
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

Blurb

Sneak Peek

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Epilogue

About the Author

Coming in October 2019

Visit Dreamspinner Press

Copyright





Him Improvement

 

By Tanya Chris

 

The course of true love runs through every neighborhood….

Only one thing stands between Gregory MacPherson II and his dream revitalization project for the gritty neighborhood of Ball’s End: a rinky-dink, run-down used bookstore called Hailey’s Comic. But when master negotiator Mac shows up to make a deal with the owner, he comes face-to-face with quirky, colorful Hailey—unexpectedly good-humored about Mac’s attempted eviction and, also unexpectedly, a hot guy. 

Hailey won’t give up his lease, no matter how much money Mac offers. When it comes to consummating their mutual attraction, though, he’s a lot more flexible. Soon Mac has as hard a time prying himself out of Hailey’s bed as he does prying Hailey out of the building. But Hailey doubts Mac’s plans serve Ball’s End’s best interests, and he insists Mac give him a chance to prove his case. If they’re going to build a happy ever after, one of them will have to be remade….


“No.”

 

“No?” No wasn’t a negotiating position. “There must be a price at which—”

 

“Because everyone has a price, right? What if I don’t?”

 

“For heaven’s sake, Hailey. I’m not trying to buy your body.”

 

“My body, I might sell you. Or at least I’m happy to rent it to you for the night at the very low cost of nothing.” Hailey grinned. “But the store, you’ll get in nine months when my lease runs out. I know resistance is futile, but I’m going to resist while I can.”





Chapter One

 

 

GREGORY MacPherson II didn’t have the time or the patience to make a personal trip to a bookstore, but here he was. Alone.

No patrons roamed the narrow aisles formed by overstuffed bookshelves. No clerk waited at the vintage cash register sitting on top of a linoleum-covered counter barely capable of holding its weight. No one rushed to greet him from behind the tawdry multicolored curtain hanging at the back of the store.

From where he stood only a few feet inside the doorway, leery of allowing anything in the dusty hodgepodge to brush against his suit, he could see straight down the center aisle all the way to the back of the store. It was a thirty-foot-by-sixty-foot shoebox, longer than it was wide, one of four retail spaces on the ground floor of the six-story brick building and the only one still open. Which was why Gregory MacPherson II, commonly referred to as Mac, had personally dragged himself down here.

How the place could stay in business without any workers, never mind customers, was a mystery he didn’t intend to solve. He was there to shut the place down, not rescue it, though in the few short minutes he’d been exposed to Hailey’s Comic, he could already list a half-dozen ways to improve its profitability.

That sign out front, for instance. It was a purple whirlwind of planets, well done if you were going for an acid-trip vibe, but the name implied there’d be comics, and the sign implied there’d be comets. Or drugs. And from what he could see, there were neither. If an establishment wanted to bring in customers, it needed to make clear the services it provided and establish confidence that it would provide them well.

Then there was the matter of actually waiting on the customers you did bring in. A bell had tinkled as he’d entered, but apparently only for its own enjoyment.

“Hello?” He raised his voice to a level that couldn’t be ignored and had a brief moment to wonder if he really was completely alone before a head and a hand appeared around the edge of the curtain.

“Mercy, you scared me,” the head said. It belonged to a young man and had a mop of brown hair piled on top of it, a few shades lighter than Mac’s own reddish brown. “Sorry, I didn’t hear the bell. Give me a minute. I’m sort of in flagrante delicto.” The head disappeared.

“In flagrante delicto doesn’t mean naked, you know,” Mac told the air where the head had been. “It means you were caught doing something you shouldn’t have been. Something sexual.”

“Now, now. It’s never wrong to masturbate. There.” The head reappeared, this time attached to a body that gave Mac a startlingly clear vision of how it would look masturbating. The man was stringy, taller than Mac’s six-foot frame, but lean and underdeveloped—the body of a person who spent a lot of time reading. Or jerking off.

“What can I help you with?” He was in his midtwenties, so perhaps ten years younger than Mac, dressed in jeans laddered with intentional rips, each the same two inches wide, running down his thighs like claw marks. His face was clean-shaven, fresh with his youth, and Mac wondered how his skin would react to having Mac’s tightly trimmed beard rubbed all over it.

“You’re free to browse around, even if I’m not out here.”

Mac added lax security to the mental list he was pointlessly compiling. “I need to speak to the owner.”

Hailey Green, owner of Hailey’s Comic, was the only thing standing in the way of his plans to revitalize this misbegotten section of Ballhaven, which plan started with this very brick building and would ultimately lead to Ball’s End—as everyone called it; he’d have to do something about the branding—becoming the newest hot spot for millennials to eat, drink, shop, and live. Urban revitalization was Mac’s business, and Hailey Green was Mac’s problem.

“Still me,” the man said, tilting his head to the side as if to take in Mac’s appearance more carefully.

Mac hadn’t changed clothes before driving down to Ball’s End, though he could’ve guessed the place would be dirty. He’d been reading a report on the effort to clear 502 Main Street of its tenants and had made an abrupt decision to come down and take care of ridding the building of its final holdout himself.

He’d been expecting a woman. Then again, he’d been expecting a comic store. “Hailey is a girl’s name.”

“Not in this case.” Hailey waved a hand down his long body, which had a lithe, graceful appeal just on the feminine edge of masculine. “I’m all man.”

There was a rip in his faded pink T-shirt. Unlike the ones in his jeans, it appeared unintentional. Mac caught himself following it as Hailey moved, waiting to see if a nipple would pop out. The guy had three rings in one ear, two in the other, and a stud through his nose. A nipple ring wasn’t out of the question.

Mac wanted to strip off the trendy jeans and paint-splattered T-shirt and put Hailey’s cock back in his hand. Or take it in his own hand and make a very thorough appraisal of it.

“Were you wanting a tour?”

For a moment Mac thought Hailey had been reading his mind. Then he realized he was offering a tour of the store, not his cock, and pinched his mouth firmly shut.

Hailey smiled as if he really had been reading Mac’s mind. “I should probably ask who you are, though, since you know who I am and also what I’ve so recently been up to.” He came forward with his hand extended. “I promise I washed it.”

Mac took it, a little sorry it’d been washed. Hailey had brown eyes that twinkled as if he were as jolly as old Saint Nick. Or maybe he was high on something. His hair shone glossily where it lay coiled on top of his head.

“Gregory MacPherson. The second.”

“Ooh, the second. Do I say all that?”

“People usually call me Mac. Or Gregory is fine. Greg.”

“Greg,” Hailey repeated, as if he knew no one called him that. Mac didn’t know why he’d offered it as an option. “So what brings you down to Hailey’s Comic? I don’t get a lot of handsome men in suits. Handsome men sometimes, but not in suits.”

Mac opened his mouth and then closed it. Their hands were still linked, so he dropped his. He must have given himself away for Hailey to flirt with him so brazenly, but even if Hailey were his type, which he wasn’t—when it came to men, Mac preferred them classically handsome, not hippie… hipster… bohemian… whatever that thing Hailey had going on was—but even if Hailey were his type, Mac was at Hailey’s Comic on a mission. Which wasn’t to get laid.

“A tour would be fine,” he agreed belatedly.

Hailey didn’t seem to know who he was. Maybe he could use the kid’s interest to establish a bond before getting down to business. Hailey might be a skinny flower child covered in tattoos and beads, but he’d also proven to be an obstacle that his development team hadn’t been able to overcome. The guy had a lease and enough business savvy not to be intimidated into walking away from it.

“What kind of books do you like? Fiction’s on this side, nonfiction over there.” Hailey gestured to the right and almost knocked over a stack of books. “And we’ve got a section in the back just for adults, if you know what I mean.”

“Porn?” Mac made a mental note to have Declan, his lawyer and general partner-in-crime, check for a morality clause in Hailey’s lease.

“Erotica, but it works the same. Depends whether you get off on words or images. Me, I can go either way. Some days I want to ogle a hot body, some days you’ve got to stimulate my mind. Some days my imagination supplies everything I need.” Hailey tapped his forehead. “Is porn what you were looking for?”

That was… not a road it was safe to go down. Now that Hailey was standing right next to him, Mac found him even more appealing than he’d been across the room. He smelled like pot—the sweet, good stuff Mac had smoked in college—and roses, not the prize ones from his mother’s garden that had no smell, but wild roses, the ones that circled their estate like a thorny moat. And also a bit like sex.

Maybe the scent clung to him because Mac had interrupted him. He wanted to bundle Hailey back behind the curtain and watch him finish, so he tucked his hands in his pockets and leaned away. Perhaps whatever Hailey had been smoking lingered around him enough to have an effect.

“I was expecting a comic store. As in Hailey’s Comic.”

“It’s a play on words. You know, Halley’s Com—”

“Yes, I get it. It would be apropos if this were, in fact, a comic store. But since it’s not….”

“I do have comics, if that’s what you’re here for. If you’re just here to sneer, I can leave you to enjoy that and go back to what I was enjoying.”

Shit. He’d meant to put Hailey at ease, not get his back up, Normally, Mac was all charm, at least long enough to seal a deal, and he’d started with the advantage of Hailey finding him attractive, yet he was somehow fucking this up. His body’s almost-uncontrollable reaction to Hailey’s had overridden his brain.

“Perhaps we should try this again.” He extended his hand. “I’m Gregory MacPherson—”

“—the second. You said.”

“Owner of C&G Development.”

“C&G Development,” Hailey repeated. “I’ve heard that name before.”

Meanwhile their hands were clasped again. This time Mac left his in Hailey’s, which was rougher than he’d expected, at odds with the skinny biceps and bony forearms. Hailey must use his hands for something besides stacking books. The image of him with dick in hand flashed through Mac’s mind again, but a man would have to be pretty dedicated to jerking off to work up calluses over it.

He realized his thumb was stroking the base of Hailey’s fingers and yanked his hand free, putting it back in his pocket so it would behave. “We own this building.”

“Oh, right. You bought it from Carlos a few months ago. Here to see about the hot water? I used to think the tank wasn’t big enough for the number of tenants, but it’s just me these days, so it can’t be that. Given that the heater is gas, I’m concerned—”

“No,” Mac interrupted, pulling himself up to his full height to better make the point that his suit cost more than Hailey’s rent. “I’m not here about maintenance.”

C&G had heard the complaints about the hot water and had ignored them. They intended to gut the place, hot water heater included, and the first step was clearing the building of tenants—tenants who might be more inclined to leave if they didn’t have hot water.

“I’m here to find out what it’s going to take to get you out of here.”

“Ah.” The twinkle in Hailey’s brown eyes dimmed. “I still have nine months on my lease. I renewed right before you bought the place.”

“I believe we made you an offer.”

“You did.”

“A generous offer.”

“You ever wish people were better at math?” Hailey asked with a sigh. Mac could only assume he was talking about himself. If it were simply a matter of going through the math with him to explain that C&G’s offer was beyond generous, he could do that. It wasn’t the sort of task he normally took on personally, but in this case—

The bell over the door rang, and this time Hailey noticed. “Hi, Edgar.”

A middle-aged man wearing a ratty cardigan and a baseball hat shuffled into the store with careful steps, saying something that sounded like mumble-mumble Hailey.

“Excuse me just a minute,” Hailey said to Mac. He danced off toward the curtain at the back while Edgar continued his painful way into the store.

“Mumble-mumble rain mumble?”

“Um, it might.” Mac turned his back on the man who was already drunk at—he tugged back his sleeve to check his watch—three thirty in the afternoon, then pretended to browse the bookshelf closest to him.

Used books, not even new ones. It explained the heavy smell of dust and old paper. Mold, very likely. He pulled out a book and sniffed, but it smelled better than he’d expected, much as Hailey had, except the book brought back a memory of reading under the covers rather than an urge to run his tongue over creamy white skin. On the copyright page, the whopping price of a dollar fifty had been handwritten in pencil. Hailey definitely needed someone to explain basic math to him. A dollar fifty times one customer equaled exactly this store.

“Here you go!” Hailey bounced back into the room holding a ceramic cup that read “Kiss Me, I’m Irish,” out of which a tendril of steam curled. He handed it to Edgar, who’d settled himself into a ratty armchair with a pile of books. Free coffee for drunken customers who weren’t even buying anything. Perfect.

“Sorry,” Hailey said as he made his way back over to Mac. “I should’ve asked if you wanted some.”

Mac reminded himself that he was trying to charm this spritely bundle of energy. He smiled instead of telling Hailey how unlikely it was that he wanted coffee brewed in the back room of a tenement bookstore and served in a chipped cup with a pithy saying.

“Perhaps I could take you somewhere for coffee,” he suggested. “Or dinner?” No idea where that came from. “I’m sure if we discussed the situation, we could come to a mutually agreeable solution.” He gestured toward the door, inviting Hailey to precede him.

“I’m open until nine, silly. I can’t just leave, not even for a handsome stranger who wants to buy me dinner.”

So Mac hadn’t blown his chance—his chance to persuade Hailey to terminate his lease, that was. And once they’d taken care of business, why not take advantage of the chemistry between them?

If Hailey would agree to move out, there was no reason Mac couldn’t enjoy a night with him. Maybe he’d have to look harder at twinks in the future, not that Hailey was what he’d call a twink exactly. Young and slim and weirdly cheerful, but not exactly femme. Androgynous was probably the best word, but even that…. All man, Hailey had called himself.

Mac caught himself mentally undressing Hailey again and raised his eyes to find that Hailey didn’t mind. Good. They were on the same page. A quick explanation of everything C&G was prepared to offer, Hailey’s signature on the dotted line, and they could get to down to the business of getting each other naked.

“You’re not exactly busy.” Mac looked pointedly at the sole customer, who hadn’t even purchased anything.

“Not now, but that’s because everyone’s at work and school’s just gotten out. In fact, the kids should—”

As if to confirm Hailey’s words, the door opened and two small bodies came through it so fast they seemed to arrive before the sound of the bell, making a beeline for the rack of comics.

“If you were expecting children, why were you…?” Mac raised his eyes toward the curtain.

“I know what time school gets out,” Hailey said with a wink. “I take advantage of my downtime. But right now is my busy time, from now until closing. Plus it’s Wednesday. The book club meets on Wednesday,” he explained when Mac remained expressionless, having no idea what it being Wednesday had to do with anything. “Once they get into the wine, it’s hard to get them out.”

“You serve wine?” He was positive Hailey didn’t have a liquor license.

“BYOB, but boy do they bring the B. Sometimes I’m not sure whether it’s a book club or a wine club, but they enjoy themselves, and anyway, it’s Wednesday, so I’m stuck here until nine, I’m afraid. But if you come back after….” He raised his eyebrows suggestively, and Mac found himself agreeing.

Why not? It was what he wanted, after all.





Chapter Two

 

 

IT was exactly nine o’clock when Mac pulled up in front of Hailey’s Comic, but the lights were still on and the cardboard sign was still turned to Open.

He texted Hailey to let him know he was there rather than go inside. Something would have to be done about parking, because there wasn’t any. That church on the corner, for instance, could be removed and a garage put in its place. He made a note to have Declan find out what tearing it down would take. Likely a visit to the city building committee to convince them that the crumbling stone structure wasn’t a historical treasure. Places like Ball’s End stayed places like Ball’s End because the inhabitants didn’t have any vision.

Nine fifteen. He was about to send another text when the door opened and a pair of Black women came out with their arms around each other, making Mac wonder if all Hailey’s patrons were drunk at all hours. Perhaps Hailey was up to something besides selling books that would explain why he was so desperate to hold on to this small segment of storefront.

Mac pushed the thought aside. He didn’t want Hailey to be anything other than what he seemed—a pretty young man with no head for business and a dirty mind. Maybe if they turned out to be as compatible in bed as Mac’s cock was telling him they would be, he could extend the relationship long enough to help Hailey get settled into a different endeavor. He liked the idea of using his business acumen to guide the young man into something more profitable, and he could think of a few ways Hailey could pay him back for his time.

The store lights flickered off at last, leaving only a pin spot over the doorway. Hailey flipped the Open sign to Closed, then scanned the street until he identified Mac’s BMW. A moment later, Hailey was in the passenger’s seat with an enthusiastic “hi.”

“Hi.” He should’ve thought to tell Hailey to dress. The place he had in mind for dinner….

It would be fine. Mac was only wearing jeans himself, but there was a world of difference between his jeans and Hailey’s, and he’d topped his with a hand-knit wool sweater, whereas Hailey was still in the T-shirt he’d had on earlier, the one with the rip right where his nipple must be. He imagined Hailey’s nipple hard and pierced and ready to pop through at any moment. He wanted to see it happen.

“You won’t be cold in a T-shirt?” he asked as he put the car in gear.

Hailey wiggled his fingers, half-covered by fingerless gloves, as though gloves could keep a nipple from projecting through a rip in your shirt. He’d also wrapped a scarf around his neck several times. The ends dripped with tassels not quite long enough to hide the rip.

Mac scrambled to think of a place more appropriate to take Hailey than Carmichael’s, then decided fuck it. It wasn’t like Carmichael’s would decline to serve a MacPherson. If Mac brought in Edgar the drunken shuffler, the maître d’ would only ask whether he wanted to dine indoors or out.

“We just had a new Vietnamese place open,” Hailey said as Mac pulled into traffic. “They do a great bowl of pho and we could totally split an order of spring rolls unless you’re allergic to peanuts, because the peanut sauce is the best part. Otherwise they’re on the bland side.”

“I’m not allergic to peanuts.” But he had no intention of eating anywhere local.

