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      THE BOWERY, NEW YORK CITY – OCTOBER, 1891

      Noah Cheevers never let anything that he truly wanted go without a fight. That was why he’d dropped everything in London—his job, his membership in The Brotherhood, and all of his family connections and responsibilities—withdrew every shilling he had in the bank, and leapt on a ship crossing the Atlantic to New York City. His London friends had called it wickedly impulsive. His sister had wept and pleaded and suggested he employ a doctor to cure his head, silly thing. Noah listened to none of them, though.

      Because Noah was in love. True love. The sort of love that bards composed sonnets about and sages studied as examples of everything love should be. Noah loved so deeply and so steadfastly that he had abandoned everything to rush to a new city, a new world, to track down his beloved, and at last, he’d found him.

      Word throughout the Bowery was that Marcus Albright had taken up lodgings in the building that housed a particularly notorious nightclub, The Slippery Slope. Determined to carry out Love’s mission, Noah pulled open the door to the club and marched inside, like the conquering hero he knew he was, the morning after first scouting the place. As it happened, after the closure of The Slippery Slope’s rival club, The Slide, just a scant week or so before, The Slope was already buzzing with activity, even though it was barely nine in the morning.

      Noah was a bit surprised that every eye in the place didn’t turn immediately to him as he stood triumphantly just inside the club’s doorway. One table in the far corner was occupied by five men who seemed to have set up some sort of business within the club. A few others ate simple breakfasts at some of the other tables while engaged in low, murmuring conversations. Still others sat at the bar, sipping coffee and reading the day’s newspapers, as though the establishment were a café instead of a seedy den of vice.

      One man at the bar in particular caught his eye. Noah had met the dark-haired, handsome young man the night before, when he’d finally traced Marcus to the bosom of The Slippery Slope. Beckett Smith had been friendly and sympathetic to his cause when the two of them had spoken amidst the bustle and celebration of some sort of victory that the patrons of The Slope had won against a band of anarchists. It had been a delightful celebration, and Noah had gladly joined in. He was always up for a bit of fun.

      But that was not why he was there at the club now.

      With a swagger in his step and the exhilaration of romance beating in his blood, he approached the swarthy, middle-aged gentleman behind the bar—one of the owners of the club and the object of Beckett Smith’s unrequited affection, Mr. Graham Ravenswood.

      “I have come for my love, Marcus Albright,” Noah announced in a rich tenor, worthy of the finest stages of Covent Garden. “Would you please have him fetched at once so that I can bring our love story to its climactic and satisfying conclusion?”

      Ravenswood turned from where he’d been washing glasses to stare at him. Those who were sitting close enough to the bar to overhear went silent and gawped at him. Beckett Smith put his coffee down and sat suddenly straighter, eyes going wide.

      Of all the times and circumstances for the patrons of the club to finally notice him, that was not one of the ones that Noah would have liked. Their stares were like sharp punctures in his confidence. They made whispers of doubt and the prickles of anxiety lash through him. They made the voices restless.

      Noah pushed the horrific feeling of being pulled inside out away, standing taller and smiling as broadly as he could manage.

      Ravenswood turned away from the back counter with a sigh and walked over to the bar, staring at Noah. “Marcus will come down when he comes down,” the man said. “And when he does, he will likely head straight to work. As should you, if you know what’s good for you.”

      “I am not employed at present, sir,” Noah said, fighting to maintain his heroic demeanor in spite of the voices within him that whispered he was stupid and foolish, that Marcus would never want him back. He pushed his smile wider and said, “I am here on the business of true love.”

      Beckett Smith twisted on his barstool to watch Noah with a surprised look. He then glanced to Ravenswood, as if to see what the man would do.

      Ravenswood sighed. “I’m not sure what you hope to accomplish, sir,” he said, standing straight and frowning at Noah. “Marcus is together with Jasper now, Jasper Werther. They’re awfully happy.”

