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  Sole Support


  Kaje Harper


  Kellen has a good life— friends to hang out with, casual sex, online book chats, and his first novel poised for release. Then he coaxes Mike, the shy, socially inept pathologist he talks books with online, into a real-time meeting. He hadn’t planned for them to become more than perhaps casual lovers, but as he and Mike grow closer, Kellen realizes he might be edging toward his first real relationship. Except that his finances are getting shaky, and his mother is rapidly becoming senile, unpredictable, and needy. He’s faced with difficult choices, and not sure how much he can handle.


  Mike considers himself a nerd of the highest order— short, bespectacled, prone to blurting out the wrong thing at the worst possible time. Meeting Kellen face to face is the biggest risk he’s taken, and he doesn’t expect it to be a success. But first meeting leads to first date, first everything for Mike. So it’s confusing when Kellen begins pulling away, just as Mike gets up the nerve to move closer.


  Kellen’s most important goal has always been self-sufficiency. His mother taught him to stand on his own two feet. If he lets himself lean on anyone now, even Mike, is he heading for a fall, just when his mother needs him most?


  Dedication


  For my mother. When my first book was published, it was already too late for her to understand what I had accomplished, but it was my mother who gave me my love of reading. In all the books she shared with me over the years, she introduced me to a hundred wonderful and inspiring authors. In a way, every book I write is also hers. I think she would be proud.


  For my mother’s invaluable caregivers, especially her angel, Deb, who makes it possible for her to have some dignity and choice, even in a world gone dim. For the real “Ricardo,” who did her hair, and makeup, and told her she was beautiful, when she still liked the way that sounded.


  And for all caregivers everywhere. With comforting hands, warm hearts, and admirable patience, you make life better for someone else, day after day. That means more than I can say.


  Chapter One


  “Awww, Mikey likes it.” Mike’s sister ruffled his hair from behind, making him jump and drop his spoon.


  He shrugged away from her touch and hunched over his bowl. “Doesn’t that ever get old?”


  “Not till you stop eating kid cereal for dinner.”


  “It’s quick and easy.”


  Corinne pulled out the chair next to his and sat. “If you’d come out of your internet trance two hours ago, you could’ve had stroganoff with Dale and me. Even easier. All you needed was a clean plate. Plus showing up at the table.”


  “I’m sorry. Did you call me? I honestly didn’t hear you.”


  “No problem. We know how obsessed you get. Were you at least having fun?”


  “Yeah. I found a great freebie story.” Mike sighed. Moving in with his sister and her husband had seemed like such a logical move. They had plenty of room, now the kids had moved out. He got cheap rent, they got extra cash to put their youngest through college. Win-win.


  In theory, he also got someone to talk to, instead of huddling alone over his computer screen. But he’d spent two decades answering to no one but himself. He was set in his ways. “You could’ve come up and yelled at me.”


  “Mike, don’t sweat it. Leftovers reheat. In fact, I’ll heat some for you now, if you’d like it better than Frosted Flakes.”


  Mike shook his head. “No. This is good.” He didn’t want a big meal right before bed anyway.


  Corinne’s husband Dale wandered into the kitchen, yawning. He gave Mike a friendly nod. “The hermit descends from his garret. Found something good, I gather?”


  “Yeah.” It was embarrassing how caught up in a story he could get. Reading had always been his escape, but he should be able to put a book down to eat like a normal person. “Sorry I missed dinner.”


  “No worries. More for the rest of us. Now I’m heading to bed.” He came over and bent to kiss Corinne slowly and thoroughly. “What about you, babe? Turning in soon?”


  She grinned at him. “I think it just moved up on my agenda.”


  Mike turned away, pretending his teeth weren’t clenched against a wave of envy. That was the other problem he hadn’t anticipated. Over the last few years he’d found his familiar bachelor space growing increasingly empty. More and more, he’d ended up dropping by the house to visit Corinne and Dale, hovering around the edges of their full family life. He’d had these… wishes.


  But Mike also knew his own limits. He wasn’t a go-out-and-find-a-relationship type of guy, and never would be. Wishing was futile. Moving into the newly-vacant third-floor rooms, spending more time with Corinne and Dale, should’ve been the best answer.


  And so it was, except… except. They were still a couple, still in love after twenty-six years and three kids. Sometimes he was so freaking jealous it made his eyes cross. What was worse, he had a suspicion he wasn’t managing to hide that from his big sister.


  Even now, instead of gazing sappily up at her husband, she eyed Mike speculatively. “So, did you arrange to meet Kellen?”


  “Who’s that?” Dale said.


  “Mike’s online friend. Mike found out he lives right here in town. I told him they should meet up.”


  “I don’t think so,” Mike muttered. “Kellen might think I was looking for more than just conversation.”


  “Well, aren’t you?” Corinne cocked an eyebrow at him. “He is gay, right?”


  “Yeah, I think so.” Mike knew so. They’d only chatted in the mystery books group, but Kellen used his same avatar in the LGBT one, unlike Mike, who kept those things separate. He wasn’t in the closet, exactly. But once he’d finally got up the nerve to delurk in the gay group and start commenting, he’d given himself a new identity to do it with.


  Being “Miller” was freeing. He’d said stuff he would never have dared to post as himself. Kellen was clearly a much more secure person. “Even if he is gay, I’m hardly likely to be his type. I don’t even know what his type is. For all I know, he could be in a relationship. We’ve never talked about that.”


  “You’re kidding me.” Corinne stared at him. “You told me you chat basically every day. What do you talk about?”


  “Books. We talk about books, and sometimes movies. Or current events. Or science. Stuff. We talk about stuff.”


  “You could ask him.” Corinne leaned forward. “Sound him out. Ask if he has a boyfriend, and if he says no, start talking about celebrities you like, who’s hot. Sound out his tastes. How could it hurt?”


  Terminal embarrassment? And if he started hitting on Kellen, Kellen might get uncomfortable and take his IM chat elsewhere. He couldn’t risk it. Those conversations had become the highlight of his evenings. “It’s just not that important.”


  “You should get out more.” Corinne touched his arm. “I worry about you. Even if you don’t date, you should have some fun.”


  “I am having fun.” Mike shook her hand off irritably. “My own way.”


  “Have you ever even had a boyfriend? Because the little bit you’ve told me about Kellen is the most I’ve heard you say about a guy, in, like, ever.”


  Dale must have noticed the look on Mike’s face, because he put a hand under his wife’s elbow and urged her to her feet. “Your brother’s a big boy, hon. He can handle his love life on his own.” Dale kissed Corinne again. “I think it’s time you handled my love life. Let’s go to bed.”


  She grinned at Dale and followed him across the kitchen, but in the doorway, she paused to look back. “Mikey. Mike. I’m sorry if I’m getting into your business. I just want you to be happy, you know?”


  “I know.”


  “You’ll turn off the lights when you go upstairs?”


  “Of course.”


  “Good night, then.”


  “Good night.”


