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Chapter One

 


Ricci slumped down in his seat as the day
finally caught up with him. He’d spent hours out in the sun hauling
materials and overseeing the construction of the building his
company was working on. Ever since Aldo, his site manager, had left
him high and dry, Ricci had ran himself ragged in an effort to stay
on top of the paperwork and other problems that always arose on a
build site. On top of that, he’d let one of his guys drive his
truck, and Drake had somehow managed to total the fucking thing.
Ricci was pissed about the truck, but he was undeniably thankful
that Drake had managed to walk away from the crash without a
scratch. That still didn’t change the fact that Ricci would have to
ride the subway until he could get another vehicle.

The only problem was that almost all of his
money was tied up in either the new job site or the house he’d
finally broken down and bought. As he was currently in the middle
of restoring said house, a new truck wasn’t in the cards for him at
the moment. Ricci knew he could get one easily on credit or through
a bank loan, but after growing up poor and living hand to mouth
through college, the idea of having yet another monthly bill before
the current job he was on was fully settled didn’t sit well with
him.

He knew he could have gotten Drake to give
him a ride, out of guilt if for no other reason, or he could have
asked one of his other men to take him home each night. Odds were
they would have been glad to. The crew he employed were all close
and got along fairly well, but he lived a good distance away from
both his main office and the current building site. His house was
all the way on the outer edge of the city, and the idea of asking
one of them to go so far out of their way every day until he got
himself sorted out was something he’d been reluctant to do. The
majority of his men had families, and he’d never felt right keeping
any of them out longer than absolutely necessary. So, instead, he’d
resigned himself to an undetermined amount of long, exhausting
subway rides and finally getting some mileage out of the Metro Card
he renewed every year no matter what.

It seemed as if it had been one thing gone
wrong after another for Ricci, and he was desperate for a hot
shower, a beer, and a goodnight’s sleep. He pressed his neck
against the hard edge of the seat and tilted his head back until he
could stare at the ceiling of the subway car. He let his thoughts
drift as he kept an eye and a portion of his attention on the rest
of the passengers and tried to relax as best he could. He had a
long ride ahead of him until the end of the subway line, and then
he’d still have to catch a bus or walk for the short last leg of
the journey.

Ricci blinked lazily, mind hazy and
drifting, when someone cleared their throat softly to the right of
him.

“Do you mind if I sit here?” The voice was
low and soft but distinctly masculine with the barest hint of an
accent. Ricci shook his head sharply to clear his mind and then
forced himself to look up. The man standing beside the vacant seat
was tall and lean, his shoulders wide and his skin pale but healthy
looking, shades lighter than Ricci’s own olive complexion. His
hair, a disheveled halo of mahogany spikes, framed his thin face
and tired golden eyes attractively.

“I said, do you mind if I sit here?
Everywhere else is taken.” The man adjusted the strap of the
messenger bag that hung from his shoulder and swayed forward
slightly with the movement of the train. The ends of his long black
wool coat flared out around him enough for Ricci to get a look at
the white padded chef’s jacket the man wore but not enough for him
to make out the name that was embroidered on the chest in golden
thread.

The man cleared his throat again, and Ricci
was jolted out of his daze guiltily. He forced himself to sit up
and reach over to grab the small backpack he’d placed in the seat
beside him earlier. The guy looked as exhausted as Ricci was, and
he felt like an asshole for making him repeat himself.

“Sorry, man, my mind was elsewhere. Sit.” He
gestured towards the open seat with a wave of his hand.

“Thank you.” The man practically fell into
the open seat and the scent of burnt sugar and chocolate wafted off
of him and over to Ricci who had to force himself not to inhale too
deeply.

The stranger settled into the seat and Ricci
found himself stealing small sidelong glances at him from out of
the corner of his eye. His gaze was drawn to the man’s hands, to
his long and narrow fingers; the nails were shaped into smooth
ovals and clean unlike Ricci’s own dirty and oil streaked hands.
The man made Ricci feel hyper aware of his own body. Of the way
that his arms strained against the material of his durable flannel
shirt and his thighs bunched out against the worn material of his
old jeans. Of the way his own dark hair curled around the nape of
his neck and brushed the collar of his work shirt. Ricci was
especially conscious of the way he knew he smelled, like sweat and
grease, and that he was surely sporting matching rings underneath
his own green eyes.