      Noah had heard the same vicious lies the night before. He struggled not to deflate entirely. Marcus was his. The two of them were meant to be. Nothing could stand in the way of true love, not even Jasper Werther.

      “I believe I have the prior claim,” he said, attempting to turn on the charm to win Ravenswood, and whoever else was listening, to his side. He moved to lean saucily against the bar and said, “Marcus and I have been living together for more than a year. We are one soul in two bodies.”

      Ravenswood leaned against the other side of the bar in imitation of him. “Then why did Marcus show up in New York a few months ago, shack up with Jasper, and decide to build a life here with him instead of going back to London?”

      Noah’s heart dropped, but he rushed to pick it up again and cling to his hope. “It was a misunderstanding,” he said. “Just a misunderstanding. All will be resolved, and our lives and love will be renewed. It will shine brighter than it ever has. It will—”

      Noah’s words were cut off as Marcus himself stepped into the club from a small doorway against the back wall, just behind the bar. He was dressed in an ordinary business suit and already had his hat on, as if he were, indeed, on his way to work, as Ravenswood had said. The moment Marcus spotted Noah, he stumbled to a stop, and his face lit with excitement.

      Or, well, if Noah were being truly honest with himself, the expression was more one of horror than excitement. But Noah was determined to change that entirely as soon as he could.

      “Marcus!” he breathed out his lover’s name, his heart pounding furiously against his ribs. “Darling! I have found you at last!”

      Noah pushed away from the bar, highly conscious of Ravenswood’s and Beckett’s and everyone else’s eyes on him, and raced to his beloved. He opened his arms to embrace his long-lost lover, but Marcus dodged him with a strangled sound of protest.

      “Noah!” Marcus gasped. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

      Undeterred by Marcus’s slight, Noah declared, “I have come to win you back, my love.”

      “You’ve…what?” Marcus balked, wide-eyed and open mouthed, all color draining from his face.

      A second man stepped into the club from the back hallway. He was beautiful and svelte, with bright, cheerful eyes and just a touch of rouge on his lips. “Marcus, darling,” he said casually, “you forgot your—”

      He stopped cold and stared at Noah as he came to a stop just behind Marcus’s shoulder.

      Noah could guess at once that the man was Jasper Werther, the man-stealing viper. The uneasy feeling that Jasper Werther had at least an inkling of who he was made the prickles running down Noah’s back even more pronounced.

      Noah chose to ignore the prickles—and to ignore the prick—and to keep steady on his righteous course of action.

      “Marcus,” he said again. “I’ve traveled all this way, left everything behind me—my job, my family, The Brotherhood, all of it—to come and find you.”

      He had an entire speech prepared. He’d had weeks to rehearse it on the ocean crossing. It was sheer perfection, as far as he was concerned. All he needed to do was speak the words of his heart now, and he was certain that everything would fall into order.

      He stepped forward again, reaching for Marcus’s hands, but again, Marcus dodged away from him.

      “My God, Noah,” Marcus said in a gruff voice, almost as though he were…afraid of Noah. But that was impossible. Except then Marcus said, “Have you taken complete leave of your senses now instead of just partial leave?”

      The suggestion that Noah was mad felt like a dagger in his heart. He was not mad. He was not mad! No matter what his sister and the doctors tried to tell him.

      He had a speech to deliver, and he would damn well deliver it. And once he did, once those perfect words were spoken, Marcus would see the truth of their love, leave the odious Jasper Werther behind, and return to the happy life they had together.

      “I love you, Marcus,” he said, standing tall and putting his heart into it. “I have loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you. We are destined to be, my love. You are the anchor that grounds me, and I am the wind that lifts you aloft. Do not let a few petty misunderstandings come between us. Our love is perfection. It is the stuff of fable and fairy tale. I shall be devoted to your happiness every moment of my life. I will—”

      “Enough!” Marcus shouted, as though Noah had spewed a string of gross epithets at him instead of professing the tenderest of emotions. He glanced apologetically to Jasper Werther, then took a step toward Noah. He removed his hat to shove a hand through his hair, then sighed, “Noah, it is over between us. It has been over for quite some time. I am very sorry that you cannot comprehend that—”

      “I do not accept it,” Noah cut him off, panic welling within him. This was not how the scene was meant to play out. Marcus was meant to be moved by his words and fly back to him.

