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Chapter One – When Fred Stopped Believing
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Fred had always thought there would be a moment when he’d know—some clear, cinematic line where hope finally packed up and left. Instead, it happened quietly, on a Tuesday evening, standing in line at a grocery store with a basket that held dinner for one and nothing else.

He wasn’t sad exactly. That was the strange part. He just felt... finished.

The cashier chatted with the man in front of him about weekend plans, about a husband who was picking up the kids, about how fast time went. Fred smiled politely when it was his turn, paid, thanked her, and walked out into the cooling evening air like none of it had touched him at all.

That was when he realized it.

He no longer expected love to find him.

The thought didn’t sting. It didn’t even surprise him. It simply settled, heavy and familiar, like furniture he’d stopped noticing because it had always been there.

At thirty-six, Fred had loved before. He’d loved deeply, foolishly, with his whole chest. He’d believed in promises and shared calendars and lazy Sunday mornings. He’d believed in the one—the idea that somewhere, someone would choose him and keep choosing him.

That belief hadn’t survived reality.

Reality had come in the form of men who weren’t ready, men who wanted him only in private, men who said I love you but meant not enough. Fred had learned the patterns, learned how to spot the exits before they were used. Eventually, he stopped looking for entrances at all.

So when he walked into the community center that Friday evening, clipboard tucked under his arm, he wasn’t expecting anything except to get through another volunteer shift and go home.

The room smelled faintly of old wood and lemon cleaner. Folding chairs lined the walls. Someone had left a radio on low near the back, music drifting softly through the space. Fred checked the signup sheet, making mental notes about who was late, who hadn’t shown at all.

“Excuse me.”

The voice was calm. Polite. Male.

Fred turned—and for half a second, the world tilted.

The man standing in front of him was tall, broad-shouldered in a way that spoke of strength rather than show. Dark hair, neatly cut. A face that wasn’t conventionally perfect but was arresting all the same—strong nose, serious mouth, eyes that held steady contact without challenge.

Something about him felt... contained.

“I’m looking for the coordinator,” the man said. “Joseph.”

Fred blinked once. Then again. “That would be me. Well. Fred. I mean—yes. Coordinator.”

Smooth, Fred. Very smooth.

The man smiled slightly, just enough to soften his expression. “Joseph.”

They shook hands. Joseph’s grip was firm, warm. Fred was suddenly aware of entirely too many things—the size of Joseph’s hand, the faint scent of soap, the way his gaze lingered a beat longer than necessary before pulling away.

“This is your first time volunteering?” Fred asked, because silence felt dangerous.

“Yes.” Joseph glanced around the room. “I... figured I should start doing something useful with my evenings.”

There was something careful in the way he said it. Like the words had been weighed before being released.

Fred nodded, checking Joseph’s name off the list. “Well, you picked a thrilling place to begin.”

Joseph’s mouth curved again. “I can tell.”

They shared a brief smile. It shouldn’t have meant anything. Fred had shared smiles with dozens of men before. But this one felt... charged. Like a held breath.

Fred cleared his throat. “I’ll get you set up. We’re doing sorting tonight.”

“Sounds good.”

As Fred led him toward the storage area, he felt the awareness trailing behind him—Joseph’s presence, solid and unhurried. It unsettled him in a way he hadn’t felt in years.

This is nothing, Fred told himself firmly. Just attraction. It happens.

Except attraction usually came with a flicker of excitement. This came with a warning bell.

They worked side by side in companionable silence for a while. Joseph was efficient, attentive, quietly competent. He asked questions when he needed to, listened closely to the answers. Fred found himself noticing small details—the crease between Joseph’s brows when he concentrated, the way he rolled up his sleeves without thinking.

“So,” Joseph said eventually, breaking the quiet. “How long have you been doing this?”

Fred shrugged. “A few years. It helps... keep me grounded.”

Joseph nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

Something about the way he said it suggested he understood more than Fred had said out loud.

They finished sorting just as voices drifted in from the main room—laughter, the scrape of chairs. The night was winding down.

Joseph wiped his hands on a cloth and glanced at Fred. “Thanks for walking me through everything.”

“Anytime.” Fred hesitated. Then added, “You coming back?”

Joseph’s pause was brief—but noticeable. “Yes,” he said. “I think I will.”

The answer settled into Fred’s chest, uninvited.

They walked back together. At the door, Joseph stopped.

“Fred?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad I came tonight.”

So am I, Fred almost said.

Instead, he smiled. “Me too.”

Joseph left, the door closing softly behind him.

Fred stood there for a moment longer than necessary.

Then reality returned—sharp and insistent.

Joseph was careful. Guarded. The kind of man who didn’t wander into things accidentally. And men like that? Men like that didn’t end well for someone like Fred.

Fred exhaled, shaking his head. “Don’t,” he murmured to himself.

He turned off the lights, locked the door, and stepped into the night.

What he didn’t know yet—what he couldn’t possibly know—was that Joseph wasn’t a passing moment.

He was the kind of complication Fred had sworn he’d never invite again.

