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1. Birthday
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Mark Hollis turned fifty on a Tuesday, which felt both rude and accurate.

The card from his sister sat unopened on the counter beside the sink, propped against a mug he hadn’t bothered to wash yet. Fifty. The number hovered in the air the way dust motes did when the afternoon light hit just right—visible whether you wanted it to be or not.

He hadn’t planned to do anything about it.

That had been the plan: no plan. Go to work. Come home. Heat something up that came out of a box. Maybe scroll until his eyes hurt. The quiet had become familiar enough that it didn’t feel like loneliness anymore—just the absence of noise.

But sometime around six-thirty, standing in front of the bathroom mirror with the light too bright and the silence too loud, something shifted. Not dramatically. Not like a movie moment. More like the subtle click of a lock he hadn’t realized was still engaged.

He looked fine. Older, yes—but fine. The lines around his eyes were earned. His hair, stubbornly more salt than pepper now, still did what it was told. He ran a hand over his jaw, felt the day’s stubble, and surprised himself by thinking, I’m still here.

That thought landed heavier than expected.

Mark turned off the bathroom light and stood in the dark for a moment, letting the quiet settle back in. Fifty. He could let the night pass like all the others. No one would be disappointed. No one was waiting.

That, somehow, was the problem.

He dressed with more intention than he had in years. Nothing flashy—he didn’t own flashy—but a clean shirt that fit his shoulders properly, jeans without fraying hems, shoes that weren’t sneakers. He caught his reflection again on the way out the door and shook his head, half-amused, half-nervous.

“Just a drink,” he told the empty apartment. “One.”

The bar was louder than he remembered bars being, but that might have been his memory lying to him. Music thumped low and steady, vibrating through the floor and into his chest. Colored lights skimmed across faces—young faces, mostly—and for a second Mark considered turning around and going home.

He didn’t.

He ordered a beer, tipped too much out of habit, and took a spot near the end of the bar where he could observe without being in the way. The first sip tasted better than expected. Cold. Grounding.

That’s when he noticed him.

The younger man stood a few feet away, angled toward a group of friends, laughing at something Mark couldn’t hear. He was beautiful in the way people are when they don’t yet know how temporary things can be. Dark hair, warm skin, an ease in his body that spoke of confidence or youth or both. He moved like the night belonged to him.

Mark looked away almost immediately. He wasn’t here for that. He was here because it was his birthday and because staying home had suddenly felt unbearable.

Still, when the man drifted closer to the bar, Mark felt it—an awareness he hadn’t let himself feel in a long time. The weight of another person’s proximity. The faint scent of citrus and something smoky.

“Is it always this packed?” the man asked, nodding toward the bartender.

Mark blinked, realizing he was being spoken to. “Uh. Depends on the night, I guess.”

The man smiled, unfazed. “Guess I picked a good one.”

His smile lingered, open and curious, not sharp. Mark felt something loosen in his chest.

“Mark,” he said, surprised to hear his own name come out so easily.

“Mateo,” the man replied. “Nice to meet you.”

They talked. About nothing, at first. The music. The bar. The city. Mateo was younger—Mark didn’t ask how much—but not in a way that made Mark feel invisible. If anything, Mateo listened like Mark’s words mattered, like this was a conversation worth having.

“Are you celebrating something?” Mateo asked, eyes flicking to Mark’s beer, then back to his face.

Mark hesitated. He could lie. He could deflect. He could say just a night out.

“It’s my birthday,” he said instead.

Mateo’s smile widened. “Happy birthday.”

The way he said it—simple, sincere—hit Mark harder than the card on the counter ever could have.

They didn’t talk about age. They didn’t talk about the past. They talked about the present, and for once, that was enough.

When Mateo leaned in closer to say something over the music, Mark didn’t pull away.

Later—much later—Mark would replay the night in fragments. The press of bodies on the dance floor he hadn’t meant to step onto. The warmth of Mateo’s hand at his lower back, guiding but not pushing. The way his own laughter surprised him, rusty but real.

He would wonder if this was reckless. If it meant something. If it was just a moment.