      Marcus sighed again, more heavily. “I do not wish to be with you, Noah. You must put that notion out of your mind at once and attempt to move on with your life. We are not suited.”

      “Yes, we are,” Noah argued, a maelstrom of emotion raging within him. “I love you. We are meant to be together. We are two halves of the same whole.”

      Had he said his magic words wrong? Shit, shit, shit. If he had spoken the words correctly, Marcus would have fallen into his arms, and they could have been happy.

      “Let me try again,” he said in a rush, holding up his hands. He took a deep steadying breath, pressed his eyes closed, and fought to remember the exact wording of his declaration. “I love you, Marcus. I have loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you.” That was better. “We are destined—”

      “Noah, stop!” Marcus shouted again. “You have to stop this at once. We are over. We were never meant to be.”

      Noah opened his eyes to what amounted to a nightmare. “I refuse to believe that,” he said with far more bravado than he felt. “I love you, and you love me.”

      “I do not,” Marcus said, sounding sad and exhausted now.

      “But we are—”

      “He does not want you,” Jasper Werther said, stepping forward as if he could shield Marcus from Noah. “You treated him abominably,” the bastard went on. “You made his life a living hell with your erratic ways and your mania. I can see that mania on full display right now, and I do not blame Marcus for leaving you one bit.”

      “You know nothing of it,” Noah protested, his heart breaking into a thousand pieces. If he had just spoken the words correctly…. “You are no one, sir. You are nothing to him.”

      “Jasper is my beloved,” Marcus said, taking Jasper Werther’s hand and gazing into the man’s eyes with the sort of love that should have been reserved for Noah. “We are very happy together.”

      Jasper Werther smiled back at Marcus, making Noah feel sick. That was supposed to be him. Some devil had intervened and cast a spell on his dear Marcus. It was a nightmare.

      “This cannot be happening,” Noah said, reeling back a step. “I left everything. I traveled across an ocean to find you. I am supposed to win you back. We are supposed to be happy together.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be, Noah,” Marcus said, a bit kinder, but still too hard. “You shouldn’t have come.” Before Noah could say anything else, he went on with, “Now, if you will excuse me, I think it would be best if I left. I’m expected at the Tribune Building. Good day to you, Noah, and…and I hope you make it home safely.”

      With a curt nod, Marcus put his hat back on and marched for the door. Jasper Werther followed him, giving Noah the evil eye as he passed. When they were almost to the door, Werther leaned in to whisper something to Marcus. The two began a conversation as they left the building.

      Noah felt as though all the sunshine and happiness had been sucked out of the world with Marcus’s exit. He’d left everything in his determination to win Marcus back, and he’d failed. He’d been so sure, so absolutely certain that Marcus would come flying back into his arms the moment he saw how much Noah loved him and missed him.

      He’d been so certain.

      He didn’t know what to do. Everyone in the club was staring at him, and instead of giving him the confidence of an audience, it made him want to sink in on himself. His hands and feet had gone numb, and the irritating buzz of thoughts and feelings inside him, telling him he was worthless, he was a fool, he had brought shame to himself and his loved ones, was too much. He raised a hand to his ear as if he could block those voices, but they were inside him. They were always inside him.

      “Are you quite alright?” a friendly voice said from the bar.

      Noah turned to find Beckett Smith staring at him in concern.

      Before he could say anything or approach the man, though, The Slippery Slope’s door opened again and Jasper Werther came storming back into the place.

      “You!” Werther growled, marching across the club to stand toe-to-toe with Noah. “You have no business coming here. What did you think you were doing, man?” he demanded.