“You seem to know where you’re going,” Hailey observed. “So I’ll just let you go there.” He propped his arm on the ledge of the window, staring out as though this were all new to him rather than the very neighborhood he lived in.

“Do you have any food allergies?” Mac asked belatedly.

“Oh, no. I’m easy.” Hailey faced him, his grin illuminated by the street light they were under. The ring at his eyebrow glinted, giving him a wicked pirate effect. He’d let his hair down since Mac had last seen him. It hung in tawny waves around his face, a luxurious tumble Mac wanted to bury his hands in. He appreciated long hair in women but had never cared for it in a man before. Hailey’s had a silky shine, glittering the way everything about him did. It was his personality, Mac decided as he resolutely turned his attention back to the road. Hailey shimmered.

At the restaurant, the maître d’ acknowledged Mac by name, throwing a look at Hailey that raised Mac’s hackles. He put a hand on Hailey’s lower back, and the maître d’s expression smoothed quickly into one of professional disinterest. “Right this way.”

“What happened there?” Hailey asked when they were seated. “You went all growly.”

“It was nothing.” He refused to make Hailey self-conscious by pointing out how out of place he was in the conservatively demure décor, but Hailey cocked his head like Mac had given something away.

“You don’t need to protect me. I make my choices.” Hailey reached across the table to squeeze his hand. Mac wrapped his fingers around Hailey’s wrist before he could pull it back. It was so slim—covered in a light coat of dark hair on the back side, smooth and white on the inside, a single dark smudge marring the skin of his forearm. A bruise?

“Oops.” Hailey took his arm back. “Missed a spot.” He licked his thumb and swiped it over the smudge. “I made a mess out of myself with charcoals earlier. That’s what I was up to when you came in.”

“Working with charcoals?”

“Drawing, but I always end up covered in the stuff. That’s why I had my shirt off.”

“You told me you were….”

“Because that’s what you wanted to believe. And also to pay you back for correcting my Latin. Is this a business meeting or a date?”

Hailey’s question was probably prompted by the fact that Mac had reclaimed his wrist. He’d never seen a man as tall as Hailey with a wrist so narrow, narrow enough for him to wrap his fingers around. Hailey wore a bracelet woven from a rough, undyed fiber. Hemp, probably. A gift from a lover?

He’d told his sister this was a date, but only so she would let him off the hook. If he’d admitted he was skipping their weekly dinner date for business, she’d have reminded him they had a no-business rule and he’d either have given in or lived with her jabs for the next six months. But a date, she approved of.

“About time,” she’d said. “You haven’t mentioned anyone since Lauren. What’s she like?”

“He.” He could’ve made up a fictitious woman, but instead he told her about Hailey, much as if it really were a date and he were as excited for it as a teenager headed to prom.

“I can’t remember the last time you talked about a man. I thought maybe you’d given up on being bi.”

“What I do and what I tell you are vastly different subjects.” His sister didn’t need the details, but he dated men more than women. The quick hookups he’d indulged in since Lauren were easier to arrange—certainly easier to end—with men.

His sister laughed. “Fair enough. But this one’s worth standing me up for?”

“It’s just one night, Julia-Louise.”

Now he wasn’t sure which parts of what he’d told her were lies and which parts were the truth. His grasp on Hailey’s wrist screamed date, but the briefcase he’d placed on the bench seat next to him reminded him they had business to transact. It held a copy of the lease termination agreement they’d been trying to get Hailey to sign as well as a spreadsheet he’d thrown together outlining the financial benefits of C&G’s offer. But he couldn’t bring himself to open it.

“Let’s eat first,” he said rather than answer Hailey’s question.

“So a business meeting, then?”

The waiter came over to take their drink order, prompting Mac to release the inappropriate hold he had on Hailey’s wrist. He ordered himself a martini, but Hailey only asked for water.

“How old are you?” Mac asked when the waiter had trotted off again.

“Old enough to drink—and old enough for whatever you’re planning to do to me, I promise—but if this is a business meeting, I’d rather keep my wits about me.” Hailey opened his menu and almost immediately gave a low whistle. “Nice place, huh?”

“Don’t worry about it. Get anything you like.”

“Oh, I wasn’t worried about it. You knew what you were getting into bringing me here, but I had no idea I was in for such a treat.” Hailey ordered an eggplant dish and a bowl of the soup of the day, which was a tomato spinach.

“You should’ve told me you’re a vegetarian.” Mac said when the soup had been served along with Mac’s salad of artisanal greens. “You said you could eat anything.”

“I said I was easy and that I wasn’t allergic to anything. Both true. And I do eat meat, mostly because I can’t afford to be as vegetarian as I’d like. This is a luxury.”

“Some people might see it as a chance to indulge in a good steak.” That was what Mac had ordered.

“This is fine. Delicious, in fact.” Hailey held out his spoon, and Mac leaned forward to close his lips around it. The garlic was heady, the soup steaming hot, and Hailey’s eyes were doing that sparkling thing again. Mac closed his own eyes, overwhelmed by how badly he wanted to be swallowing Hailey’s moans rather than a spoonful of soup.

“You know what I like about you?” Hailey asked.

Mac straightened up with a shake of his head. He knew what people usually liked about him. He was a handsome man with strong features and thick hair. He came from money, had turned that into more money of his own, had the manners and confidence to comport himself anywhere. He made decisions quickly but logically, took action when others froze, and played a good game of hockey. But he expected to hear something different from Hailey—maybe that he had a bright aura or had been some form of cuddly animal in a previous life.

“Your shoulders. I’m a sucker for a guy with good posture. You had that suit on in the store, but I could still tell. Is that not okay to say?”

“I was expecting something more… well, less superficial.” He’d wanted Hailey to see something in him, something he maybe hadn’t even known was there himself, a goodness of some kind.

“Like that you have a beautiful soul? We all do, don’t we? Your beautiful soul happens to be topped by an impressive pair of shoulders. But all right, I’ll tell you what I meant to say before I got distracted by them. I like how transparent you are.”

“I’m not transparent.” He was a consummate businessman, a master of impassivity.

“But you are. Right now you’re vaguely insulted because you think being transparent is a weakness. A moment ago you were disappointed to discover that I’m a human male, not an ethereal saint, and right before that you were thinking about how much you want to fuck me.”

Since that was a pretty good summary of the last three thoughts he’d had, arguing seemed pointless. “Maybe you’re just good at reading me.”

“I don’t see how anyone could miss what you’re thinking. It’s all in your eyes. They’re very expressive. I especially like that how-much-you-want-to-fuck-me look. You never did say whether this was a date.”

Okay, fuck. They needed to get this contract out of the way so it could be a fucking date and Mac could stop acting like a besotted idiot. So he could switch fully into seduction mode rather than make hopeful, hungry eyes at a man he might need to play hardball with, and not in a good way. The sooner they established that they were on the same team—team Hailey-moves-out-so-renovations-can-begin—the sooner Mac could get to what he was starting to want more than Hailey’s signature on a termination agreement.

Before he could swing the conversation that way, the waiter arrived with their entrees. Hailey dug into his with the same enthusiasm with which he’d slurped down his soup. It was probably more enthusiasm than the patrons of Carmichael’s were accustomed to seeing in their fellow diners, but fuck them. Mac enjoyed the fervor with which Hailey ate, the way his tongue flicked at the corners of his mouth or gave a quick swipe to the tips of his fingers.

“I’m totally getting this to go,” Hailey said before he was halfway through, “because I wanna leave room for cake. Business meetings include cake, right?”

“If you want them to.” He’d probably buy Hailey the whole restaurant if Hailey asked for it. There was no way they couldn’t come to an agreement on the lease. Mac would simply keep sweetening the deal until Hailey agreed to it. What difference would another ten or twenty grand make? He’d pay it out of his own share of the profits if anyone squawked.

Somehow he’d ended up with his fingers around Hailey’s wrist again, leaving Hailey only one hand to eat with. His own dinner sat neglected in front of him, a different sort of hunger compelling him. Reluctantly, he released Hailey to grab his briefcase.

“Ah, so it is a business meeting. Shame.” Hailey wiped his fingers on his napkin and slid his plate over to the edge of the table. “All right, hit me.”

“I put together some figures.” Mac placed the spreadsheet he’d spent an hour mocking up in front of Hailey. “With the buyout payment C&G is offering—”

“Remember how I said some people are bad at math? I didn’t mean me. A onetime payment might cover relocation costs, but it won’t cover the ongoing increased rent for a new space. Property in a rentable condition is scarce, and rents are on the rise.”

“Because of the revitalization work going on. That’s a good thing, Hailey. It shows market optimism for the future of the neighborhood.”

“Which, if I were a real estate developer or a landlord, would work in my favor. As a tenant on a limited budget, it’ll only drive me out of the area. I’ve looked at my options, and the best one I have is to stay where I am.” Hailey pushed the paper back across the table and folded his hands in front of him like it was settled.

“We’re prepared to increase the buyout by as much as—”

“No.”

“No?” No wasn’t a negotiating position. “There must be a price at which—”

“Because everyone has a price, right? What if I don’t?”

“For heaven’s sake, Hailey. I’m not trying to buy your body.”

“My body, I might sell you. Or at least I’m happy to rent it to you for the night at the very low cost of nothing.” Hailey grinned. “But the store, you’ll get in nine months when my lease runs out. I know resistance is futile, but I’m going to resist while I can. It’s not personal.” He patted Mac’s hand consolingly.

“Putting aside your personal situation for a moment here,” Mac tried, “this project is going to bring much-needed money to the area—jobs, opportunities, new businesses. 502 Main Street is in desperate need of rehab. It’s not just run-down. It’s dangerous. How long did the previous owner leave it like that?”

“Much too long,” Hailey agreed.

“Exactly. We’re not throwing you out just to throw you out. We’ve got lead abatement to do, possible asbestos involvement. We can’t work while the building’s occupied. You move out, we rehab the building, and you can move back in when we’re done.”

“Can I? Be honest with me, Greg.”

Greg. For a moment Mac didn’t know who that was, but then he remembered foolishly offering the name to Hailey as an option. His family called him Gregory, his mother’s refusal to use nicknames extending even to Julia-Louise, and everyone else called him Mac. The only one who’d ever called him Greg was his first boyfriend, back before he’d even understood he wanted a boyfriend. Hailey’s use of the name hit that spot inside him where he’d once been soft and romantic, before everyone’s expectations built him into something hard and purposeful. He wanted to catch the sound of Hailey’s voice and hold it close.

“Greg?”

“Sorry. What were you asking?”

“I was asking if I’ll really be able to move back in when renovations are finished. Or do you already have new tenants in mind who’ll pay a lot more than I’m paying?”

“Rents will obviously increase. We have an investment to make back.”

“And the tenants will be…?”

“There are plans,” he admitted reluctantly. “We probably won’t subdivide into as many storefronts as there are currently. We’re looking at a grocery store and a drugstore—the sort of thing people really need.”

“As opposed to a bookstore.” Hailey sighed. “I understand where you’re coming from. I just happen to disagree with you. Urban revitalization sounds good in theory, but the practice never benefits the original residents. We didn’t need a new grocery store. There used to be a bodega next to me.”

“The new store will be three times as big as that bodega.”

“The new store will be owned by a corporation and will stock nonethnic food and cosmetics for white people. The next closest store—one that carries plantains and products for natural hair—will be a long bus ride away, but that won’t matter because eventually the people who live in Ball’s End now will be gone too, forced out by skyrocketing rents and aggressive policing designed to push people like them out.”

“You make it sound like we’re targeting people when we’re just trying to improve the neighborhood. This project is a public good. The city council wouldn’t have approved it otherwise.”

That made Hailey smile for some reason. “It’s not that I don’t want to see the building renovated, Greg. I just don’t want everything that comes after that. Ball’s End is by no means a perfect place to live, but it’s home for a lot of people. I don’t imagine my little act of rebellion is going to change anything ultimately, but I’m not going to cash out and walk away from what I think is right. Whether you believe it or not, my store does provide a service, and I’m going to keep providing it as long as I can.”

“And then what? You’ll be out in nine months, whether you like it or not, and without any incentives to help you get set up somewhere else. You’re young, you’re idealistic. I get it. It’s sweet.” It made him want to fuck Hailey senseless. Fuck him and then cuddle him and then give him everything he ever wanted. “But sweet won’t get you far in this world. Sign the termination agreement, and I’ll help you find a new place. I can work with you on a marketing—”

Hailey stopped him with a slow but definitive shake of his head. “I’m not going to sign, Greg. Now, if business is over, how about that date?”

“This isn’t a date.” Mac stuffed the papers back into his briefcase and shut it with a snap. Why did Hailey have to spoil this?

“It could be.”

“We’re adversaries.” Even if he wanted to get involved with the guy who was thwarting his entire multimillion-dollar project, he’d be stupid to do it.

“We disagree on a single subject. That hardly makes us enemies. I’m sure there are plenty of other subjects we could agree on. Like dessert?”

“Dessert?”

“Chocolate cake? Or….” Hailey wiggled his eyebrows. “I’m still lusting over your shoulders.”

“Yeah? Well, since everything I’m thinking is apparently so obvious to you, why don’t you tell me what I’m doing.”

“Sulking, if I were going to put a name to it.”

The accusation made Mac sulk harder. He was a genius and a shark and a powerful force of nature. He could pick up a hundred men like Hailey if he wanted to—bring them home two or three at a time. He didn’t sulk. “Order your cake. That’s all you’re getting.”

Hailey laughed as he flagged down a waiter.





Chapter Three

 

 

“THERE’S no way.” Mac grinned despite himself. With the specter of business behind them, their conversation on the drive back to Hailey’s store had turned personal, and somewhere along the way he’d stopped sulking and had started laughing.

“I promise you,” Hailey said. “My original name was worse.”

That Hailey had named himself didn’t surprise him. Whose parents named their son Hailey? And that Hailey had named himself after a comet also didn’t surprise him. He was bright like that, a flash of the otherworldly. But Hailey’s claim that he’d had to change his name because his birth name was even further out-there was hard to believe.

“So tell me.”

“Ever.”

“Ever what?”

“That was my name. Ever.”

“Ever… Green? No. Seriously?”

“Seriously. I kept it as my middle name. Hailey Ever Green. I appreciate the concept of it—always green, you know? But you can’t walk around with the name Ever.”

“I can’t believe your parents did that to you.”

“They’re the ultimate hippies, Woodstock generation. Except when the rest of the hippies grew up and settled down, my parents didn’t. They’re festival followers.”

“If they were at Woodstock, they must be….” Mac worked through the math in his head.

“Seventy. They are. I was a late surprise, and they were entrenched in their nomadic lifestyle by the time I came along, so they just dragged me with them. They’re still hanging out with kids my age, getting high and living easy.”

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“You think? I’m establishment to them, rebellious in my conformity. I went to college, got a degree, worked for the man. I own property. Well, not own, as you know, but lease. I have a fixed address and a draft card.”

“Okay, I’m surprised about the draft card.”

“Can’t get financial aid without one. I’m registered as a conscientious objector, of course.”

“Of course.” Mac had registered without a second thought when he’d turned eighteen, not because he intended to go to war if he got drafted—he certainly didn’t—more with the expectation that such a thing couldn’t happen to him. If it came to it—an invasion, for instance—he’d do his duty, but not in any combat capacity. His talent would be better used elsewhere. And Hailey’s would be better used…. Given how likely Hailey would be to foment mutiny, the Army would be better off without him.

They joked about Hailey the Subversive Soldier until Mac pulled up in front of 502 Main Street and was reminded that this wasn’t a date. It had been a business meeting, and it hadn’t gone well.

“Come in with me?” Hailey popped his seat belt and turned to Mac with a smile. Mac pushed away the image of fucking Hailey against a dusty bookshelf or over the ratty armchair in the window where Edgar had sat. If he were going to fraternize with the enemy, which he wasn’t, he’d bring Hailey back to his loft or to wherever Hailey lived—somewhere he could stretch him out and memorize the smoothness of his skin.

“You know I have to say no to that.” But he plucked Hailey’s hand off his thigh and brought it to his mouth so he could nibble at the tempting skin on the inside of his wrist.

If Hailey had a shoulder fetish, Mac was only now realizing he had a forearm fetish. Or a fetish for Hailey’s forearms specifically. Someone behind him honked, and he flipped on his flashers to tell the asshole to go around already. The street was surprisingly busy given the hour.

“Where do people park around here?” That church would have to go.

“My bike’s behind the store. I have an assigned space in the alley back there if you’d like to come inside. I have a futon,” he added, as though that were a selling point.

“I’m not coming inside.”

But Mac drove behind the building and parked in the spot labeled Hailey’s Comic. The alley was only wide enough to allow parking on one side. It would never handle the number of condos they planned to sell. Several of the other spots were occupied despite the fact that the building had no legal tenants other than Hailey’s Comic. Mac made a note to have the cars towed. They couldn’t encourage squatters, not even of the vehicular variety.

The alley was dark—too dark. Hopefully they could get the city to front the cost for new streetlights, but in the meantime, the darkness was a blessing. A metal door directly in front of his car led into Hailey’s store. One easily opened barrier between them and complete privacy.

Mac settled deeper into his seat, reminding himself that he couldn’t sleep with Hailey. Not until he got him to see reason and sign that agreement. But he put the car in Park and turned it off. The dome lights came on, then slowly faded back to black when neither of them made a move to get out.

Hailey turned to Mac and took him by the shoulders, swinging him around until they faced each other. Mac could see what was coming.

