
  
    [image: New Tricks]
  


  
    
      NEW TRICKS

      
        LES’S BAR

        BOOK 4

      

    

    
      
        JODI PAYNE

        BA TORTUGA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tygerseye Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

      

      

      
        
        New Tricks

        Copyright © 2024 by Jodi Payne & BA Tortuga

      

      

      
        
        Edited by LC Hinson

      

        

      
        Cover illustration by AJ Corza

        http://www.seeingstatic.com/

        Cover content is for illustrative purposes only and any person depicted on the cover is a model.

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-963644-02-9

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. This eBook is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of international copyright law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. No eBook format cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Tygerseye Publishing, LLC, www.tygerseyepublishing.com

      

      

      
        
        Electronic edition published by Tygerseye Publishing, LLC,  May, 2024

        Printed in the USA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW TRICKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jodi Payne and BA Tortuga

      

      

      Miniature artist Kit Swann is starting over when he moves to New York. His late husband left him nearly everything he needs, but living on his own in a big city can be lonely. He’s not sure if he’s ready yet, but that gay bar he’s been watching for a while from the coffee shop across the street is interesting to him, and he’s working up the courage to go inside.

      Elijah Russo has been looking for a full-time partner for so long he’s ready to give up. The right man just doesn’t seem to exist until he meets Kit, he dares to wonder if he may have found exactly the man he’s looking for. Still, Kit’s guarded and grieving and may not even know if he wants the lifestyle Elijah could offer him.

      The pair have to navigate their differences, from where they come from to what they know about their desires, while the shadow of the tragic death of Kit’s husband looms over them and makes navigating their relationship even more prickly. If they’re going to bring their very different lives together, they’ll have to teach each other some new tricks.

      New Tricks is an opposites attract romance featuring an eccentric financial advisor who prefers things to be orderly and and a creative young widower who prefers to keep to himself. Story themes include acceptance of self, neurodivergent learning differences and thinking outside the box.
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      How many bars had Kit walked into?

      It had to be a hundred, maybe more. Shit, definitely more.

      Honky-tonks on the bull-riding circuit. Dive bars when Kit was hunting a cheap drunk. Gay bars to get laid, to dance.

      Speakeasies and upscale lounges which had master mixologists with Ron.

      That thought made him grin. Jesus, Ron had been addicted to fancy-assed spaces with cushy sofas and perfectly coiffed cocktail waiters.

      This place, though? Man, it was just a friendly neighborhood gay bar—masculine and relaxed right now, but he could see the lights and mirrors, and he knew it wasn’t always that way.

      It was a weeknight, so he wasn’t surprised to find the dance floor empty. The tiny little raised platform probably meant there was live music sometimes, or comedians or something.

      He caught a quick view of himself in the mirrors along the dance floor but didn’t look too hard. Mirrors were for watching and flirting, and he was just here for a drink.

      “Welcome!” A tall man behind the bar called out over the music and gave him a friendly wave. The place was lively but not crowded, with most people—men—sitting in booths talking and drinking.

      “Hey, there. How’s it going?” He just wanted a beer, or maybe a whiskey neat, he thought. Something he could sip and sit with.

      “Well. Very well.” The man’s dark eyes seemed to swallow up the light over the bar. “And yourself? Out wandering on this beautiful night?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m new to town, and I saw this place from the coffee shop across the way. Looked friendly.” And he was friendly, mostly. Except when he wasn’t, he guessed. “What’s y’all’s specialty?”

      “Tonight, good whiskey and local beer on tap. On the weekends, we tend more toward vodka drinks in colors that don’t appear in nature.” The bartender set a glass on the bar and poured out a Jameson’s whisky before pushing the glass in his direction. “Welcome to New York. That one’s on me.”

      “Well thank you, sir.” He held out one hand to shake after slipping a twenty in the tip jar. “Kit. Kit Swann.”

      “Lester Gray. Les, like the neon says.” Les winked at him, and his handshake was firm and confident. “Where did you move up from?”

      “Northeast Texas, originally, but my last home of record was Monterey, California.” Lord, the owner. How cool was that? “You got yourself a nice place here.”