  Mike listened to them climbing the stairs to the second floor. There was a stumble and a pause, and he suspected an urgent kiss in the dim stairway. Then their bedroom door opened and shut. Silently, he blessed the sturdy construction of the old house. That was his sister. He so did not need to hear that.


  The kitchen clock ticked in muted rhythm. Somewhere outside, a car door slammed, then engine noise receded in the distance. He looked down at his bowl of soggy cereal, then pushed it aside.


  Molly, Corinne’s arthritic Golden Retriever, appeared at the table as if out of nowhere, guided by her leftover-food ESP. She wagged her moth-eaten tail slowly, her gaze fixed on the bowl. He rubbed her head and she leaned into his hand, her fur warm under his fingers. How sad is it, when patting the dog is the most affectionate touch I’ve managed to give anyone lately? At least she was appreciative. He scratched her ear until she groaned in canine pleasure.


  He didn’t need Corinne pointing out how pathetic he was. Thirty-seven years old, and no, he’d never had a boyfriend. Never done a whole lot of anything much. Back in school, he’d been short and geeky, with glasses and bad acne. He’d bounced between frozen silences and erratically running off at the mouth, especially in the face of any kind of stress. He’d felt so out of his depth. Sometimes just sitting behind Drew Anderson in algebra had meant a quick run to the bathroom to change his sweat-soaked T-shirt.


  Sadly, not a lot had changed. He was still short. Still a major geek. His perspiration stopped its Niagara Falls imitation around the time he hit thirty, and his skin had mostly cleared up. He’d bought better-looking glasses. He’d even learned to stick to silence in groups, and his tendency to blurt things out only occasionally tripped him up. But he was still weird Mikey Gilliam, who’d spent his whole life looking on from the outside.


  Corinne was right, damn her. He should get out more, go someplace other than work. The closest he had to relationships were the two-dimensional ones of the net, where the person on the other end felt like an intimate friend and yet could be some lying creep. He’d stayed smart enough to guard himself and keep things superficial in the land of avatars and catfishing. Except with Kellen, who’d somehow moved into real-friend territory.


  Mike took his bowl to the sink and rinsed the beige glop down the disposal. Molly’s ears drooped in disappointment, and she whined softly. He hardened his heart. She was already much fatter than was good for her. “Sorry, girl. You’ll have to wait till breakfast.” She sighed in almost human resignation, hefted her butt up off the floor and ambled to her bed beside the back door. Mike paused there to rub her silky ears in apology, before heading upstairs to his room.


  When he signed back into the computer on his desk, a flashing icon in the corner of the screen indicated a waiting message. He took a long sip of coffee and clicked it.


  ~Hi. You up tonight? The IM time was listed as half an hour ago. Kellen might’ve given up. Or not.


  He typed ~Sure. You know me. Night owl.


  In just a few seconds, Kellen’s reply came up on his screen. ~I was beginning to wonder. So, have you read the new Plakcy mystery yet?


  ~Not yet. He paused. If he was going to quit being so pathetic, here was a chance to start. He added, ~I do love Kimo, though. What a great character. Then he hesitated, hovering over the keyboard, because that was closer to out than he’d ever been, putting his admiration for a gay character down in words. Kellen’s gay. Kellen will be fine with it. He hit Enter.


  It was surely his imagination that made it look like there was hesitation, as the little note said kellen is typing and then stopped, and then kellen is typing and then stopped.


  The response finally popped up. ~Yeah, me too. Although I like Mike even more. Wouldn’t mind seeing more of the two of them together mixed in with the mysteries.


  Mike blew out a long slow breath. Okay. Okay! Before he could lose his nerve, he wrote, ~That’s even gayer than what I said.


  ~ :)


  A smiley. He put it on the line and got a freaking smiley back. Although in a way, he was glad Kellen wasn’t making a big thing out of it. ~I like that the focus is on the mysteries. Like Kimo’s just another guy, you know?


  ~Yeah. Except Kimo+Mike=hot.


  Oh God. He put his head down on his hands and breathed shallowly for a bit. Kellen knew now, for sure, and was telling Mike he knew. In a friendly way, not a get-away-from-me-you-stalker way. When Mike looked up, a string of messages from Kellen filled the screen.


  ~Don’t u think?


  ~They’re good together, at various levels.


  ~Including the scene where they’re in the bathroom.


  ~Mike?


  ~TMI??


  He quickly typed, ~No. Not TMI. I agree, very hot scene.


  ~So any other good reads lately?


  ~A few. Time to get things back into the comfort zone. ~Found this author Clinton McKinsey, wrote a series of thriller mysteries with mountain climbing in them and then stopped. Nothing for 5+ years. A pity.


  ~Gay MC?


  ~No, straight. Cool guy tho.


  There was a pause and then kellen is typing, followed by such a long pause Mike wondered if Kellen had wandered off into some other realm of the internet. They were both comfortable enough by now to do that, heading off to look at reviews or news, and then picking things back up when a new message pinged them. He was about to do the same himself when the next one appeared.


  ~Any interest in getting together to discuss it in person?


  Mike’s throat closed up. Sweat broke out under his arms. Yes! No. It was fatal and stupid and suicidal to risk this friendship on a face-to-face meeting. He knew so little about Kellen. Kellen knew even less about him. They were both close to forty, both loved books, especially mysteries, and enjoyed classic black-and-white films. And now they each knew the other was gay.


  But neither of them used their picture as an avatar. Kellen might be imagining him as someone who could talk as confidently as he typed, someone tall and self-assured with craggy good looks. Or someone athletic and smooth and fashionable. Not that Mike had ever claimed any of that, but he also hadn’t admitted to being five foot six and looking like Woody Allen.


  Apparently he’d hesitated too long, because another IM appeared. ~Never mind. Just a thought.


  ~No, that’s okay. I was off the page. Sure. I guess, maybe. What did you have in mind?


  He stared at his own words, treacherously dumped onto the net before he’d had time to reconsider. His index finger was apparently channeling Corinne.


  ~Coffee and a donut? And books. Do you know The Pastry Shack?


  ~On Lake Street off Lyndale?


  ~That’s the one. Friday evening?


  It was happening too fast, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to slow down. ~What time? I really don’t care.


  A quick correction. ~I mean, I’m flexible.


  Or not. ~Damn it. I mean, pick a time. He hid his face in his hands. He was so bad at this. Kellen must be laughing at him.


  ~Seven thirty?


  Apparently he hadn’t scared Kellen off. ~Sure. Seven thirty Friday. He had a sudden thought. ~How will I know you? The classic rose in your lapel? God, that was corny. He was so stupid. He should just send a picture, but he couldn’t even move to open the folder.


  ~How about a copy of Mahu on the table. Look for the guy who reminds you of Edward R. Murrow, but with less eyebrows and no cigarette. I’ll try to send you an actual picture later.


  ~Murrow is cool. He’s a good guy. Mike flipped screens rapidly, Googling the famous broadcaster. There were a lot of images. He wasn’t bad looking, in a world-weary, receding-hairline way.


  ~You’re checking him out, aren’t you?


  ~Maybe.


  ~That’s okay. So how will I know you?


