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Chapter 1
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Finn wiped the grit from his watery eyes. Who knew that staring at a blank computer screen for so long could cause eyestrain? There had been two paragraphs in his document a few minutes ago, but Finn hated every word and deleted it all with a single click of the mouse.

His head started to pound, and Finn pushed his office chair away from the desk. He wasn’t getting a damn thing done today. It gave him the perfect excuse to go sneak up on his boyfriend, Theo, and demand some private attention. 

They hardly got to spend any time together. Finn had this mansion in LA—the one he’d been talked into buying by his accountant—and Theo spent much of his time traveling, scouting locations for his movies. And of course, Finn had to keep their relationship secret.

It wouldn’t do for the foremost author of heterosexual love stories to come out as gay, after all. Finn had a reputation to protect—a reputation and an empire. His books, written under the Morgan Heart pen name, had rocketed him to wealth and fame over the past fifteen years. To be honest, he still couldn’t quite believe in his own success. Part of him expected to wake up one day with his head on his desk in the newspaper office, his boss yelling at him to make his deadline.

Finn climbed the steps, heading for his bedroom en suite. A splash of water on his face would help, and he had some ibuprofen tucked away in his medicine cabinet. That should take care of the headache. Maybe then he could entice Theo into some horizontal activities.

As he made his way down the hallway, getting closer to his bedroom, Finn could make out Theo’s voice. He was on the phone.

Finn grinned. He slowed his steps so he didn’t make a sound on the hardwood floor, intending to surprise Theo with a stealth hug.

After a moment, he started to make out the words Theo was saying, and Finn stopped dead in his tracks.

“Look, it’s not easy. He’s been a hard nut to crack. Never wants to talk shop in bed.” A pause. “Right, right. The point is, I think I’m close. He wasn’t happy with the last producer. I can tell you exactly what to say to get him to make the switch. He has complete creative control over his properties, you know. We don’t have to worry about...”

Finn couldn’t listen to any more of this. He darted forward, turning the corner to meet Theo’s astonished gaze. His face flushed with heat, and Finn could only spit out, “What? What don’t you have to worry about?”

“I’m going to have to call you back.” Theo ended the call and shoved his phone in his pocket. He put an easy grin on his face as he stepped forward, both hands out. “Nothing to do with you, love. Just another business call that couldn’t wait.”

“Is there someone else you’re talking shop with in bed?” Finn spat Theo’s words back at him, gratified to see that handsome face drain of blood, pale even under Theo’s perpetual tan.

“It’s not what you think,” Theo protested.

“Oh, it’s not that you’ve been sleeping with me to get me to what...hire one of your producer friends?” Finn should have known. Why would someone like Theo—tall, handsome, connected—want anything to do with Finn, an aging writer in his forties? Unless, of course, he wanted in on the money that kept pouring in. Finn damn well knew better.

Love was a fickle thing, a spark that sizzled briefly before dimming forever. And it turned out they didn’t even have that between them. Their whole relationship had been based on a lie.

Theo took a step back, flinching as if he’d been slapped. “Finn, please. I only have your best interests at heart. You are not making what you could be with your current production company...”

“Get out,” Finn said between gritted teeth. His jaw clenched so hard the pain rivaled the one pulsing in his forehead. “Take your stuff and get out.”

“Babe. Come on. After all we’ve been through together?” Theo gave him that look, that soft-eyed, pouty-lipped one he often wore in bed. That look had seduced Finn countless times.

And now all he could think of was how it had to be fake, that Theo had been playing him, even in bed. “Leave before I call the cops,” Finn said slowly, clenching his hands into fists by his side to keep his anger in check. “Tomorrow you’ll be hearing from my lawyer about that NDA you signed.”

He’d done it as a precaution—Finn needed to protect his ideas for his next book. Theo had signed it laughing. Finn thought it endearing at the time, but now that laughter took on a sinister tone. 

Finn didn’t wait for Theo to respond. He turned on one heel and stalked down the hallway. He needed peace and calm. He never should have moved out to California. Finn couldn’t go back to the room that had been their bedroom. This whole house stank, metaphorically of course, of betrayal. Finn needed to leave.
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A buzzing started up, a low-grade hum that permeated his mind and wouldn’t let Finn keep sleeping. He rolled over in bed, slapping at the end table to shut off the alarm on his phone. Why had he set an alarm for so early, anyway?