      “Thank you. It’s home. But I’ve been to Monterey. It’s gorgeous. I can’t imagine leaving if I lived there.”

      “Yeah, it’s gorgeous. The ocean is amazing.” And he was never going back. Not so long as he lived.

      Les gave him a nod, and he appreciated that the man seemed to know when to stop asking questions. “New York can be beautiful too, especially in the spring. If you can handle the rain, May and June are blue skies and flowers in the park and sparkling views of the river. You’ll get to like it once you understand it.”

      “I’m loving it. It’s so different, and there’s so much to do and see. I’ve eaten at a different restaurant every night.”

      “That’s a great start. The food is as diverse as the city. Do you have a place? What do you do for work?”

      “I have an apartment right around the block. It’s lovely, and I’ve got enough room to have a workspace. I’m a woodworker, of sorts.” A teeny tiny one.

      “Oh, yeah? That’s interesting. Like a carpenter? They’re in demand for sure.”

      “Sort of. I make upscale miniatures for collectors, movie sets, photographers, that sort of thing.” He’d started it as a hobby while he was job hunting in California and had discovered a real knack for it. He especially enjoyed making replicas of ornate pieces. He could lose himself for hours.

      “That sounds very cool. It’s different. Movie sets, huh? Oh. Excuse me a second.”

      Les pulled his phone out of his pocket, looked at the screen, and took a couple of steps away.

      “Hello, boy. Oh? And Master Cyrus is okay with this plan? You have my permission, but I need you at the bar by noon tomorrow, Milo… I know… I love you too. Be good. Good night.”

      Do not stare.

      Don’t.

      Do not embarrass yourself or this nice man.

      He wanted to, though, because he’d seen… well, he’d studied a lot. Fiction. Nonfiction. Blogs. Everything he could get his hands on.

      He’d never actually met anyone into BDSM, and maybe he still hadn’t, but he wasn’t going to be rude, regardless.

      He was going to sip his whiskey and chill.

      “Sorry about that. Some calls I have to take. You doing okay on that whiskey?”

      Of course he hadn’t noticed the silver key around Les’s neck until just now.

      “Yes, sir, and no problem. I’m just sitting a spell.” And he didn’t have that particular type of call anymore.

      He had, though. He’d had some amazing calls with Ron.

      Les leaned on the bar. “So you saw my place from the coffee shop, hm? How long were you checking it out before you came in?”

      “A couple of days.” He’d wanted to see who came in and out, and he’d enjoyed telling himself stories while he’d people watched. “It was interesting to see all your clientele.”

      “I bet.” Les snorted. “We get quite a range. I’m pretty proud of that actually, that pretty much anyone can be comfortable here.”

      “It’s got a good energy. Y’all pretty busy on the weekend?” He’d probably not try that for a bit, but maybe. Maybe just to be in the midst of all the excitement.

      “Very busy.” Les smiled and looked around the place. “The dance floor is open, there’s a band or a DJ, and I usually staff three bartenders, a couple of bar-backs, and at least one busboy. And if there is any excuse for a party, I’ll find it.”

      “Wow!” Yeah, he’d be a once or twice on a weekday patron. “Good for you. I know it’s tough, running a place.”

      “It used to be when I was trying to get it off the ground. There were a lot of sleepless nights and long days. But I have a good crew now—loyal, hard-working—and I love all the weekend chaos. It’s just who I am.”

      “Go you! It’s a thing, right? Know thyself?” Kit used to know himself, but he had changed, on a cellular level, so he was still working that out.

      “To the extent that one can, yes. We all change and grow… I assume that’s what you’re trying to do, moving three thousand miles across the country.”

      He might as well be honest, right? He nodded and took a deep breath. “I lost my husband two years ago. I needed to figure out who I am now that I’m not his other half.”

      Les sighed. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I apologize.”

      “No. No, it’s okay. He wasn’t a secret. I’m sure I’ll mention him a lot.” He wasn’t ashamed of being a widower. He’d been well-loved.

      Les nodded. “I’m sure I’d love to hear about him.”