And against all odds, the kind of man who might make him believe again.
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Chapter Two – Joseph Is a Bad Idea
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Fred told himself he was being ridiculous.

That was the phrase he settled on the next morning, standing in front of his bathroom mirror, toothbrush paused halfway to his mouth as Joseph’s face surfaced—uninvited, unhelpful, entirely too clear.

Ridiculous implied logic. Maturity. Perspective.

It was far better than admitting the truth, which was that one quiet evening and a firm handshake had managed to knock something loose inside him that he’d spent years carefully securing.

Attraction didn’t mean anything, he reminded himself.

He’d been attracted to men before. Plenty of them. It was human. Chemical. Harmless.

Except this one lingered.

Fred rinsed his mouth, grabbed his keys, and forced his mind back to the practical concerns of the day: emails to answer, schedules to finalize, the ever-growing to-do list that made up a life carefully designed not to leave room for disappointment.

Joseph was not on that list.

Unfortunately, Joseph appeared anyway.

Fred spotted his name on the updated volunteer roster just after lunch. Next to it, someone had scribbled weekly in neat handwriting.

His stomach did a traitorous little drop.

“Of course,” Fred muttered, scrolling. “Of course you’re the committed type.”

He closed the document with more force than necessary and leaned back in his chair.

Weekly meant regular. Predictable. It meant seeing Joseph again, learning his rhythms, noticing the way he existed in space. It meant exactly the kind of slow familiarity Fred knew better than to invite.

Joseph was a bad idea.

Fred hadn’t even decided why yet, but the certainty sat heavy and immovable.

That evening, he arrived early—another telltale sign of his lack of resolve. The community center was quiet, sun slanting through the high windows, dust motes floating lazily in the air.

Joseph was already there.

He stood near the back table, sleeves rolled up again, reading something on his phone with an intensity that suggested focus rather than distraction. He looked... solid. Like a man who showed up where he said he would.

Fred hated how much that mattered.

“Hey,” Fred said, keeping his voice neutral.

Joseph looked up. Something softened in his expression before he masked it just as quickly. “Hi.”

No hesitation. No awkwardness. Just calm acknowledgment.

Controlled, Fred noted. Careful.

“Busy day?” Fred asked, gesturing vaguely.

Joseph nodded. “Always.”

There it was again—that carefully closed door. Not evasive exactly. Just... limited.

They worked together again, easy and efficient. Joseph followed instructions without complaint, asked thoughtful questions, thanked people when they helped him. He fit in too easily, like he belonged without ever demanding space.

Which was, in Fred’s experience, dangerous.

“So,” Fred said at one point, unable to stop himself, “what do you do when you’re not saving the world one volunteer shift at a time?”

Joseph’s hands stilled for half a second.

“I work in logistics,” he said. “Operations. Planning. Risk management.”

Of course you do, Fred thought. Of course you make a living out of control.

“That sounds... intense.”

Joseph smiled faintly. “It can be.”

“And you live around here?”

“Yes.”

No elaboration.

Fred resisted the urge to push. He recognized the pattern now—Joseph answered exactly what was asked and nothing more. It wasn’t rude. It was deliberate.

Unavailable, Fred concluded.

Good. That should make this easier.

As the night wore on, Fred noticed cracks in the composure. Small ones. Human ones.

Joseph flinched slightly when a loud laugh echoed too close. He grew quiet when someone mentioned a wedding. Once, when he thought no one was watching, he rubbed at his chest like something there ached.

Fred saw it all. Pretended he didn’t.

“You okay?” Fred asked finally, the question slipping out before he could stop it.

Joseph blinked. “Yes. Why?”

“You just... seem tense.”

Joseph hesitated. For a moment, Fred thought he might deflect again.

Instead, he exhaled. “I’m not very good at standing still.”

The admission surprised them both.

Fred tilted his head. “You hide it well.”

Joseph met his gaze, something raw flickering there before it was gone. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

Fred’s chest tightened.

There it was. The vulnerability. Brief. Unintentional. And absolutely not his to touch.

They finished up in silence.

At the end of the night, as they walked toward the door, Joseph stopped.

“Fred?”

“Yeah?”

“I appreciate how you run this place.” He hesitated, then added, “It feels... safe.”

The word landed heavier than it should have.

Fred swallowed. “I’m glad.”

Joseph nodded once, like that settled something. “See you next week.”

Fred watched him leave again, heart thudding in a way that felt dangerously close to hope.

He waited until the door shut before speaking out loud. “No.”

The word echoed faintly in the empty room.

Joseph had constraints—unspoken ones, but real all the same. He was careful because he had to be. Controlled because something would break if he wasn’t.

And Fred?

Fred had learned the cost of being the man someone else leaned on without ever choosing.

Attraction didn’t mean anything.

He repeated it like a mantra as he locked up, as he walked home, as he lay in bed staring at the ceiling.

But the truth pressed in anyway.

Attraction might not mean anything.

But whatever was happening with Joseph already meant too much.

And that was exactly why he had to stop it—before it started at all.
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