The phone fell off the table and crashed onto the floor. “Hello?” a voice came from below.

Not his alarm. A phone call. Finn’s eyes shot open, and any residual sleepiness faded. “Crap.” He leaned over the bed to scoop up the phone. For a moment he perched half-on, half-off the bed and nearly tumbled over to join the phone on the floor. He managed to grab his cell before risking personal injury and held it up to his ear as he settled back onto the bed.

“Hello?”

“Finn. I finally caught you.”

“Oh, hi, Angie.” He should have looked at the screen before answering. Finn had been dodging calls from his agent all week. If only he hadn’t mistaken this one for an alarm.

What time was it? He squinted at his bedside clock. It couldn’t be past noon, could it? He’d lost the ability to set a schedule since moving back to Jersey, staying up too late watching bad movies and staring at his blank Word document.

“I thought I’d check in. Since you haven’t responded to my last email.” Her voice went sharp.

Finn winced. Last five emails was more like it. He’d been marking them as unread, fully intending on going back to respond at some point. Once he had an idea about his next book. Which was due before the end of the summer.

God, he was so screwed. “Oh, sorry about that. Been a bit busy with the move and all.”

“It’s been six months,” she reminded, her tone gentling. “How’s the book coming?”

Finn tossed the covers onto the floor and got out of bed. She was right. He’d moved cross-country six months ago, after selling his place in LA and dealing with the fallout of Theo’s betrayal. Finn wanted a fresh start, and he decided to do that by returning home to the East Coast. This place had come fully furnished, but he’d still needed to unpack his personal items, especially his boxes of books and movie posters that had been carefully boxed up and shipped by his staff in LA before he’d had to let them all go.

He didn’t have staff anymore, other than someone he hired to come clean every other week. Finn wanted to leave all of that behind in California with his broken heart. Here he could be himself again, not constantly on as Morgan Heart all the time. He thought it would make the writing easy again.

Because he couldn’t exactly blame Theo for the blank document on his computer. The problem had started before the messy breakup. Finn had reached inside that well of ideas he kept hidden in the back of his mind and found absolutely nothing.

He couldn’t very well tell his agent he’d run out of ideas. “Um, it’s coming along. You know how it is.”

“Really? What’s it about?”

He usually sent her drafts. Hell, Finn usually started with an outline. Angie would ask a few pointed questions, and he’d adjust based on her feedback. They’d worked well these past fifteen years. Which made it really hard to lie to her. “I figured I’d do a follow up to The Sandbox. Follow Dave and Leah’s kids after her death.”

It sounded terrible. Who wanted to keep reading about the aftermath of one of his character’s deaths? He always ended his books that way, building up the tension slowly, keeping his readers hoping that maybe this time one of Morgan Heart’s heroes would survive.

“Bullshit. You never do sequels.” She sounded way too cheerful.

“That’s terribly unprofessional of you.” Finn cradled the phone against his shoulder as he threw open the French doors that led out to his balcony. He breathed in deeply the crisp April air. Boats dotted the Navesink river below, and at the moment he wished he was on one of them, sailing his troubles away.

She chuckled. “We’ve known each other over a decade. If I can’t call you on your bullshit, who can?”

She wasn’t wrong. Finn closed his eyes, and then it all came bubbling out. “I can’t write. I haven’t written a word in months. I don’t think I’ll ever write again.”

Now that he said it out loud, the truth of it came crushing down on him. Here he was, a writer who couldn’t write, with a deadline for a book he was still under contract for. A book that didn’t exist, not even in his own mind.

“Finn, breathe.” Angie’s voice was gentle, but firm. “It’s fine. We can ask for an extension. God knows, you’ve been good to them.”

While his publisher might be willing to work with him, Finn had a flash of being roasted on social media, as his fans demanded his next book. His heart started to race, and blood pulsed in his ears. He gripped the railing with one hand. “What if I really can’t write again?”

“You’re not the first writer to get writer’s block,” she said easily, and the blasé tone released some of the pressure inside Finn. This was totally normal. Angie wasn’t worried; why should he be? “I’ll tell you what I tell my other writers. Get out of the house. Go write in a cafe or a park or something. Change your environment.”

