual food in progress when I come back. Hardworking boys need their meat, Henry. I deserve it, don’t I?”
“I’m certain I’ll find something to pay proper tribute to your excellent efforts as an aspiring moving business mogul.”
Jay’s footsteps faded, and Henry began pulling dishes from various places around the kitchen.
“Is he always so…” What was the diplomatic way to ask if a man was a half-trained puppy who needed frequent pats on the head?
“Eager for praise?” Henry glanced up and smiled. “Always. It’s his most endearing trait.”
Alice sipped her lemonade while Henry bustled around the kitchen, their conversation punctuated by Jay’s cheerful interruptions and progress reports.
Henry did, indeed, wax melodic, though not about lettuce. He extolled the desirable qualities of fresh mozzarella, its softness, moisture content, spreadability. He detailed varieties of heirloom tomatoes and grades of olive oil.
By the time he set a Caprese salad in front of her and invited her to help herself, she’d had a thorough education in every step of its preparation. She’d never enjoyed being in the kitchen quite so much as she had with Henry.
She was eating a slice of tomato slathered with semisoft cheese and sprinkled with fresh-chopped basil when Jay slung his body into the seat beside her. Bare-chested still, he’d draped his shirt over his left shoulder.
He sat eight or nine inches from her, and the overwhelming scent of pure male taunted her. The woodsy smell of his deodorant or bodywash. The deeper note of his sweat daring her to lick his neck and taste the salt of his skin. Fuck. Rein it in, Alice.
“That’s one load done.” Jay wiped his face with his shirt. “It is seriously hot out. Sahara Desert hot.”
Henry looked up from trimming steaks for shish kebabs. He glanced at the window, and Alice followed his gaze. A small digital thermometer clung to the glass.
“Yes, eighty-three degrees. An inferno.”
She couldn’t tell from his even tone whether Henry was serious or subtly mocking Jay, but she suspected he had a dry sense of humor. She loaded her voice with her best rural twang. “Y’all cain’t hardly be jawin’ on this here spell o’ cold weather. Shucks, it ain’t even hit a hunnerd yet.”
Both men turned startled faces to her. She picked up another slice of tomato and bit down.
Henry showed a raised eyebrow and a hint of a smile.
Jay nudged her with his elbow. “Well?”
She swallowed.
“South Dakota. And no, we don’t all sound like that.”
She popped the rest of the slice in her mouth.
Jay reached past her to snag the plate and a tomato slice of his own. “You wanna have lunch before we pick up the rest?”
Alice finished chewing. “The rest?”
“Yeah, you know, the rest.” One hand, thankfully not the one holding a tomato slice, waved vaguely. “More boxes? Table, chairs, dresser? Whatever. I can run over with you and help load. It’ll go faster.” He popped the entire slice into his mouth.
“There isn’t any more. I need to take the van back, is all.”
Jay stared.
She turned her attention to the appetizer, took her time choosing a third slice.
“Oh. New plan, then. We all have lunch, and Henry follows you with the car while you drop off the moving van and I get some stuff out of storage.” Jay’s head moved in her peripheral vision. He raised his voice. “I’m thinking that two-seater table and chairs and the small chest of drawers, Henry. You know the ones?”
“Yes, of course.” Henry cubed the meat with precision as he spoke. “Alice might like the vanity and bench as well, though perhaps we ought to let her decide before we leave to return the van.”
“Wait, wait. You two have already moved me in and fed me. I’m not a stray cat. I’m fine with the furniture I have.”
“Jay?” Henry hadn’t even looked up.
“A futon, a trunk, and a lamp. Unless she’s building the rest out of cardboard boxes.”
“Unacceptable.” Henry stopped working and met her eyes. “Jay and I have furnishings doing nothing but gathering dust in storage. The unfortunate result of merging two households. Please. I would be grateful if you provided a use for them again.”
How had he made their generosity to her feel as though it worked the other way around? As though she’d be offending them if she said no?
“I…thanks. That would be great.”
“Lovely. We’ll eat first, if that suits, Alice.” Henry filled two trays and draped dishtowels over the top. “The roof deck has both a grill and a breeze to recommend it.”
“Fantastic.” Jay stood. “The meter on the van’s good for another four hours.”
One more thing she’d have to owe him.
“And I’m starving.”
Alice held in a laugh as Henry gave Jay the once-over. His eyebrows rose, and his nose wrinkled.
“Shower first, Jay, and fresh clothes. With a shirt this time, please. You’ve inundated us with your scent long enough. Alice will think we’re unmannered louts, if she doesn’t already.”
Jay sighed heavily and feigned a pout as he trudged away. “Shower. Shirt. Anything else?”
“I’m sure you’ll manage to think of everything, Jay.” Henry winked at Alice. “And you’ll be quick about it, or Alice and I will have finished the skewers.”