The sort of awkward and yet comfortable
silence that was only possible on public transport grew in the air
between them. For the first time in a long time Ricci found himself
wanting to start a conversation with a complete stranger on the
train. Normally he tried his best to stay in his own space whenever
he traveled this way. He tried to make himself as nonthreatening
and as respectful of other people’s privacy as possible. Ricci
blamed his exhaustion on his bag being in the seat beside him
instead of on the floor in the first place. Despite all of that,
despite his habit of keeping his head down and his mouth shut, he
wanted to strike up a conversation with this guy.

The chef beside him leaned back in his seat
like Ricci had earlier and closed his eyes with a heavy sigh. Ricci
felt the urge slip away from him when he once again saw how
obviously tired the stranger was. He leaned as close to the window
beside him as he could and tried to let his mind wander off again.
After a while, his eyes felt as heavy and gritty as they had
before, and he could feel himself begin to drift off no matter how
hard he tried to fight it. Between one breath and another, he
drifted off to sleep.

* * * *

Ricci woke up slowly as his body fought him
to hold on to the last lingering threads of sleep. He blinked
carefully a few times in an attempt to bring his bring his eyes
into focus and was unable to help the way his body tensed when he
felt the warm weight of someone leaning against his side. Ricci
carefully turned his head and had to force himself not to jump in
surprise when he practically buried his face in thick, dark brown
hair. For a moment he was confused but then the smell of burnt
sugar and chocolate wafted up to him. He realized with a flash of
clarity that the chef, the guy who’d caught his attention so easily
earlier, must have fallen asleep as well.

A light snore caught his attention and the
still sleepy grin that broke across his face was purely a reflex.
Strangely unperturbed about the idea of some strange guy falling
asleep on his shoulder, Ricci took a second to look around the
subway car. He was surprised to see that it was almost empty and a
quick glance at the watch on his wrist confirmed the fact that it
was later than he’d thought possible. He’d fallen asleep on the
subway many times before but never long enough to really matter,
never more than a few minutes of quick sleep before his instincts
woke him up. He’d never slept the entire ride through. Just then
the announcement went out over the loudspeaker for the end of the
line, and it hit him with a jolt that the guy on his shoulder might
have missed his stop.

“Hey, man, wake up.” Ricci carefully nudged
the guy’s head with the shoulder it rested on. He wanted to wake
him up, not scare him, and even though Ricci knew he was in a
situation where he had every right to be upset, it was the last
thing on his mind. Instead, his mind was stuck on the fact that he
was actually comfortable enough to fall asleep beside a complete
stranger in the first place. He must have been way more exhausted
than he’d thought earlier.

“Come on now, wake up.” Ricci reached his
other arm over to tap the chef on the shoulder. The man groaned low
in his throat, and Ricci could just see the way his nose crinkled
in displeasure as he burrowed his face deeper into his shoulder.
Ricci had a perfect view of the way the guy’s shoulders stiffened a
few seconds later. He knew his seatmate had finally figured out
that something obviously wasn’t right.

“You finally awake?” Ricci figured he’d cut
the guy some slack and make an effort to break the silence and
hopefully diffuse the situation before it could get too awkward. He
watched, amused, as the guy slowly raised himself up off of his
shoulder so that he could look Ricci in the face. His golden brown
eyes looked better than before, like the little bit of sleep they’d
both gotten had done him a bit of good. After he blinked a few
times in obvious surprise, Ricci could see the awareness returning
to his face.

“I am so sorry.” The stranger whispered,
accent more apparent thanks to the sleepy rasp he had developed.
Ricci watched in fascination as the tips of his ears flushed a deep
red in apparent embarrassment. “I don’t normally fall asleep on
strangers on the Tube, I swear.”

Ricci could see the guy was building up to
some sort of heartfelt apology and he was too tired and too aware
of the fact that his seatmate was also exhausted to worry about
it.

“Look, don’t worry about it. It’s the end of
the line, so we need to hurry up and get off.” Ricci stood up
slowly and waved his hand towards the window where the platform was
just coming into view. “Besides, I fell asleep too so there’s
really no harm done. Just hope you didn’t miss your stop.”

“Oh no. I’m afraid I’ll still have to take a
cab to get back to my flat afterwards. Unfortunately.” The man
frowned slightly as he climbed to his feet, adjusted his bag, and
straightened out his coat in a few short movements before he turned
his attention back towards Ricci. “Thanks for being so good about
it all.”

“It’s the subway, I’ve seen people do worst
things than fall asleep.” Ricci didn’t feel like being charming or
overly polite, so he went for blunt and hoped he didn’t come across
as too much of
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