  Mike panicked. It was the only explanation for the fact that he typed, ~I’ll wear the rose. And then logged out in a total collapse of sanity.


  What had he done? What the fucking hell had he just done? Kellen was the one person he’d managed to build a friendly relationship with, and now he’d promised to meet him without sending a picture first, without Skype, without any warning to Kellen about what a geek he was and how keeping a safe distance of a thousand pixels or more was a good idea. And he’d said he’d be wearing a rose. In the middle of summer, in a cafe where a T-shirt and shorts were standard. He wouldn’t even have a lapel. What was he going to do, hold it in his teeth?


  Why not? Give the guy a chance to run screaming before I get too close.


  He could wear some kind of jacket. Or a shirt with buttonholes. Something he could tuck a rosebud into briefly. Just until they met. Or he could play it for laughs and go formal. Or pin a corsage to his T-shirt. Or maybe just IM Kellen back and call the whole thing off. That was probably smartest.


  But he didn’t log back in and do it.


  He did spend far too many hours in the next two evenings looking up book covers with rosebuds and band T-shirts with roses. And beer shirts that said, “This Bud’s for you.” He did his online research on his desktop machine, where his mail client didn’t access his IMs.


  His laptop sat untouched until six forty-five on Friday night, when he heaved a sigh, put it and a couple of books in a battered canvas bag, and took a tiny white rosebud out of his mini-fridge. Sixteen different ways to be clever about this and here he was doing it without a trace of humor. That was funny in itself, right? He went down the stairs quietly, slipping past the kitchen where Corinne was humming as she cooked, and walked out to his car.


  The ancient Honda started okay for a change. He looked around its dingy interior. He could’ve bought something nicer any time in the last five years. The last ten years. He had the money. Too late now. Not that Kellen would be likely to see it, but he wished he was driving a really cool car. He wished there was anything cool about him. He put the old rust bucket in gear and headed downtown.


  ****


  Kellen folded his hands to stop tapping his fingers on the café table. It was almost eight. Clearly, Mike wasn’t coming. Or perhaps he’d come, not liked what he’d seen, and left again without making contact. The copy of Mahu was prominently displayed in front of the empty chair across the table. Mike could hardly have missed it.


  He’d known it was a bad sign when Mike hadn’t shown up on chat for three days. Mike was shy, almost skittish. It’d taken months of dancing around before he’d put out that little feeler about being gay. Kellen had a suspicion Mike was still in the closet.


  In which case, he wasn’t sure why he’d pushed for a face-to-face meeting. He had good friends from his days as a working stiff at Borders, back before they closed. He chatted almost daily with his neighbors and his other online buddies. Odds were, Mike wasn’t interested in anything more than a superficial two-person book club, and it wasn’t like Kellen lacked for that kind of casual company. Yet here he was, waiting half an hour for a closet case he’d never even met.


  And feeling stupidly let down that Mike had failed to show. Damn it. Even filtered through a keyboard, Mike was uniquely appealing. He was smart, obviously educated and well-read, and yet he discussed his delight in good books with an openness Kellen found oddly attractive. Kellen realized he’d been wanting to find out how that looked face-to-face.


  He checked his watch again. He’d give it ten more minutes. He was starting to regret having suggested this meet-up. If he’d managed to scare Mike off completely, Kellen’s evenings were going to be… well, not lonely, but definitely more boring.


  He’d just about decided to pack it in and go home when the door to the café popped open and a man came rushing in. The guy looked too young to be Mike— early thirties, short and skinny, with tousled light brown hair and wire-framed glasses. A battered canvas bag thumped against his hip as he hesitated, drawing a breath. He darted a look around the room, and then headed straight for Kellen.


  He stopped at the empty chair, breathing heavily, and held out a wilted rosebud. “Here. You must be you. I mean Kellen. I assume. Damn, it’s almost eight. Sorry. So sorry I’m late. I’m surprised you’re still here. I wouldn’t have been.” Then he dropped the bud on the table, collapsed into the chair and rubbed at his face with his hands. It was obviously meant to look casual and was just as obviously the next best thing to hiding.


  Kellen bit his lip against the laugh rising in him. “You must be Mike.”


  “Yeah.”


  What Kellen could see past Mike’s hands amounted to a pair of blazing-red ears and a hint of cheekbones roughened slightly by the patina of old acne scars. His fingers were well-shaped, though, and his toffee-colored hair looked soft and thick. Kellen searched for words to make him feel at ease. “I’m glad you made it. I was hoping you would.”


  “Really?” Mike glanced up briefly, then turned away to stare blankly out the window. “Mistake on your part.”


  “I don’t think so.” Kellen slid his chair back. “Let me get you something to drink while you catch your breath. I know you like coffee. Black? Cream? Sugar? Or something cold?”


  “Cream. Two sugars.”


  “Got it.” While he waited at the counter, Kellen kept his eyes on Mike’s back. He half expected Mike to take off again, but instead he ran a hand over his hair, mussing it worse than ever, then slid the strap of his bag off his shoulder and sat up straight. Kellen collected the two cups and carried them over. “That one’s yours. I like it black.”


  Mike buried his face in his cup for a moment. Then he set it down and met Kellen’s eyes. “I really did leave on time. I swear.”


  “I don’t doubt it.” That was the truth, now that Mike was sitting there all flustered in the other seat. “What happened?”


  “There was a dog. Over on Franklin. I guess it got away from its owner and ran out onto the road. Anyway, the guy coming the other way dodged it, but he clipped my fender and I hit the hydrant. The dog was okay. Luckily. But the car’s kind of wrecked. So then the cops came and the tow trucks, and it took forever to get the paperwork straightened out. I don’t think I’ll be at fault. I hope not. Although they may declare my car a loss. And it was way past seven thirty.” Mike dropped his gaze to his hands. “But I figured it was only ten blocks. And you might maybe…if I hurried and the coffee was good or you’d brought a book…” He gritted his teeth and finished, “…still be waiting.”


  “You walked ten blocks?”


  “I ran ten fucking blocks.” Mike sighed. “I’m a soaking mess. You may not want to sit too close.”


  “You look fine to me.” You look hot. Both kinds of hot. Kellen already knew better than to say that.


  “I bet I don’t smell fine, though. I bet I smell like a locker room. Shit!” Mike’s face disappeared back between his hands. “I haven’t babbled like this in years.”


  Kellen reached out and touched Mike’s wrist with one finger. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I used to be ten times worse. Back in school, which you don’t want to hear about, because yeah, twenty years ago, right? Anyway, I had two speeds, silent and motormouth. But now I’m usually ten times better. Except when it matters. Like tonight.”


  “I’ll take it as a compliment, that it matters.”


  “Oh.” Mike looked up, eyes wide.


  “Relax, drink your coffee and get your breath back. I’m just glad you made it here in one piece. Is the car badly damaged?”


  “Hard to tell. The airbag didn’t even go off, but the tow truck guy looked pretty happy.”


  “But you’re not hurt? You’re sure?”


  “No. I’m fine.” Mike picked up his cup and took a few long swallows. “Thank you. For the drink and for waiting.”


