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Chapter One

 


Chris hummed the catchy melody of a song
he’d heard in the store where minutes ago he’d bought some
groceries on his way home from work. He’d chosen his boyfriend’s
favorite wine to drink with dinner in an effort to apologize for
being late again. His meeting dragged on way past the expected time
of conclusion, despite his efforts to curtail it. Surprised there
were no lights on in the little brownstone he shared with his
lover, Chris fished in his overcoat pocket for his house key. He
juggled the paper sack of pasta, tomatoes, and wine as he fumbled
the key in the lock. The half-stick of French bread somehow leaped
from the bag and landed at his feet.

Chris succeeded in opening the door and
flipped on the hall lights in a move that had his key falling to
the tiled floor. He called out. “Andrew? Hey, are you home?” He
strode to the kitchen and placed the paper sack on the table, then
went back to pick up his house key and the bread stick. There’d
been no answer from Andrew and he closed the front door. An
unfamiliar emotion gripped him and his heartbeat sped up. Is
Andrew sick? Chris took the stairs two at a time to the bedroom
they shared. “Andrew?” He knew in his heart his lover wasn’t there.
He switched on the pendant instead of the bedside lamp wanting to
flood light on what was happening.

A note lay on the bed.

Sorry Chris. You must know we’re over. I’ve
changed my phone number to avoid any uncomfortable conversations.
Andrew

Chris read the note twice before he checked
the closet. Andrew’s clothes and shoes were gone. Chris clicked off
the light and, note in hand, went down to the kitchen. Andrew had
never brought many belongings into the place other than clothes,
shoes, and a handful of DVDs, but he had bought them both a coffee
mug that proclaimed their love. Chris saw them, rinsed and upside
down on the sink drainer. The sight brought tears to his eyes.
Chris went to the fridge and took out a beer. He slumped on a
kitchen chair, still wearing his overcoat, and heaved a sigh.

He turned over every loving moment they’d
shared over the last six months until his head hurt. He looked
among his memories for signs he could have missed that Andrew was
so unhappy he’d just leave. He found nothing. I wish I’d paid
more attention, but I thought I’d shown my affection, care…
After an hour staring into space, he finally drank some of the
beer, placed the bottle on the table, stood, and went to the hall,
where he hung his overcoat on the hallstand.

Chris wandered back to the kitchen and made
a cold chicken sandwich, only half of which he ate. He gazed
around. The place felt very empty. There was work he could do, but
he’d left important notes at his office, meaning to give Andrew his
full attention that night. He went into the living room and put the
TV on. Nothing captured his attention as he flipped through the
channels hoping to fill the hollow that ached in his chest.

Sleep evaded him that night and he dragged
into work the next morning feeling wrung out. He met his best and
oldest friend, Phil, that night for a meal and ended up staying
with him for the remainder of the week in the penthouse Phil rented
with his girlfriend in the city. Phil and Kathy let him drone on
about Andrew until something startling happened. Chris discovered
he’d not been in love. True, he’d enjoyed being with Andrew, cared
for him, but although he’d not expected Andrew to suddenly up and
leave, he’d not expected them to last forever. In fact, he’d not
given any thought to their future. He asked Phil as guilt flooded
him, “Is that awful—am I a horrible person?”

Phil had glanced at Kathy, taken her hand as
she sat beside him on the couch, and slowly shook his head. “If
something is going to be forever, you know. It’s there practically
right away.”

Two weeks later, Chris moved out of the
brownstone into an apartment closer to his office. He’d always
worked hard, now he worked harder.


Chapter Two

 


Ten months later

“Christopher Everhart.” The young woman read
his nametag and smiled.

Chris leaned on the wall in one corner of
the remarkably large living room in the old mansion belonging to
Phil’s parents. He swished the golden liquid over the chunk of ice
in his glass releasing the liquor’s rich fragrance. With great
reluctance, Chris smiled in return. If the girl flirted with him,
he’d have to discourage her. He counted a few girls among his group
of friends, and that’s what they were, just friends.

“You must be on the groom’s side.” She waved
a hand around at Phil who stood, arm around Kathy, the girl he was
to marry on the last day of the four days of merriment arranged by
their families.

“That’s right. I’ve known Phil since we were
five.” He felt on safe ground.

“I’m always in awe of people who sustain
friendships over such lengthy times.”

A little frown creased Chris’s forehead.
“Awe?”

“Maybe that’s not the right word.” She
sipped at the pink liquid in her cocktail glass.

He helped her out. “It’s dependent on
proximity I guess. If you continue to live in the same towns,
happen to go to the same schools and colleges, it’s easy.”

She finished her drink, nodded, and waved
her glass around. “I might need a refill.”

Chris muffled a sigh. He couldn’t be rude.
He took the glass and left her to go to the bar set up by the wide
double doors of the room.

She called after him. “Strawberry
daiquiri.”

The hired server bestowed a winning smile on
Chris. “What can I get you?”

Chris placed the girl’s glass on the counter
and gave the young man his order. The ice in his own glass had
diluted the drink so much he discarded it. He placed the glass on
the bar.

The server gave him new glasses for both
drinks.

Chris brought the bright pink beverage to
the girl. “There you are. Excuse me. I have to catch up with
someone. See you later.” He left her, knowing he wouldn’t purposely
find her later, but feeling he had to say the usual words, then he
walked to the middle of the room as if to join a large group whose
loud laughter attracted a few stares from other guests.