“We should talk,” he said gruffly.

“Does that mean stop touching you?”

How could he not want Hailey to touch him? Without an order to retreat, Hailey’s hands settled heavier onto his shoulders and began moving over them, cupping the mounds of his deltoids, stroking over the lines of his clavicles, digging into the edges of his traps. Mac slumped forward until their foreheads brushed.

His cock thickened without insistence, content to be stimulated indirectly for now. Their breath mingled until it was only natural for Mac’s lips to find Hailey’s. They slid together like silk on satin, tongues tangling lightly.

Mac tried to tug Hailey closer, but of course he couldn’t with all that leather-covered molded plastic between them.

Hailey drew away instead. “You’ve said no, so….”

“I did.” But why? Hailey’s Comic would still be housed at 502 Main Street tomorrow whether he indulged himself tonight or not.

C&G would just have to make Hailey’s life unpleasant enough to change his mind. A word in the ear of the local police would have them patrolling Hailey’s store and his customers for nuisance violations. The thermostat could be lowered, and with October coming to an end, Hailey would miss the heat soon enough. Declan could look into whether Hailey’s lease had any termination clauses they could leverage with respect to hosting on-site drinking. They could plant an article in the local paper about schoolchildren visiting an establishment with an erotica section in the back.

C&G had used tactics like these successfully in the past, but the prospect of using them against Hailey didn’t sit well. All was fair in war, sure, but in love? Mac tried to be a decent guy in his intimate relationships—clear about his intentions, honorable in keeping his word, faithful if he’d promised to be faithful, and attentive during the brief periods of time he had available. Fucking over someone he’d fucked was a step too far in the direction of dastardly villain.

“I’m going to have to pursue this, Hailey.”

“This?” Hailey gestured between the two of them with a hopeful smile.

“No.” He brought Hailey’s wrist to his mouth for a final kiss, then released it reluctantly. “Getting you out of the building. I’m going to do things—C&G is going to do things—”

“You’re going to be an asshole.”

“It’s not personal, but yes. You’re going to be mad at me in the future, and knowing that, it doesn’t seem right to take advantage of your trusting nature tonight.”

“Trusting nature,” Hailey repeated with a smile Mac couldn’t read. “What if I’m only trusting you to be a hot lay? I told you before, we’re not enemies just because we disagree on something. I try not to have enemies at all. Let me love you tonight.”

“It won’t change my mind tomorrow,” Mac warned, knowing he was about to give in.

“Are you saying I can’t fuck you into canceling this project? You sure about that?”

The funny thing was, he wasn’t.

 

 

SO this was… tawdry. Mac perused the back room of Hailey’s Comic, regretting his decision to proceed, or at least regretting that he hadn’t insisted on bringing Hailey to his loft instead. On the other side of the metal door leading from the alley was a narrow, crowded, windowless space separated from the store only by the curtain Hailey had peeped around earlier.

A futon mattress lay on the floor—no sign of a frame. The only place to sit was a wooden chair in front of a small table on which was perched a laptop surrounded by piles of books and papers. A dorm-sized refrigerator hummed loudly on the ancient tile floor—asbestos tile, Mac guessed with a shrewd glance—next to a small cabinet featuring a stained porcelain sink. An easel stood near the curtain—that would be where Hailey had been working earlier—but every other inch of floor space was stacked with books.

The asshole part of Mac made a note about the possibility of fire-code violations—that was definitely a hot plate sharing the three feet of counter with a coffeepot and a microwave—even as the more fastidious part wondered what kind of vermin lurked behind the cracked plaster walls. The room smelled strongly of pot, reminding him that Hailey smelled strongly of pot too.

“Do you smoke back here?” That was definitely a code violation. The ground floor was zoned commercial, which meant no smoking.

“I don’t smoke at all.”

“Not even pot?”

“Well, I won’t say never if you’re offering, but not back here, why? Oh!” Hailey picked up a bar of soap from the sink and extended it to him. “This is what my parents make. Patchouli.”

“Patchouli soap?” Mac sniffed at the bar. Sure enough, that was Hailey—sweet but dark, like fresh wet soil.

“Patchouli everything. My shampoo, my deodorant. Toothpaste. I’m so used to it I don’t even smell it anymore, except that it smells like home, I guess.”

“Toothpaste,” Mac repeated. “Why would anyone make toothpaste out of patchouli?”

“The supposed benefits of patchouli oil would amaze you. It deodorizes, soothes inflammation, relieves constipation, promotes weight loss, facilitates the faster healing of wounds.” Hailey laughed. “Not sure how much of that I believe, but the benefit of patchouli to me is that my parents give me the stuff for free. Free is exactly my budget.”

Mac ran his hand through his hair in frustration. Hailey was doing the best he could here, no doubt. Starting your own business was a major undertaking, and even if Hailey wasn’t exactly succeeding, Mac could appreciate the initiative and the fact that Hailey hadn’t completely fallen on his ass yet, but he obviously needed guidance.

“So this is your office?” There was enough space for an office if it were organized better. The futon was wasted space, especially if Hailey didn’t really jerk off back here.

“Office, warehouse, kitchen, you name it. You’re uncomfortable here, aren’t you?”

“It’s not really a place to get comfortable.” The blood that’d been teeming in his cock out in the car had settled back into his brain. He couldn’t imagine lying down on that futon, not even with Hailey under him.

“How about we take your shirt off?”

“That’s going to make me more comfortable?”

“It’s going to give me a better look at those magnificent shoulders, and if you let me work on them a bit, we might get you more comfortable. Here, sit down.”

Hailey pulled out the chair, and Mac lowered himself into it as Hailey rearranged the debris on the table to give him a little breathing room. The chair creaked, complaining about his weight. It was made of wood, no padding of any kind, which meant no place for vermin to hide, at least, and the table was wood too—scarred with water stains and pockmarked with gouges that must have been made by someone with very poor table manners, but clean enough so far as he could tell by the light of the single bare bulb overhead.

Hailey’s mouth brushed against the back of his neck, and Hailey’s arms came around his chest. Mac bristled a little, waiting for Hailey to take his sweater off, but there was only this hug, the warmth of a man at his back and the gentle press of lips over the sensitive spot behind his ear, then down across the tendons of his neck with a soft swipe of tongue, as though Hailey were tasting him.

Mac closed his eyes, focusing on Hailey rather than where he was. He really did want Hailey, and this was likely his only chance at him. Even if Hailey would be willing to continue seeing him despite the hounds Mac would have to unleash, it would be foolish of him to be willing himself.

But he wished it could’ve been somewhere clean and light, somewhere Mac belonged. He didn’t belong here, in the tawdry back room of a bookstore. And Hailey didn’t belong here either. No one did. These weren’t conditions to which humans should be subjected.

“Let me take you somewhere.” He opened his eyes and twisted around to look at Hailey.

“Let me take you somewhere. You could use a getaway, I think, a little vacation from being you.”

All right. He’d try, try to not be Gregory MacPherson II and just be Greg. It’s a dorm room, he told himself. You’re twenty years old and horny and a bed is a bed. Tidiness is for fascists; worrying about appearances is bourgeois. He’d never been as bohemian as Hailey’s parents, not even as Hailey himself, but his college years had been a lot looser, a rebellion against his parents’ upright expectations and their carefully controlled world. Funny how less than twenty years later it’d become his world.

Turning forward again, he closed his eyes and leaned back into Hailey’s arms. The mouth nibbling at his ear was soft, but the teeth were sharp, and Mac hissed in a breath when they closed around an earlobe.

“Too much?”

“No, no, not too much.” The sharpness of the sensation anchored him as his body floated between the easing stroke of Hailey’s hands over his chest and those clever, teasing teeth. The diffusion of patchouli in the air was like being surrounded by Hailey. He let his jaw relax and his lips part so he could breathe deeper through his mouth as his cock started to firm up. A warm nose burrowed behind his ear, and Hailey’s voice, husky in its softness, spoke low into it.

“Can I take your shirt off now?”

He nodded, eyes firmly closed as Hailey worked his sweater off over his head, one slow movement at a time. He didn’t open them to see where it ended up because he didn’t want to think about it. Here in the cocoon of Hailey’s embrace, the room was warm and welcoming, not sordid or cluttered.

Hailey hummed appreciatively. “Where’d you get this posture from?”

“A lot of correction growing up.”

“That doesn’t sound pleasant, but the results may have been worth it. I want to climb you like the tree you are. So gorgeously sturdy. You’re a very upright man, aren’t you?”

He could tell Hailey was teasing him, but he wasn’t sure about what. He was an upright man—honest, dependable, hardworking—and there wasn’t anything laughable about being those things. But his interest in challenging Hailey’s judgment was lost in the sensation of rough palms moving firmly over his chest and shoulders.

“I can tell you work out too. I probably should.”

“You’re beautiful the way you are.”

“Am I? I know you think so anyway. Your eyes don’t lie.”

Mac squeezed them tighter shut, envisioning Hailey in front of him with his shirt off too, and now he needed to see it. He rose to face Hailey, who smiled curiously.

“What happened to that massage I was giving you?”

“I’ve been wondering what’s under here.” He put his hands on Hailey’s waist and let them slide up his torso, taking the T-shirt with them until it was bunched right below Hailey’s nipples. “Are your nipples pierced?”

“Do you want them to be?”

“Can you magic them pierced or not depending on what I want?” He almost believed Hailey could. There was something fey about him, as though he existed not on this plane.

“No, just curious what your answer would be.” Hailey finished pulling the shirt over his head. His hair cascaded back down around his shoulders as he tossed it onto the table. “I’ve got one of each, so—”

Hailey broke off as Mac lifted him onto his toes so he could see the piercing better. It was a ring, not a bar, perfectly centered through the nub of Hailey’s flesh, extending and elongating the deep red. Mac licked over the nipple, catching the ring with his tongue. Hailey’s sharp inhalation washed over him with a force that went straight to his cock.

All thoughts of resistance fled. He would worry about the project tomorrow. He deserved this tonight, deserved Hailey, deserved to stop thinking. He shot a glance at the mattress. It was covered in Spider-Man sheets that looked clean enough, a dark green coverlet bunched near the foot of it, and a single pillow with a Snoopy pillowcase resting at the top. “I want to get you naked.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking since I saw you. Haughty isn’t usually my thing, but you wear it well. And if ever a man needed to be taken down a notch….”

“Take me all the way down.” He needed it, needed to be relieved of the burden of being Gregory MacPherson II, if only for one night, so he didn’t resist when Hailey led him over to the futon and pushed him onto it. The weight of Hailey’s body on top of his pressed all other thoughts from his mind. Hailey was the perfect size for him, long enough to cover him, light enough not to suffocate, narrow enough to wrap up easily, heavy enough to be solid.

His hair drifted around Mac’s throat and shoulders, tickling his nose with the scent of patchouli until Hailey lowered his mouth, and all Mac’s focus went into the kiss. He’d only gotten a tease out in the car. This kiss was the real thing—deep and wet and consuming—and even though they’d only started, Mac experienced a flash of regret for how quickly it would end. He wanted to be entombed in this moment.

He cupped Hailey’s head, holding him close so he could drink his fill. “I don’t know what it is about you.”

“Opposites attract, I suppose.”

Mac frowned, not liking the way Hailey kept reducing their attraction to the physical. There was something more than that, but he couldn’t hold on to it. It kept slipping away in the face of desire, his body speaking louder than his soul even as he tried to capture that feeling in the back of his heart.

“I want you,” he said, because it answered both calls.

“Then take me.”

“How?”

“You want a blowjob?” Hailey stripped him while Mac considered his options.

A blowjob was the easy way out of here. Let Hailey go down on him, maybe jack him in return. Quick kiss goodbye and get himself and his car out of this neighborhood. Try not to feel too bad about what he would have to do tomorrow. Hailey had gotten full disclosure. He knew who Mac was. It was what he’d been attracted to, after all—haughty authority, upright posture.

But instead of taking advantage of the proximity of Hailey’s willing mouth to his eager cock, he heard himself say, “I’d rather go down on you. I want you naked. How come I’m the only one who’s naked?” He rolled Hailey onto his back so he could strip off his jeans, wrestling the tight fabric over his feet to reveal the cotton boxers beneath. “SpongeBob?”

“I didn’t know I was getting laid tonight when I got dressed this morning. This is a pleasant surprise.” Hailey pushed SpongeBob down over his hips and Mac took his shorts the rest of the way off, leaving Hailey as naked as he’d wanted him, ranged out long beside him in erotic contrast to the silly sheets.

Hailey’s cock formed a hard line angling out toward his left hip, prettily purple at the tip. The stomach beneath it was flat and hairless, his chest nearly as hairless but with a slight swell of muscle. The silver ring called attention to his right nipple, while the left was unadorned but just as pointy-hard. He lay without self-consciousness, a smile on his lips as Mac evaluated him by the harsh light of the overhead bulb. He was struck again with the urge to take Hailey somewhere else, somewhere worthy of him, not here on the floor.

Hailey traced his hands across the caps of Mac’s shoulders. “You’re beautiful, you know.”

“I was just thinking the same thing. Scooch up.”

Hailey shifted higher to make room for Mac to get between his legs. Mac bent Hailey’s knees so he could get a full look at his balls and taint, at the pretty pink of his asshole. He nosed into the area behind Hailey’s balls for a moment, relishing the heady scent of man before moving his focus to Hailey’s cock.

It wasn’t long before he had Hailey groaning and squirming. He kept a hand on Hailey’s hip to anchor him as he sucked and licked. His eyes flickered up to take in Hailey’s face—scrunched into fierce concentration—then back down to watch Hailey’s length move in and out of his mouth.

“Mm, Greg.”

A light burst of flavor told him Hailey was getting close, so he released him and crawled up his body to bring them face to face again.

“You stopped,” Hailey complained. Mac sucked the pout off his face, relishing the quickness of Hailey’s breath.

“A short break. You were about to come.”

“I know.”

Mac laughed as he brought Hailey’s hand to his own cock. He hadn’t been stroking himself while he’d been going down on him, but now that he had a moment’s pause, he desperately needed stimulation.

“Oh, my turn, huh? Let me check out this magnificent beast.” Hailey pressed him down onto his back and got between his knees, his focus going directly to the object in question. “It’s just as straight as you are, isn’t it?”

Well. Mac couldn’t credit his mother’s nagging for that, just luck of the draw. But he appreciated the greedy way Hailey regarded his cock.

“I’m going to be just as ruthless with you, you know. If that’s the game we’re playing.” With that warning, Hailey bent down to inhale his cock. Mac choked back an ecstatic breath.

Why did this feel so good already when Hailey had barely touched him? Because he’d been waiting for it—not just while he’d sucked Hailey, but this whole night. Ever since Hailey had peeked around that curtain, in fact, and his mind had gone exactly where Hailey had accused it of going. The whole day had been one long tease, and now Hailey was threatening to tease him more. God, he wouldn’t be able to take it.

He put his hand into the rich tresses of Hailey’s hair and scooped them back so he could better see how Hailey’s pretty pink lips stretched around him. He wasn’t surprised by the enthusiasm Hailey brought to his task. He’d made it clear he wanted Mac physically, and though Mac wasn’t unaccustomed to being physically admired, there was something specific about Hailey’s lust that fed more than his ego.

When those bright eyes flickered up to him, Mac wanted them looking at him always, just like that. Not only in the middle of sex, but in the middle of dinner, wherever they might be. He wanted Hailey to find him admirable, to be enamored of him, to really mean that look in his eyes.

He tangled his fingers deeper into Hailey’s hair and thrust his hips up, urging him on. He was getting close now, chasing his orgasm, wondering if Hailey really did intend to tease him and thinking that if he did, he’d better pull of fast because Mac was almost at the point of inevitability. But Hailey kept driving him higher until Mac knew he couldn’t stop even if Hailey wanted him to.

He mumbled something in warning, almost frantic with how badly he wanted to come right down Hailey’s throat but giving him the option to pull off, and then it was too late even for that. He came hard into Hailey’s soft mouth, stiffening all over, a relieved moan bursting from between his lips as he emptied himself.

When his eyes opened again, they went immediately to Hailey, who was licking lightly around the base of his cock to catch the overflow. He cupped Hailey’s chin to turn his face up and soaked in the resulting smile. A sort of permanence washed through him, as though this moment had happened before and would always happen.

Too satisfied to be bothered by how sentimental his orgasm had made him, he tugged at Hailey’s arms to draw him up and into his body. “You made me come.”

“Couldn’t resist.” Hailey brushed his nose under Mac’s chin. “I’m trusting you here.”

“You can trust me. Just give me a minute.” He ran his hand over the smooth flesh of Hailey’s flank, tracing the contours of his ass appreciatively. Hailey was hot against him, his cock pressing like a branding iron into Mac’s hip, his mouth painting eager kisses over everything he could reach.

“I’m not in a big hurry.” Hailey butted him with his erection to make his point, so Mac shifted his hand to find it. As thin as Hailey’s wrists were, his cock felt like it was practically as big around, straining hot and beaded with precome at the tip. Hailey bucked when he touched it, definitely in a bit of a hurry.

Mac should jerk him off. A few quick tugs would probably do it. But instead he rolled Hailey onto his back and went back to that careful exploration he’d been making earlier, a slow appreciation of everything Hailey—the tantalizing ring through his nipple, the concavity of his navel, the delicacy of his bones, the wild enthusiasm.