      “That’s the kindest thing anyone has said to me in a while.” Even if it wasn’t true, it was a lovely sentiment.

      “I’m a barman. I listen for a living; I like to hear stories and get to know people.”

      Kit chuckled and nodded to Les, tipping his glass. He didn’t even know where to start. “Ron was a software designer and brilliant. He was killed in a drive-by shooting near his office. He never even felt it. He was a great guy, and I loved him a lot.”

      “Damn. That’s a lot. I can’t imagine that happening to someone I love. My boy Milo? That would be devastating.”

      “It’s tough.” But he’d survived it. “So that’s why I left the West Coast. He was everywhere. Absolutely everywhere I looked.”

      Ron had hated the East Coast, so Kit was here.

      “I understand.” Something about Les made him believe that was true. “Can I offer you another splash?”

      “Just one, please. I have to find my way back home.” He winked at Les, then rolled his eyes dramatically. Like he was a lightweight.

      Les gave him a healthy pour in his glass. “Not to worry. I’m an expert at calling my guests an Uber. And I do hope you come back soon; I think you’ll find friends here, and I’m sure Ron would want that for you.”

      “He would. He would have loved this place. I’m glad to have met you, sir. Honestly.” He would be back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Perry! It’s been a week. I need a drink.” Elijah grinned at the bartender and managed to wiggle into a spot at the bar.

      “Hey, Elijah.” Perry nodded to him. “Tonight, it’s Galaxy Magic mules or raspberry gin martinis.”

      “Ugh. Those both sound awful. Give me the raspberry thing.”

      Perry laughed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Where’s Les?”

      “Oh, he’s around. I think he might have taken a break to dance with Milo.”

      “Right on.” He watched as Perry mixed up some frozen bright pink thing in a martini glass and cringed. He’d try it though; he had to. Les liked to get creative behind the bar on a Friday night.

      “How’s life treating you? Everything good?” Perry loved to chat and work. Nice quality for a bartender.

      “I guess. Business is good. I never thought I’d say this, but I miss the days we all had to go into an office. I am seriously boring company.” He was thinking about getting a dog. “It’s good to be out.”

      “It’s good to see you out and about. It’s been a wet spring, and no one’s been just wandering in.”

      “You just wait. Next week is supposed to be beautiful. I’m going to move my virtual office to the park or something.” Perry sat his drink down in front of him, and Elijah winced. “Ew. Am I going to like this? It looks like you put Barbie in a blender.”

      “It’s raspberries, vermouth, and gin. And some sweet stuff.”

      “How sweet?” He picked it up and took a sip. On a scale of one to ten, this drink was about a forty. It made his lips go numb. “Damn.”

      “Very sweet?” Perry laughed. “Take another sip. It’s strong. You won’t care in a second.”

      “Uh-huh… I’m fairly sure my balls are going to suck up into my body, man.” He took another sip though. It was still pure sugar.

      “Oh, you’re a brave one.” Les appeared behind him, and Milo squeezed in next to him. “That’s the making of a hangover right there.”

      “I have to try your stupid drinks; it’s become part of my Friday night fun. How are you?” He shook Les’s hand.

      “Good. Where have you been the last couple of weeks?”

      “You know where I’ve been. Working. And burying my head in the sand.” Being single again sucked.

      Milo put an arm around his shoulders. “I’m sorry you and Doug didn’t work out.”

      “We’re still friends. We just don’t have… we never found that thing.” And he was over it mostly. He liked Doug, and he missed the sex, but they both deserved more than that.

      “Still, it sucks, and we’re glad to see you, Sir.” Milo gave him a big, happy hug. “Dex and Master Cyrus said they might stop in tonight. They were going to have supper together first.”

      “Oh good. I’ve never managed to have a conversation with Cyrus that didn’t turn into a deep psychological lesson in Domination. Exactly what I need tonight.” He rolled his eyes. Cyrus was a friend and as good a man as they came, but Cy loved mentoring younger Doms, and sometimes Elijah was really just here for a drink.

      Les laughed. “He works with subs professionally, so he has a lot of insight. I imagine it’s hard to completely step away from a job like that when you’re also in the lifestyle.”