      Noah’s back went up immediately, giving him back the energy that had drained out of him. “I have come here to reclaim my man,” he said, glaring at Werther. “You cannot steal him from me with your wily ways. He is mine. We two are one. We were meant to be together.”

      “You’re a madman who nearly drove him to the brink of madness himself,” Werther threw at him. “You caused a scene and threw plates at him when he left you.”

      The echoes of plates shattering and shouting and tears filled Noah’s mind as the bundled-up memory came back at him. He’d deliberately forgotten all those things, forgotten the way he and Marcus used to argue, and the tears and wailing he’d been subject to whenever Marcus had tried to break things off.

      “Misunderstandings,” he said, shaking his head. “All will be well. Things can be repaired.”

      “Not this,” Werther said. “You shattered Marcus once and I will not let you shatter him again. I won’t have it. We are together now and he is happy. If you have any humanity in you at all, you will respect that and let him live his life.”

      “I….” Noah couldn’t think of anything to say. Werther was so fierce and so determined.

      There didn’t seem to be anything for it but to retreat for the time being. Without another word for Werther, or even a look, Noah turned away. He headed toward Beckett, the only man in all of New York so far who had seemed sympathetic to his cause. After their conversation the night before, in which Beckett had confessed that he, too, was in the throes of attempting to convince a recalcitrant man that they were meant to be together, Noah felt a kinship with Beckett that couldn’t be denied.

      He was only partially aware of Werther hissing something and shaking his head before heading back to the doorway and disappearing into the back hall.

      “That was…something else,” Beckett said as Noah reached him.

      “I’ve embarrassed myself,” Noah said, feeling horrifically low. “That was not the way things were meant to turn out.”

      “Hard luck, then,” Beckett said, clapping a hand on Noah’s shoulder.

      Noah glanced up, seeming to see Beckett for the first time since the confrontation had started. The man’s handsome, refined face was a mask of sympathy and understanding. And kindness. So few people had ever shown Noah kindness in his life. He was too much for most people. He was too unpredictable and shiftless. Even his sister had to send him away sometimes.

      But Beckett didn’t push him away. The man smiled, as though the two of them shared a sad secret.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Beckett went on, glancing briefly to Ravenswood—who had watched the entire, sad encounter and now glared at Noah with narrowed eyes. “Why don’t I take you out for a good, hearty breakfast? There’s a place right around the corner that serves flapjacks to die for. They’re exactly what you need after a muddle like that.”

      “Do you…do you think so?” Noah asked, hope flooding him as he blinked away tears.

      God, he was crying, and in public. What was wrong with him?

      This was not the way his glorious reunion was supposed to unfold.

      Beckett’s smile softened and widened, and he slipped off his barstool to thump Noah’s back. “I absolutely think so,” he said. “Flapjacks, perhaps bacon and eggs as well, some truly excellent coffee, and a few moments to sit and breathe and tell me all about it is exactly what you need.”

      Noah let out a breath as Beckett led him to the door. “Thank you,” he said, relieved beyond measure that someone was there to fight in his corner. “You’ve no idea how much this means to me.”

      “Believe me,” Beckett said. “I think I do.”

      Noah smiled. He believed him. Beckett did know.
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      Watching Noah’s confrontation with Marcus set Beckett’s teeth on edge, but likely not for the same reasons that the rest of the men of The Slippery Slope had for their winces and horrified looks during the scene. Beckett had felt terrible for Noah—and for Marcus and Jasper, if he were being honest—but not because of the discomfort Noah’s outburst caused.

      No, Beckett felt a deep sense of sympathy for Noah Cheevers, because as he’d watched everything fall apart for the friend he’d made the night before, all he could think was, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”

      Once they reached the relatively fresh air of Bleeker Street, Beckett took a deep breath and said, “There. That’s better.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Noah lamented, scrubbing both hands through his hair at once. “Nothing is happening the way I’d planned.”

      All Beckett could do was hum in sympathy and lead Noah east on Bleeker Street. East because he could still see Marcus walking toward Bowery in the distance, and at the moment, another encounter with Marcus was the last thing they needed.