It didn’t surprise him that Hailey gave himself wholeheartedly to the experience the same way he’d relished his dinner. Hailey was made of the moment, and he sucked Mac into it with him so that this pleasuring of Hailey’s body felt better to Mac than his own orgasm had. With the edge off his desire, he could give himself up as completely as Hailey did.

They had a whole building to themselves. It didn’t matter how loud he made Hailey scream, though Hailey kept his voice low. His whispered pleas for mercy narrowed Mac’s world down to this mattress on the floor. The stark overhead lighting became a spotlight showcasing the beauty before him. The clutter faded into a painted backdrop. There was nothing but Spider-Man sheets and naked, squirming man.

“So good, Greg.”

That was his signal. When Hailey started talking, he was on the very edge, and this time Mac took him over it—reluctantly, because he wasn’t done, wasn’t nearly done, but unable to deny the plea in Hailey’s voice.

“Fuck.” Hailey’s voice rose in pitch and volume and his fingers tightened in Mac’s hair, sending a tingle of arousal coursing through him. God, it was almost enough to have him ready to go again. As he swallowed Hailey’s release, one hand pinning his hip to the mattress to tame his thrashing, he wished he were young enough for that. This had been too good to only do once.

 

 

MAC blinked up at the ceiling, only now noticing how it’d been painted. Someone had drawn galaxies, great swoops of color that trailed like meteors, round balls reminiscent of exotic planets—a fantasy version of some distant universe. But between the decorative swirls, he could spot the reason for the mural.

“You’ve had water damage.”

“Before I moved in, but yeah, looks like. I did the painting, though. Like it?”

He nodded. It reminded him of his boyhood bedroom, when his mother had allowed him to paste glow-in-the-dark stars all over his ceiling. The stars had been lost during one of her redecorating sprees in his teen years. He’d pretended to be too old for them anyway, but every time he’d turned out the lights, he’d missed them.

The mural above him and the Spider-Man sheets below him weren’t the only fanciful elements in the room. The sink was skirted with polka-dotted fabric, and the walls were adorned with all manner of pictures, from charcoal portraits to abstract landscapes worthy of Dali.

“You’re an artist? Is that what you went to school for?”

“I used to do caricatures and charcoal portraits when I was a festival follower with my parents, but no, I don’t paint commercially. I’m happy to call it a hobby now. I’m not that good.”

Seemed good enough to him, not that he was any judge. His eye continued around the room, seeing it more favorably through his endorphin haze. The floor was wood and paint-splattered, but the walls were a pleasant shade of lilac, and though there was no mistaking the years of accumulated wear-and-tear, the surfaces were clean enough. God knew what kind of mold C&G would find when they opened the ceiling.

“You see why the place needs to be renovated.”

“Absolutely. Carlos meant well, but he never had the funding you have. You’re planning to renovate, then? Not just tear it down?”

“The shell will stay, and we’ll keep what we can of the old woodwork, but there’s not much worth salvaging. Rotting pipes, electrical completely out of code, insufficient ductwork, and probably layers of lead paint.”

“I’m familiar with the building’s failings.”

“Got any trouble with pests?” The sheets were soft with age, but they smelled like a mixture of clean and Hailey.

“No fleas or lice, if that’s what you’re worried about. Patchouli is also an insect repellant—or so my parents claim—and Carlos didn’t allow the tenants to have pets. We did used to have rats, but they seem to have moved out. Not much to eat around here now with the bodega gone and all the apartments empty. I couldn’t bear setting out traps myself—rats are just living creatures trying to survive like all of us—but I can’t say I’m sorry to see them go.”

“Cockroaches love paper.”

“Don’t I know it. It’s the bane of running a bookstore. Cockroaches I do not feel sorry for, but they like paper bags and cardboard boxes best—something about the glue. That’s why everything’s just in piles. I know it looks haphazard, but it’s better this way.”

Mac grunted in response. “I doubt you need more books.”

“It’s an addiction. I’ll admit it.”

“Do you sell any?”

“Sure.”

When Hailey didn’t elaborate, Mac let it go. The worse Hailey’s Comic did, the more eager Hailey would be to take C&G’s offer. It wasn’t Mac’s job to rescue this hapless venture.

“I should get going.”

“This bed would be a tight fit for the two of us.”

True enough. They’d managed to have sex on it, but now they were pressed up against each other without any room to separate, which was why he kept Hailey curled into his side, not because he wanted snuggles. They’d both gotten off. It was over. He should leave. Hailey wasn’t even asking him to stay. In fact, Hailey was rolling away from him, despite the firm arm he’d had tucked around him, and was pulling those SpongeBob shorts back up over his hips.

Mac got to his feet when Hailey tossed his own shorts at him. “Here’s your hat, what’s your hurry, huh?”

“Sorry, were you wanting a second round? I don’t open the store until noon on weekdays, so I can sleep in if you want to go again, but you look like the early morning type, and also….”

“Also what?”

“You’re not exactly twenty, are you? I figured you might have more of a refractory period.”

“Doesn’t mean I couldn’t make you come again,” Mac said with a scowl as he pulled his shorts on, though why he’d be interested in nonreciprocal sex, he couldn’t imagine. But the continual reminder that Hailey didn’t want anything from him except to briefly borrow his body rankled.

He finished dressing, then sat on the wooden chair to put on his shoes. Hailey still had on nothing but his boxers, making a tempting sight even if Mac’s refractory period was longer than half an hour.

This hadn’t been wasted time. He’d gotten his rocks off. He’d picked up a few lines of inquiry for Declan to consider with respect to getting Hailey’s lease invalidated. And he’d done personal reconnaissance on the neighborhood, which he probably should’ve done earlier. Being more involved with the conception and financing of C&G’s projects than their actual implementation, he generally didn’t get down to the building site until the ground-breaking ceremony so he could have a few photos taken of himself in a hard hat holding a rolled-up set of blueprints. The papers loved those pictures.

“I can drop you somewhere,” he offered when he was fully dressed. “I know you said you’ve got your bike here, but considering the time and the neighborhood—”

“It’s my neighborhood, Greg. I don’t need a ride anywhere.”

All right, then. Nothing to do but leave. He paused at the metal door festooned with decades’ worth of peeling stickers. Hailey stood next to him, waiting for him to get the hell out so he could lock up probably. He looked like a man who’d gotten what he needed tonight, peaceful contentment radiating from him, his hair tumbled wildly around the soft satisfaction of his face.

Mac brushed their lips together, resisting the urge to draw Hailey deeper into him, wishing he could feel as contented as Hailey looked. For a moment there’d been a connection, but now they were only two guys making a posthookup farewell with more than the usual awkwardness.

“I guess you’ll be hearing from me.”

“Wish I could say I look forward to it.”

Yeah, Mac did too.





Chapter Four

 

 

DECLAN put his tablet down on the corner of Mac’s desk and slouched into one of the guest chairs. For a big man, Declan was remarkably floppy, always draping himself over furniture like he was a cat melting in the summer sun.

Mac straightened his own shoulders. He hadn’t consciously thought about his posture since his mother stopped reminding him about it sometime in his late teen years, probably around the time he’d stopped being embarrassed by his own existence, but he would never forget the way Hailey’s eyes had devoured him last night.

“How’d it go at the comic store?” Declan asked once he’d gotten himself situated. “Any good news?”

Those two questions had two different answers. It’d gone very well by some measures, but he didn’t have any good news for Declan.

“Afraid not. We might have to use more extreme tactics to get him out of there.”

“Him?” Declan frowned. “I thought you were going to meet with the owner.”

“Who turns out to be a him.”

“Shame. I was hoping you’d be able to use your charm. Is that why you don’t have good news? Mr. Green wasn’t impressed?”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Mac regretted the comment as soon as he made it. Not that he and Declan weren’t in the habit of exchanging information about their hookups in the spirit of competitiveness, but because last night had been different. And also inadvisable, as Declan’s raised eyebrow reminded him.

“If he’d been impressed, you’d have good news. You’re telling me you whored yourself out and still failed to seal the deal? I thought you had more skills than that, brother.”

“Whatever happened between us was separate from business.” He waved off Declan’s taunts with a frown. “We agreed to put it aside for the time being.”

“You mean he distracted you from it. I can’t wait to meet the man who talked Gregory MacPherson II out of pursuing his goals, see if he can work some magic on me.”

Mac frowned harder at the implication that Hailey might also fuck Declan. There was no question Declan was handsome—almost too handsome, his features having a symmetry so perfect it verged on pretty.

He and Declan had never hooked up with each other because they’d realized early on that they could forge a friendship more beneficial than a night or two of sex, but Declan was the type Mac usually went for—about his size and straight-passing with a vicious sense of humor, left-leaning because fuck racism and homophobia and all that shit, but wishing that a fiscally conservative party really existed.

They both had dark hair worn short. Mac had the fair skin of his Scottish ancestors and a reddish tint to his hair and beard, whereas Declan was clean-shaven with skin that matched his hair color, but Mac couldn’t imagine Hailey being prejudiced. Declan did have a very relaxed posture, though. Hailey wouldn’t like it. Mac straightened his shoulders again.

“You get anything useful out of your meeting with him?” Declan asked. “Other than your dick sucked?”

Mac glanced down at the list he’d scrawled of possible lease violations for Declan to look into, then pushed it aside. “I got to know him.”

Declan snorted, which Mac ignored.

“I learned he’s not money motivated.”

“Did you actually try offering him some financial rewards? Or did you go straight for sex?”

“I tried. Not even a nibble. He thinks he’s standing on principle.”

“Oh, principle.” Declan rolled his eyes. “Let me do some digging, and we’ll see how good his principles are. You know these people always cave once they’re threatened with having their indiscretions exposed.”

Mac shook his head. He couldn’t imagine Hailey being so hypocritical. “I went about it wrong last night.”

“Sounds like you went about it exactly the way he wanted you to.”

Mac didn’t appreciate the suggestion that Hailey had manipulated him, as though the sex had been an intentional distraction. Hailey had definitely wanted him. That hadn’t just been performance art. But it was true that Mac had failed to really engage him on the issue at hand.

“I’ve been thinking. Now that I know where he’s coming from, maybe we can find the proper motivation.”

Hailey wouldn’t be sold on giving up his lease unless Mac could point out the greater good of his doing so. But Mac could point that out. Hailey’s viewpoint wasn’t selfish, but it was narrow, formed by hippie parents and centered on his current neighbors, whereas the reclamation project would benefit not just Ball’s End but the entire city of Ballhaven.

More livable housing within commuting range of downtown was desperately needed. Buildings like the one Hailey’s Comic occupied were wasted space in their current condition. No one wanted to live in a rat-infested, mold-infested building with leaking plumbing, inadequate power, and no central heating or cooling system. Not to mention the lack of parking or useful services.

Grocery stores, banks. Being able to walk safely down the street after dark. Taxi service not hampered by drivers’ fears of being robbed or stiffed. Those were the things a neighborhood needed. Hailey was resisting because he didn’t understand the benefits of what they were trying to do. All Mac had to do was explain it better. Hailey would agree to vacate, Mac would help him develop a more workable business model, and they could relax and enjoy each other without being adversaries.

“But you don’t want me to start digging on him?” Declan asked. “We know how to handle this kind of guy.”

“Let’s not pull out the big guns yet. Our personal relationship aside—”

“Relationship?”

“You know what I mean.”

“You want to get back in his pants again.”

“I really do.” No point lying about it. “He’s something else, Declan. I think I might be in love.” He joked because he was worried it was true.

Declan’s laugh put it in perspective. Mac had a bad case of lust for the winsome young man and reason to believe Hailey was a pretty good guy, if misguided, but that was it. If they had a chance to get to know each other without 502 Main Street in the way, they actually might form a relationship. He wasn’t opposed to the possibility. Easy access to regular sex saved time and energy, if nothing else.

“I’ll bring him in for a dog-and-pony show,” he said, his mind made up. He wasn’t going to treat Hailey like an enemy as long as he had another choice. “We’ve got all those materials we put together for the city planning committee. If we walk him through it, I think we can get him on our side. He’s a smart guy.”

“You are in love,” Declan said with a laugh. “You don’t think anyone’s smart except you.”

“And you.” Was he fooling himself about Hailey? If Hailey had brains, he hadn’t applied them to running a profitable business, but that was probably his parents’ fault. Given their influence, it was surprising Hailey was willing to dabble in capitalism at all, and he was still young enough not to be set in his ways.

“All right.” Declan stretched himself out with a giant yawn, then curled back to throw one lanky leg over the arm of the chair he reclined in. “If you can talk your new lover into vacating, you can fuck him over every surface in this office for all I care. But, Mac, be careful about who’s talking who into what.”

Mac disregarded the warning as ridiculous. He picked up his phone and paged through it to find Hailey’s number. “Oh,” he said before hitting the Call button. “I almost forgot. There’s a church next door to the site that looks about ready to fall down. What would it take to get it down?”

“We approached the diocese about selling back when we first secured 502 Main Street, and they were willing to entertain an offer, but it was built in the early 1900s. It’s not on the historical registry yet, but only because no one’s bothered to file the paperwork.”

“So get it taken down before anyone has a chance to raise a stink. You know how to handle these things. It’s more an eyesore than a treasure, and we need the adjacent space.”

“I do what you pay me to do, boss.”

Mac turned his back on Declan’s snark and put through the call to Hailey. The store wouldn’t be open yet. Maybe Hailey would still be asleep, curled up like a kitten that needed petting. But Hailey’s voice when it came on the line sounded fully alert. It also sounded both surprised and annoyed.

“Greg. I wasn’t expecting you to call, seeing as I’ve already heard from your lawyers. A fake eviction notice? Really? Is that how you do business?”

“What are you talking about?”

“The latest piece of mail from C&G. I’m not impressed. But that’s not why you’re calling, I gather.”

“No, I, uh, don’t know anything about the eviction notice.” He made frantic eyes at Declan, who only made an amused expression back. “I was calling to see if you’d be willing to come in and listen to a presentation on what we’re planning to do with 502 Main Street and why.”

“I can listen,” Hailey said, “if you’ll give me equal time.”

“Equal time for what?” Sex? He could make that swap.

“I’ll try to see Ball’s End through your eyes, and you try to see it through mine. Come by tonight at closing. There are things I’d like to show you.”

Not sex, but still. Time with Hailey. And maybe sex after. Which would be fine now that he had a plan for how to get Hailey on board. He finalized arrangements with Hailey and hung up to give Declan a hard look. “Did we send Hailey an eviction notice?”

“Wish we could. He hasn’t done anything to justify eviction. Yet.”

“So what’s he talking about?”

“Eh.” Declan waved a hand idly. “Standard communication we send to stubborn tenants. You’ve seen them, I’m sure.” He pulled his tablet onto his lap and tapped a few buttons, then pushed it across the desk.

Notice of Cause to Evict, the bold heading read. Mac skimmed the text. The letter didn’t explicitly say the tenant was being evicted. It merely detailed the legal process involved and set out a long list of possible causes.

“It implies eviction. Hailey saw through it, but—”

“It’s perfectly legal, Mac. I should know.”

Some of the causes for eviction listed were reasonable. Failure to pay rent, obviously. Maybe even keeping a pet if the behavior persisted after a warning had been issued. But, “Power strips? Christmas tree lights?”

“Possible fire-code violations.”

Mac thought about the hot plate on Hailey’s counter. Instead of turning the list he’d made of ways Hailey might be violating his lease over to Declan, he balled it up and tossed it in the trash. “We don’t really evict people for having a live Christmas tree, do we?”

“How would we even know that? But if someone has a guilty conscience, that’s not our fault. They know what they’ve done. If they choose to leave before we can formally evict them, it saves us all a headache.”

Mac pushed Declan’s tablet back across the desk at him. “I don’t want those going out with C&G’s name on them anymore. I don’t care if they’re legal. They’re not… ethical.”

Declan shrugged. “You’re the boss. But morally-gray-and-legally-expedient never bothered you before this dude came along. You just gave me orders to try to sneak destruction of a historical landmark past the planning committee.”

“That’s different.”

“Different how?”

“No one’s going to miss that church, not once they’ve got a parking structure in its place. It’s not the same thing as threatening to evict someone over Christmas tree lights—acting like we’re already in the process of evicting them. I’m not saying you can’t warn people that we might have the legal right to evict them. Just… make the letter more transparent.”

“Like I said, you’re the boss.” Declan unfurled himself from the chair and rose to his feet like smoke floating upward. “Hitting up the gym tonight?”

“I have to meet my sister for dinner.” If he blew her off twice in a row, he’d need more than the excuse of a date. He’d have to produce an engagement ring. “Come if you like.”

“Nah, I need the gym more than I need a heavy meal. You may have found your dream man, but I’m still out there hunting.”

Mac shook his head at the idea of Declan ever having to hunt for a bedmate, then picked up his desk phone to call his community relations manager, Audra. With a little tweaking, he was sure they could put together a spiel that would have Hailey on their side.

 

 

OF course Julia-Louise started with an inquisition into his supposed date the night before, and since Mac was floating between memories of having Hailey naked and anticipation of getting him naked again, it wasn’t hard to give her what she was looking for. Truthfully, it would’ve been hard not to talk about Hailey.

“He sounds the complete opposite of Lauren,” Julia-Louise observed. She toyed with the stem of her wineglass as she fixed him with a questioning look. The waiter had taken their menus when he’d dropped off their drinks, leaving Mac with nothing to hide behind.

“Because he’s a man and she was a woman?”

“Please.” The look she gave him suggested she knew he was ducking.