“That’s what I tried to do by moving out here,” he let slip, then winced. Angie didn’t know about the breakup. No one did. That had been one of the consequences of having a secret relationship.

“You’re going to be fine. Go get out of your head for a bit.”

“Maybe you’re right.” At this point, Finn would try anything.

***
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HE DIDN’T HAVE TO WEAR a baseball cap and duck his head as he walked through the streets of Red Bank. Unlike in LA, there weren’t any paparazzi lurking on the corners, although most of the time they weren’t looking for Morgan Heart. Finn had learned to be hyperaware of the cameras, and now being free to walk down the street let him breathe easier.

The weight of the laptop in the bag rested heavy on his hip. It reminded him of words that didn’t exist. What if he did as Angie suggested and still couldn’t come up with anything?

Finn cut across the street before the light changed. He knew there was a Starbucks a few blocks down and in the center of town. But something had him turning down a smaller side street. He passed a specialty olive oil store, a magic shop, and an antiques store before finally finding what he’d been looking for.

Two coffee shops, actually, across the street from each other. One had awnings in red, white, and green, with a wooden sign advertising “Aunt Rosa’s Cafe” in rustic letters. The front windows were decorated with window paint showing a stylized cup of coffee with white smoke coming out of the top. Next to it bright cursive lettering declared “Coffee makes everything better.”

Finn liked the whimsy of it. And the hope that maybe things would be better once he had a cup. Across the street the other place was named “Holy Cannoli” with a window sign that said “Free cup of coffee with purchase of each cannoli.”

The coffee must not be very good if they were giving it away.

Finn chose Aunt Rosa’s Cafe. The moment he stepped inside, the pure scent of coffee hit, deep and rich, with the undertone of nuts and sweetness. He had to stop for a moment to absorb it, his mouth watering from this bit of aroma.

He opened his eyes, unaware he’d closed them to enjoy the sensation of sniffing pure heaven in roasted form. Black and white tiles covered the floor in a checkered pattern. Wrought iron tables with white marble tops dotted a room lit with hanging sconces. Along one wall, someone had painted a mural consisting of the Colosseum and the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

Now there was an idea. Had he ever written a book set in Italy? 

Finn stepped up to the counter, perusing the glass case filled with a large selection of pastries and cookies. The green chalkboard above listed all the coffee varieties of the day. A woman with dark curls and tired eyes smiled at him. “What can I get you?”

His stomach rumbled in response, reminding Finn that he hadn’t had breakfast, or, more reasonably at this time of day, lunch. “I’m not sure. They all look delicious. Whatever goes good with a large coffee, please.”

“This is your first time here, yes? I make all of these.” She gestured to the case. This had to be the illustrious Aunt Rosa then. “Sit down. I bring you something special. On me.”

Finn wondered if he looked that much of a sad case that coffee shop owners were giving treats away for free. “Oh, thank you.” He paid for his coffee and made his retreat to a corner table, close to an outlet in case he needed to charge his laptop. 

He settled into his seat and pulled out his computer. Finn gave it time to boot up, and when the prompt came to enter his password, his fingers froze on the keys. What if nothing happened? What if the words were still missing from his brain? What if the whole debacle in LA had damaged him permanently?

“Hey, here’s your coffee and pastry.” A teenager who looked like a younger version of the woman at the counter showed up with a tray. She wore a black apron with a bright red rose embroidered on the front. “It’s fresh from the oven, so eat it while it’s still warm.”

“Thank you.” A distraction! He examined the pastry shaped like a seashell with ridges cut in the dough and powdered sugar sprinkled on top. “What is it?”

She laughed. “It’s sfogliatella.” 

That didn’t help. He took a bite, surprised at the sudden influx of warm cream on his tongue. Combined with the crunch of the pastry itself, it was absolutely delicious. He swallowed and took a sip of his coffee and nearly groaned. This tasted nothing like the burned water he made for himself in the morning. This flavor was bold and rich, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d slurp the whole thing down.

“Enjoy!” The waitress went back to the front counter.