  “My pleasure.” Kellen picked up the rosebud off the table and twirled it in his fingers. “You actually brought the rose. I wondered.”


  “I had a dozen other versions in mind, but in the end I decided to play it straight. I’m a pretty straight kind of guy.” Mike winced. “Except when I’m not. Then I kind of wished I’d gone for the T-shirt version. I had to chase down the tow truck to get that flower out of my car. I didn’t remember it until the last minute. I bet the driver thought I was some kind of psycho running after him. I’m probably lucky he didn’t gun it and leave me in the dust. Not that there was dust.”


  Kellen tucked the stem inside the cover of his book. “I’ll treasure it.”


  “It’s just a flower. Symbolic.”


  Kellen racked his mind for ways to set Mike at ease. Not that he doesn’t look good all flustered. “You’re really thirty-seven? You don’t look a day over thirty. Usually guys I meet on the internet look older in person, not younger.”


  “I don’t look that young, do I? I don’t ever get carded anymore. Well, of course, I don’t go to bars… but I buy wine sometimes. I do drink alcohol, just not in public. Of course, you said thirty, not twenty-one. I… Thank you. And you don’t look that much like Murrow in person. Except maybe your nose.”


  “And the receding hairline.”


  “I didn’t notice. I mean, you look better than he did. Especially without the big eyebrows.” Mike bit his lip and stopped talking.


  “Thanks. So. Read any good books lately?”


  Mike laughed. He had a quiet laugh with a little snort at the end that made Kellen’s lips quirk up in sympathy. And suddenly they were all right. They talked about the book they’d taken on as a buddy read, agreeing that the author’s need to prove he’d done his research got in the way of the storytelling. Mike eased up as they talked, still speaking in fits and starts, soft-spoken, but with an understated, to-the-point intelligence that Kellen had appreciated from their first online conversation. Kellen found himself watching Mike’s face, his mouth, waiting for the quick smile that heralded a pithy comment.


  When they’d beaten the book’s failings to death, Kellen cast about for something else to discuss. Mike reached down and pulled out a couple of books from his canvas bag, two classic out-of-print mysteries Kellen remembered mentioning weeks ago. He passed them over, and Kellen leafed through them carefully. “These are in good shape.”


  “They’re my old copies. Go ahead and borrow them.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “They were just sitting on my shelf. Books are meant to be read, not looked at.”


  “Thank you.” Kellen grinned. “We’ll have to set up another meeting for me to give them back.”


  “I guess. How fast do you read?”


  “If I’ll have to wait to see you again till I’m done, I’m thinking I can read pretty damned fast.”


  Mike glanced out the darkened window of the café. “You could IM me when you’re finished.”


  “Sure. I can do that.” Kellen set the books carefully on his side of the table. “So, what else do you do for fun?”


  Mike shook his head, his hair falling into his eyes. “Not much.” He checked his watch.


  Kellen could practically feel Mike pulling back. Normally he’d take that as a sign that the date wasn’t working out and find a graceful exit. This time he wasn’t sure what kind of signals he was getting. “Do you need to be somewhere?”


  “Not really. I live with my sister, but it’s not like she’ll be waiting up for me. Although it’s not that late. I just… I was up early. And it may take a while to get back home.”


  Kellen considered suggesting they go somewhere else, maybe get a drink or take in a movie, anything to prolong the evening. But even more than a long evening, he wanted to have a next evening. “Would you like a ride home? Since you don’t have your car?”


  Mike glanced up. “You wouldn’t mind? If it’s out of your way, I could call a cab. Or my sister would pick me up.”


  “Are you kidding? A chance to find out where you live?” Kellen paused as Mike looked startled. “That’s okay, that I’ll find out where you live?”


  After a brief hesitation, Mike said, “Yeah. That’s fine. I appreciate the ride.”


  Kellen led the way to his car, and they pulled out into traffic in silence. Mike gave occasional terse directions. Kellen allowed himself a quick glance at Mike at each light, catching little unsatisfying glimpses, Mike’s face lit green, then starkly white, then faint orange from a neon sign. His eyes were shadowed, but Kellen thought they turned his way almost as often.


  Mike directed him to pull up in front of an older three-story house in a middle-class neighborhood. Kellen put the car in park but left it running. He’d let Mike make the first move.


  Mike glanced over at him. “Thanks for the lift.”


  “No problem.”


  “I guess I’ll see you again. When you finish the books.”


  “If not before.”


  “Thanks. For, um, suggesting this. It was fun.” Mike held out his hand.


  Kellen took it. He had a sudden impulse to pull Mike in and kiss him. To gently take off those glasses and find out how stunned he could make Mike look using just his mouth. He squeezed Mike’s hand firmly and let go instead. “Get on chat later. I’ll be there.”


  “Um. Okay.”


  Mike got out of the car, retrieved his bag and closed the door. Kellen made sure he was clear, and drove away without looking back. He realized he was whistling a little tune to himself. Despite that being the most PG date he’d been on in years, he’d had fun. He’d just have to heat things up a bit the next time.


  ****


  Mike stood at the curb watching the car pull away. So that was Kellen. He could no longer remember what he’d expected from the emailed picture and months of conversation. Those expectations had been overwritten by the reality of the man. Kellen was tall and solid and dark and so sure of himself. He was the kind of guy who should’ve taken one look at Mike and moved right along. But he hadn’t.


  Mike hadn’t lived his whole life on a desert island. He’d recognized those curious looks Kellen had been giving him. At least he thought he did. Kellen’s gaze had dropped to Mike’s mouth and lingered there, more than once. Other times, Kellen had smiled slow and lazy when he really had nothing to smile about. Kellen had touched him, too, a lot. Little touches on his hand, his arm, his shoulder, a bump of knee on knee. Despite all the reasons he shouldn’t be, Kellen was interested.


  So why am I standing here on the side of the road after a nice, polite handshake?


  No matter how he cared to dodge acknowledging it, he’d met Kellen hoping for more. Hoping for something they couldn’t do over the internet, and that handshake didn’t count. And then he’d chickened out.


  I’m just not ready. He could pretend it was the stress of the accident, the bruises on his shoulder, the sweat drying on his shirt. But couldn’t deny the truth. It’d been too soon, too nerve-wracking to face tonight, even if he’d shown up with every hair in place. He did want to see Kellen again. He wanted to hear his deep voice and smell the hint of cologne on his skin. Eventually, Mike hoped they’d do a hell of a lot more than shake hands. But not yet.


  He rolled his eyes at himself. He needed to man the hell up and start taking chances.


  “Mike?” Corinne said from the front door. “Mike, is that you? Why are you just standing there? Where’s your car? Are you drunk?”


  “Jesus, yell that out for the neighbors, why don’t you?” He was happy to turn his self-disgust into sibling disdain. “For your information, I’m not drunk. There was a little accident.”


  “Accident?” She hurried down the steps toward him. “How bad? Are you hurt?”


  He sighed. She meant well. “I’m fine.” He slung an arm around her shoulders. “Wish I could say the same for the car, but it was the other guy’s fault, so his insurance should cover it.”