“I liked Lauren.”

“Better than you’ve ever liked anyone else,” she agreed.

“But it didn’t work out, did it?”

“And you think things might work out with Hailey?”

“It’s a bit early to be looking that far ahead.” That was the correct answer. “I’m just saying there’s no point using Lauren as the measuring stick for every relationship I have, given that she came up short.”

“Oh, it was Lauren who came up short, was it?” Julia-Louise stuck her tongue out at him like the brat she’d once been and sometimes still could be, no matter how elegant she looked with her meticulously highlighted strawberry-blond hair coiled into a twist.

“You know that’s not what I meant. There was nothing wrong with Lauren. She was perfect, in fact.” Perfectly beautiful, perfectly composed, perfectly independent with her own interests and possessed of an undeniable brilliance. He’d been proud to have her on his arm and continuously impressed by her goals and her success in achieving them.

“So what happened?”

“Nothing. Nothing bad, nothing good. Maybe we were too alike, too selfishly absorbed in our own concerns.”

“So now you’re going to the opposite extreme?”

The waiter dropped off their salads, and Julia-Louise broke off to smile up at him in acknowledgment. Mac picked up his fork and poked at the collection of spring greens without much enthusiasm.

“Hailey is also beautiful and smart, so no, he’s not the opposite extreme. And I haven’t gone anywhere. You’re making too much of a single date.”

“Two dates,” she pointed out. “You’re rushing off tonight to be with him again. Two nights in a row. It’s a new high point in enthusiasm from you.”

Mac shrugged, unwilling to admit how enthusiastic he was. Declan’s sneering and Julia-Louise’s teasing both implied that he’d gone too deep, too fast, but from where he was sitting, enthusiasm felt like a good thing. When was the last time he’d cared about something beyond a bottom line—just cared about the process of it? College hockey, maybe.

“So when do I meet him? You could’ve brought him tonight if you couldn’t bear to be away from him.”

“He’s working. I told you, he owns a bookstore.”

“You said he owned a bookstore, not that he worked at it. He takes the night shifts himself?”

“I think he takes all the shifts. It’s a small place. If he’s got a staff, I haven’t seen it.”

Leaving overhead aside, Hailey would have to sell a dozen books an hour just to pay someone minimum wage, and that was assuming he got his stock by crawling through dumpsters, which wasn’t a bad guess.

Mac described Hailey’s situation, going into more detail than he’d intended until Julia-Louise jabbed his hand with her fork.

“Ow. What was that for?” He wiped away the trace of salad dressing she’d left behind.

“For lying to me. You told me last night was a date.”

“I wish I had been lying. It was more of a date than I’m comfortable with. There’s something about this guy, Jules. I think he put me under a spell or something. I’m besotted.”

“Besotted,” Julia-Louise repeated with a laugh. “Are you an eighteenth-century heroine now?”

“That’s how it feels. From the moment I saw him, it’s like I can’t remember what I’m supposed to be doing when I’m around him. That shouldn’t have been a date last night.”

“Because it’s safer to stick to people who approve of your capitalistic ways, who’re impressed by your money rather than put off by it. If you ask me, someone who’ll wake you up to the suffering of people not like you is exactly what you need.”

As if Mac didn’t already have his sister for that. “I know the world is full of suffering, Jules, but I didn’t cause it, and I don’t have the power to end it, so there’s no point in being paralyzed by it.”

“Don’t pretend you couldn’t help, Gregory. You have more than enough money, but you spend your time making more. Don’t you think there might be better ways to use your privilege?”

“I’ll let you take care of that for both of us.”

“We’ll see. This guy’s already got you jumping through hoops for him. Is he going to talk you into letting him stay in the building?”

“I can’t. I’ve got a responsibility to my investors.” It was one thing for Declan to tease him about his instant infatuation. Declan loved him and would support him even if he made foolish choices as a result. “We can’t afford to let the building sit empty for nine months as if it were Hailey’s personal playpen. Maybe if we hadn’t already gotten everyone else out I could stall the project for a few more months, but what can I do now?” Mac really wanted an answer to that. “It’s not even in Hailey’s best interests to stay. A bookstore needs foot traffic, and an empty building doesn’t bring any. I’m surprised he’s making enough to pay rent, never mind support himself.”

“Maybe the magic leprechaun has a pot of gold at the end of his rainbow,” Julia-Louise suggested with a smirk. “Or maybe he’s got more than one guy jumping through hoops for him. Don’t give me that look. It was just a joke. I’m not impugning your magic elf. You really are besotted, aren’t you?”

Mac shook his head. He really was. He’d spent the whole afternoon working with Audra to put together a presentation that would woo his magic elf into compliance.

“What did you say the name of his bookstore was? I should check it out.”

“Don’t.” That was all he needed—for Julia-Louise and Hailey to team up against him. He’d find himself doing an Ebenezer Scrooge, dancing down the street in his nightdress, handing out gold doubloons.





Chapter Five

 

 

THE sign said Closed and the door was locked, but there were lights on toward the back. Mac rapped at the glass. When that didn’t produce a result, he texted Hailey, checking his phone impatiently as minutes passed without any response. Hailey had said he’d be ready at nine—though the sign said the store closed at eight—and it was already ten after.

Finally a body wound its way through the maze of shelving toward the door, but the body didn’t belong to Hailey, rather to a heavyset middle-aged man with sun-worn features. When he caught sight of Mac through the glass, he opened the door and tapped the sign.

“Closed,” he said, enunciating the word carefully.

“I’m here for Hailey.”

The man shrugged and held the door for Mac to pass through. Toward the back where the lights were on Mac heard voices, so he followed them to a nook formed by a restroom on one side and what might be a storage room on the other. The nook held a battered folding table about eight feet long, around which a dozen metal chairs ranged, most of them empty.

Hailey stood behind one, and an older Hispanic man speaking to a Hispanic teenager in halting English sat in another. The table was covered in children’s books and magazines with cars on the covers.

The older man rose and pushed in his chair. “Thank you,” he said to Hailey with a press of his hand.

“Anytime, amigo. See you next week. Hey, Greg,” Hailey added, noticing him there. He tilted his head as if he expected to be kissed in greeting.

“I texted.”

“Sorry. I think I left my phone in the back. We’re pretty much done here. Just give me a minute to lock up.”

“This the man?” The teenager on the other side of the table had his chair rocked back on two legs with his hands behind his head, giving Mac the once-over with apparent disapproval.

“This is Greg, yeah. Greg, Miguel.”

Mac stepped forward to offer his hand across the table, and Miguel let his chair down with a thump. “Mucho gusto,” he said as he took Mac’s hand.

“Miguel,” Hailey warned.

“A pleasure,” Miguel translated with a thick accent. He dropped Mac’s hand and held out a fist to Hailey. “My man.”

“Thanks, Miguel,” Hailey called after the kid as he slouched toward the door. “And tell your mama I said thank you for the enchiladas.” The bell tinkled as the door opened and shut behind him.

“Men’s book club?” Mac asked as he trailed Hailey around the store. Now that they were alone, he was eager for the kiss Hailey had been offering, but he also wanted to understand why that kid had been assessing Mac with such protective eyes. Did he and Hailey have something going on?

“English lessons. Not that I’m a qualified ESL teacher. It’s an informal thing.”

“So what are you thanking Miguel for? Shouldn’t he be thanking you?”

Hailey chuckled as he did something with the old cash register that made bells ring. “Miguel was born here. His English is perfect, despite that act he just put on. He and I teach the other guys English, and I learn Spanish in exchange.”

“They pay you?” That was a possible income stream Mac hadn’t considered.

“In food. Of course, the food is mostly thanks to their wives and mothers, but I don’t complain. I collect enough on Thursdays to carry me through the week.” He hefted a foil-wrapped package from the counter. “Come on, let me grab a shirt and we can head out.”

“Where are we going?” Mac followed him into the back room where Hailey stashed the packet in the minifridge.

“On a tour of the neighborhood. Most of the stores will be closed, but we can still get churros if we hurry. Did you eat?” Hailey pulled a thin button-down shirt in a bright blue-and-purple plaid over his T-shirt.

“I met my sister for dinner.” He didn’t want to go on a tour of the neighborhood. He wanted to peel that shirt Hailey had just put on back off him, to press Hailey down onto the rumpled futon and cover him. But if he expected Hailey to listen to the presentation Audra was putting together, he had to go through with his side of the exchange. But he could get a kiss, at least.

He snatched Hailey by the wrist and hauled him up against his body. “You didn’t say hello.”

“I did.” Hailey grinned down at him. “But hello again.”

“Hello.” He captured Hailey’s mouth, a sense of rightness surging through him as Hailey’s scent tickled his nostrils. He kept his hand wrapped around Hailey’s wrist, stroking his thumb over the soft flesh there as his other arm came around Hailey’s back to hitch him closer. Hailey opened to him by degrees, as if settling into him.

“Been thinking about that all day,” Mac said when he reluctantly pulled back. His dick was already getting hard, wanting more.

“It might have occurred to me a time or two too.” Hailey took a quick nip at his mouth. “But let’s go. I promised you churros.”

There was no treat Hailey could promise him that would be better than the one in his arms, but Mac allowed himself to be towed through the dark store and out the front door.

“Not much to see on this block, of course, courtesy of you-know-who, but there used to be a bodega there.” Hailey pointed at one of the dark storefronts. The windows still bore faded lettering in a mix of Spanish and English. “And that was a barbershop.”

“There’s a beauty salon across the street.”

“A barbershop is a very different thing from a beauty salon. I’ll bet you get your hair cut somewhere it costs you sixty dollars.”

It cost more than that, actually, but he’d been going to the same hairdresser since he was a teenager, back when his hairstyle had seemed like a very important statement about who he was, which statement had been fairly cringeworthy when he thought back on it. His current side-parted cut was barely more complicated than a buzz cut and probably could be done by a sixty-dollar barber.

“Do you know anyone at the place you go?” Hailey asked.

“I know my hairdresser. Who else would I know?”

“That’s just it. A barbershop is a community center, a place for guys to hang out where the generations mix.”

“And gossip.”

“And gossip,” Hailey agreed. “The kind of news that’s important to the people who live here doesn’t get put on television. At least, not from their perspective. I’m sure this project of yours has made the news, but the evictions—”

“We haven’t evicted anyone. I’m sorry about that notice you were sent. I told our lawyers to stop sending them.”

“Really?” Hailey’s surprise made Mac bristle. Did Hailey think he would knowingly engage in duplicitous business practices?

“Really. I didn’t know we were doing that. Apparently it’s standard practice—”

“But that doesn’t make it right.”

“No.”

Hailey stood for a moment, just looking at him. Then his lips quirked up in a relaxed smile, and he dropped a kiss on Mac’s nose.

“That definitely earns you a churro, but come on, they stop serving at nine thirty.” Hailey moved briskly down the sidewalk, practically dancing as he dodged between people. Mac shook himself out of the daze Hailey’s approval had brought on and lengthened his stride to catch up with him.

Most of the stores were closed for the night, but that hadn’t emptied the place out. Women clattered by in heels, their eyes on the cracked and heaving sidewalks. Teenagers sprawled on doorsteps, too many with a cigarette in hand. Men hung out of cars that crawled up and down the street in an unending conga line. Music blared from multiple radios in a conflicting mass of noise.

Mac was a big man and Hailey wasn’t, but he was glad for Hailey’s presence at his side in this alien environment, for the reassurance of his composure in this carnival atmosphere with its underlying hint of danger. This was normal for Hailey—the flashing lights of an emergency vehicle farther down the street, the constant blare of car horns, the bump and press of people, the smell of smoke, both tobacco and… otherwise, the hooting calls of harassing teenagers. It was normal for Hailey, but it shouldn’t be.

Hailey stopped in front of a patisserie. Through the glass doors emblazoned with the word Chocolate in gold foil, Mac saw a small room full of people and tiny two-top tables.

“Crowded.”

“Always,” Hailey said as he ushered Mac inside.

They joined a line snaking across the black-and-white tiled floor nearly to the door. The air smelled like chocolate and coffee, and a steady babble of voices made the crowded room feel even more crowded. Mac turned his face up to read from the menu hanging over a display case filled with every kind of sweet.

“You’re getting churros,” Hailey told him, turning him away from the menu to face him. “Unless you don’t like churros.”

“I don’t even know what churros are.”

“Then you’re getting churros. Hot chocolate or coffee? Traditionally, it’s hot chocolate. You sort of dip them.”

Mac allowed Hailey to order him hot chocolate as he tried to recall the last time he’d had any. He should’ve joined Declan at the gym if he was going to be indulging in cocoa and whatever a churro was after a three-course meal with Julia-Louise. The cashier rang them up, and before Mac could get his wallet out, Hailey pulled a handful of small bills from his pocket.

“This is my show-and-tell, so it’s my treat,” he said as he counted out a stack of ones. He put the change the cashier handed him into the tip jar and picked up one of the wide ceramic cups that’d been set in front of them.

“Churros’ll be right up,” the cashier said before turning to the next customer.

Obviously the place should stay open later if they did this kind of business, maybe expand. Mac sipped from his cup. The chocolate was rich, thicker than he remembered cocoa being, as if it really were made of chocolate.

“Good, right?” Hailey had a chocolate mustache on his upper lip, which Mac resisted the urge to lick. Instead he licked his own lips, figuring he might look much like Hailey. Hailey’s eyes followed his tongue, and Mac wondered how long this tour was going to go on, because as delicious as the hot chocolate was, he’d rather be swallowing down Hailey.

Churros, when they arrived in a paper sack, turned out to be a donut-like confection in a long star-shaped stick that reminded Mac of what his Play-Doh Fun Factory had pumped out.

Hailey threaded his way through the crowd to a table that freed up just as they got to it. It was barely big enough for two grown men to sit at. Mac kept his elbows off it in consideration of the sticky shine coating the wooden top and pulled his knees in tight to stay out of the way of the pack of people surrounding them.

The churros were both crispy and oily, sinfully delicious, and definitely made for dipping in chocolate. He let the conversation falter as he ate, one eye on the way Hailey was enjoying his and one eye on all the people coming and going around them. Many of them slapped Hailey on the back as they went by or called out a greeting to him in a mixture of Spanish and English.

“Where did you learn Spanish?”

“Here. I can’t do more than easy conversational.”

“So then what brought you to a neighborhood that’s, um, Spanish?” He couldn’t exactly say “why would a white guy move to a Hispanic neighborhood?” but that was what he meant. Not only was Ball’s End too poor to support a bookstore in its current state, but Hailey must feel like an outsider, though he seemed to be an accepted one, at least.

“It was what I could afford, to be honest.”

“It’s a question of start-up costs versus return on investment,” Mac explained. Sure, it would be more expensive to buy into a good retail location, to stock new books instead of old and pay for advertising, but making money required spending money. Bookstores weren’t a good choice of venture these days, but a small store run well could probably support one or two people. Hailey appeared to be low-maintenance enough. He was sucking down his churros like he hadn’t eaten in a week.

“I could help you find a better location,” Mac offered. “I’m not just saying that because I want you out of there.”

“I believe you.” Hailey patted Mac’s arm, and Mac made a grab for his hand. “But there aren’t any other locations in the neighborhood at my price point. I’ve looked.”

“This isn’t exactly your neighborhood, Hailey.” Mac scowled a warning at the teenager who’d just bumped into their table.

“It’s my neighborhood now. I may have landed here randomly, but I’m glad I did. I needed a community. Traveling with my parents as a kid was like being part of a circus. We were always moving, but we brought our people with us. Living in the dorms was similar—very communal. But when I graduated, got a job, got my own place….” Hailey grimaced and pulled his hand back, but Mac grabbed for it again, and Hailey smiled at him as he twined their hands together. “I got a little lost after college, but I found my way here, and now I’d like to help Ball’s End the way Ball’s End helped me.”

“That name is awful.”

Why must Hailey be so stubborn about the place? It would become a nice enough neighborhood once Mac got done with it—not the sort of place he’d live himself, but a perfect place for Hailey—but right now it was squalid and run-down, inconvenient and very likely dangerous. Churros and chocolate hadn’t changed Mac’s mind about any of that.

“I like balls,” Hailey answered with a wink. “Oh, hey, Edgar. You remember Greg?”

The tottering drunk who’d come into Hailey’s Comic on Mac’s first visit to the store staggered up to their table, barely managing to balance a cup of chocolate between his hands.

“You want this table? We were just leaving.” Hailey got to his feet and took Edgar’s cup from him to place it carefully on the table.

“Mumble-mumble-mumble thank you.”

Mac cleared the table of their dishes on the assumption that no one else was going to do it as Hailey got Edgar settled at the tiny table.

“Girl!” Hailey’s high-pitched exclamation made Mac whirl to catch him throwing himself into the arms of a round Black woman with a stack of braids on top of her head.

“Hey, sweetie,” the woman said as she hugged him back. “How is it having the place to yourself?”

“Lonely. Mac, this is Yolanda. She used to live upstairs. How’s the new place?”

“Expensive and too fucking far away. How am I supposed to get my fix?”

Mac blanched, but Hailey’s next words made him realize he’d jumped to an unfair conclusion.

“You better get up to the counter, then. I’m surprised they’re even still serving.”

“Don’t I know it. I was on pins and needles the whole way here. Those buses can’t ever keep a schedule.”

She gave Hailey another squeeze before releasing him, making Mac wonder what sort of relationship the two of them had, not that it was his business. He was getting a bad case of possessiveness where Hailey was concerned. They’d messed around once without exchanging histories or promises. He had no right to object to anything Hailey might be up to.