Finn took a moment to savor the treat, knowing he was procrastinating, but not caring. He scanned the cafe as he ate. There weren’t that many people dotting the tables around him. In the opposite corner sat a mother with two children, one in a stroller, the other an older boy alternating between flicking a tablet and sipping his orange juice. Two elderly women with gray curls and flowered dresses chatted away near the front. They had tiny cups of espresso they waved around as they spoke. Other than that, Finn was the only customer.

Finn logged into his laptop and pulled up his empty outline. The “Morgan Heart” system he’d codified with his fifth book always started with the final scene. If he could figure out what tragedy would befall his lovers, then it made it easier to seed the story from the beginning, to plant the fears in the heads of his characters early on. It made the coming death so much more satisfying.

Today he balked at the attempt. The coffee went sour in his belly at the thought. But if he couldn’t figure out how one of his main characters died, how was he going to outline the rest of his book? Could Finn just wing it, like he used to before he developed his tried and true method?

“Excuse me!” The waitress who’d brought out his coffee pulled out a chair from one of the tables and stood on it. Two other young women in green versions of the same apron—who looked so much alike they had to be twins—flanked her with bundles of balloons and party decorations. “Today is a very special day. It’s Enzo’s thirtieth birthday!”

She paused for a reaction, and indeed the others in the cafe clapped and cheered, so Finn clapped along politely.

“I can think of no better way to celebrate our favorite manager than right here with our regulars.” She nodded to the women and then gestured to Finn. “And new guy over here. Thanks for coming. Sorry about the surprise party.”

Finn could only laugh in response. At least nothing about this place was boring. “No problem.”

Aunt Rosa emerged from the back, carrying a cake with several lit candles.

“As you know, Enzo is never late, so he’s about to walk in that door in three, two, one...” The waitress pointed at the front door. The room went silent.

It didn’t open.

She crossed her arms. “Damn it.”

“Told you. Today of all days,” one of the twins said. She had finished putting the balloons around the room and stood back with her sister.

“Let me put this cake down.”

“I’ll take it.”

“What about the presents?”

Their voices all melded together, and that’s when the door opened and this famous Enzo walked in.

Finn stood with the others and shouted, “Happy Birthday!” For a moment he couldn’t make anything out other than a shadow in the doorway, the light from outside shining all around the figure like a halo. Then Enzo strode into the room, and Finn could finally see what he looked like. 

At first Finn could only make out someone tall and lanky, with legs that went on forever in loose faded jeans. There was a mop of blond hair with a streak of green. And then Enzo turned in Finn’s direction and smiled, a bright crooked grin that turned up at one corner, revealing a dimple in his chin and making the edges of his eyes crinkle. Those lips were perfect and pink, and made Finn think of things he shouldn’t.

An irrational spike of fear shuddered through him. Oh no. He’s hot.
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I shouldn’t be doing this. Despite his misgivings, Enzo handed over his credit card to the cashier who’d finished ringing up his massive haul from Parallel, the local art supply store. Parallel only had this sale twice a year, which meant he needed to be strategic when stocking up on supplies.

The doubt had nothing to do with the number on the cash register display, although that was pretty significant considering his budget. That was future Enzo’s problem. He wouldn’t have to worry about that until the bill showed up in his inbox in about a month.

“Excuse me,” the customer behind him tapped on his shoulder. “Would any of those paints you got be good for a young girl just getting into painting?”

He turned to face the speaker, an elderly woman holding her own shopping basket. She had silver and white hair, and like always, he thought how he’d mix the paints to achieve the unique color, the light lilac undertone to the silver contrasting with the greenish bits of the white. He’d use his palette knife to mimic the texture of her curls, making her hair the crowning glory of the portrait. 

“I’m sorry, no. These are high quality oil paints and not a good idea for a beginner.” Much too much for his budget, but Enzo couldn’t resist, not at these sale prices. 

“Oh. I was looking for something for my granddaughter. She’s ten. Loves to paint. I wanted to surprise her with a gift.”

Enzo pointed down the length of the store. “If you go down aisle nine, they have some starter kits for beginners. I don’t recommend starting out with oil paint at that age. Acrylic might be better.”

She beamed at him. “Oh, thank you! What would you do with oil paints anyway?”