      Bleeker Street was bustling with people on their way to work, carts making deliveries to the various businesses and homes along the street, and a few people still stumbling their way home after a long and eventful night. Across from The Slope, the police had taken down the barriers surrounding The Slide, but it didn’t appear as though anyone had returned to the building yet. Whatever the case with their neighbor after the police activity, the rest of Bleeker Street was functioning as normally as it ever did.

      “When did you arrive from London and where are you staying?” Beckett asked as they walked along the shabby but homey street. He figured ordinary conversation was the best place he could start to lift Noah’s spirits.

      “I only just arrived the day before yesterday,” Noah said in a faint, despondent voice. “And I’m staying at The Grand Hotel on Bowery.”

      “That’s right nearby,” Beckett said, stating the obvious because he had nothing else to say.

      It was Noah’s turn to simply hum his answer instead of speaking.

      As far as conversations went, theirs wasn’t starting off well. As high as Noah’s spirits had been in the club as he’d confessed his love to Marcus, they were low and depressed now. Then again, Beckett could hardly blame the man for feeling bad after what he’d just gone through.

      “The restaurant is right around the corner,” he said, smiling and speaking cheerfully in the hope that he could lift Noah’s spirits again. “And how was your crossing?”

      Noah glanced to him with a smile. “You’re kind, you know that?”

      Beckett smiled in response. “I’m just trying to help a friend,” he said. “Remember? We decided that the two of us should be friends last night because we have a great deal in common.”

      Noah laughed sullenly. “Do we?” he asked as they turned the corner and headed up Broadway. “Has the love of your life been bewitched by a devil who has stolen his heart?”

      Beckett’s affable smile dropped. He didn’t know how to respond to that. He liked Jasper, and he’d watched with interest as his and Marcus’s romance had blossomed. The two of them were happy. But that didn’t mean he didn’t feel the deepest sort of sympathy for his new friend. He knew what it was like to pine for a man, after all. And who was to say that Marcus was meant for Jasper instead of Noah?

      “Worse than that,” he said, smiling again and trying to keep things light. “The object of my affections hasn’t been bewitched by anyone, he’s just indifferent.”

      Noah glanced to him, and his anxious look of misery softened into sympathy. He even reached out and patted Beckett’s shoulder. “Love is a tyrant, is she not?” he asked. “She ties us up in her silken webs, then leaves us dangling.”

      Beckett laughed. “You have a way with words, my friend.”

      Noah looked pleased to have been called a friend.

      They crossed over Bond Street, then headed toward the newish restaurant Beckett had discovered a few months ago. The farther they walked from the scene of Noah’s embarrassment, the cheerier Noah seemed to be.

      “I never asked last night,” Noah said as they entered the restaurant and helped themselves to a table. “How is it that a rather fine gentleman such as yourself spends so much time in a part of the city that even I can see is not quite the thing?”

      Beckett laughed as he settled himself at the table and waited for someone to come hand them menus or take their order. “It is because I am one of those horrible men of leisure that you have heard so much about.”

      “What, you have no job and no livelihood?” Noah asked, surprised. “You don’t look like it.”

      “I do, in fact, have a job,” Beckett said, nodding to the young man who came to hand them menus. “But as it would happen, it is not a job that requires my presence all that often.”

      Noah frowned as the waiter handed him a menu. “I do not understand,” he said. “What sort of job does not require your presence?”

      The conversation was halted as they ordered, then as the waiter brought them coffee.

      “My father owns a glassworks,” Beckett explained once they’d been left alone. “Quite a successful one at that. It produced plate glass for windows, and of late, my father has begun manufacturing casements and coverings for lanterns and streetlights.”

      Noah’s brow shot up as he drank his coffee. “That sounds like it could be lucrative. Every new building needs windows, and there is so much construction underway these days.”

