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Acts of Service

By Jessie Pinkham


Chapter 1

Tom

A bouquet of flowers. Could there be anything
more trite and useless? Tom wondered how many resources had been
used to grow the massive bouquet currently crowding him against the
elevator wall. Enough to feed a hungry family, no doubt. It was all
so stupid and wasteful.

The flower bearer exited on the third floor,
which meant Tom got to travel the remaining two levels without
greenery tickling his shoulder. Of course, Flower Guy was probably
in a happy relationship, judging by his grin. Women loved flowers
and poetry and all that useless gesture crap.

Turned out, guys did too. And to think, when
he first came out, he figured he could stop worrying about all the
romance clichés.

But Tom wasn’t bitter about it. Not at all.
Breakups happened, and the fact that his ex had called him
emotionally constipated, and the ex before had called him
repressed, well, those were just men who didn’t get him.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Shelby, his neighbor across the hall, was
accepting her own armful of roses, along with a teddy bear. Because
every grown woman needed a teddy bear. Did they have to start
kissing so enthusiastically in the hall?

Okay, maybe he was just slightly bitter.
Valentine’s Day meant the entire world was conspiring to remind him
that he was both single and not able to provide the kind of romance
everyone else was apparently looking for.

He’d tried pushing himself to be someone he
wasn’t in order to make himself a more appealing prospect, but he
might as well have tried to change his eye color or the shape of
his nose. And what was this clichéd romance business other than a
meaningless act, anyway? He’d rather be alone. Just without all the
reminders of happy coupledom and his own shortcomings all around
him.

His apartment was an oasis free of Hallmark
sentiments, and he reached it none too soon. If he was forced to
see another person fawning over a gift which required no thought or
real effort, he was going to start making comments which were bound
to make him unpopular with his neighbors. These guys had partners,
or at least dates, and they weren’t even trying. And sure, changing
the oil in his boyfriend’s car wasn’t the stuff romance movies were
made about, but it meant he cared enough to keep track of when the
task needed doing, and take care of a chore he knew his man didn’t
like. Didn’t that count for something?

Damn it, there he went with the bitterness
again. It’d been three weeks since the breakup, which was seven
days over his allotted wallowing period and high time to start
moving on. He was going to make himself dinner, then crash on the
couch and find a movie to watch that contained no romance
whatsoever.

He was well into the first stage of this plan
when his phone rang. Will, the screen read. His oldest
friend was a call worth taking, so he washed the raw chicken off
his hands and picked up.

“Hey.”

“Hey, did I catch you at a bad time?” asked
Will.

“Nah, it’s fine. Just making dinner, but
there’s no rush.” Will had a three-month-old daughter, so he made
time to talk when he could, which wasn’t often recently. Tom’s
dinner could wait.

“We need to catch up.”

They’d been friends since preschool, which
made it easy for Tom to tell that catching up wasn’t the point of
the call. Besides, he was pretty sure Will would’ve gotten his dad
and stepmom to watch the baby so he could take his wife out to
dinner. Romantic gestures came more naturally to Will.

“Yeah, but why are you calling?”

Will chuckled. “Can’t pull one over on you,
can I?”

“Nope. What’s up?”

“I need to ask a favor.”

“If you locked your keys in your car again,
there are closer people you can call.” That was why Tom had to
move. There was only so much business for locksmiths, and his small
hometown already had the bases covered.

He could picture Will’s eyes rolling. “You’re
never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Not planning to, no. What’s the favor?”

“You remember Alex?”

Tom thought for a moment. “The hot soccer
player from high school?” That guy had made changing for P.E. an
exercise in not staring, as much as he might want to. Which, in
retrospect, probably should’ve clued him in to his gayness.

Will, meanwhile, just sounded puzzled. “Why
would I care about…never mind. I mean my stepbrother.”

Oh, that Alex. “I remember him
spending most of your dad’s wedding barbeque hiding behind a
camera.” That had been two years earlier and was Tom’s only
interaction, if you could call it one, with the guy.

“Yeah. He has anxiety issues, Charlene says.
Then she gets offended if anyone calls her son names, which I get.
He’s not a bad guy, but pretty odd. Anyway, here’s the thing: he
needs a place to stay. His building has a mold problem, and the
owner doesn’t want to deal with it, but agreed to let Alex out of
his lease early.”

It wasn’t very far to their hometown. “And
he’s not going to stay with your dad and Charlene because?”

“Because he doesn’t drive and a twenty-mile
commute makes for a long walk.”

“I guess it would.”

“Look, he’s trying to find a new place, but
the anxiety stuff…I don’t get the particulars, but it makes things
hard for him sometimes.”

“Is it going to make my life
difficult?” asked Tom.

“No.” Will paused. “Well, I don’t think
so.”

“That’s means odds are good, doesn’t it?”

“Just let him put an air mattress in your
spare room for a few weeks? Please? Mold isn’t healthy and he’s
freaking out, which means Charlene is upset, and I need my free
babysitters happy. They’re the only ones we can afford.”

Tom liked to help people, a trait of which
Will was taking shameless advantage. He also liked having his own
space, but he figured he could put up with a roommate for a short
spell. “Yeah, okay, I’ll give you three weeks.”

“Thanks, Tom. I really appreciate it. When
can he come over?”

“Tomorrow.” He had some cleaning to do if
anyone was going to be in the spare room. It was a small space to
begin with, and he had a habit of dumping junk in there when he
didn’t want to deal with it. “Say, six?”