      “Don’t you defend him. I just want to dance and sip this horrid pink thing in peace.” He winked at Les and took another sip, the sweet drink turning his stomach inside out.

      Les held his hands up. “Far be it from me to interrupt a pl—” He stopped and blinked. “Well, Milo, will you look at that?”

      He turned to look, seeing a lean man with a braid over his shoulder, a pair of tiny round Lennon glasses, and cheekbones he could cut glass with.

      Milo leaned over the bar toward Les. “Is that him?”

      Him? Him who? Whoever he was, he was gorgeous and new around here.

      Les chuckled. “Kit! Good to see you.”

      “Mister Les! Happy Friday. How are y’all doing?” The smile was quick and warm, and that voice reminded him of honey somehow.

      “Kit, you know Perry. This is my Milo, and this is Elijah Russo.”

      “You’re way hotter than Master Les made it sound.” Milo grinned, flirting like he did with everyone.

      “Thank you ever so. That’s kind of you to say.” Kit shook hands with everyone, that smile never faltering. “I was taking myself to supper, but I passed your door, and thought, hell, I ought to stop in for a drink.”

      “Well don’t have this raspberry thing; it’s awful.” Elijah took another sip and found Perry was right. There was enough booze in the thing to make him not care so much about the sickening sweetness. “It’s a quick buzz though.”

      “Oh, I think I’ll just have a Crown and Coke, thanks. It’s an awful pretty color, though…” Kit’s lips twisted, but the grin just couldn’t be held back.

      “Coming right up.” Perry got to work, pulling the Crown Royal down off a shelf.

      Elijah snorted. “It looks like a unicorn peed in it. You’re new around here so I’m guessing this is the first of Les’s weekend concoctions you’ve seen.”

      “That would be a correct assumption, yes sir.” Kit shook his head. “I’m guessing this is a thing — drinking… unicorn pee?”

      He sighed dramatically. “It’s unfortunately a thing.”

      “He lost a bet.”

      He glared playfully at Milo. “Boy…”

      Milo grinned wide. “He lost a bet to Master Les, and now he has to have one specialty drink every weekend.”

      “That’s it. I expect you to punish him appropriately, Les.”

      “My pleasure, but I’m not sure he’s in trouble.”

      Perry set Kit’s drink down on the bar. “See what you’ve gotten yourself into?”

      “Mmm… I never take bets, so I’m safe as houses.” Kit lifted his glass. “Cheers, y’all.”

      “I’m never taking another one. You have no idea how long it takes to work one of these suckers off in the gym.” Really, he was full of shit, because he didn’t go to the gym. But he did run on his treadmill, so that counted. The gym just sounded sexier when one was talking with a handsome man.

      “Oh now. Surely you can just walk it off…” Kit chuckled softly. “I guess it don’t count as Keto, huh? Mine neither.”

      “No. But I couldn’t manage Keto anyway. You can pry my French fries from my cold dead hands, thank you very much.” Potatoes were life.

      “Mashed potatoes.” Milo nodded solemnly.

      “Baked.” Perry agreed, eyes closed like he was imagining the perfect potato. “With bacon and sour cream… mmm. Yes, please.”

      “Y’all are mean… but where can I get a great baked potato around here? I’m starving.” Kit licked the whiskey off his lips.

      “There’s a steakhouse around the corner. The steaks are good. I go for the potatoes.” Perry winked at Kit.

      “I knew you’d fit in. Pardon us, gentlemen; Milo and I have some work to do. Come, boy,” Les said.

      “Yes, Sir. I do love work.” Milo followed Les through a door behind the bar.

      “Guess it’s just us. I hope you’re better company than this pink thing.” Elijah pushed it away, and Greg, one of the other bartenders, dumped it for him.

      “Well, I would hope so, yessir. You mind if I sit for a spell?”

      “I’d like that, but…” The bar was crowded. He’d barely squeezed in and hadn’t even found a seat for himself. “Want to move over to that booth?”

      “Surely. Would you like me to get you another drink? I totally will.”