Her question confused him at first. “Um. Make art with them? I paint...” Enzo trailed off, knowing she wasn’t asking for an explanation of his work, of how he mixed portraiture and landscape, or how he fell in love with impasto. She just wanted to know why they wouldn’t be a good fit for her granddaughter. 

“Are you an artist?” She seemed excited. “Are you famous?”

He sputtered. “What? Oh, no, not unless you’re on social media.” And even there his follower count was modest. 

The cashier took pity on him and very aggressively handed back his credit card. “Thank you. Have a nice day!”

Enzo grabbed his purchases and fled before he got asked any more questions. He seemed to have a knack for attracting old ladies. He probably gave off non-threatening vibes, since he helped so many at the cafe. Speaking of, if he didn’t hurry up, he was going to be late.

He picked up his pace as he stepped out onto the sidewalk. His own fault really. While he’d planned to hit the sale early so he could shop before work, Enzo had lost track of time this morning working on a new piece of art. A new project he ended up painting over at the end since he’d hated every stroke.

It would only end up in storage anyway, along with the rest of his work that couldn’t fit into the rental he shared with Nat. Enzo had tried putting the originals in his online shop, but no one wanted to pay thousands of dollars for the canvases. He’d had better luck with his prints, although he couldn’t make a living on twenty dollar prints.

He was thirty today. The big three-oh. And what did he have to show for it? Still working for his aunt to make rent. Still hustling his art that no one seemed to want. Enzo was tired. The only thing that kept him going was the joy of creating. That’s why despite the cost of art supplies, he wouldn’t stop creating. 

At some point, he’d have to give up. Enzo couldn’t keep telling himself this was worth it. He should find a real job. One with health benefits. One he could be proud of if a cute guy asked him what he did. Barista was something to do while waiting for the big break.

Now he felt like shit. His aunt had been good to him, giving him this job after Enzo had his fight with his parents. It wasn’t that he hated working for her. Just that it was time for something more. 

One more year, he told himself. If I don’t hit it big this year, I’ll go find a nine to five like Mom and Dad wanted. 

Enzo skidded to a stop outside the cafe. He didn’t even have to check his phone to know he was late. He pushed open the door and stopped in his tracks as everyone inside yelled a variation of “Surprise!” or “Happy birthday!”

“Seriously?” Enzo couldn’t help grinning. While he’d guessed his aunt had a cake or something ready for him, he hadn’t expected an impromptu surprise party with their regular customers and...a new guy?

His gaze drifted over the newcomer—dark hair, a friendly smile, and broad shoulders hidden beneath a soft looking sweater. Their eyes met across the room, and the stranger gave him a slow nod and a filthy grin. Enzo felt a zing go through him, a sudden flush of warmth as desire spread through his body. When was the last time he’d made a connection like this across a crowded room? 

Enzo swallowed and pushed the impulse down. Surely he was imagining things. He walked over and gave Lydia a one-armed hug, since the other was weighed down with his purchases. “You shouldn’t have.”

She smirked up at him. “Couldn’t let your thirtieth birthday go without a party.”

“No, I mean, you really shouldn’t have.” He didn’t want to hurt his cousin’s feelings, and Enzo wasn’t about to unpack all his misgivings about turning thirty. She was only eighteen; she wouldn’t get it for a while yet. Lydia wasn’t destined to make the same mistakes he had.

“Blow out your candles so we can cut your cake.” Lydia pointed to the flaming baked goodie his aunt currently carried.

He gestured to the back. “Let me set my stuff down.” Enzo didn’t want to risk anything happening to his precious art supplies. He stowed them quickly behind the counter, grabbing his apron as he came back. 

Lydia held up her hand, and as if they’d rehearsed, everyone started to sing “Happy Birthday.”

All right. He wasn’t going to be a jerk about it, not when everyone was being so nice. When they finished, Enzo took a bow, and then bent over and blew out all of his candles in one shot.

“Did you make a wish?” New Guy asked.

Enzo looked over to answer, and for a moment was blinded by the guy’s eyes—they were so blue, a brilliant sapphire enhanced by his dark eyelashes. 

He’d use cobalt blue for those eyes. Enzo would lay down the color, and then build up the texture, so the pupils would literally pop. Then he’d use flecks of white to highlight the light coming from this stranger’s gaze.