  “I hope so. You’re sure you’re all right?” When Mike nodded, she leaned into his arm. “Maybe now you’ll finally buy a nicer car. So what happened? Who brought you home?”


  “A fender-bender. And a friend,” he said firmly, guiding her back into the house. As he pushed the door shut, the laptop in his bag bumped his hip. I wonder if Kellen will be online later.


  “Anyone I know?” she persisted.


  He shook his head.


  “Really? That’s all the story I get?”


  Dale interrupted from the foot of the stairs. “Everything okay?”


  Corinne said, “I guess. Mike had an accident, his car is in the shop, and he got a lift from a friend. He’s being cryptic.” She went over to Dale, but looked archly at Mike. “So, who was it, Mikey?”


  He hoped the heat flushing his face was hidden by the dimness of the hallway.


  But maybe not, because Dale put a hand over Corinne’s mouth and quirked an eyebrow at Mike. “You might want to get while the getting’s good.”


  “Thanks.”


  As he passed them and climbed the stairs, he could hear their voices below. “Dammit, Dale, I just wondered.”


  And Dale’s slow drawl. “Honey, there’s friendly curiosity, and then there’s just plain nosiness. You don’t need to know.”


  “I guess. Next time you do that, though, I’ll bite you.”


  “Oooh, promise?”


  Mike thought he heard Corinne choke off a laugh, and breathed a prayer of thanks for a brother-in-law who could handle her, as he let himself into his bedroom.


  For a long time, he puttered. He slid the laptop out of his bag and plugged it in. He put away all the T-shirts he’d left draped over the bed, and all the books he’d taken out to choose from. He kicked out of his shoes, and peeled his socks off sweaty feet.


  His shirt was no longer damp, but he bent his head to sniff. Despite Kellen’s assurances, the pits were pretty rank. Oh God, I must’ve stunk up his car. No wonder he went for the handshake. He yanked the T-shirt off and tossed it into the hamper with suddenly shaking hands.


  A shower. I need another shower. Not letting himself dwell on what Kellen might’ve thought, he snagged a pair of clean shorts and padded down the hallway to his bathroom. He avoided looking in the mirror, as he stripped the rest of the way and turned on the water.


  Little snippets of the evening’s conversation played back in his head. Jesus, he’d been a dork, babbling everything that came into his head, almost like back in high school. Embarrassment tinged so many of his memories, lingering long after the good stuff faded.


  It’d been his familiar pattern. He either said nothing, or all the wrong things. He’d sometimes tried to apply science and logic, even made conversation flow charts and flash cards, but small talk and emotions defied reason. A comment that should’ve been correct made people stare at him like he’d dropped in from outer space.


  And if his mouth wasn’t betraying him, some other body part was. Like his one disastrous dating attempt in high school, when his chin had chosen that day to break out in a newly hideous blemish. Of course, if he hadn’t nervously picked at it while sitting across from Leon. If he hadn’t somehow managed to pop it and squirt… Yeah, that hadn’t gone well, especially when he’d laughed, in horrified disbelief. That moment had lived on in his nightmares for years.


  He closed his eyes, trying not to relive it. Was it better or worse than his one foray to a gay bar in college, just turned twenty-one, away from home and ready to try his luck? If he hadn’t decided to calm his nerves with a couple of drinks first, or if his current favorite class hadn’t been pathology. The guy who’d said, “So what’re you studying?” hadn’t really wanted a description of how a necrotic tumor could be properly dissected. Neither had the guy two seats down, with the queasy stomach. He winced, as that humiliating memory replayed in full Technicolor.


  The sound of water in the shower pulled him back to the present. He stepped in with a sigh. The only thing he’d done right this time was talk about Kellen’s favorite books. Even at thirty-seven, you obviously couldn’t take the geek out of the boy.


  Kellen might’ve actually liked his geekiness. Maybe. I hope. He’d seemed to smile at the times when Mike had gotten earnest about a novel, and leaned forward intently to make a point. And it hadn’t been a you-are-such-a-dope smile. Kellen’s attention had come across as real. Maybe I didn’t screw it up completely.


  The shower was wonderful, slicking Mike’s hair off his forehead, warm water streaming down his chest. He felt tired and yet oddly energized. His shoulder was sore from the seat belt, and he poked at a few lovely bruises beginning to color up. The water hit a popped blister on his left heel, setting it stinging. But the heat and massage of the spray on his body soothed him, slowly settling him comfortably in his skin.


  He closed his eyes, thinking of Kellen. Dark hair, intent eyes, clever mouth. He found himself mildly aroused. Not enough to do anything about it, just a nice hum of sensation and awareness that he hadn’t had in far too long. He pictured Kellen’s hands, Kellen’s wide shoulders. It had been years since he’d had a real man in his mind’s eye, instead of some perfectly molded plastic porn star.


  After a long pleasant daze under the spray, he straightened and rinsed off. When he stepped out, the bathroom was steamy and warm, the mirror anonymously fogged. Nothing to break the spell. He toweled off and pulled on his shorts, which clung to his damp skin. The relative cool of the hallway made him shiver pleasantly.


  He considered getting right into bed, ending the day on this comfortable note. He was more than ready for sleep. But he decided he should probably turn on his laptop, if only to be sure it’d survived the crash intact. He took it into bed with him and propped it up on his knees.


  It powered up fine. Safest to leave it at that. But he decided to just check his e-mail. Couldn’t hurt. There, along with an article he’d requested, and a few spam messages offering to enhance his anatomy, his bank account, or both, was that little flashing IM tab in the lower left corner.


  He almost chickened out, not wanting to wreck his good mood. But not knowing would be worse. He clicked it.


  ~Hey, Mike. You got home okay?


  He let out a breath. Nothing bad. Time-stamped half an hour ago. A quick calculation suggested Kellen had waited about twenty-five minutes between dropping him off and sending that. Maybe that was how far away he lived.


  Mike typed, ~You dropped me at my door. Was there really any doubt?


  The answer popped up almost immediately. ~Ah, there you are.


  ~Yep.


  ~It was just something to say. I had a good time. You?


  ~Other than the car crash, the blister, and too much caffeine for that hour of evening, yeah, not bad. He hit Enter, then reread it. Oops. Wow, that didn’t sound good, did it? ~I mean, it was fun. I had fun.


  ~We’ll have to do even better next time.


  He poised his hands over the keys and then slowly typed, ~Yeah. I guess so.


  ~Sleep well, Mike.


  ~You too.


  Kellen’s icon blinked offline. Gone. Without dumping me. He said “next time.” Mike shut the laptop off. He was suddenly too tired to get up and put it away properly. Bending over, he laid it carefully on the floor, and pushed it well away from the bed. Then he clicked off the headboard light and slipped down under the sheets.


  The house was quiet. His head throbbed. He could blame the aftereffects of music and caffeine, but the coffee shop hadn’t been that loud, and those three cups of the good stuff were truthfully not much more than his regular nightcap. He was still too keyed up to sleep.