      Okay, that was adorable.

      “Thank you. Jack and Coke, please. I’ll grab the booth, and the next round is on me.” Elijah gave Kit’s shoulder a thank-you squeeze as he extracted himself from the bar. They’d gotten lucky; the booth was off the beaten path and a little quieter than the bar had been. They wouldn’t have to shout as much.

      One of the younger subs almost distracted him, eyes all glittery and wide. “Want to dance, Sir?”

      “Hey, Taylor. Thank you, boy, but I’ve got a friend joining me for a drink in a minute. Maybe later?”

      “I’ll be here. Just wave.” He got a bounce and a happy wiggle.

      “Will do.” He watched Taylor go with a sigh. So sweet, fun to dance with, and so… not his type.

      Kit came over with their drinks, offering him a curiously knowing look. “Did you need me to find another seat? I totally can if you need it for… someone else.”

      He shook his head. “No. Thank you. I told Taylor I was having a drink with a friend.”

      “Well, I appreciate it.” Kit set the drinks down, then sat himself, the black button-down shirt pressed within an inch of its life. “Lord, this place is banging already.”

      “Fridays and Saturdays are fun. Busy, loud… Les likes it that way. And he knows everyone in the scene, so you really don’t want to be anywhere else.” He picked up his drink and took a sip. “Thanks for this.”

      “Not a problem, sir. Got to be better than that pink monstrosity.” Kit picked up his drink, and Elijah couldn’t help but notice how the tanned fingers were covered in white scars.

      “So, what does new here mean? New to the bar? New to New York? New to the scene?” The scarring was interesting, the clearly Texan accent was interesting… he could tell Kit had a story, and he was interested in that too.

      “I’ve lived here about three months. I’ve come into the bar for maybe a month. I usually come in on a Wednesday.” The last question wasn’t answered.

      And he hadn’t been around for a month or so, which explained why they hadn’t met yet. “A nice quiet night. Good time to pick Les’s brain.” He nodded. “How do you like the city so far?”

      “It’s amazing. I’ve spent hours wandering and exploring. I’ve found new food, new places—I’m keeping myself busy.”

      Keeping himself busy sounded like he was alone. “Are you up here for work?”

      “No.” Kit chuckled and shook his head. “No, I mean, I’m working, but I work for myself. I moved… I needed a change of scenery. I was in California on the coast, so this is about as far as it goes.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s a long way. If you wanted a change this is pretty different. Everything from the people to the weather.” Self-employed and still had to move this far away? Kit had to be running from something. Or someone. “You like your place?”

      That earned him a happy nod, the glasses moving enough that he could really see those surprisingly light blue eyes. “I do. It’s right around the corner, lots of light for my studio, and tons of people-watching. Are you close by too?”

      An artist. “Yes, actually. I’ve got a place a couple of blocks north. I’ve been there a long time. What kind of studio? Music? Art?”

      “Wood. I make miniature furniture.”

      Miniature… furniture.

      He grinned. “Like—dollhouse kind of stuff?”

      Kit barked out a laugh, which had people turning, curious. “Upscale dollhouses, museums, movie sets—my chairs start at around one hundred dollars, and some of my larger pieces can sell for ten thousand. It’s a wide range.”

      “What? Are you kidding me? You can make ten grand on a tiny toilet for a mini movie set?”

      “Well, as a rule toilets aren’t made of wood.”

      He laughed as loud as Kit had a moment ago. “No, I guess not. You know what I mean. That’s a lot of money.”

      “It’s a lot of work. A single piece can take three or four months, and one wrong move can ruin everything, and I have to start over.” Kit rolled his eyes and shook his head. “That’s maddening.”

      “I guess you’re a patient man. I’d hurl the whole thing out a window and never look back.” Elijah had patience for people, for subs, for friends… but not for things like that.

      “Oh, it’s been known to happen, a couple three times, but I admit, when I end up with something beautiful, it’s worth it.”

      “Do you have pictures? I’d love to see something… beautiful.” Kit was beautiful too.