Hailey trailed after Yolanda to the counter, so Mac followed along too, listening with half an ear as the two of them gossiped.

“Elisa’s still with her sister-in-law out in Quilling,” Yolanda told Hailey once she’d placed her order. “Two women and five babies in a two-bedroom house.” She shook her head, lips pursed in a heavy expression of disapproval. “Lost her job, you know. Couldn’t get the babies to care and get downtown for work on time, the buses running the way they do out there. Guess that thousand dollars she got to move out don’t look so good to her now.”

“What can we do to help?”

“Aw, sweetie. What can you do? She got a roof over her head, at least. James was never good for much, but his sister done right by her. She gonna apply for housing, but you know how long that takes.”

“Well, tell her if she needs help with the application, I can look at it with her. Sometimes those forms—”

“Don’t I know it.”

Mac shifted restlessly. He didn’t know Elisa, but if she and her sister-in-law had five babies between them without any men in the picture, he could guess what sort of person she was. It was nice of Hailey to worry about her—Hailey clearly worried about everyone—but she wasn’t Hailey’s problem. Hailey seemed to notice his restlessness, because he wrapped things up with Yolanda.

“Love you, dollface,” he told her as he gave her yet another hug goodbye. “And give Elisa my love too. And the babies,” he added over his shoulder as he led the way out of the crowded patisserie.

“Elisa lived upstairs too,” Hailey told him as they strolled farther down the street.

“I figured.”

“She’s got three kids—”

“Babies?”

“Nah, that’s just an expression. Oldest one’s ten. Youngest is two, I think? They’re all still young enough to need looking after, anyway. I used to help with her two oldest after school. Anyway, she took one of those relocation bonuses you guys were handing out because a thousand dollars sounded like a lot of money to her and she figured she was getting tossed out eventually, but you heard. The buses aren’t bad between Ball’s End and downtown during working hours—”

Mac knew that. It was one of the reasons why Ball’s End made a great gentrification project. Good bus service was a must to attract urban millennials.

“—but the service sucks out beyond Ball’s End. You get into Quilling, you need a car. A thousand dollars doesn’t buy a car and put it on the road. It barely covers relocation expenses, as people inevitably find out. Now this building.” Hailey waved at a derelict structure across the street. The lower windows were covered in plywood, which was covered in graffiti. The upper windows were broken or gone completely.

“Why not renovate this one?” Hailey asked. “It could use it.”

Mac surveyed the building, then glanced back in the direction they’d come from, a few blocks from the patisserie and a few more from 502 Main Street. He’d have to review their surveys, but he could guess. “Location’s not as good.”

They were deep into Ball’s End now. The street already felt darker and more dangerous, the sidewalks not as crowded, the stores less well maintained and the entranceways to them dark and smelling like urine. Gentrification happened from the edges.

“I know you don’t want to move, Hailey, but trust me that I know how to reclaim a neighborhood. You can’t just start from anywhere.”

Hailey frowned at him. Mac hated him frowning.

“What?”

“It’s that word. Reclaimed. Think about it for a minute. Who are you claiming it from? Who are you claiming it for? This neighborhood belongs to people like Miguel and Yolanda.”

“You’re here. Can’t we integrate?”

“Is that really how you think it’s going to come out, Greg?”

“We’re not trying to push out people of color to bring in white people, I promise. This isn’t about discrimination. It’s about making Ball’s End a better place to live. For everyone.” He kissed Hailey, trying to wipe the frown off his mouth. “Will you keep an open mind until you see our presentation Monday? I think you’re going to like what we’re planning to do.”

“And if I don’t?”

That was a really good question. So good, Mac didn’t try to answer it.





Chapter Six

 

 

“I’M sorry things haven’t worked out for Alyssa,” Mac said as they strolled back along the frost-heaved sidewalk toward Hailey’s Comic.

“Elisa.”

“Right, Elisa. But that doesn’t mean everyone who got displaced ended up worse off. Your friend Yolanda’s doing okay.”

“You heard what she said.” Hailey pulled out his keychain with a jingle—though how anything had fit into such tight jeans, Mac wasn’t sure—and opened the front door.

“Right. The bus service sucks. But she could petition the city to get it extended.” He followed Hailey through the dark store, dodging the occasional stack of books or unexpectedly looming armchair.

Hailey glanced over his shoulder with a look Mac couldn’t quite read in the limited light. “You think she hasn’t? If you petitioned to get it extended, the city might entertain the idea. When Yolanda Brown petitions, not so much.”

“Maybe not one Yolanda Brown, but pull a thousand of them together and see what happens.” That was the trouble with these kinds of neighborhoods. No one took initiative. That was why outsiders like him had to step in and tackle the projects the locals hadn’t taken on themselves. Like that ramshackle building Hailey had pointed out down the street. At some point it would have to be addressed, quite possibly by C&G, but how long had it been left in that condition before they showed up?

In the interest of not pissing Hailey off right before he was about to get laid, Mac kept those thoughts to himself, instead pointing out that though Yolanda might be paying more rent in her new location, she was undoubtedly getting a nicer place in exchange for it.

“You think? Come on, there’s one more thing I want to show you.”

Mac didn’t want to see any more things, unless— “This?” He palmed Hailey’s cock through his jeans, which were tight enough that he could pick out which direction it leaned.

“Okay, maybe two more things. Hold that thought.”

Mac nearly groaned out loud when Hailey pulled away. He’d been holding the thought of holding Hailey all day already. But he dutifully followed his pied piper to the metal door in the back corner of the store. He’d assumed it led to a storage closet, but when Hailey unlocked it, Mac found himself looking into a stairwell.

“Fire exit,” Hailey said by way of explanation. “Can you climb three flights?”

Mac rolled his eyes in answer, but by the time they’d made it to the fourth floor, he remembered why the new building plans included an elevator. And to think there were still two more floors on top of this one. For Elisa’s sake, he hoped she’d lived on the second floor. Wrangling three kids up and down several flights of stairs couldn’t be any fun.

“What floor did Elisa live on?” he asked, hearing the shortness of his breath as they walked together down the hallway covered in ratty carpeting and lit in flickering fluorescent light. C&G was probably required to light the common areas as long as there were any tenants in the building, but what a waste of electricity.

“She was right down there,” Hailey said with a nod farther down the hallway as he stopped in front of apartment 4H. “Why?”

“No reason. Where are we?”

“Yolanda’s apartment. I sort of have a key. Don’t tell.”

Mac had no plans to tell, though it wasn’t ideal to have one of their commercial tenants running around the residential part of the building with a set of keys. He buried that thought to examine the apartment revealed by the spill of light from the hallway. Wide-plank hardwood floors shimmered at him, well polished and nicely finished.

“We’re keeping the floors, by the way. I wasn’t expecting them to be in such good condition, though.”

“They’re mostly not. Yolanda refinished hers.”

“What, herself?” He squatted down to run a hand appreciatively over the floor.

“Yolanda has skills.”

Beyond the narrow entranceway, Mac saw an open room of decent proportions and a bank of windows through which moonlight streamed. One of the windows appeared to be made of stained glass, but on closer inspection, it was only a decal. Probably looked nice with sunlight coming through it, though. If he had himself oriented correctly, the room would get morning sun. He could imagine the jewel-toned light hitting the rosy tints of the plank flooring.

“We’re keeping that too,” he said, pointing out the crown molding that edged the room. “What we can salvage of it, anyway. Those are the kind of architectural details that made us choose this building to start with. It’s got a lot of charm that was being allowed to rot and rust. You’ll see the plans on Monday, but Yolanda did good work here.”

He wandered into the kitchen—impossibly small but with a tiled floor not dissimilar from what he would have picked himself. Using the light of his cell phone, he examined the cabinets. Nice heavy woodwork, the kind that held up, but unfortunately they wouldn’t be able to reuse those.

“Still think her new place must be nicer?” Hailey hadn’t moved far into the apartment. He leaned against the wall in the entranceway, half in the light streaming in from the hallway, half out.

“Why’d she put so much time and money into a rental?”

“Before C&G came along, she’d lived here almost sixteen years. Not all renters are transients.”

“What does she do?”

“She’s a nurse.”

“Nurses make good enough money. She should’ve bought her own place if she wanted to fix it up. That’s what people do.”

“She’s an LPN. They don’t get paid as much as you probably imagine, and there’s always someone around here who needs help. Yolanda is quick to reach into her pocket and pull out a dollar.”

Like Hailey was, no doubt. As if Mac didn’t give his fair share to charities. He was tempted to pull up his tax returns and show Hailey that he gave two percent every year to a variety of well-vetted charities, which was a better way to distribute aid than handing out cash to beggars on street corners.

“Yolanda will land on her feet,” Hailey said. “But no one’s better off for her leaving the neighborhood.”

Which was his fault. Mac got it. He rubbed his temple, feeling a headache start. He’d been so looking forward to seeing Hailey tonight. “Are you the Ghost of Christmas Present? What time does the Ghost of Christmas Future come to show me how no one will mourn my passing?”

“I hope someone will mourn it.” Hailey came over and brushed Mac’s hand away to replace it with his own. “You said you have a sister.” Hailey’s magic fingers worked their way over his skull, sending skitters of charge down his spine. “But why not think about the legacy you’ll leave behind?”

Mac’s legacy would be the projects he’d seen through to completion, of which this would eventually be one—far more impressive and long-lasting than a minor boost for a few individuals. Maybe he’d have Audra work in a few photos of him doing ribbon cuttings with mayors or accepting awards from humanitarian organizations. Show Hailey that Yolanda wasn’t the only one who did good.

“Shh,” Hailey said, as if Mac had been strategizing out loud. “Maybe that was too much for one night. Let me make you feel better, take away that headache I gave you. How does a blowjob sound?”

“Here?”

Hailey laughed and dropped his hands. “The Ghost of Yolanda Past would come for me if I disrespected her floors that way.”

“A blowjob sounds nice.”

Or just holding Hailey and not talking for a few minutes. They should go back to Mac’s place, or Hailey’s if he’d rather, but when they got downstairs into Hailey’s back room, the sloppily made futon looked so appealing, so rumpled and warm and Hailey, that Mac grabbed him and toppled him down onto it without even stopping to take off his shoes.

They could decide where to go in a minute. For now he hauled Hailey up against him and breathed, nuzzling little kisses into the top of his head, trying to figure out why this felt like home. “I needed this.”

“Then take it. Nowhere else we need to be. You want to tell me about your day? I would ask you what has you so tense, but this seems to be your natural state.”

The way the tension drained from him as he lay there enveloped in Hailey’s presence made him aware of how true that was. Everything was always so hectic. Whenever he got his arms around one problem, another cropped up, and today the problem of Hailey had occupied too much of his mind, taking his focus from the myriad of other issues he should have been handling.

“Our receptionist gave notice today.”

“Is that something you have to handle personally?”

“No?” It was just one more thing that had to be handled, one more pebble in the shoes he walked in every day. Hailey might be a business owner himself, but he didn’t have staff to worry about. Investors, planning commissions, building inspectors, lawyers, the hundreds of people pulling at him every day, the first line of defense against which was C&G’s receptionist.

“But you’re going to worry about it anyway,” Hailey guessed.

“Probably. Maybe not right now.”

Hailey rubbed his chest, and Mac let his eyes close as the threat of a headache faded. It had to be after ten o’clock, and if they were going to fool around, they should get going on it. He tugged at the band holding Hailey’s hair up to set it free around them, welcoming the wash of patchouli that came with the tumble of glossy waves. The sheets smelled faintly of what they’d gotten up to last night, and when Hailey drew the dark green comforter up over them, Mac found the strength to toe off his shoes but not much else.

“What kind of work did Elisa do? I mean”—he was going to regret this—“she could come in and apply for that job. But Hailey, she’d have to be reliable. And it’s a professional environment. We can’t have—”

“Greg. You’re trying to do something nice here. Don’t spoil it by being classist. I recognize that you have to consider your company’s needs, and I appreciate the offer. You’re not so bad, are you?”

That was it. That was what he’d needed to hear. If Elisa didn’t work out, he’d have to let her go, but the inconvenience was worth Hailey’s approval, however brief.

 

 

WHEN his alarm went off, Mac reached for his nightstand and smacked his hand into the wall. The resulting pain woke him up enough to realize that he was in the back room of Hailey’s Comic with all his clothes on and his phone in his pocket. Ugh.

He peeled Hailey off him so he could shut off the alarm, then ran a hand over his face to clear the sleep from it. They hadn’t even fooled around last night. Which was a waste, his cock was reminding him now.

“Morning.” Hailey nipped at his mouth with a quick kiss, then drew back with a smile. “I guess we crashed, huh?”

“Apparently. Is there a bathroom back here?”

“Only the one out front. There’s a toothbrush in the cabinet over the sink if you don’t mind sharing.”

Mac stretched himself to his feet. He shuffled into his loafers and went out and used the toilet, then, after a moment’s consideration, the toothbrush and toothpaste he found in the cabinet.

Funny how intimate using Hailey’s toothbrush felt considering he’d had Hailey’s tongue in his mouth, not to mention his cock. Hailey must make a habit of falling asleep here, given the mattress and the assortment of toiletries in the cabinet. He had everything he needed to take a shower except the actual shower.

The bathroom featured a single toilet, free of piss dribbles or shit streaks but showing the signs of years of hard water, and a sink similarly stained. The grab bars, an obvious retrofit, gleamed with a newness that contrasted with the linoleum, worn to a faded gray in front of the toilet and sink but appallingly colorful around the edges of the room. Some things looked better faded.

He splashed some water over his face and managed to get the ancient paper towel dispenser to dispense some paper towels, then opened the door to find Hailey waiting on the other side.

“Don’t disappear on me,” Hailey admonished with a quick kiss before darting into the bathroom himself.

He should get going, though. He needed to swing past his loft to shower and change, and his day started early on Fridays with a team check-in. At which he would have to report not having made any progress on the Hailey’s Comic problem after confidently stating at the last meeting that he would handle it.

Monday. It would get handled Monday.

“I was hoping you’d have time for that blowjob I promised,” Hailey said when he came back out of the bathroom.

“Rain check for tonight? How about you come to my place?”

“Where do you live?” Hailey wrinkled his nose when Mac told him. “Store closes at eight. I can’t get out of here until eight thirty, and the buses won’t be running by then. It’s kind of far to bike.”

“You don’t have a car?”

Hailey had mentioned keeping a bike out back, but Mac had assumed it was a green option for fair weather days.

“No car,” Hailey confirmed. “Sorry. You’re welcome to come back here tonight.”

Mac shook his head. He’d already spent too much time at Hailey’s Comic. A blowjob sounded good, but he’d also like to fuck Hailey, and for that he needed better furniture, or at least more space to roll around in. Plus, he liked the thought of having Hailey in his home, of seeing him set against a more attractive background.

“I’ll pick you up and bring you to my place. Eight thirty?”

Hailey nodded. “Yeah, okay. Text me when you’re here and I’ll come to the back door.”

“You’ll have your phone on?”

“Yes, Dad.” Hailey leaned in to kiss him. “Or we could fool around now.”

Mac didn’t know why they couldn’t fool around both now and later, except of course he’d said he had to get going, but if Hailey thought now would be a substitute for later, then Mac was definitely saying no to now.

“Later.” He gave Hailey a last kiss and let himself out the back, both pleased and surprised to find his car in one piece on the other side of it. They’d have to get some security cameras in addition to new arc lights. And if he was going to fall asleep here, they’d have to do it sooner rather than later.





Chapter Seven

 

 

“SHH.” Hailey greeted Mac with a finger to his lips. Through the curtain separating the back room from the store, Mac heard the murmur of a voice. ESL lessons, book clubs….

“What’s on tonight’s agenda?” he asked, keeping his voice low as requested.

“AA meeting. And it’s supposed to be anonymous, so I try to give them a sense of privacy.” Hailey shooed him toward his car.

“You don’t have to stay to lock up?”

“Nah, they’ve got keys.” He clambered into the car when Mac unlocked it for him.

Mac got in on his own side more slowly. “So you’re just going to leave a bunch of drunks on their own in your store?”

“They’re not drinking, Greg. And you shouldn’t use that word. They use it themselves sometimes, but it’s like the N-word, not something outsiders should say. They’re alcoholics. They have a disease.”

“Okaaay, so you’re going to leave a bunch of alcoholics to act out their disease in your store?”

“They’re not acting on it, they’re treating it. Stop judging. And yes, I leave them there. It’s Friday night, and I spend too much time in that store as it is. Usually I go hang out down the street somewhere. The neighborhood gets pretty active on the weekends.”

Mac had definitely had to dodge a lot of bodies to maneuver his car through Ball’s End and into the alley behind Hailey’s Comic tonight. He’d also noticed that the spot behind Hailey’s Comic was the only one open.

“This is a treat for me, though,” Hailey continued. “Getting to go somewhere. Are we going somewhere?”

“Um, just back to my place.” Should he have made better plans? He hazarded a sideways glance at Hailey to see if he was disappointed, but he looked relaxed and happy, dressed in a flouncy purple shirt that was close to sheer and a pair of shiny black pants. Mac wondered if those were his date clothes.

“Your place is somewhere,” Hailey answered with a shrug. “Somewhere new to me, anyway, and I suppose there’s no point hitting a club when I already know who I’m going home with.”

“Any gay bars in the neighborhood?”