But for now, standing under pulsing lights with a man who looked at him like he was seen, Mark let himself stay.

For the first time in a long time, he didn’t feel late.

He felt present.
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2. Morning After
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Mark woke to warmth before he woke to memory.

Not heat exactly—more like the steady, human kind. A weight across his chest. The soft rise and fall of another body breathing against him. The faint hum of traffic outside, muffled by unfamiliar walls.

His eyes stayed closed as his brain caught up.

The sheets were softer than his own, smoother, with a faint smell of detergent that wasn’t his—something citrusy, almost clean to the point of brightness. Sunlight filtered through blinds he hadn’t chosen, striping the ceiling in pale gold. Somewhere nearby, a pipe knocked once, settling.

Oh.

The night came back in flashes rather than a sequence. The bar’s bass vibrating through his ribs. The way Mateo’s voice had landed close to his ear so Mark could hear it over the music. Laughter—his own—surprising him with how easily it came. Fingers warm at his lower back, not grabbing, just there, like an assurance.

Beside him, Mateo slept on his stomach, half-turned toward Mark, one arm draped across his chest as if it had found its way there without instruction. The contact was intimate in a way that felt more dangerous than anything else—bare skin against cotton, the weight of a forearm, the subtle press of fingertips just below his collarbone.

Mark inhaled carefully.

Mateo smelled like sleep and soap and something faintly smoky underneath it all. Real. Unfiltered. Not the sharpness of cologne or the artificial brightness of a bar.

Mark’s chest tightened.

For years, he had trained himself to wake up alone. He’d learned the geography of his own bed in the dark. Learned how to stretch without bumping into anyone, how to roll over without disturbing a second body that wasn’t there.

This—this was unfamiliar territory. Tender. Loud in its quiet.

His thoughts arrived right on schedule.

You don’t do this.

This was a one-night thing.

Don’t read into it.

Mateo shifted, his arm tightening briefly, hand flattening against Mark’s chest as if checking that he was still there. The touch was unconscious, but it sent a sharp, electric awareness through Mark’s body. His breath hitched before he could stop it.

Wanting rose fast and uninvited—not just physical, but something deeper. The dangerous kind. The kind that asked for mornings and rituals and repeat performances.

Mark waited until Mateo’s breathing evened out again before carefully, painstakingly sliding free. He moved like someone trying not to disturb a fragile truce. The mattress dipped and then rose back into place, the sheets whispering softly as he gathered them around Mateo’s shoulders.

The floor was cool under his feet. The air colder without another body near him.

He collected his clothes from the chair by the window, the fabric stiff and heavy in his hands, and padded toward the bathroom. The light switch clicked too loudly, and he winced, but Mateo didn’t stir.

The bathroom smelled faintly of toothpaste and steam. Someone had left the mirror streaked from a hurried wipe. Mark leaned closer, studying his reflection.

He looked...rumpled. Hair flattened on one side, a faint crease across his cheek from the pillow. But there was color in his face, a brightness in his eyes that startled him. Like he’d been woken up in more ways than one.

He splashed water on his face, the cold shocking, grounding. Droplets slid down his jaw, collecting at his collarbone before disappearing into the towel he grabbed from the rack.

This wasn’t what he wanted.

He wanted slow. He wanted deliberate. He wanted someone who chose him in daylight, not under strobes and alcohol and lowered expectations.

But standing there, skin still warm, senses still humming, he couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

Behind him, the floor creaked.

Mark turned just as Mateo appeared in the doorway, squinting against the light, hair sticking up in soft defiance of gravity. He looked younger like this. Less polished. More real.

“Hey,” Mateo said, voice rough with sleep.

“Hey,” Mark replied, the word landing softer than he meant it to.

Mateo leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, arms folded loosely, watching him without pressure. Without assumption.

“You okay?” Mateo asked.

Mark nodded. “Yeah. Just...waking up.”

Mateo smiled, small and crooked. “Same.”

The kitchen was narrow and lived-in, the counters crowded with half-used spices and a stack of mail Mateo hadn’t sorted yet. A coffee grinder sat near the sink
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