      “Are you kidding? These are my life now.” Kit pulled out his phone and started showing him photos. These weren’t dollhouse toys. These were museum pieces—armoires and beds, tables with ornate legs, Queen Anne chairs, grandfather clocks, and hunting boards.

      He flipped through the photos, as fascinated as he was with Kit. “These are incredible. So much detail. It’s amazing.”

      “Well, thank you, sir! I appreciate it. They are labors of love, each one of them.” Kit took his phone back and electricity passed between them.

      He knew better than to ignore a spark when he felt one. It was time to ask deeper questions. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      Those cheeks went pink. “Yes, sir. I’ll try to answer it.”

      “Why this bar? There are a lot of great gay bars you could go to in this city. Why this one? Why every Wednesday?” He knew why this was his bar, why he came back here so often. It was low-key scene-friendly. That simple.

      “I go to the coffee shop across the street every day. I saw the people coming in and out, and one day I thought I’d come in.” Kit wrinkled his nose and tilted his head. “I guess Wednesday because I came in and Les was kind to me, so I chose that day. I mean… partially I like having a reason to know what day of the week it is.”

      Hm. Too bad. “Right? This working-at-home-alone thing is disorienting sometimes. Les is good man, so you did well making him a friend.”

      “Yes. I lost my husband a few years ago, and he was my nine-to-five office guy, so I have to invent ways to remember the days of the week.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. That’s… awful.” The change of scenery made sense now. It had to be hard to move on.

      “It was brutal, but I’m working my way through things. I just needed a new space to do it in. I’m not recreating myself, but I’m letting me be… whatever I want to be.”

      “That sounds hard too, relearning who you are. But this is a great place to do it. You’ll find your tribe here.” He sipped his drink, trying to back away from the idea that Kit might be someone to get to know on more than a friendship level.

      Or trying to convince himself he should try, at least.

      “I think so. I really do.” Kit finished his drink. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in going to have an amazing baked potato with me?”

      “I have no idea how to say no to a potato.” He had no idea how to say no to Kit either, even though he’d promised himself he wouldn’t get involved with someone that couldn’t be everything he needed. He tossed back the last couple of sips of his drink and set the glass down. “Let’s do this.”

      “Potato ho!” Kit laughed, that long braid falling to the small of his back.

      “Who you calling a ho?” Elijah winked, and they headed off, logic be damned.
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      “Kitty-Cat! Hey, man, how goes?”

      Kit snorted at Willow and waved. Good thing he had lived with that nickname his entire fucking life and had decided to accept it rather than fight.

      “Good—” He checked his phone. “—still morning, lady. I was hoping y’all had one of those orange roll dealies left. I’m running late.”

      He’d been up late, reading, and he’d slept in. Who was going to tell him not to?

      She was already pulling the espresso for his coffee. “I saved one back for you. Hold on.”

      “You’re good to me. Thank you.” He guessed he was a regular now, and he liked it.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to find a text from his new potato-loving, flirty friend, Elijah.

      
        
          
            
              
        Elijah

      

      
        The Tiny Dollhouse on East 78th. Been there yet?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        Not yet. I want to.

      

      

      

      

      

      He needed to, even. He had managed to write the owner with his info and some photos, but he was still figuring out the whole marketing-in-person bit.

      Online was easier.

      
        
          
            
              
        Elijah

      

      
        Got lunch plans?

      

      

      

      

      

      That was complicated. They had so much fun digging into two giant loaded baked potatoes last night, but they’d both been pretty buzzed, and the conversation seemed to center around food and stay there. He wasn’t sure exactly what Elijah wanted from him.

      Still, what could lunch hurt? It was lunch, and he was free.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kit

      

      
        I’m free all day. You want to meet?

      

      

      

      

      

      That was good, right? Easy. Not pushing, but not fake innocent either.

      
        
          
            
              
        Elijah

      

      
        There’s a Thai place practically next door. Work for you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        Totally! <3 Thai food

      

      

      

      

      

      He was a green curry slut, in fact.

      
        
          
            
              
        Elijah

      

      
        12:30 cu then

      

      

      

      

      

      That was followed by a thumbs-up.

      Okay, he could laze around in here for a bit and then go.