Given the amount of meat he’d piled on the plate, Henry’s threat was in vain.
“Yeah, us South Dakota girls can pack away the cow cubes. I might save you a slice of red pepper if you’re good.”
Henry smiled at her as Jay disappeared around the corner, mumbling about gangs of kitchen bullies with oversensitive noses.
“If I may prevail upon you to carry a tray, we’ll adjourn to the roof and start the grill while Jay washes up.”

      [image: image-placeholder]They worked at the grill in comfortable silence, chatting rarely until the door swung open and Jay barreled out, his dark hair wet and dripping on his shirt.
“Did I miss lunch? Is there any left?”
Alice ducked her head to hide her smile. “The most charming eleven-year-old boy I’ve ever met,” she muttered.
Henry let out a soft laugh.
“An excellent description of Jay, to be sure,” he murmured. “Though his physique, thankfully, reflects his proper age.”
Well, that answered that. Her neighbors were so totally a couple.
Henry raised his voice to a normal volume. “You might have taken the time to dry your hair, Jay. The skewers will be another minute.”
“Oh.” Jay flopped on a chaise and sighed, an overdramatic gust. “I’ll rest until the food’s ready, then. I worked extra-hard moving those boxes. Not that I couldn’t handle it. My stamina is massive.”
God, if he weren’t taken, she’d be all over that, tickling his ribs and straddling his thighs.
Alice flushed the instant she caught Henry watching her.
He tipped his head toward Jay, returned her uncertain smile with a tiny nod, and clapped his hands once.
“Let’s get some food on the table, shall we?”
They ate with hands reaching and elbows bumping and Jay stealing pieces from both of their plates. She learned Henry was a well-respected oil painter. Jay owned a messenger service but preferred bike runs to paperwork. She described her work as a mechanical engineer, drafting and design in the office with a team.
Henry, it turned out, was thirty-seven, a little older than she’d thought. Jay was twenty-eight going on twelve, just under eighteen months older than she.
At least Henry didn’t mind her ogling his boyfriend over lunch. Unless he was trying to set her up with his roommate. Which is it, Henry, boyfriend or wingman?

      [image: image-placeholder]She drove with an abundance of caution to avoid losing Henry and to control the unfamiliar beast that was Duffy’s van. They’d left Jay after lunch with her apartment key, the building’s hand truck, and his assurances he’d get the chosen furniture out of storage with no problem.
Well, that and Henry’s promise he’d stop for ice cream in Coolidge Corner and bring Jay back “something good.”
Fortune smiled on her with a parking space in front of her old building. She fed the meter while Henry slipped into a space down the block. The length in his stride and the breadth of his chest quickened her pulse as he approached.
“This won’t take a minute. I just need to run in.”
“It’s no trouble, Alice. Please, take your time.” He scanned the street, no doubt noting the differences she had when she’d hunted for a new apartment.
Goodbye, litter. Goodbye, bars with heavy foot traffic in the middle of the afternoon. Goodbye, flickering neon sex-shop sign.
He turned back to her with a neutral expression. “I’ll escort you inside.”
She was tempted to ask whether he worried for her safety or his own. She wouldn’t blame him for not wanting to stand on this street, but inviting him in made her stomach squirm. His apartment with Jay screamed pristine elegance. Not even a throw pillow out of place. Her old place…well.
“Hey, it’s your funeral. Just, uh, watch where you step and try not to touch anything. For your own safety.” She forced a smile and opened the outer door.
The mailbox vestibule smelled of cat urine. Probably cat urine. Hopefully cat urine.
“You might want to hold your breath, too.”
Henry kept his silence as she unlocked the inner door. He held the door for her and followed her down the hall without commenting about the peeling paint or the burned-out bulbs. She almost wished he would, even if his words were scathing.
She unlocked the apartment’s three locks and shoved hard with her shoulder. “The door sticks sometimes.” Why did she feel she needed to apologize to Henry?
Her foot struck a beer can. She looked toward the sounds of gunfire. “Hey, Miles.”
The man on the couch grunted, staring at the oversize television set. Soldiers in camouflage crouched behind objects on the screen, periodically popping out to fire. “Yeah, hey, Al.”
“Winning?”
“Fuck no.” His voice raised. “Some people can’t get their asses in gear and take out that fucking bunker.”
He was talking into the headset to his gaming squad. Typical. No point in introducing Henry. “Karen or Duffy around?”
Miles laughed. “You can’t hear the moaning? They must be taking a break. No, you fuckwit, I’m not talking to you, I’m talking to the chick in my living room. Yes there is. Yes, there is. Fuck you, too. Shoot the damn enemy.”
“I’m leaving my apartment keys on the kitchen table, Miles. Don’t forget, okay?”
“Sure, Al. Keys on the table.”