      “There is,” Beckett agreed with a nod. “My father has made an obscene amount of money from his industry. Even before my sister and I were born. He is what high society likes to call ‘new money’.”

      “Oh, I see,” Noah laughed. “London has that as well.”

      There was something free and easy about Noah’s laughter. It made Beckett want to say things that would draw it out.

      “My father employs me,” he went on, “but I don’t really have an aptitude for business. I manage his social calendar. Which includes promotional appearances and business luncheons as well as grand balls and an attempt to ingratiate ourselves with the loftier families of New York, the Astors and such.”

      “Even I’ve heard of the Astors,” Noah said with a cheeky smirk. His expression shifted again—the man really was extraordinarily expressive—and he said, “So why, if you have your finger on the pulse of society, would you spend so much time downtown? I learned quite a bit while researching Marcus’s whereabouts, you know. Even though much of that research was done while still in London, by asking fellow members of The Brotherhood if they’d heard from him.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard of your Brotherhood,” Beckett said. He glanced around quickly to see if anyone was listening to them. But few people spent their time at a restaurant with such good food eavesdropping on the conversations of others. “It’s rather like the society we’ve formed at the clubs of the Bowery. That society is the reason I spend so much time here instead of bothering myself with the Park Avenue crowd.”

      Noah hummed and nodded in understanding. His green eyes had a certain sparkle to them as he sipped his coffee. Of course, seeing as the man had had a year-long relationship with Marcus Albright, Beckett already knew which way he was inclined. And considering where they’d met and what Beckett had confessed to him about his feelings for Graham, Noah knew the same about him. It was refreshing to start off an acquaintance already in the know, and without any fear of the truth being discovered.

      “So, if your father is a wealthy industrialist,” Noah said once their breakfasts had been delivered, “and if your sole employment is managing his calendar, where and how do you live?”

      “I have a small brownstone near Park Avenue and Sixty-Third Street,” Beckett admitted sheepishly. “It’s horrifically grand, in spite of its size, and has far too many rooms for a confirmed bachelor. My father purchased it as an investment, though, and since he feels I am too old to continue to live at home, I live in luxury for no cost.”

      “Lucky bugger,” Noah said, laughing.

      Again, Beckett found that laughter infectious. Noah’s spirits seemed to improve quickly when he was plied with flapjacks and coffee, as anyone’s would.

      “And you?” he asked, cutting into his sausage. “What is your life like back in London?”

      Noah huffed humorlessly and shook his head as he speared scrambled eggs with his fork. “I have no life in London anymore. I left it all, sold everything, closed all my accounts, and told off my family so that I could come over here to win Marcus back.”

      “Oh.” Beckett didn’t know whether to cheer on the brave move or question whether it was truly wise.

      Then again, if it was ever necessary for him to risk all for the chance that Graham might actually look twice at him and open his heart to him, he might have done the same.

      “Where did you and Marcus meet?” he asked, eager to know more, and to determine whether he was on Noah’s side or Jasper’s when it came to who should win Marcus.

      Noah chewed his mouthful with a happy sound and smiled. Once he’d swallowed and washed the bite down with coffee, he said, “At The Chameleon Club. It’s a private gentleman’s club for our sort.”

      “Like The Slope?” Beckett asked.

      Noah laughed loudly, drawing the eyes of the couple seated at the table next to them. “Not by half,” he said, then gathered more eggs onto his fork. “Gentleman’s clubs in London are far stodgier than your exciting Bowery clubs. Although I will hand it to The Chameleon Club, the food is excellent, and the events they organize are quite diverting. Marcus and I met at a masquerade ball.”

      “How exciting,” Beckett said. “I’ve never been to a masquerade ball.”

      “It’s quite a lark when everyone dresses up,” Noah said, cheerier than ever as he swam a bit in his memories, or so Beckett assumed he was doing. “Marcus was dressed as a chevalier. I was made up like an exotic parrot. We were thrown together in a game, and we spent the rest of the evening chatting and getting to know each other. At least, that’s what we did while we were still at the club. When Marcus took me home, we got to know each other a bit more.”