  He rolled over and slid his face against the pillow, the soft fabric brushing back and forth on his lips. After a few minutes, he eased a hand into his shorts, surprised to find himself hard again. He debated reaching for the lube and the tissues. But in some odd way, he cherished the low throb of unsatisfied arousal that pulsed in him. He rubbed himself, just a pressure of his palm, no grip, no pull. Desire rose and ebbed in him, need almost reaching the point of no return and then slowly falling away. Eventually, still half hard, he slept.


  Chapter Two


  Kellen straightened up from his keyboard and tilted the screen, to get rid of glare from the window. Not that it would fix the wordy mess in front of him. His job was final line edits and proofreading, but this manuscript still needed a total rewrite. Or maybe a dumpster fire.


  They don’t pay me nearly enough for this. He pushed back his chair. A quick walk in his garden would give his back a stretch and his mind a break.


  His townhouse was the end unit in the row. He’d partly chosen it for the small side yard, where he’d coaxed some climbing roses up a trellis. Out in the warm sunshine, he paused to admire the white blooms and green leaves against the red brick. He wasn’t ashamed to admit he loved flowers. It was a legacy from his mother and the sprawling garden they’d had when he was a kid.


  Well, Mom still had the big garden, of course, but her roses had died out over the years. They took a lot of care and protection from the Minnesota winters. More work than Mom could manage these days.


  Kellen bent to nip a dead blossom from the stem, aware of a twist of guilt. He really should get out to Mom’s place more often to check on things. The drive was barely two hours. But in the last year, she’d started acting so insulted if he tried to help her out.


  How long since I’ve been up there? He realized it had to be over two months, pushing three. He still called her on the phone every week, but he’d let actual trips home slide.


  Maybe this weekend, although I had other hopes. He brightened, realizing that Mike’s house was a half hour in the same direction. He could use a dutiful-son visit to Mom as an excuse to stop and see Mike again. A good excuse, so Mike wouldn’t feel pressured.


  “Hey, Kellen!”


  He turned to see his neighbor waving to him. Tossing the dead bloom into his compost bin, he made his way two doors down. “Hey, Patrick, what’re you doing home on a weekday?”


  “End of term, dummy.” Patrick stretched in sensuous enjoyment. “I have the next ten glorious weeks completely free.”


  “I thought you were teaching summer school.”


  “I applied, but they didn’t need me.” Patrick shrugged. “The money would’ve been nice, but the time off is going to be awesome.”


  “I guess that’s good.” Kellen knew money was tight for Patrick and his boyfriend, Art, but Patrick was a glass-half-full person. “Any cool plans?”


  “For starters, I’m going to completely repaint the condo. You know what they call that color we have now? Condominium Beige.” Patrick shuddered dramatically. “It has to go. I wish we could do new carpet too, but not without the summer school money. But fixing the walls is a start. I’m going to have great fun choosing the colors. With Art’s help, of course.”


  “Of course.” Kellen hid a smile. Art was a decade older than Patrick, and quieter. He tended to stand back and look on with bemused affection when Patrick’s enthusiasm ran high.


  “And then in middle of August, Art will have ten days off, and we’re going camping. Really roughing it with tents and everything. He promised to teach me how to fly-fish and build a fire and all that stuff.”


  “Um, that sounds good.”


  Patrick laughed brightly. “You’re wondering how many minutes I’ll survive without the internet and a blow-dryer, right?”


  “Maybe?”


  “Don’t worry. I like my comforts, but I know how to do without stuff. You should see Art’s face light up when we talk about it. I don’t think I’ve seen him so excited since the day he figured out I like to top.”


  “Ugh. TMI, dude.” Kellen couldn’t help smiling. Patrick was like a private ball of sunshine.


  “Yeah, right, like you don’t get the play-by-play from Art anyway. So, how’s the writing? You still thinking about that publisher’s contract?”


  “I’ve decided not to do it. I think. They insist on having the final say on every word. And they want ten years exclusive. That’s too long. I’m going to say no.”


  Patrick shook his head slowly. “D’you ever think maybe you’re aiming too high? That’s what, two contracts you’ve turned down now? Don’t you think it might be worth being flexible, to get your first novel out there?”


  Two contracts, and a couple of rejections, too. Kellen definitely worried he was aiming too high, but this book was his baby, the first in a series, the story he’d put all his heart into when he lost his Borders job. Both publishers had wanted the rights to take over the whole series. He just couldn’t compromise. “You think I’m being a control freak?”


  “You?” Patrick put on an expression of aghast disbelief. “Never.”


  “I’m going to self-publish. I know it’s more work and risky, but it’s the only way I’ll be sure my book comes out right.”


  “Well, you’re the author, and the one with bookstore experience. I’m cheering for you, whatever you decide.”


  “I know. Thank you.” Kellen rubbed his hand on his thigh, and smeared some of the decayed-blossom residue from his fingertips to the denim. Damn, these are good jeans. He yanked his hand away. “I should go back in and make some kind of final decision.”


  “If you want to talk, you know where to find me. Although come in carefully. I might be up a ladder with a paint can.”


  “Thanks. You’re a good man.”


  Patrick’s sweet smile had deep dimples. “I try.”


  Kellen headed back inside. He stopped in the kitchen to scrub at the stain on his jeans. So stupid. He had no money for anything new right now. Well, it wasn’t very noticeable.


  Upstairs, he sat down in front of his computer and pulled up his e-mail. The publisher’s contract was there, waiting to be e-signed and returned. He checked the terms again.


  His reply declining the offer was there too, as a draft. He opened it and read it through. He hoped it didn’t sound too egotistical. He didn’t want to burn any bridges.


  Slowly he edged his cursor on the reply toward Send. The arrow sat there, blinking. Most new writers would jump at this offer. I must be crazy.


  Before he could change his mind, again, he clicked Send. Nausea roiled his stomach as he watched the progress bar run through its length. Too late to change his mind. Of course, there were more publishers to try, or he might get an agent… No. He needed to have the strength of his convictions.


  Done. Self-pub coming up when his hands stopped shaking. Time for a distraction.


  He checked his IM buddy list. As expected, Mike wasn’t online. Whatever he did, it was a day job. Kellen went back to his email, hit Write, typed M, and Mike popped right up at the top of his contact list.


  He typed: Hey, I might be heading out your way on Saturday for an errand. Any chance we could get together? I’m pretty flexible about when and where. Although you should know, I’m definitely not flexible about certain other choices. Tell me what time will work for you. K.


  He grinned a little, thinking about Mike reading the quip. Would his slightly prominent ears turn red? Would that subtle hint be enough for him to guess that Kellen was a top, pure and simple? Kellen hoped that would be okay with Mike. Maybe he’d miss the innuendo, though. Kellen didn’t think Mike had a lot of experience. Well, if innuendo didn’t cut it, Kellen could always move on to being obvious.


  He’d come home from that first date thinking Mike was cute but too geeky and shy. After the third time he found himself jerking off while thinking about Mike’s expressive hands and shaggy hair and blue eyes, he decided that geeky and shy seemed to have become his type.