Enzo grinned. “Even if I did, I can’t tell, or it won’t come true.”

I wish I could make it as an artist. That wasn’t such a small thing. But maybe Enzo had to stop waiting for something to happen to him. He had to go out and grab the bull by the balls. Wait, that wasn’t right. Horns, not balls.

“Everyone gets a slice of cake,” Aunt Rosa said, brandishing her slicing knife. One of the twins—Anabell maybe, Enzo had trouble telling them apart when they were wearing matching aprons—stood beside her with plates while the other went and handed out cake to each of the people in the cafe. 

Enzo took his cake and licked a stripe of frosting off of the top. Delicious. His aunt was an amazing baker, and he should feel damn lucky she’d gone to all this trouble. He stopped to give her a hug. “Thank you.”

She slapped him on the shoulder. “Anything for my favorite nephew. Now hurry up and get back to work.”

He laughed.

Everyone took their cake and scattered to their respective corners. He knew Dorothy and Grace would resume arguing about something that had happened when they were in their twenties. Man, he wished he could have a lifetime relationship like that, to be able to know someone that long, to be able to fight about something that happened sixty years ago. Tami would go back to enjoying her coffee until the baby woke up and then once the wailing started, she and Scottie would leave with an apologetic glance in his direction. There were a few regulars missing—Zack the guy with the skateboard no matter the weather, and Newspaper Bill who always came with several stacks of newspapers that he proceeded to spread out over the tables and read for hours.

Yeah, the cafe was so damn predictable. Except for this new guy. 

Enzo downed his cake and tossed the plate into the trash. He should really square up with his aunt before she left for the day. Still. What if the guy left before Enzo could say anything? He’d make his rounds with the regulars after, but right now, Enzo couldn’t contain his curiosity about the stranger.

He threw on his apron and sauntered over to the corner where the stranger sat half-hidden behind a laptop. If this went wrong, Enzo could claim he’d come over to offer a refill. Not to, you know, see if the guy’s smoldering look when Enzo had walked in the door meant anything.

“Hey.” Enzo cleared his throat. “Thanks for coming to my birthday party.”

The guy looked up from his computer, those gorgeous eyes moving slowly upward in a way that made Enzo want to blush. His jaw was straight and covered with a smattering of stubble. Enzo wanted to rub his hands along it and enjoy the feel of the soft roughness against his fingertips...and in other places. There was an adorable sprinkle of freckles across his sloped nose. But his lips—perfect and pink and a bit too full for a man—were what made Enzo’s thoughts move straight into the gutter.

“It was my pleasure. Enzo, right? I’m Finn.” He held out his hand.

Enzo took it, squeezing tightly. Finn had a firm handshake, but his palm was soft and warm against Enzo’s. When he pulled away, Enzo curled his hand into a fist, wanting to savor that feeling. 

“Finn? Is that a nickname?”

“It’s short for Finnegan.”

“Ah, a nice Italian name.” Enzo grinned and, happily, Finn laughed at his joke.

“What brings you to our cafe?” He winced at how terrible that sounded. Apparently Enzo completely forgot how to flirt when it was a customer he thought was hot. He could charm the old ladies like nobody’s business, but a cute guy? Nope.

Finn nodded at his laptop. “Came for the Wi-Fi and stayed for the coffee. And then the surprise party.” He picked up his fork and stabbed the last piece of cake left on his plate. “This cake is amazing.”

“Everything my aunt bakes is amazing.” Enzo watched the bit of chocolate make its way to Finn’s mouth and the sensual way his lips closed around the metal of the fork. That shouldn’t be turning Enzo on right now, but God, if he didn’t want to follow that piece of cake with his own tongue against Finn’s lips.

“So what do you make that’s amazing?” Finn asked with a wink, and that was when Enzo knew they were in business, or at least on the same wavelength.

He could feel the blush creeping up his cheeks. “I don’t bake, but I do brew a mean cup of espresso.” 

“I’d love to have a taste.”

“You’ve got—” Enzo gestured to his own face. A smear of chocolate had found its way to Finn’s chin. “Here.” He picked up a napkin from the table and brushed it away.

Finn took the napkin, his fingers tangling with Enzo’s for a moment. His eyes were smoldering. “Thank you.”