      Well, he needed to look up where he was going…

      He was getting to understand the subway, sort of. Mostly.

      “Orange roll. Earth to Kit.” The barista waved a hand at him. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. I have a lunch date, and I have to figure out how to get there.” He waggled his eyebrows, and they both cracked up.

      “A lunch date, or a date-date?” She handed over his coffee too.

      “A lunch date. This is a… just a friend, I think? He’s flirty, but not… like forward.”

      She smiled at him. “Flirt back. You’re cute. And if he invited you, then he’s flirty and interested, right?”

      “Yeah. I met him across the street last night. We went for baked potatoes.” That sounded like the beginning of a rom-com.

      “Wow. He sounds… perfect for you?” Her grin turned into outright giggles.

      “He is nice! And cute. And he was a gentleman.” And Kit liked the way Elijah walked, so graceful.

      “Well, then give me the address, and let’s figure out how to get you there.”

      By the time he got instructions, went to the bookstore, wandered down the way, and explored every weird little store he could find? It was time to rush to meet Elijah at the restaurant. It was perfect.

      Maybe a little sweaty.

      Elijah wasn’t sweaty at all as he stepped out of a black car to meet Kit on the sidewalk. He was in a dark blue suit tailored within an inch of its life and a striped tie, and he looked so put together it was almost embarrassing.

      Wow. Kit was in jeans and a Sesame Street T-shirt.

      Did he need to buy a different shirt?

      “Hey, man. You look great.” I feel like a schlub.

      “Oh, thanks.” Elijah shook his head as if he were the one that should be embarrassed. “Sorry about all this, but I’m coming from a client meeting.”

      “No worries. Working on a Saturday stinks, but Lord knows I’ve done it more than once.” Poor baby. That sucked.

      “It does stink, but I have some clients with erratic schedules, and trust me when I tell you they pay me well to be available when they need me.” Elijah opened the door for him. “Shall we?”

      “Surely. Thank you, sir.” He felt a little less dorky—not a lot, mind you, but a little.

      “Did you find the place okay?” Elijah followed him through the door, standing close behind him while they waited to be seated. The inside was small and cozy, and it smelled so good.

      “I did! I had a great wander coming over too. A bookstore, this shop with handmade puzzles, a store with just paper.” It fascinated him, to explore all the niches and alleys of places.

      “That’s good to hear. It’s a bit out of the way, but I found this store and thought you could show me around a little.” Elijah’s hand settled on the small of his back as they followed the host to their table.

      Oh. That was… shivery. He couldn’t help the goose bumps. What was wrong with him?

      Elijah held his chair as he sat, then moved around the table to join him. “I’ve never been here, so I can’t recommend anything, but it got a good review on Yelp.”

      “Well, then, we’ll have an adventure. I love green curries. I crave them, weirdly enough. There’s got to be something in them my body needs.”

      “I like it because it’s spicy. I’m thinking of having the green coconut chicken curry.”

      “You like spicy food? I do too—Mexican, Chinese, Indian, Caribbean, you name it.” Kit hadn’t found anyone to share his love of the heat. “I do like a burn.”

      Elijah set the menu down and leaned back, eyes pinned on him. “Hm. I’ll remember that.”

      There were those goose bumps again. Whoa. He rubbed his arms, hoping his nipples weren’t poking through his T-shirt.

      “Do you know what you want?” One perfect eyebrow lifted slightly. “Or are you still trying to figure it out?”

      What were they talking about? “Are you asking about food or something more personal?”

      He figured he needed to ask, and if Elijah got pissed, so be it. He owed it to himself to be honest.

      Elijah smiled kindly. “Both. Start with food, and then we can get personal.”

      “Then I do want a green curry as well. It sounds amazing.” He wasn’t scared to get personal. In fact, he’d like to be able to ask questions, be asked a few.

      Elijah put one finger in the air, and someone came over quickly. He ordered food for both of them, along with water and tea. “They’re very attentive here.”

      “They are. Wow. You command respect.” He appreciated that in a person. He was more the wait-patiently-and–read-until-someone-saw-him type. Impatience wasn’t one of his character traits.

