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      “Did you hear me, Jack?” Jack turned to see his boss, Marvin, standing there. “Five O’clock, that’s it for today. It’s Friday, so let’s get out of here!” That was one of the best things about working for Marvin; he never asked anyone to work overtime, and he was usually as eager to go home as everyone else. That was probably a good thing, because once Jack got “in the zone” working on a document, he tended to ignore the clock. Jack often joked that if Marvin took the afternoon off someday, he’d look up from his work to see it was nearly midnight.

      “Thanks Boss,” Jack clicked his mouse to log out, and then hit the button to turn his monitor off. He pushed himself back in his chair and heard his back crack in at least two places. “Ow. Ow,” he pushed himself up to a standing position. He was in physically good shape, but hours in front of the screen took their toll on him most days. He yawned and looked around; everyone was gone but Marvin and him.

      “You done with chapter nineteen?” Marvin asked, as the two of them walked to the exit. Jack nodded, and Marvin smiled. “Good. You up for pizza? I’m buying!”

      Jack hadn’t expected that, but wasn’t really surprised, either. Marvin loved pizza, and at least once a week had it delivered for the office staff to share. He wasn’t really in the mood to go home yet, and didn’t have anything else going on anyway. “Sure, I’ll drive. Where are we going?”

      Jack knew what Marvin was going to say before he opened his mouth. Marvin had his favorite places, and rarely tried new things. “Let’s go to Mama Mama’s. You know how to get there?”

      Ten minutes later, Jack parked his car in the lot, which was crowded for this time of day. Usually the place didn’t get really crowded until evening. Jack and Marvin got out of the car and walked inside. Jack headed toward the line to place his order, but Marvin pulled him aside. “Let’s go in here first,” he pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, indicating the party room.

      Jack immediately sensed that something was up. He’d been tricked. Dammit!

      Marvin led the way into the party rental room, and Jack followed. As soon as he stepped past the threshold, cheers from his co-workers rang out. “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you…” and the song continued from there. Jack was genuinely surprised, as he really hadn’t seen it coming until the last moment.

      He recognized twenty or so people from the office, including the copier repair guy, the UPS woman, and several people he didn’t really work with. Apparently, Marvin had asked just about everyone he came into contact with during the day, and many of them had taken him up on the offer. Against the back wall was a big paper banner exclaiming “Happy 50th!”

      That was the thing that bothered him the most. Fifty. He wasn’t even in his forties anymore, and apparently single for life. No kids. Some of his friends had grandchildren. Marcie, who worked in the same department, was fifty-three and had a great-grandchild already. The lack of children didn’t really bother Jack so much, as he’d never wanted them anyway. It was more the thought that he was past the point where it was even reasonably possible to change his mind about them. Sure it was possible, but he wouldn’t do that to a child. Besides, having children meant he’d have to have sex with a woman, and the thought did nothing for him.

      He smiled and thanked Marvin for putting all this together. Jon from Accounts carried over a box cake with five candles on it, and offered it to Jack. “Make a wish,” he shouted for all to hear. A tall blond man held up a camera and got a few shots of Jack bending down to blow them out.

      I wish I were twenty years younger, he thought to himself as he blew out the candles. When all five went out, the crowd cheered and gave him a round of applause. As Jon put the cake down on the table, three of Mama Mama’s waiters came in, each carrying two huge pizzas. They set them on the table and one of them, a cute boy who probably wasn’t even twenty yet, asked Jack what he wanted to drink. Jack ordered a bottled water and headed toward the deluxe pizza. As “birthday boy,” he got to pick the first slice.

      As Jack raised the pizza to his mouth, the photographer returned and snapped a few more shots. Then he set the camera down and held out his hand. “Hi Jack, I’m Mitchell. Today was my first day on the job, and Marvin wanted me to come along and meet everyone. He figured if I’m going to be the new staff photographer, then I should be here to photograph the staff,” he laughed.

      Jack smiled, his mouth full of pizza, and extended his free hand. The two shook, and Jack mumbled, “Pleeth dometcha,” which was supposed to sound like “Pleased to meet you,” but the pizza got in the way. Jack hadn’t seen Mitchell at the office today, but it was possible he’d been on an assignment already.

      Jack looked at the slice in his hand, and made a confused, “what do I do with it?” look at Mitchell. Mitchell took it all in and laughed at Jack’s predicament. Jack couldn’t help but admire that smile. It seemed to take over Mitchell’s entire face, and his bellowing laughter drowned out every other person and thing in the room. Jack couldn’t help but grin as well; Mitchell’s happiness was contagious.