      He fluttered his eyebrows, which was more than Beckett would have dared do to explain the obvious in public.

      “And things continued from there?” he asked, liking Noah and his boldness more with each passing moment.

      “Oh, yes,” Noah said, a lascivious gleam in his eyes. “Frequently. Whenever we could find time for each other. We were insatiable for each other’s company. It was glorious.” He sighed loudly.

      Beckett peeked around, attempting to gauge who was close enough to overhear them and whether he could get away with more personal questions.

      “You moved in together?” he asked quietly when he was certain no one would sound the alarm.

      “Yes, within a month,” Noah said, then took a large bite of flapjack.

      His expression clouded over almost immediately as he chewed. It was fascinating for Beckett to watch. Without saying a word, by thinking of his past alone, Noah made Beckett feel as though he were getting the entire story of Noah and Marcus’s relationship. It must have been a wild one as well. Noah’s expression shifted from joy to sorrow and pain, ending with restlessness.

      “I will win him back, you know,” he said, cutting up his flapjacks with a bit too much enthusiasm. “No force on earth can come between us. We were meant to be.”

      Beckett glanced around anxiously. Noah was speaking too loudly. Someone would hear and know.

      “That’s how I feel about Graham,” he said, keeping his own voice low so that Noah might catch on to the necessity of discretion. “I know the two of us are meant to be.”

      “Why have you not already been, then?” Noah asked, bouncing back to cheerfulness.

      “We have been, as it happens,” Beckett admitted, feeling his face flush. “Well, we were that one time.”

      “Do tell,” Noah said, his green eyes flashing once more. The man truly did run through emotions as though he were a Coney Island roller-coaster.

      Beckett looked around once more, and when he deemed it safe to continue, he said, “It was shortly after we met. I was new to The Slope. Some like-minded friends uptown had brought me down here one evening, and I fell in love with the freedom of the place. And I fell in love with Graham Ravenswood at first sight,” he admitted in an even quieter voice.

      “He is handsome, I’ll give you that,” Noah said.

      “Devilishly so,” Beckett agreed with a sigh. “And so strong and sure of himself. He liked the look of me and invited me up to his rooms one night. The rest I will leave up to your imagination.”

      “And I have quite a vivid imagination,” Noah said, laughing.

      “Use all of it,” Becket laughed as well. “Because it was that good.”

      Noah made a show of tilting his head to the side, making a face like he was imagining quite a bit, then cooing and moaning along to whatever was in his head.

      Beckett laughed ridiculously, all while peeking around to make certain no one else was bothered by their antics. He liked Noah’s naughty streak. He wondered if there was more of it. He liked the free way the man expressed himself and the enthusiasm he seemed to have for his life, even if it wasn’t currently going the way he wanted it to go.

      Finally, Noah appeared to reach the end of his imagined scene with a sound and expression that was clearly meant to mimic orgasm as politely as possible. He let out a sigh that was loud enough to draw attention from several people around them, all of whom frowned and shook their heads.

      They were probably shaking their heads at Beckett as well, since he’d dissolved into giggles. Everyone in the restaurant probably saw him and Noah as two silly, uptown boys who had no business being such children in the Bowery.

      “He said it was only the one night and just for fun,” Beckett said quietly as he came out of his giggle fit, “but I know it could be so much more. That night…that night was special.”

      “It is ridiculously unfair that two such jolly chaps as us should be kept from our hearts’ desires,” Noah said.

      He then thumped his fist on the table, making Beckett, and a few of the people at the other tables, jump.

      “We will not stand for it,” Noah went on, his voice a little too loud. “We are young and handsome with excellent prospects. Do we not deserve love?”

      “Of course, you do,” a middle-aged woman sitting at a table near them said with a kind, teasing look, as though she found two well-dressed men in their early twenties causing a scene to be a perfect accompaniment to her morning eggs.