He wasn’t interested in joining them, even
though the group included a couple of his friends. Chris skirted
the happy crowd, avoided two couples dancing to the low music
provided, and headed for the open French doors that led onto the
long patio. He glanced around.

A couple kissed, the girl pressed up against
one of the painted pillars supporting the roofed half of the paved
area. Chris paid no attention and walked to the end where he gazed
out across beautifully cut lawns. The early evening sun glowed in
the sky. Birds still sang. The breeze caressed his face, gentle and
warm. Only white wisps of cloud trailed across the sky. It was an
evening meant to walk hand in hand with a lover.

Chris sighed and drank some of his whisky.
Since his boyfriend left him nearly a year ago, he hadn’t met
anyone who stirred his heart. If there were any gay guys at
the gathering, he’d yet to identify them. Since he was the only gay
man among his friendship group, Chris expected to be the only
person who hadn’t hooked up with someone by the time the bride and
groom met at the altar. He smiled to himself recalling a work
colleague’s words about wedding festivities. “That’s what
usually happens isn’t it … you sleep with someone out of sheer envy
for the “glowing with love” bride and groom?” Chris had laughed
when the guy put air commas around the words “glowing with love.”
“Some might. I might not,” but in his heart he dearly wished
for a gentle, handsome man to love. Chris was lonelier than he
admitted to himself or anyone else.

Four days of games, parties, and outings
stretched ahead of him. Chris forced a more positive mood. This
is a beautiful estate. I should explore. Phil’s parents owned
the huge old house on a wealth of gardens. Ben, Phil’s dad, ran his
events planning business from there and often one or two of the
large rooms were used for conferences. Presently, the estate was
closed for two weeks as the families and friends assembled to
celebrate Phil’s wedding.

He peeled the label that named him from his
jacket lapel, and stuffed it into his pocket. Then left his
half-empty glass on a bench beside a row of rose bushes, heavy with
large pink blooms, and wandered off down the path that wound around
the house. The hem of his jacket trailed along two of the flowers
and the perfume shed by the roses followed him.

The path forked at a corner of the house,
and Chris took the one that led into an archway of trees. The path
beneath his feet changed. Some of the paving stones held large
cracks where tiny white daisies grew among dark moss. Chris bent
and picked one—so small, yet so perfect. He put it
into the buttonhole on his collar. The tree branches met at their
canopy and only a few slanting rays of sun penetrated. Some scented
climbing flowers wove through the trees, twining around their
trunks. Chris smiled, enjoying the fragrant enclosure. Peace
dropped over him as he walked.

At the end of the path, he turned at a fork
that led toward the house again. Chris considered striking out
across the lawn for a look at what appeared to be a small round
pond, but the evening sun had disappeared behind a bank of clouds.
He glanced upward at the sky. A few large orbs of rain splattered
on his face. Funny, only minutes ago it didn’t look like rain at
all.

He walked more rapidly in the direction of
the house as the sky became overcast. On this side of the building,
he could see a long line of windows, two of which from that angle,
seemed to be French doors, and they were flung open. As Chris
neared them, strains of music floated in the descending twilight.
Fairy lights glittered, strung across the tops of the doors, and as
the rain fell, the drops reflected their silvery twinkle.

By the time Chris reached the entrance, dark
stars of raindrops patterned his dove-gray suit jacket and dampened
his face. Chris dashed into the room accessible from the large
glass doors and froze. He’d expected this to be another way into
the living room he’d left earlier, especially with the lure of
music guiding him, but a totally different and smaller room lay
before him, and in the middle of the parquet, a man danced a kind
of waltz, alone, clutching a rectangular cushion to his chest.

There was time to assess the man before he
noticed Chris. He wore well cut black pants and a plain white
shirt, the collar turned up to reveal a black tie that must have
been undone as it dipped loosely at the back. His dark collar
length hair curled a little behind his ears. An amused smile crept
onto Chris’s face as he registered the fact the man was barefoot.
The guy couldn’t have been any older than Chris, maybe early
twenties, and as Chris gazed at him, a strange longing filled
his heart. He’s beautiful.

As the man spun, holding his make believe
partner, he opened his eyes, and obviously catching sight of
Chris’s stare, he stopped. With delight shining from his clear blue
gaze, he approached Chris. He held out a hand in greeting, while
his other arm dropped to his side and the cushion bounced on his
thigh.

“Owen Elmdale. Oh, is it raining? Spring,
huh?” He sparkled at Chris, a smile on his handsome face.

Enchanted, Chris took the offered handshake.
“Christopher Everhart.”

Owen’s smile turned into an amused grin.
“Elmdale and Everhart, sounds like a law firm.”

Chris still held Owen’s hand. He smiled.
“Actually, I am—a lawyer that is.” He gazed into the blue eyes
locked with his, and read attraction there. Warmth rose through
him. For a few seconds a feeling of belonging blanketed him, and
then he let go of Owen’s hand, and stood wondering what to do
next.

Owen used the freed hand to hover a
fingertip on the daisy in Chris’s buttonhole. “Lovely, but wet—so
is your jacket.” He trailed the fingertip down Chris’s sleeve.

Chris gave a tiny nod, delight filling him
under these ministrations. “It will shake off.”

Owen stepped away. “I’ll get us a drink.” He
dropped the blue velvet cushion on the couch as
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