“No. In a place called Ball’s End, you’d think there would be, but blue collar still means machismo, especially with men of color. No one gives me a hard time personally, and I’m pretty rainbow-tastic, so it’s not like people don’t know, but there’s not a lot of other guys around who’re out. Some lesbians.”

“So if you don’t have a car, and the buses don’t run at night, and there aren’t any other gay men in the area, how do you…?” Oh, of course. “You’re pan, aren’t you.”

“What makes you say that?”

“You definitely seem like the love everyone type.”

Hailey laughed. “I do try to love everyone, but I’m only sexually attracted to a particular package. The heart wants what it wants. Or, in this case, the dick wants what it wants.”

From the corner of his eye, Mac could see Hailey evaluating his packaging. A thrill shot through him at the thought of Hailey unwrapping it. His loft was a frustrating distance from Hailey’s store, and Friday night meant traffic was heavy everywhere, not just in Ball’s End.

“So how do you get laid, then?”

“It’s been a little slow since I moved here, to be honest, but just because there aren’t a lot of guys who’re out in Ball’s End doesn’t mean there aren’t plenty of guys who’re gay.”

“Miguel?” He hadn’t forgotten about the kid giving him the evil eye last night.

“You’re the jealous type, aren’t you?”

“Not usually.”

“Well, you can stand down about Miguel. He’s a teenager. Miguel’s older brother, on the other hand….”

“You’ve hooked up with Miguel’s older brother?”

“I’m not going to out anyone,” Hailey said, “so let’s just say that if Miguel had an older brother, and if he happened to be gay and as good-looking as Miguel is going to grow up to be, I’d be down for it.”

Mac reminded himself that he and Hailey had had two whole dates—or none depending how you counted—and that Hailey didn’t owe him anything now and certainly hadn’t owed him anything in the past.

“So that’s what you do? Hook up with guys who aren’t out? Don’t you want more than that?”

“Of course. Not that I’m slut-shaming. If a thing feels good and it’s not hurting anyone, go ahead and do it. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t love a deeper commitment—to find that one person who helps me be everything I’m meant to be and achieve everything I’m meant to achieve. Like my parents did.”

“Selling patchouli at music festivals is life goals?”

“It is for them. We all have different goals. The point is to find someone who shares them.”

Mac compressed his lips into a tight line, keeping his eyes firmly on the road. He didn’t necessarily agree. He and Lauren had shared the same goals, and it hadn’t made them anything but bored with each other.

“It’s the one thing that’s always been missing in my life,” Hailey said with a sigh. “I was happy enough traveling with my parents as a kid, but I knew I didn’t want to stay in that life, so there was no point getting too attached to anyone. Then college was like a smorgasbord.”

“Did some sampling, did you?” It wasn’t as if Mac hadn’t had his share of sex in college. That was probably one of the main purposes of college.

“I found my way into a lot of sex, yes, but I was talking more about the community. The festival scene is very heteronormative—not judgmental, but not my people either. Then I got to college and there were all the letters of the QUILTBAG rainbow and I just ate it up, but I didn’t find the person I’ll spend the rest of my life with there. How about you? Did you get around in college?”

“Maybe not as far around as you, but it was nice to explore my same-sex attraction and have that be okay. I met Declan in college. He’s the only one I keep in touch with now.”

“Who’s Declan?”

“My lawyer, my best friend, one of my primary investors. You name it.”

“Lover?”

“No, not lover. Now who’s being jealous?”

“Curious,” Hailey corrected.

“You’ll meet him when you come in on Monday. He’s looking forward to it.”

What Declan had actually said was that he couldn’t wait to see the pauper prince who had Mac and his staff jumping through hoops, but Mac had warned him to be on good behavior. He didn’t mind Declan being a sarcastic asshole to him, but he’d better put out the charm for Hailey.

“This is my building,” he told Hailey before pulling into the garage under it. “It used to be apartments, but it’s co-op now. One of my earliest projects. I liked it so much I moved in.”

He would do a lot of things differently if he were doing it today, but he was proud enough of it that he couldn’t help giving Hailey a showman’s tour as they walked through the lobby and rode the elevator up to the top floor, where his loft stretched the entire length of the building. He flicked the switch that brought up subtle touches of light around the periphery of the room, showcasing the art his designer had chosen without dimming the view through the windows that formed the entire east side of his loft.

“Make yourself at home.” He gestured Hailey toward the living area and detoured to the kitchen to fetch the wine he’d left to chill. He grabbed the bottle and two glasses and joined Hailey in the open space that made up the majority of the floor plan. Hailey stood out against the monochromatic tones of his living room like something that didn’t belong there—like a warm curve among cool angles. He crossed his arms, rubbing them as if he were cold, though the temperature was set at a precise seventy-two degrees. Mac had never seen him look uncomfortable before.

“I’m sorry. I should’ve taken you out. Do you want to go out?”

“It’s okay. I know what we’re here for.”

“That’s not….” Mac put the wine down on the coffee table and went over to grab Hailey’s hands. “That’s not how I think of you.”

“No?” Hailey examined his face, then leaned in to kiss his cheek. “I believe you. So what are we here for, then?”

“Okay, yes, for that, but also to spend some time together. Which we can go out to do if you’d rather.”

“Nah, I told you before this was fine. I’m excited for that too, you know. But why don’t you show me around first? And if we’re not going to talk business, you could pour me a glass of wine.”

“No business,” Mac promised. If his tour lingered an extra moment in front of the wall where his awards were arrayed in hopes that Hailey would ask him about them, that was only from pride and the growing need to have Hailey’s approval.

“I could’ve guessed you were Delta Chi.” Hailey tipped his wineglass toward the picture of Mac and Declan holding up a Delta Chi banner in front of their frat house. “They were never any fun, not even in college.”

“I was fun in college. I’m still fun.” Mac wrapped an arm around Hailey and pulled him back against his body to emphasize his point. “Were you in a frat?”

“Obviously not. I hung out with the group that was too cool to join a group. We were more likely to circulate petitions about the frats than go to their parties.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” Mac waited for Hailey to notice something else on the wall, like maybe the civic award he’d won from the Municipal League Foundation for setting up a mentorship program that matched high school kids with local business people. He wasn’t much involved with it these days, but he’d been key in getting it up and running, and everyone said it made a real difference in kids’ lives.

But Hailey drifted past that plaque to another picture. “Your sister?”

“Yeah, that’s me and Julia-Louise. She was a brat then, and she’s a brat now.”

“How much younger?”

“Two years. That’s her graduation from Bryn Mawr. You’d like her. She’s very feminist and sounds more like a socialist every time I see her.”

“I probably would like her. How’d you end up so different?”

“She says she’s atoning for my sins. Told you she’s a brat. Those are my parents.” Since his hands were busy clinging to Hailey’s light frame, he used his chin to indicate the formal portrait they’d had done for their fortieth wedding anniversary. His mother was almost exactly like Julia-Louise except not so fervent about it and had the same rich waves of strawberry-blond hair, though the blond was most likely bleach at this point. Mac got his business savvy—and his money—from his father. The women in the MacPherson family could afford to be charitable because the men weren’t.

“I wonder how your parents and mine would get along.”

“Imagining them at our wedding?” Mac asked, only half joking. He couldn’t get over how right he felt every time he had Hailey in his arms. Maybe Hailey would enjoy being a MacPherson do-gooder, wasting Mac’s money on the latest cause. Mac had a feeling he’d let him do it too. He might not fully embrace Hailey’s goals, but he could fund some of them.

Hailey turned in his arms. “Before we get to the wedding, maybe we should finish the tour. There must be a bedroom here somewhere, right?”

“More than one, but hmm, maybe you mean mine?”

“I’m not picky. If doing it in the spare bedroom would get your kink on, go for it.”

Mac’s kink at that particular moment was having Hailey in his own bedroom, so he bundled him the rest of the way down the hall and through the doorway, pausing with the lights still off to let Hailey take in the view.

“I can’t believe you can see the river from here.”

“Only because we’re up high enough.” His building wasn’t exactly riverfront, but riverfront meant docks and dealers. Speaking of areas ripe for reclaiming….

Hailey drifted over to the window and Mac followed, unable to allow any distance to come between them, though he’d seen the view often enough to be bored by it. How long had it been since he’d stood here in the dark like this with the stars reflected back by the water and the traffic signals far enough away to glimmer like a string of Christmas tree lights? He had a tendency to come home late and tired, after a business dinner or the gym, and scroll through the news dispiritedly with his back to all of this before falling asleep to the glow of the tablet’s dimming light.

But the view was magical, really. The whole point of the loft.

“My, what a big bed you’ve got,” Hailey said, turning from the window to take in the rest of the room.

“All the better to ravish you with, my dear.”

“You want to get to the ravishing?”

“We could do that.” He plucked Hailey’s glass from his hand and set it with his own on the side table, then tackled Hailey down to the bed. Hailey laughed up against him as Mac wrestled him out of his clothes.

“I can’t believe I didn’t get you naked last night. Serious mistake.” He’d spent all day thinking about it.

“If you want me naked, maybe give me some space.”

“Oh, and Delta Chis are the ones who aren’t fun.” He had no intention of giving Hailey any space, so he gulped down Hailey’s chuckles as he worked the buttons ranging down his chest, little pearly white things that were almost too small for him to get his fingers around, but he finally managed to separate Hailey’s shirt so he could move his mouth down to that tempting glimmer of metal that pierced his nipple.

While he flipped the ring up and back with his tongue, relishing the way it made Hailey squirm, his hands worked on Hailey’s fly. A peep of hot pink lace came into view as the teeth of the zipper slowly separated.

“What are you wearing?” He scrambled up onto his knees and yanked Hailey’s pants down and off.

The lace bikini bottoms weren’t doing much to disguise the erection behind them. Mac could see glimpses of skin through the holes and the exact shape of Hailey’s cock. He lifted the waistband to allow that cock to spring upright, then lowered it again so just the head peeked out, hard and male against the soft lace.

Mac considered how easily the lace would shred.

“Careful with those, Conan. Fancy underwear isn’t cheap, you know.”

“I’ll buy you a whole wardrobe of them.” Nonetheless, he removed them with due deference for their fragility. He’d always enjoyed finding frivolous lingerie beneath Lauren’s power suits, but he liked the lace even better on Hailey. It suited him—airy and hot. Still, the panties looked better on the floor. Give him naked any day.

Since he was between Hailey’s legs, it made sense to take his cock into his mouth.

“Last I recall, I promised you a blowjob,” Hailey reminded him. “You fell asleep before I could get to it.”

“Yeah, but you’re the one who’s naked. I’ve still got all my clothes on.”

“Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it?”

Hailey sat up with a sudden movement and launched himself at him, grabbing for his shirt, which fortunately came off over his head without a lot of unbuttoning, but Mac didn’t make it easy when Hailey started on his fly. Hailey tickled along his rib cage in an attempt to force him into compliance.

“I’m not ticklish,” he said, holding back the undignified giggles. He was ticklish, but he couldn’t give Hailey the ammunition. His pants and shorts were bunched around his knees, so he kicked them the rest of the way off and allowed himself to be pinned. Hailey straddled him, pitched forward to hold his wrists to the bed.

“God, you’re gorgeous.” He imagined how Hailey would ride him, the lean muscular thighs moving up and down and his hair swinging with his motion. “I have condoms if you want to fuck.”

“How are you thinking that would go?” Hailey asked with a significant quirk of his eyebrow, as if he already knew the answer.

“Either way is fine,” Mac heard himself answer.

Either way was fine?

Really?

Where had that come from? The one time he’d let someone top him, he’d been drunk and curious. Drunk probably wasn’t the best time for being curious, and the experience hadn’t been anything he’d felt the need to repeat—somewhere between unpleasant and uninteresting.

The guy who’d seemed so smooth at the party had talked too much once they got naked, Mac just wanting to sink into the mattress and pretend he wasn’t there, already not as drunk or as curious but feeling like he had to stick it out. The best thing he could say was that it hadn’t taken long, though he’d spent the next three years on campus avoiding the guy.

Hailey wasn’t someone he wanted to avoid. If he let Hailey fuck him and it went as badly as the night he kept pushed well back into the corners of his memory, he’d lose something that was beginning to feel precious. He should probably arrange it so he was the one fucking Hailey.

Hailey picked up the box of condoms Mac had set out and considered it. “You have a nice ass.”

That was supposed to be his line, though Hailey’s ass wasn’t a whole lot to speak of, being on the flat side and small enough that Mac could easily palm a cheek. He cupped it now, trying to move the conversational needle back into a comfortable zone. “I’d love to get in yours.”

“I could be talked into that,” Hailey said with an accommodating grin, “but let’s try it the other way tonight.”

“Okay.” Okay? He’d already said it was okay, so it had to be okay. “But why?”

“Because your face is begging me right now.”

What did his face do around Hailey that gave him all these ideas about what Mac wanted? Not wrong ideas exactly, just scary ones.

“You can. If you want.”

“Yeah, I’d kinda like that. Lube.” Hailey held out his hand, and Mac put the bottle of lube into it, swallowing when Hailey wasted no time scooting down the bed, but Hailey only fastened his mouth over Mac’s cock, which was hard, not as worried about what was about to happen as he was.

Mac steeled himself as Hailey’s slick finger started to circle his hole. Even this, he didn’t usually indulge in, discouraging it more with body language than outright prohibiting it, but it’d been a while since someone had been bold enough to breach him.

Hailey mumbled something around his cock. Relax, maybe. He wanted to relax, for Hailey’s sake. He’d said he would do this. He would make it good for Hailey. But the finger when it slid inside him had that alien appendage feel that always squicked him. Despite Hailey’s continued attention to his cock, Mac felt himself deflating, which had the usual downward spiral effect where all he could think about was that he was losing his erection, which made losing his erection inevitable.

“Hey, shh.” Hailey was up by his side, pulling him around and into his arms. “What’s going on? I thought you wanted that.”

“I do and I don’t,” Mac admitted. “Being fingered feels weird.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Like a monster with a really pointy tongue is drilling you. I usually just put up with it until it starts feeling better. How does being fucked feel?”

“I only did it once, and I was a little out of it at the time.”

“Ouch. That’s not good. How about being rimmed?”

“No one’s ever tried. I mostly keep people away from my ass.”

“I’m getting that sense. So why’d you want me to fuck you?”

I didn’t, Mac wanted to say, but he went with honesty instead. “I thought I might like it better if it was you.”

“And maybe you would too. You’ll like it better being conscious for it, at least. But it sounds like we have some bad associations to work through. Since you’ve never been rimmed, why don’t we try that? If you’re still up for fooling around.”

“Definitely still up for fooling around.” In fact, now that he had two arms full of naked Hailey and no judgment, his dick was already roaring back to life, and it was whispering that Hailey would absolutely allow him to forget this idea entirely, that he could fuck Hailey or they could exchange blowjobs or just frot against each other the way they were subconsciously already doing. But that assurance gave Mac the confidence to try again. “Rimming could be good.”

“It is good. Ironically, even though there are actual tongues involved, it feels less like tentacle porn to me. Do you like having a tongue in your ear? Like this?”

Hailey breathed heavily against his ear, then licked over and around the lobe, drilling in closer with warm, wet lips and the occasional sharp nip of teeth until his tongue went right inside. Mac shivered. His hands clenched harder on Hailey’s arms, holding him closer.

“Yeah, okay.” Hailey pulled back. “It’s like that, just like that. But say something if it’s not good.” And with that, Hailey drifted back down the bed again. This time his mouth ran over the curves of Mac’s balls before crawling back farther to lick along his taint and then deeper into his cleft.

A light trace of tongue and lips transitioned slowly to the occasional press inside, just a flicker of tongue barely breaching him before retreating again. Hailey was right, it didn’t have the same alien feel, and when something that Mac could guess was a finger started alternating with the tongue, he didn’t mind it as much as he had before. He concentrated on the feel of Hailey’s lips spreading kisses over his inner thighs and all around his hole, on the tug and pull of light suction, and then Hailey’s finger found his prostate and Mac jumped.

He knew, of course, that it was up there. In theory. That one experience had dissuaded him from going after it himself, and if the man he’d been with that night had bothered to find it, Mac hadn’t noticed. So the sensation of having his dick stroked from the inside was unexpected. It wasn’t quite the same—less focused, less skittery, softer but deeper. The sensation tugged at his balls, promising to deliver pleasure if continued.

Mac’s dick perked up, and Hailey made a noise like he’d noticed. He added a second finger, and Mac liked that better than he had just the one. It felt more intrusive but in a solid, sexy way, less like a squirmy mistake. The two of them stroking harder over his prostate woke a slumbering giant he hadn’t known was there. He twisted, wanting even more of Hailey in him, and Hailey hummed in approval.

“That’s it. It gets better. Let me make it good.”

“It’s good,” Mac mumbled, worried it might stop being good, but the harder Hailey worked him, the more he found himself wanting it. He forgot about it being new or weird or only meant for bottoms or that he wasn’t a bottom himself. He was all bottom right now, all ass and hunger. What would it feel like to come like this? His body reached for it, but the sensation remained too unfocused. Amazing but not orgasmic, like a massage or an endless tease.

“Hailey.”

“Time to get to the fucking, right? I know how that feels. Okay, let me see those condoms.”

The sudden lack of anything in his ass was momentarily disorienting. Mac watched through hooded eyes as Hailey put on a condom, worry starting to mount again. Fucking might be more like he remembered it, less like what Hailey had just done. Hailey leaned over to kiss him, and his mouth was faintly ass-flavored with lube-slick lips.