      “And should we not pursue the objects of our affections until they can see what sort of prizes we are?” Noah asked, raising his voice even more when he saw he had an audience.

      A few of their fellow diners cheered.

      Beckett lost his smile and debated whether he should stop Noah from getting too carried away or whether he should sink in on himself and hide from what he feared was about to happen.

      “I have come all the way from England to recapture the love I once had,” Noah went on, lifting from his seat in a way that made Beckett think he might stand and rally the entire restaurant around him.

      Beckett couldn’t help but laugh, amazed and astounded by his new friend, and equally afraid of what he might say next. The restaurant’s staff seemed just as alarmed.

      “Then I say we go after what we want with dogged determination,” Noah said, slamming his fist on the table again. “There is no barrier to true love. It does not matter that our loves have given their hearts to others, or sworn to give them to no one at all. We are men of the heart, Beckett. We should stop at nothing until those tender organs of ours are satisfied.”

      Beckett broke into another round of giggles, heating all over. He was fairly certain Noah was not referring to their hearts.

      Beyond that, a man who appeared to be the manager of the restaurant had come out of the back and was heading toward them. Beckett didn’t hesitate to reach into his jacket for his wallet so that he could throw money on the table and drag Noah out before things got truly out of hand.

      Of course, he was too late for that a moment later.

      “We should stop at nothing to win back the love we so richly deserve,” Noah declared, now in possession of the full attention of everyone in their part of the restaurant. “There is no force on earth more powerful than love, and nothing on earth or in Manhattan should stand between us and the men we love.”

      The bottom dropped out of Beckett’s stomach, but in spite of the danger Noah had just thrust them both into, he couldn’t stop laughing. Even though gasps and mutters surrounded them and the woman who had been so encouraging moments before now looked horrified.

      Becket pulled a five-dollar bill from his wallet and threw it on the table, then leapt up and grabbed Noah’s arm. It was an exorbitant amount to pay for breakfast, but it might be enough to buy the owner’s silence.

      “Come on,” he said, pulling Noah out of his chair. “It’s time we went somewhere else.”

      Noah seemed to realize what he’d said, but instead of looking horrified or penitent, he laughed as well. “You colonials,” he scoffed, shaking his head as Beckett yanked him toward the door. “So backward in your ways of thinking.”

      “Hardly,” Beckett said as they stumbled out to the street. “But I’d rather not test our progressiveness at the moment, thank you very much.”

      They rushed down the street, then took the next turn and headed toward Bowery. Beckett had no idea where they were going or what he would do once they got there, but strangely, he wanted to stay with Noah, whatever they did.

      “What now?” he asked as they approached the Grand Hotel.

      “I’ve no idea,” Noah laughed. “I suppose I should find a place to live.”

      Beckett’s brow went up. “Are you not staying here?” He nodded to the hotel.

      Noah made a face, then said, “For tonight, at least. I was certain Marcus would fly into my arms once we were face to face again. I…I thought we might live wherever he’s been living.”

      Beckett saw through Noah’s anxious expression and his sudden agitation. “Do you not have the money to continue to stay at the hotel?” he asked.

      “Well,” Noah began, winced, shuffled, looked embarrassed, then let out a breath. “No. I have some money. I could make it for about a week, I suppose.”

      Beckett shook his head, knowing exactly what he needed to do. “We’ll go inside to fetch your things, then you’ll check out and come with me.”

      “Will I?” Noah asked as they headed to the hotel’s door.

      “I have just finished telling you that I live in a brownstone on Sixty-Third Street all by myself, and that I have too many rooms,” Beckett said. “The house needs guests, and you are in need of a guestroom.”

      Noah stopped right inside the hotel lobby and looked at Beckett with an expression of surprise and sentimentality. “But we’ve barely just met.”

      Beckett shrugged. “I’m not asking you to marry me,” he said. “I have room for you is all.”

      For a moment, Beckett thought Noah would weep right then and there, in the lobby of the Grand Hotel. It was a stark—and
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