“Great. He won’t have a lot of stuff. Dad and
Charlene are letting him put most of it in their garage.”

“You might want to tell him not to get larger
than a queen-sized air mattress.” He wasn’t sure a king would fit
in his spare room, which was really just a den. It didn’t even have
a window.

“Got it. Thanks, I owe you.”

“Damn right you do. Now I have to clean.”

“I hate to ask and run, but we have a
reservation and I haven’t even showered. There may still be spit-up
in my hair.”

Gross. Why anyone wanted such a helpless
creature that made terrible messes, Tom didn’t know. “Go make
yourself presentable. I expect you to buy the beer next time I
visit.”

“Got it. Thanks again.” With that, Will hung
up.

Tom grabbed his jar of simmer sauce and went
back to making dinner. If he had to tackle that spare room, he’d
need a fortifying meal first.

* * * *

Twenty-four hours later, the apartment was
presentable, the spare room cleaned, and his building’s dumpsters a
bit fuller for the effort. Let it never be said that Tom Rawling
turned his back on a friend in need. Or a friend’s stepbrother, as
the case may be.

At exactly six o’clock, someone knocked on
his door. And he’d just gotten to sit down, too. Well, nothing for
it except to get up and welcome Alex.

He swung the door open and said, “Hi.”

Josiah, Will’s dad, gave him a wide smile and
reached out for a hearty handshake, the only kind he knew how to
give. “Tom, always good to see you.”

“Thank you,” said a quiet voice. “I shouldn’t
be here long. I just need to get my security deposit back and find
a new place.”

Tom looked beyond Josiah and Charlene to see
his guest. Alex was a timid guy on the skinnier side of average,
though to be fair, anyone appeared shy and scrawny next to Josiah.
He smoothed a floppy lock of brown hair behind his ears, and since
it was already in place, Tom assumed this was a nervous habit.

“You’re welcome,” he said. “Come in. The
spare room is small, but there’s no mold. It’s the open door right
there.”

“Thank God for no mold.” Alex took a boxed
air mattress into the spare room and wasted no time setting it
up.

Charlene, a hugger if Tom had ever met one,
went in for an embrace. “This is so kind of you. We can’t drive him
to work and back every day, not if we’re going to be at work on
time ourselves.”

As Tom recalled, Alex was two or three years
younger than him and Will, so twenty-three or twenty-four. Old
enough that it was sad his mom needed to take care of him this
much, anyway.

He didn’t say that. He said, “Glad I can
help.”

She leaned in so Alex wouldn’t hear, though
the motor of the air pump probably did a good job covering her
voice. “He doesn’t socialize much. If you could get him to go out,
even just to a bar, it would be a minor miracle.”

Josiah shook his head. “We talked about this,
Charlene. Alex doesn’t want to be treated like a charity case and
it’s not fair to ask Tom to drag him around.”

She sighed. “Sorry. Josiah’s right. I just…”
She trailed off, out of words.

“I don’t think he’d like my usual bar
anyway,” said Tom.

“Is it a gay bar? That would be
fantastic!”

So, Alex was gay or bi, then. In Tom’s
experience, straight guys’ mothers didn’t usually think they should
be spending a lot of time in gay bars.

“Charlene,” warned Josiah.

The conversation had to change when Alex came
out of the spare room. “The bed is inflating,” he reported. “What
should I know about your routines?”

“Routines? Uh, let’s see, I get up at six,
jog for half an hour unless it’s shit weather, shower right after
that, eat breakfast, and leave at seven-thirty.”

Josiah brought a few boxes and a suitcase in
from the hall while Alex asked, “What else? When do you get
home?”

“Usually about five-thirty, but I’m on call
until nine Tuesdays and Thursdays, plus one Sunday a month.”

Alex typed this into a note on his phone. He
seemed really concerned about routine, and Tom began to wonder if
hosting him had been a good idea.

“We’re going to head out,” said Josiah. “I
still haven’t done my training for the day.”

“For the triathlon? How’s that going?” Last
Tom had heard, Josiah was cursing out the hills he had to bike
up.

“I’m getting there.”

Charlene hugged her son, then mouthed ‘thank
you’ at Tom over Alex’s shoulder. She definitely worried about him
a lot.

When it was just the two of them, Alex asked,
“What else?”

“What else is there?”

“Things you don’t want in your home. Standing
appointments like friends coming over for dinner. What time you
make dinner, so I don’t get in your way. Weekend schedule. Signs
you’re bringing someone home and I should wear headphones.” He
looked a touch green about that last one, though Tom couldn’t
imagine why.

This guy is a little obsessive.

“No smoking, but as long as nothing is
illegal, bring whatever you want.”

“I don’t smoke.” Alex made a face of disgust.
“It’s revolting and will kill a person.”

“Right. No standing appointments, I make
dinner when I’m hungry, I don’t have a weekend schedule, and there
hasn’t been much of bringing guys home lately, but I’ll tell you if
I plan to. Here, give me your number.”

Alex blinked twice at the mention of bringing
men home but held out his phone so Tom could put in his own number,
then text himself.

“There. I can give you a heads-up if I’m
planning on bringing anyone back.” Though he thought it would
probably be best for all involved for sex to happen at the other
guy’s place, if he happened to hook up with anyone while Alex was
around. This inquisition wasn’t very sexy, and Tom was starting to
wonder if Alex would ask for anticipated time of orgasm. To make
sure his headphones were turned up, of course.

“Thank you.” Alex took his phone, to which he
seemed very attached
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