      “Might be me, might be the suit.” Elijah reached up and loosened his tie, carefully removing it and opening his shirt at the throat. “Speaking of which, this is going to end up in my curry.”

      “That would be a shame. I know how hard those are to clean.” Ron had been the proud owner of many fancy ties.

      “One of several jobs I usually ask a… someone to do for me.” Elijah poured their tea.

      “My husband liked how I did it, too. He worried about the cleaners caring, and he knew I did.”

      “So, he had a busy job, and you handled the household matters?”

      “Sort of. Mostly. I mean—” Kit stopped, organized his thoughts a second. “My Ron ran a company; he was busy and out and fancy. At that point, the miniatures were a hobby and becoming a thing, so we decided to invest in it a little, but I was still at home. A lot of the at-home personal-type things that were important to him, I did. The rest he had hired out.” Ron felt special when Kit took care of his ties, and he swore that Kit’s coffee was the best. Ron had hated when other people touched his pillows. Little things.

      Ron had handled all the big things for him, so it was a trade-off.

      “And that little investment paid off, I guess. You’re managing to pay the bills with your work?”

      “I am. I have a nest egg. Ron was careful—he wanted to retire early and travel together—so I’m fine.” In fact, he was… exceedingly fine. He worked because that was what one did.

      “Well, I’m sure you’d rather have Ron than a nest egg, but I’m glad he looked after you. That speaks to how much he cared about you.”

      “It does. He was a good man.” And Kit was… well, he supposed he was a good guy, really. He totally was into do no harm.

      Elijah reached across the table and touched his hand. “Sorry to get so personal. What can I tell you about me?”

      What didn’t he want to know? “Everything! I want to know all about you. Honestly. What’s your favorite way to spend a weekend? What’s your favorite movie?”

      “This is one of my favorite ways to spend a weekend—with people, relaxing, talking.” Elijah sipped his tea, and he did look relaxed, easy in his skin. “I don’t have a favorite movie. I’m moody. Today, I’ll say Jaws. But tomorrow it might be Black Panther, you know? I’m that way with music, books, food… I have moods.”

      “That’s cool. Everyone has those times.” Kit was stubbornly attached to things, but he was learning to let go.

      “I don’t know, you seem like someone who has very few of them.”

      “Moods?” That was probably fair. He didn’t want to feel anything super deeply right now, because he was just getting strong, stable. He didn’t want to lose his shit in a whole new space.

      “Well, by those times I assume you meant moods, yes. You seem like someone who has favorites you’ve held onto since college or something. Maybe childhood.” Elijah grinned at him.

      “Oh, I am a long-term type. No question. I have my go-tos.” He’d read The Hobbit so many times he could quote it, and he watched his three or four favorites at least once a month. Hell, he watched the Thirteenth Warrior every single night to go to sleep.

      “I thought so. What’s your comfort watch?”

      “The Thirteenth Warrior. It’s so pretty…” And how did Elijah know that about him? A good guess? Had he given some clue?

      “That’s an old one. What a great cast.” Their food arrived and Elijah looked pleased. “I think this was a good choice.”

      “Yes, thank you! Great suggestion, and I’m crazy excited to go see all the minis.” He had a collection of mid-century modern pieces for his incredibly fancy Wright-inspired mini home. Ron had bought it for him when they made their first million.

      “I googled last night because I was trying to understand exactly what you do. I mean, I understand the concept…” Elijah laughed and rolled his eyes. “This shop popped up in my search, and I was kind of fascinated.”

      “I started making them because I wanted a hobby that didn’t take up much space. I tried knitting, making things with clay, and I landed on the furniture making.” He was self-taught and, basically, he had a knack, and he worked at it.

      “Well, it’s a neat hobby, but apparently it’s a great career too.” Elijah was enjoying his lunch and took another big bite, humming approval.

      Kit nodded and dug into his curry, making yummy noises at the heat. “So how about you? How did you get into your line of work?”

      “My dad, mostly. He was an investment banker here in the city before he retired, and I just decided to go to school for finance. I like numbers. I
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