  He doubted he’d hear back from Mike before evening. Clicking out of his e-mail, he reached for his phone.


  His mom took six rings to answer her landline. That was par for the course these days. Between her hearing and her knees, she usually responded slowly. Still, he felt a little shot of relief when she did pick up.


  “Hello? Who is it?”


  “Hey, Mom. It’s Kellen.”


  “Kellen? Oh, how nice. I was just thinking about you. Those big orange flowers are in bloom outside.”


  “Orange flowers? Oh, the tiger lilies?”


  “Yes, that’s right. So lovely.”


  “I’ll bet.” He frowned. As she got older, his mother was losing some of her English. Originally born in Germany, she’d come to the US as a bride and lived here for over fifty years, but she’d never quite lost her accent or the turns of phrase. Lately he’d noticed her slipping more often.


  Well, it was understandable. She was seventy-nine. Kellen had been born after his parents had almost given up hope of a child, and he had no brothers or sisters. He really should visit more often. “So, Mom, I’m thinking about coming to see you this Saturday. Would that be okay?”


  “Of course you could come out. So nice to see you. Do you want to come for lunch? I could get the weisswurst you like so much.”


  “Sure. That’d be great. Although you don’t have to shop specially for me.”


  “It’s no trouble, Kellenli. I like to do shopping. I’ll get the little breads you like too. And butter. We can walk in the garden.”


  “Sure, Mom.”


  He hung up, still frowning. She sounded just a little frailer every time they spoke, but she was still independent, fiercely determined to do everything on her own. He could’ve easily picked up the extra groceries for her, but she wouldn’t appreciate that. He wondered what she meant by little breads. Her favorite croissants maybe?


  He hoped her knees were still bothering her enough to make driving uncomfortable, so she’d end up riding the bus instead. And isn’t that fucking backwards? I shouldn’t be grateful for her arthritis. But he was. Formally taking away the keys to her car would be a bitter fight, even though she hadn’t driven it in months. Maybe he could persuade her to sell it. Appeal to her thriftiness. Remove the risk that way.


  Getting old sucked. He’d just turned forty. With luck, he still had half a lifetime to go before someone had to take away his car keys for his own good.


  Damn it. Wasn’t it just last year I was leaving home, with big plans to be published before I was thirty, and Mom saying how she’d have more time for her garden? An urgent pang tightened his throat and blurred his eyes.


  He reached for his phone again, hesitated, then brought up another number. The tight feeling in his chest wasn’t going away. Just a quick word. Hell, I’ll probably have to leave him a message. He touched the contact. After two rings, a deep voice answered. “Ron Portman.”


  “Hey, Ron, it’s you. No secretary anymore?”


  “You called my personal cell phone, you jerk. If you want to talk to Mary, you can call the business line.”


  Kellen felt a rush of warmth at hearing Ron’s voice, even over the miles. “So you do still have the dragon lady?”


  “Hush. Don’t speak her name, or she might appear and give me the lecture about billable hours. Speaking of which, why are you calling me in the middle of the day? Everything okay?”


  “Yeah. Fine. Just… I don’t know, I wanted to touch base.”


  “Well, you don’t sound perfectly fine, but if it’s not urgent, call me tonight when I have time to chat, okay?”


  “Yeah. Tonight. Sure. Sorry to bug you.”


  “Kellen, man, you know you can bug me anytime if you really need to?”


  “Nah. Just a few little things.”


  “Well, call me tonight, all right? Don’t blow it off like you always do. I’ll be waiting to hear from you. You pretend this never happened, and I’ll come after you.”


  “Jesus, it’s not a big deal.”


  “Mr. I-can-handle-it-myself called during a weekday. There’s something going on.”


  “I’ll talk to you tonight.”


  “You’d better.”


  Kellen disconnected and stared at the phone, wondering why he’d done that. There was no reason to bug Ron. Mom’s vagueness was nothing new. Really, his life was pretty stable right now. Good and maybe even getting better, if he self-pubbed the book and managed to convince Mike to try another date. He was on top of things. He had no idea what he’d even wanted to talk to Ron about.


  Maybe just to remember I have someone out there who cares, who isn’t eighty years old?


  Firmly, he tucked his phone back in his hip pocket, pulled up the manuscript he was supposed to be editing, and set himself back to earning a few much-needed dollars. God, this author was wordy. For fun, he did a count on the sentence he was parsing. Fifty-seven words! And yet she had a contract from a well-known publisher, who’d turned him down. He sighed and went back to noting which commas really should be periods.


  ****


  Saturday afternoon, Mike hovered in his room, inspecting himself in the mirror. He took pride in not having gone through seventeen changes of shirt this time. Only about ten. He’d ended up in this soft, rust-brown polo, and his favorite faded jeans. Hopefully he didn’t look too casual.


  Kellen had invited him to a silent film festival playing downtown, with a newly remastered version of Le Voyage Dans La Lune. That should be a casual thing, surely?


  He was going to a movie with a guy. A gay guy who was single and who knew Mike was single. That was a date, right? Come to think of it, the bit about being single was mostly an assumption, because they’d never explicitly said that.


  Two months of chatting online, one evening face-to-face, and neither of them had revealed anything personal. A lot of talk about books, movies, bad restaurant meals, public transit, the space program, forensics— anything but life stories. Well, he’d made his mind up that would change tonight, even if it turned him awkward and stammering. That quip about not being flexible in Kellen’s e-mail was definitely a come-on, and Mike was determined to ask a few questions before he got anywhere near the idea of coming.


  Although, Jesus, look at that. In the mirror, he could see his face flushed red from his neck to the tips of his ears, just from thinking about that conversation. What a total dork. Look at that guy. He’s cool and confident about asking another guy if he’s single, and if he really likes to top.


  He snorted. Just… not. But if he couldn’t do this at thirty-seven, with a guy he already liked, it was never going to happen. Maybe don’t lead with blurting out those questions, though. He took a breath, waiting for his ridiculous blush to fade.


  One last check of his pockets for the essentials— wallet, phone, tissues, breath mints. Condoms? He shook his head. The box he had was ancient. Anyway, no matter how brave he was pretending to be, he didn’t plan to take things that far today. Might be time to buy a new box, though. He gritted his teeth, feeling sweat break out on his forehead. Holy Jesus and all his freaking disciples, ridiculous was a mild word for him. He resolutely headed downstairs.


  Corinne glanced up from where she was scrapbooking photos from her oldest girl’s graduation, only three years after the fact. “Hey, Mikey, going out?” Then her eyes narrowed. “You look nice. You combed your hair. Going out with someone?”


  “I comb my hair every day,” he growled. “I do have some level of personal grooming. And the shirt’s a year old.”


  “Compared to the ten-year-old stuff you usually wear on the weekend, it’s practically date clothes.” She sat up straighter, putting down her scissors. “You are going somewhere special.”


  “I’m going to see a movie. Not that it’s any of your business.” He suddenly wished he’d made plans to meet Kellen there, but riding together had seemed logical. He sighed. “And someone’s picking me up. Don’t get all excited.”