He’d forget. Karen would see them, at least. But she needed to put the van keys in Duffy’s hand, or he’d be fucking pissed and calling her cell at one in the morning when he was half-drunk and couldn’t find them.
She looked down the hallway to the bedrooms. The door to the last room, hers and Karen’s, was closed. Her new neighbor was doing her a huge favor to be here at all.
He stood unmoving by the door, either disgusted by the apartment or mindful of her warning not to touch anything.
“Sorry. Two minutes, I swear.”
She scurried down the hall and banged on the door.
“Duffy! You in there?”
Silence. She leaned closer. No, not silence. The screech of bedsprings. Great. Well, she wasn’t waiting all fucking day.
Alice shoved the door half-open.
Duffy knelt behind Karen on the bed, fucking her doggy-style.
Karen dragged her head up from her arms. “What the—”
Alice jangled the keys, attracting their attention like she might wave a chew toy for a dog.
“Yo, Duffy. Keys.” She tossed them, underhand, and he swiped them out of the air without missing a beat. Good sense of rhythm. Benefits of fucking a musician? Alice shook her head and smirked. “Van’s out front. Meter’s good for thirty minutes.”
Karen laughed. “More than long enough for studly here.”
Duffy leaned down, his chest covering Karen’s back. “Just for that, I’ll make it three.”
“Thanks for the loan.” Alice stepped back, pulling the door with her. “See ya.”
Shit. Henry had stepped farther into the living room, with a perfect view down the hall. A view that thirty seconds ago had included Karen and Duffy fucking. Way to make a terrible impression on her neighbor.
Fuck if she’d apologize. Sex wasn’t anything shameful. She crossed the space between, about to apologize anyway, because her relaxed boundaries didn’t mean Henry needed the image of strangers fucking shoved in his head, but he spoke first.
“Ready to make your last exit?”
She scrutinized his face. If her behavior or her ex-roommate’s had bothered him, it didn’t show. Courteous neutrality. I’ll see your courtesy and raise you a smile, Henry.
“You bet. Thanks for coming along. Saves me a long subway ride.”
Henry snapped his arm out, elbow crooked, and bent toward her. “Shall we, then?”
She stared at him, a single chuckle escaping, and called a goodbye to Miles before wrapping her hand around Henry’s arm. “Lead the way, my good man.”
Duffy’s excited shout followed them out the door. Three minutes. Poor Karen.






  
  Chapter two
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Alice blamed Henry for her uncharacteristic distraction at work all day. If his dinner plans hadn’t reminded her of the anniversary, she wouldn’t be devoting so much mental space to walking through the last year on memory lane. 
She’d been distracted, in those first few weeks, by trying to puzzle out the status of her neighbors’ relationship. When she teased Jay about what a cute couple he and Henry made, he hammed it up with boyish charm.
“It’s not Henry, Alice, it’s me. I make every couple cute.” Jay slung his arm around her. “Adorable, right? Wait, where’s a mirror?”
When she asked Henry how long he and Jay had been together, he was matter-of-fact.
“Jay moved in nearly three years ago, Alice. He’s quite tolerable as a roommate, despite his unseemly boisterousness.”
Jay’s crab-walking across the roof deck at the time made discerning whether Henry was being dryly sarcastic and twitting him or making a definitive statement about his roommate difficult, if not impossible. A roommate proving something about balancing beer bottles on his abdominal muscles. The precise reason why escaped her, but she wasn’t about to ask since the show was free.
She scored a closer look at their apartment when they invited her over for dinner and a movie a few weeks later. Beautiful paintings lined the left side of the hall, including one of a sculpted back she was almost certain was Jay’s. The sort to make a girl want to reach out and touch.
Three doors came before the bathroom, the first closed and the second open on a chaotic mess. Jay’s bedroom, definitely.
The third matched her impression of Henry’s taste. Classy. Den-like. Dark, heavy furniture dominated by an enormous bed. Hello, brandy and cigars. Hello, Henry’s deep voice and heavy stare. Hello, fantastic orgasms on high-quality sheets.
Whoa. She stifled a laugh at her outlandish thoughts and hurried into the bathroom before Henry caught her staring into his bedroom.
But after she crawled under the covers on her futon that night, vibrator in hand, it was Henry’s bed behind her eyelids when she came.
Fuck. I need to get laid.

      [image: image-placeholder]The months passed. She finally got laid in December thanks to a bar trivia night out with a couple of coworkers. Not either of the coworkers, God no, but the smart guy at the next table who joined their team. Brandon. Mediocre sex, but human contact won priority over her vibrator, at least for two months. After that, he was more trouble than he was worth. Keeping a lackluster boyfriend through Valentine’s Day was begging for problems. She gave him a nice it’s-not-you-it’s-me blowjob as a going away present. Blowjobs made breakups easier for guys to swallow than speeches did, in her experience.