      Jack had to walk around and socialize with everyone, it was his party after all. Over the next hour, he greeted and thanked each and every one of the people there. He tried to be as generous and genuine as he could, but his mind kept flashing back to Mitchell’s smile. Damn, he’s good looking, he caught himself thinking to himself not less than three times during the party. His eyes, whether consciously or subconsciously, he couldn’t say, repeatedly scanned the room and caught Mitchell’s own looking back at him.

      Mitchell was also keeping busy with the other people at the party, as everyone wanted to meet “the new guy.” Before long, Marvin got a phone call. Marvin’s wife had taken their daughter to the hospital with a broken arm, and she wanted Marvin there. Now. Jack had driven Marvin to Mama Mama’s, and had to take Marvin back to the office to pick up his own car. By the time Jack returned to the pizza place, the party had wound down and everyone had gone home.

      Jack drove home, no longer down-in-the-dumps about being fifty. Instead, he couldn’t stop thinking about Mitchell.
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      Jack was awakened by a train rolling past his apartment. He’d gotten used to the noise, but when he was ready to wake up anyway, it was usually enough to rouse him. He showered quickly, then got dressed, choosing faded blue jeans, a green tank top, and tan button-up shirt that he let hang open. He got into the car and headed to the fish market down by the shore. He lived alone, but that didn’t keep him from cooking for himself nearly every night. He had gotten quite good at it over the years, and he’d gotten in the habit of planning his meals a week in advance. Tonight, he wanted fresh-caught fish, and that meant a trip to the fish market.

      He pulled off the highway and turned down a smaller road that stopped at the weather-beaten old shop. He could see a truck out back where they were still unloading something fresh. He loved this place and came here almost every week. They were rarely crowded in the morning, and almost always the fish had been caught within the past 24 hours. Even during the winter months, they had something good.

      He stepped inside, and the blast of the air conditioner reminded him just how warm it had already gotten outside. He’d chosen wisely to come in early, before all the beach traffic got heavy. He looked into the display case, and immediately decided on a couple of swordfish steaks. He waited in line while an old man paid for his order. The old man said something to the man standing behind him, and Jack immediately recognized the laugh.

      “Mitchell?” Jack asked, loud enough for the source of the laughter to hear him. Mitchell turned around to see who it was, and his eyes lit right up on seeing Jack. He told the people behind him to move on up ahead so he could stand in line with Jack. “Good to see you again so soon. Someone at the office told me to try this place. I haven’t been in town long enough to know what’s good.”

      “This is the place all right, nothing better.” Jack had been the one to spread word of the place throughout the office, and was pleased to know that someone thought enough of his recommendation to pass it on to Mitchell.

      “So you just moved to town?”

      “I got here Tuesday and spent the next two days unpacking. Friday was my first day at work, and here we are now.”

      “You staying close by?”

      “Yeah, Marvin’s putting me up in his beach house until I find a permanent place. It’s a really nice little place.”

      “I didn’t know he even had a beach house,” Jack was genuinely surprised.

      “You want to come over? I can give you the tour. It’s right on the beach.” He paused only a moment and added, “I’ll just pick up extra swordfish steaks for you, and we can grill them outside for dinner.”

      “You saw the swordfish too? That was what I was going to get for myself tonight.”

      “I’ll pick up an extra couple, so we can pig out,” he winked. He was next in line, and pointed out the swordfish to the clerk, who quickly packed his order.

      Mitchell reached for his wallet, but Jack stopped him. “Hold it. You’re the new guy in town, and we’re going to your place, so let me get this.” Mitchell stepped aside and let Jack pay. The clerk handed the bag to Mitchell, and the two men walked to the door.

      “Follow me. It’s about three miles down on the left. It’s a big A-frame on stilts. It’s hard to miss in that area.”

      Jack hopped in his car and followed, unable to believe his luck in meeting Mitchell this morning. Mitchell hadn’t really given the impression that he might be gay last night at the party, but Jack had definitely gotten the vibe from him this morning. Jack smiled, but didn’t allow himself the luxury of hoping for more than a quiet afternoon by the beach.

      Mitchell pulled his little red car onto a long driveway on the left, and continued down towards the house. It was a small A-Frame as he’d said, fairly basic and nondescript, and it was dwarfed by neighboring houses that had to cost in the hundreds of thousands. Now I see how Marvin can afford a beach house, he chuckled as he pulled up behind Mitchell’s car and parked.

      He opened the door and climbed out, noticing immediately that the salty air was even warmer than it had been at the fish market. Mitchell waved him along. “Let’s go! We don’t
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