  “The same someone who drove you home on Tuesday?” She grinned. “A male someone?”


  “Where the hell is Dale when you need to be sat on?”


  “He’s at the grocery store buying beer. So will we get to meet this someone? When?”


  “On a cold day in hell?” Mike let himself out the front door and wandered down to the curb. However dumb it looked to stand by the road waiting, it was better than having Kellen come up to the house and into Corinne’s overenthusiastic sphere.


  When Kellen pulled up ten minutes later, Mike swung quickly into the passenger side and slammed the door. “Drive and don’t look back!”


  Kellen peeled away for the curb with a little squeal of tires. “Do I want to know why?”


  “Nosy older sister. We don’t want to go there. Trust me.”


  Kellen laughed, and relaxed. “Yeah, you said you live with your sister. Just the two of you?”


  “Nope. Her husband too, thank God. Usually he can keep a leash on Corinne, but the traitor’s out buying beer right now and abandoned me.”


  “You seem to have made your escape.”


  “Just wait till I get home.”


  Some of the humor left Kellen’s face. “Will she make things hard for you? Does she know you’re gay?”


  “What? Oh no, don’t get the wrong impression.” Mike put a reassuring hand on Kellen’s thigh, then realized and pulled it back quickly. “She knows. She’s fine with it. She’s too fine with it. I only got her to stop trying to fix me up on blind dates when we were younger by threatening to put Tabasco on her—” He stopped short.


  “Okay, I bite. On her what?”


  “Tampons.”


  Luckily, Kellen’s snort seemed amused.


  “She’s my sister. It’s not as gross as… Well, okay, it was a gross idea, but the threat worked.”


  “I’m sure it did.” But Kellen’s smile faded, and his body tensed up. He stared fixedly out the windshield.


  Dammit, off on the wrong foot before we’re even out of sight of the house. He shouldn’t have mentioned his sister. Or tampons. Mentioning tampons to a guy who didn’t have a sister was probably a bad idea. Mentioning it again to apologize was probably worse. He looked unhappily out the side window, pretending to care about the scenery.


  Kellen drove smoothly through the crowded streets, avoiding the kamikaze pedestrians, but eventually he said, “Would you mind very much if we didn’t go see that movie?”


  “Huh? No. That’s okay. Do you have something else you need to do? You should’ve just said so. We could have rescheduled. Or just skipped it. I’d be fine with skipping it, because you know silent films don’t interest me as much as the Golden Age…” He was babbling. He should probably stop now. He pulled in a slow breath through his nose. “Can you give me a ride home, or should I catch a bus?”


  “What?” Kellen frowned. “Oh, hell no. I didn’t mean I wanted to end our date. I’m just too restless to sit through a movie. I was hoping we could go walk around the lake or something.”


  “Oh. Sure. We could do that.” He hesitated. “So this is a date.”


  Kellen gave him a little wry smile. “Of course it is. Afternoon out, a movie. What did you think it was?”


  Mike shrugged one shoulder. “Could have just been two friends seeing a movie.”


  “I have other friends I could do that with.”


  Mike didn’t. He turned back to the window. Damn the man for seeming so calm when everything he said made Mike’s stomach do loops like some insane roller coaster. Although Kellen seemed less assured today. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, and his smiles seemed perfunctory.


  Mike said tentatively, “So we could walk for a while. I like walking. Is there something in particular making you—” How had Kellen phrased it? “—restless?”


  “Family stuff.” Kellen shrugged and almost visibly shoved away whatever was on his mind, forcing a smile. “Anyway, I can see the movie anytime. I want to know more about you. Being friends online makes this a weird first date. Or second, even. I know you have a strong science background and can discuss DNA evidence, but not what job you do. I know which book you take to bed when you can’t sleep, but I don’t know your last name.”


  “Gilliam. My last name. And I’m a pathologist.”


  “Really?” Kellen gave him a startled look. “You cut up dead bodies?”


  “You’re thinking of a medical examiner. I mostly look at slides.”


  “Still, should I be calling you Doctor?”


  “No. I mean, yeah, I have the degrees, but it always seems a little pretentious to use the title.” Once, he’d hoped to become a real physician, but his excruciating shyness had proved impossible to overcome. Spending his days asking patients embarrassing questions about their private lives and bowel habits? Just no. Do not start babbling about bowels or anything else mortifying right now. Quickly he asked, “What about you?”


  “Kellen Brodie.”


  “And your job?”


  “I used to be an assistant store manager for Borders. I’m currently a proofreader.” Mike thought he heard a hesitation at the end of that sentence, though, and saw the hint of a flush on Kellen’s cheekbones. He raised an eyebrow, held his tongue, and waited. And waited.


  “And I’m a writer.”


  “Yeah? That’s great! Published?”


  “Well, no, not yet. There is that small detail.”


  “Still, that’s so cool. What kind of books do you write?”


  “I just finished a mystery. Gay protagonist. Nothing that probably hasn’t been done better a dozen times.”


  “I doubt that.” Not if it met Kellen’s own high standards. “Have you submitted it anywhere?”


  “Yeah.” Kellen went silent as he navigated the parked-up streets leading to the lakefront, cruising slowly. They passed a single open space along the curb under a tall oak. “Hey, shade.” He deftly backed up and maneuvered the car into the space.


  Surprised at his own daring, Mike reached out and put a hand on Kellen’s arm. “Don’t keep me in suspense. Your book was accepted, right?”


  “Sort of.” Kellen opened his door and got out of the car, walking away without looking back.


  Mike gritted his teeth and followed, hurrying to catch up with Kellen’s long-legged stride as he headed toward the water. “How sort of?”


  Kellen stopped and turned toward him. “I turned them down.”


  “You what? Why? Lousy royalties?”


  “No, the money was okay. I just didn’t like some of the terms of the contract.”


  “Oh. Well, that’s reasonable. What now? Another publisher or the self-pub route?”


  Kellen stared at him. “You don’t think I’m crazy?”


  “Not if you didn’t like the contract. We’ve both been on the book chat sites. How many people do you hear complaining about their publishers? I figure you know what you’re doing.”


  “Thank you.” Kellen looked surprised. “I hope I do. Sometimes I wonder if I’m being a fool. Money’s pretty damned tight right now. I should have just been glad to get it sold. But…”


  “But you had to do it your way or not at all.” Mike shrugged. “I’d be pretty slow if I hadn’t figured that out about you after chatting for two months.”


  “Do I seem that pigheaded?”


  Mike laughed. “Not pigheaded. You can be swayed by a rational argument. But you have pretty strong opinions.” Suddenly Mike felt eager to walk along the shaded paths beside the water and get to know Kellen. He felt up to anything. He wasn’t where this fizz of confidence was coming from, why excitement was managing to drown his anxieties. Maybe it was from realizing that Kellen had his own insecurities, or maybe it was just the fresh air and the sunshine and the glorious afternoon. Either way, he’d take it. He nodded left along the less sunny route. “Care for a walk?”


  Kellen’s gaze swept over him, with a lingering glance below the belt that was clearly not an accident. Mike felt his face heat up, but Kellen
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