Seven months of fantasizing hadn’t yet answered the question dogging her. Single again, and she didn’t know if Henry or Jay would be open to some fun. If they were committed to each other the way they seemed to be, dropping a hint might lose her their friendship, and she didn’t make lasting friends easily.
“I want to fuck them.” She shoved her covers down with her toes. Post-masturbation sweat, a radiator running hot, and a heavy comforter were a little much, even in February. “Either of them. Both of them. Because they are sexy and sweet and not knowing is killing me, and I’m too polite to ask. Because if they haven’t flat-out said they’re a couple by now, either they aren’t or they’re in the closet and it’s none of my business. Except in my fantasies.”
She let loose a frustrated growl. My maybe-gayboys don’t like to make things easy for a girl.

      [image: image-placeholder]When March rolled around, Jay clued her in about Henry’s upcoming birthday and invited her over for the occasion.
“You know, wine. Birthday singing. Cake. Store-bought, I’m not making it, so don’t worry.”
Texts flurried between them as she tried to decide on a gift when gift-buying wasn’t in her budget. She settled on a birthday card and a promise in the form of a floor plan sketched on heavy cardstock inside.
Henry looked perplexed but pleased upon opening it. His fingers ran along the edges of the inner card repeatedly as he turned it this way and that.
“This is the layout of the MFA building. You drew it?”
She tried not to let nerves get the better of her. Her offer wasn’t a present, exactly, but she didn’t know what kind of art supplies he used, he owned everything he needed in the kitchen, and God forbid she try to dress him. He dressed better than she did anyway. And she couldn’t afford those things. But her time, well, that she could give him.
“From a reference.” She’d studied the Museum of Fine Arts floor plan online. “Jay says you go there a lot.”
“I do.”
“By yourself.”
He’d also said Henry had a membership to get other people in free, too. She’d lived in Boston since starting college, more than eight years now, and hadn’t set foot inside.
“Yes.”
“But you like to teach, and I’ve never been.”
“Are you offering yourself up as my pupil, Alice?” Henry leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “For the entire day?”
“Dangerous, I know, but yes. I think it’ll be fun.” She shrugged as if his reaction didn’t matter. “But if you don’t want to—”
“On the contrary, I very much do want to. Shall we say next Saturday?”
She agreed, and Henry opened his present from Jay. A succession of gag gifts, each one worse than the last. A t-shirt with “Munch makes me want to Scream” on the front and an image of the famous painting on the back. Another read “Artists do it with a broad brush and a fine tip.” Jay and Alice were breathless with laughter by the time Henry reached the end and thanked Jay for his thoughtfulness in getting him fresh cleanup rags.

      [image: image-placeholder]The following Saturday, Alice fake-pouted at Henry on their way to the museum.
“You’re not wearing one of your gifts. Jay must be so disappointed.”
“Alas, they’re covered in paint.” Henry shook his head in mock sorrow. “A tragic, tragic accident.”
“Accident. Uh-huh.” She wondered what Jay had actually gotten Henry for his birthday.
They spent all day at the museum. Henry took her arm the moment they stepped inside and held her enraptured for the next six hours. They never made it past the European collection.
Every painting prompted a discussion, and they weren’t lectures from expert to novice. He asked detailed questions about her thoughts on composition and color and theme. Invited her to consider the intersection of their worlds, of engineering and artistry.
“Where do you find beauty, Alice?”
“Clean lines. Efficient output.” She narrowly missed his shoulder with her chin as she turned. “Not that I’m not enjoying this, because you make it fascinating.”
He patted her arm. “Yes, yes. Sops to my ego aside, tell me what beauty is to you. My aesthetic is in the form of things. The look, captured in a single moment. But for you?”
“I like it when things fit. Everything has a place, and it contributes to every other piece in the whole. The structure is disciplined and orderly. It has its own…music, I guess. Rhythm. And together they all work. And when it’s seamless, effortless, when they create or accomplish something together, when everything is in the perfect place, that’s beautiful.”
“It’s important to you they work smoothly together, then. Not merely the facsimile of it, the empty shell.” Henry nodded, his voice slightly distant. “Harmonious function. You find beauty in understanding where things belong. How they come together as one. Everything has a place. Hmm. And do you define that place, Alice?”
“At work? Sure, for whatever section of the problem I’m assigned to tackle. I work up my design and bring it to the team. The team leader helps us coordinate a way to bring those designs together. Harmonious function, like you said.”
“A hierarchy, then. You define a place for the objects, and your leader defines a place for you.”
“I guess so. Isn’t that what a boss is supposed to do?”
They’d gone a fair distance from defining beauty. She rolled her shoulders. Where was he going with this?
Henry chuckled. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had one.”
He guided her out of the gallery. “They’ll be closing soon. I hope I haven’t kept you too long today. It’s early yet, but perhaps you’d care for dinner out?”
A quick bit of mental math. Henry
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