Enzo cleared his throat and pulled at the collar of his shirt. Who’d turned up the heat in here? “What are you working on?”

“My book. It’s not behaving.” Finn glared at his laptop. “I’m hoping coming here will help spark...something.”

Enzo opened his mouth to tell Finn exactly what he hoped it would spark when he felt a tug on his sleeve. He looked over to find Scottie had left his mother’s side. The kid seemed to like Enzo. Any time he and his mother visited while Enzo was working, Scottie would trail him around the cafe. 

“Enzo, I saw you had your sketchbooks,” he whispered. “Are you going to draw me again?”

Before he could reply, Tami had made it to their side of the room. “Scottie, leave him alone. That was a special occasion!”

Enzo had done caricatures one day as a promo for the cafe. Scottie had loved the little drawing Enzo had done of him as an astronaut. “It’s not a problem. Let me get this gentleman some more coffee first. Are you drinking regular, or would you like to try my espresso?”

“I’d love to try your espresso.” Finn smiled, and for a moment it felt like they were the only two people in the entire cafe.

But Enzo had to get back to work, shattering the illusion. He went behind the counter, quickly chatted with his aunt so she could leave for the day while brewing Finn’s espresso. Then he grabbed his sketchbook and tucked it under his arm before bringing out the coffee.

“Here you go.” 

“Thank you. About that drawing you’re going to do?” Finn accepted the cup of coffee but didn’t drink it.

Enzo gestured with his sketchbook. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m going to make a cartoon for Scottie over there.”

“Mind if I watch? Unless you’re the kind of artist who can’t work while someone is looking at them?” 

“You’re procrastinating, aren’t you?” Enzo teased. “Let me guess. Deadline?”

“You have no idea.” 

Enzo shook his head. “You can watch if you want. I’m used to it.”

He didn’t mind breaking in a fresh sketchbook for Scottie. The first drawing was always the most important. It set the tone for the rest of the volume. Enzo would rather create something happy on his birthday. With his sour mood today, if it weren’t for Scottie, he might end up doodling something dark and overly dramatic. No, he didn’t want to start out his thirtieth year like that.

Taking a Sharpie from behind the counter, he came back and sat at the table across from Scottie. He made a big show of staring at Scottie and thinking about what he was going to draw, which made the little boy laugh. Then Enzo set to work. It wouldn’t be anything fancy, not when he had to bang this out quick and get back to work. There were espresso machines that needed cleaning.

He became aware, slowly, of someone coming up behind him. Finn. Watching, as Enzo told him he could. It normally didn’t bother him—Enzo had done many of these with a crowd of people around him, waiting for their turn—but something about Finn made him want to do extra well.

On the white page, Scottie became a cowboy waving a lasso around. Enzo captured his big eyes and gap-toothed grin. A giant cowboy hat completed the look. 

“Here you go.” He ripped the page out just as Scottie’s sister woke up and started her daily scream fest. Enzo winced.

“I’m so sorry,” Tami muttered as she packed up their things, shoving Scottie’s iPad beneath the stroller and gathering up the garbage on the table.

“Let me help.” Finn came out of nowhere and took care of the half empty orange juice cup and napkins.

Scottie had taken the picture and hugged it to his chest. “It’s awesome.”

“Thanks. Now be good for your mama.” 

“He always is.” She touched the back of his head. “Thank you. You too.” She nodded at Finn who stood at the garbage can near the front counter. He smiled and waved at her.

Man, Finn wasn’t just hot, but nice too? Enzo wasn’t used to that. Of course, he never tried meeting nice guys at the clubs. That was never a criterion for one of his hookups. Maybe it should have been.

Enzo shook himself out of it and stood up. He had work to do. But he paused once again when Finn returned to his table and began to type. Something happened to his expression. His eyes narrowed and his gaze seemed laser focused on the screen. His fingers sped across the keyboard.

Dude finally got himself figured out. Good. Enzo wished he could say the same for himself. He capped the Sharpie, and his fingers twitched for his charcoals. The way Finn looked right now? That determination? The way his pink lips pressed together, with the occasional swipe of his tongue? Enzo wanted to get that down on paper.

Maybe he’d save that for his break. Right now he had to get back to work.
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