“We’re just going to try,” Hailey said, reading his mind as usual. “But given how you were reacting just now, I think you’re going to like it. Roll onto your side and hike your leg up a bit. Yeah. I told you you have a beautiful ass, right?”

Mac nodded, distracted enough by the compliment that he almost missed the nudge of Hailey’s cock against his hole. It rested there, spongy but big, while Hailey nuzzled into his ear like he had earlier. Then the nudge became a push and Mac felt his sphincter reopening to an intrusion a lot bigger than fingers. But Hailey had prepped him well. The entrance wasn’t accompanied by any pain, just a sense of helplessness.

Hailey took a firm hold of Mac’s cock, stroking it as he worked himself in and out a few times until Mac could tell he had the whole of Hailey’s cock, not as long as Hailey himself, but not as skinny either. It felt like plenty of cock to take, and he marveled at men who intentionally sought out bigger ones.

But the combination of Hailey’s cock sliding smoothly over his prostate and his hand, nicely slick with lube and gripping with just the right force, distracted him from thoughts of any man beside the one in his bed. Hailey sped up his thrusts. His balls slapped audibly against Mac’s ass, and the hot squelch of lube and Hailey’s rough breath in his ear combined to take Mac under.

It was good, all his buttons being hit, inside and out, and Hailey had him pulled tight against him, so much skin-on-skin contact, that warm rush of breath, the soft noises coming from him. Mac could tell Hailey was getting close, and it brought him close too. He closed his eyes and focused on that new spot inside of him, on the glow of pleasure that kept expanding outward, growing bigger and more overwhelming with every moment.

He heard himself moaning, a low, desperate sound of encouragement, urging Hailey on. Fuck, this was good. Just taking it, not having any responsibility except to enjoy. Hailey pleasing him in this most intimate way and himself allowing it, allowing Hailey to own him and drive him and use him. The hand on his cock tightened fractionally, and he pushed into it hard and all the emotions bubbling inside him rushed out in a fountain of come.

The first splash painted a stripe straight up his chest to his chin. The second merely covered Hailey’s hand. After that Mac lost track as his orgasm seemed to extend beyond his ejaculation, dragging him down into darkness, to a place inside himself he’d never been.

He could hear Hailey panting close to his ear, hear his own heavy breaths. His pulse raced so fast he didn’t dare move beyond covering Hailey’s hand with his own, letting his come ooze between their joined fingers as Hailey pulled him back tighter against his body.

“Did you come?”

“Not yet.” He could hear the tension in Hailey’s voice, sense the vibrations of a body holding itself back.

“Why not?”

“Your prostate can be really sensitive after you come. I don’t want to keep railing on it. Not for your first time.”

“Not my first time.”

“I don’t think that other time counted.”

“Yeah, no.” Now that he’d had a real first time, Mac intended to forget about that other one. He didn’t know if he would ever want someone besides Hailey to fuck him, but he didn’t want to think about that either.

“Want me to blow you?” He’d find the energy somewhere.

Hailey pulled out and stripped off the condom. “How about I just jerk off onto you.”

“Sure. I’m a mess already.” He rolled onto his back and presented himself as a target, lazily enjoying the way Hailey’s eyes flickered over him and the easy stroke of his hand over his cock. That cock had been inside him. And he’d liked it. Maybe even loved it. Maybe even loved…. Well.

When Hailey’s come joined his on his stomach, Mac welcomed it. Another first—enjoying being spewed on. He dragged Hailey down on top of him to share the mess. This time when Hailey tickled him, he didn’t try to suppress the giggles that bubbled up. Whatever happened Monday, this here now was good and necessary. He’d find a way to not let Monday ruin it.





Chapter Eight

 

 

MAC woke up Saturday with the idea of spending a lazy morning in bed. Hailey’s warm, smooth skin put him in the mood for morning blowjobs and waffles at brunch, maybe watching a postseason baseball game with Hailey in his lap.

But Hailey spoiled all that imaginary indulgence by leaping for the shower the moment Mac nuzzled him awake. Apparently the store opened at nine on Saturdays. Since Mac couldn’t argue with the practicality of being open during prime shopping hours, he only made a few attempts to convince Hailey that another half hour for blowjobs wouldn’t make much difference to his bottom line before resigning himself to driving him back to Ball’s End.

“Want me to drop you at the store or at home?” he asked once they were buckled in.

“Where exactly do you think I live, Greg?”

“No idea.” Someplace within biking distance of the store, obviously.

“There. I live there.”

“Wait.” He pulled up to the mechanical arm that blocked the exit from the garage and looked over at Hailey, who was more rumpled and therefore even more delectable than he’d been the night before in that translucent purple shirt. “You live in the back of the store?”

“You’ve slept in my bed. You’ve used my toothbrush.”

“You can’t live in the back of the store.”

“Why not?”

Because… for a million reasons. “You don’t even have a television” was the one his mind lit on first.

Hailey burst out laughing. It was admittedly not the most important one. “Do you even watch television?” Hailey asked him.

“Not often.” Thoughts of Saturday afternoon baseball games notwithstanding, he rarely found time for it. “But I could. That’s not really the point.”

“I know.”

The point was that Hailey slept on a futon on the floor, that he cooked on a hot plate, that he brushed his teeth in a customer-accessible bathroom and showered… where, exactly?

“Yolanda’s,” Hailey admitted. “Don’t tell. I know I shouldn’t be up there anymore, but there’s really nowhere else, and I don’t cause any trouble.”

“I won’t tell,” Mac mumbled, too numb from the shock of learning that Hailey was essentially homeless to care about what might happen to the building. It answered the question of how Hailey was managing to support himself—he wasn’t—and added another dimension to his reluctance to move out. Mac would have to figure out not only where to relocate Hailey’s Comic, but where to relocate Hailey too.

 

 

HAILEY’S long weekend hours meant they didn’t spend any time together over the weekend, which was totally reasonable considering they’d seen each other three nights in a row, but the few text messages they exchanged weren’t enough. By the time Monday morning rolled around, Mac was having a hard time concentrating on anything other than Hailey’s impending arrival.

“Mr. MacPherson?” The temporary receptionist appearing in the doorway to Mac’s office reminded him that Elisa would be in for an interview that afternoon. “Your ten o’clock is here.”

Unable to wait for Hailey to be shown in, he headed for the lobby, nearly colliding with Declan in his hurry. Hailey looked windblown, his cheeks bright red and his hair in an extra messy pile on top of his head, his haphazard appearance at odds with the neat cream-and-navy accents of C&G’s dark-paneled lobby. Declan’s presence stopped Mac from gathering Hailey into his arms like he wanted to, but he caught his chin for a quick kiss.

“Can I use the restroom to put myself back together?” Hailey asked when Mac released his mouth. “It’s wild out there.”

“I thought you were going to take the bus.”

“I was, but it’s so nice out.”

“You just said it’s wild.”

“I know, that’s what’s so nice. The air’s full of Halloween. I just made it before the rain started. Hi, you must be Declan.” Hailey stuck out his hand. Mac finished the introductions, then pointed Hailey toward the men’s room.

“Not what I was expecting.” Declan threw himself down across the settee in the lobby, using it like a lounger.

“What were you expecting?”

“Someone more like us. This is the ruthless businessman who’s managed to keep C&G at bay for three months?”

“More from a stubborn adherence to his principles than any business acumen, I think.”

“Exactly. He’s so not your type, Mac. Not in your class, not in your league. I can’t even imagine him in your bed. Develop a sudden taste for the femme, did you? Don’t get me wrong, I can see the appeal, but you’ve never tended that way, not even in women.”

“It’s not about his appearance.” Though he’d have liked to put his hands in that messy pile of hair on top of Hailey’s head and tumble it down around his shoulders. “I wish I could explain what it is. He’s just… he’s got a good soul.”

Declan laughed. “Not really, Mac? Come on.”

“I think I’m falling in love, you ass. Are you going to be happy for me or give me a hard time?”

“Probably both. And maybe worry about you a little. This is hard and fast and coming out of nowhere. I wouldn’t be a friend if I weren’t concerned.”

Mac granted that with a shrug. “He’s like you in some ways.”

“How so?

“Relaxed, easy in his own skin. I’m more….”

“Uptight?” Declan grinned when Mac bristled. “Yeah, maybe he’ll be a nice change. I never saw you kiss Lauren at work.”

They hadn’t been a publicly affectionate couple. Public affection was so… sloppy. But Mac’s fingers itched for Hailey to get back from the restroom so he could touch him again, and when he reappeared, Mac took his hand to lead him toward the glass-walled conference room where Audra waited for them. He could almost feel Declan’s smug disapproval trailing along behind them, making him wish he hadn’t invited Declan, after all.

“Hailey, this is Audra Ching, vice president of community relations.”

“I love that hairband,” Hailey said as he shook Audra’s hand. Hailey had refastened his hair into a tight ponytail caught by a simple elastic.

“Thanks.” Audra reached up to touch the paisley strip that held back her long black hair. “I get them from an Etsy store. The woman who makes them does amazing work.” She glanced over at Mac, and her smile dimmed. “Anyway, welcome to C&G. Go ahead and take a seat where you can see the screen.”

Hailey sat in one of the matching leather captain’s chairs that surrounded the mahogany table as Audra dimmed the lights. Mac took a seat farther down the table to avoid the temptation of touching him.

“I’m going to let Audra drive,” he explained. “She’s got the details at her fingertips, but speak up if you have a question.” He’d expected Hailey to be nervous, but he sat naturally with an expression of pleasant anticipation, somehow not looking out of place despite being dressed in the same slacks he’d had on Friday night, much better suited to a bar than a boardroom.

His shirt was a plain white button-down, the least-colorful thing Mac had ever seen him in. Declan acted as if they couldn’t have common ground between them, but Hailey was young, not stupid. He could be anything with some grooming. Not that Mac wanted to tame the color out of him completely.

Mac listened to Audra present the slides they’d prepared. He didn’t need to be here, except that the outcome was too important. Hailey showed a lot of interest in the floor plans for the renovated housing units, but he didn’t seem sold on them.

“So you’re going from ten units per floor down to six.”

“Right. That’ll allow us to add extra living space in all the units and give the two-bedrooms a second bathroom in the enlarged master. As you can see—”

“Sorry, not to interrupt, but I assume the rent will be proportionally higher.”

“We’re actually going co-op here,” Audra said. “Let me just call up—there. As you can see, the initial buy-in is—”

“A lot higher than what anyone living in that building would ever be able to afford.”

“We can’t know the financial situation of all our tenants, of course, but the goal isn’t to repopulate the building with its previous inhabitants.”

“Where are they supposed to go, then?”

Audra looked over at Mac with a puzzled expression. “They’ve already gone somewhere, haven’t they? We’ll be bringing fresh faces to the neighborhood, who will in turn bring increased revenue. Though the number of residents is expected to decrease, total spending should increase. As a business owner, you’ll want to see these figures on mean income.”

“Not really. Sorry. I don’t mean to derail your presentation.”

Mac leaned forward to stop Audra from going further down the wrong road. “Show him the community stuff, Audra. Just skip through these slides about the residential units.”

“All right. Well.” She paged forward a few slides. “Storefronts will similarly increase in size. There are five units now, as I’m sure you’re aware. Plans are for either two large stores or one anchor store and two subdivisions. We’ve got strong interest from Wilson Foods. Based on early projections, we should be able to bring them in when the building’s about half-occupied.”

“Where are people supposed to buy their groceries until then?”

“There will obviously be some slight inconvenience until then, but it’s not hard to stop at the store on your way home, is it?”

“If you have a car.”

“Oh, speaking of cars,” Declan said from his spot farther down the table, where he’d been mostly playing with his tablet. “You remember that church you asked me to look into?”

“Church?” Hailey questioned. “The one next to me?”

“Sounds right. We put an offer in and the diocese snapped at it. Needs a whole new roof, probably lead abatement. But since we’re tearing it down, I guess we don’t care about its structural issues.”

“You’re tearing down St. Theresa’s so you can build a parking garage?” Hailey’s alarm triggered Mac’s own.

“That’s not a sure thing. Declan, let’s talk later. Audra, the community stuff.”

“Right.” She flipped forward a few more slides, launching into their community relations spiel like the consummate professional she was—plans to add streetlights along Main Street, a repaving project including new brick sidewalks, all the urban renewal points they’d negotiated with the city planning committee.

“And there’s a community center in the works, isn’t there? Hailey’s store is functioning as an ad hoc one at the moment.”

“In Phase II,” she confirmed. She pulled up the mock-up of the planned Phase II renovation, which featured shared community space on the first floor.

“That’s the building with the patisserie,” Hailey pointed out to Mac.

“Exactly which building we’ll use hasn’t been finalized,” he hedged. He could argue that the patisserie could relocate, but they both knew how unlikely that was. But damn it, every building had tenants.

“What about the one farther down the street on the other side?” Hailey asked, proving him wrong. “The one that’s empty.”

“We already looked at that one,” Declan said without glancing up from his tablet. “983 Main Street has been condemned. The demolition cost means the payback would be years. 710 is the better choice.”

“But 710 is full,” Hailey protested. “You’re going to evict a whole other building full of people. Don’t get me wrong, this looks great. All of it looks great—the playground, the community center, the restoration—but a neighborhood is more than a series of street addresses. A neighborhood is people.”

Audra glanced over at Mac, waiting for him to give her some direction.

Hailey grimaced. “Sorry. I realize you’re not the one who designed this, Audra.”

“No, that would be me,” Mac admitted. “Audra, I think Hailey’s seen enough. Thank you for pulling this together for him.”

“Yes, thank you.” Hailey rose with her and walked around the table to shake her hand. “Sorry about getting so heated.”

“It’s a subject people feel passionately about,” she said with a tight-lipped smile. She nodded to Mac and gathered up her things to leave, wondering, no doubt, why they’d made such an effort to impress a single disgruntled inhabitant of a place like Ball’s End, which wasn’t something Mac was going to be able to explain since he didn’t fully understand it himself.

All he knew was that it’d been important to convince Hailey that C&G would do right by Ball’s End so that Mac could have him in his life and in his bed. And he was pretty sure, as he watched Audra close the door to the conference room behind herself, that he’d failed.

Declan uncoiled himself in a slow rise to his feet, but rather than leave Mac alone with Hailey as Mac would’ve liked, he challenged him. “You seem to think you could do this better.”

“With more kindness, maybe,” Hailey answered with a smile.

“Kindness doesn’t pay.”

Mac looked between them—the man who’d been in his life a long time now and the man he wanted in his life for a long time to come, both fully assured of their position. Declan didn’t doubt that profit trumped all, and Hailey didn’t seem to think money should matter.

Mac hovered between them, both literally and figuratively. He’d never questioned profit as the bottom line before because that was what a company did—it made a profit. Projects had investors who must be paid. Without investors, nothing happened. Hailey might prefer to knock down a derelict building and erect a new one, but no one was going to finance that unless it could be made to pay at a rate commensurate with the risk involved. Kindness didn’t take down buildings.

“There are a lot of factors,” he tried to explain.

“Which Hailey is never going to understand,” Declan said. “This was a waste of time. You can’t explain a project of this size to someone whose business experience consists of running a three-hundred-square-foot used bookstore.”

“And who has degrees in economics and urban planning from Columbia,” Hailey said. “I’m not new to the principles of urban renewal. I just don’t embrace them.”

The revelation of Hailey’s credentials surprised Mac even more than it surprised Declan, because Mac had seen Hailey’s Comic and Declan hadn’t. Someone who’d graduated from Columbia ought to be able to do better, even with a small bookstore in Ball’s End.

Declan shook his head. “You’re not going to change his mind, Mac. Careful he doesn’t change yours.” He pushed out of the conference room, allowing the door to bang shut behind him. Temper was unusual from Declan. He usually preferred sarcasm because it could be applied from a seated position.

Mac was left with Hailey in the conference room—alone at last but not the way he’d been looking forward to.

“That didn’t go well,” he said, stating the obvious.

“Declan’s right, unfortunately. You didn’t change my mind with this, and I didn’t change yours with the tour of the neighborhood, did I?”

“I understood your point. I hadn’t been considering the human impact of the project.” He could bring up Elisa’s impending interview, but she was only one person out of however many they’d displaced. “But it doesn’t change the economics of the situation, which I guess you understand….”

“I do,” Hailey assured him. “I’ve always understood where C&G was coming from. I’ve seen some of your other projects. I know you do good work. I just can’t overlook the fact that it comes at the cost of the people who most need help.”

“I’m sure we can find a better way for you to make a living, Hailey.”

“I wasn’t talking about myself. I’m not one of the people who needs help. I mean, I’ve found a community in Ball’s End. I’m happy there. But part of what makes me happy there is that I’m helpful. I didn’t tell you what I did after college.”

Mac shook his head.

“I worked at a place like this.” He waved his hand at the sumptuously appointed room they stood in. “I made a good salary, I got good reviews, I was applying my degree, and I was harming people. I couldn’t keep doing it.”

“So you think I shouldn’t either.”

“That’s not a decision I can make for you. It’s not a simple decision to make at all.” Hailey came over to press a kiss against Mac’s mouth. “I have to go. The store opens at noon today.”

“I’ll drive you. You said it’s raining.”

“I’ll take the bus. They’ve got these great bike racks now, makes it easy to bike one way and ride the other. That’s some excellent urban planning right there. But I’ve gotta run. You going to be okay?”

“What? Of course.”

But Hailey patted him like he didn’t believe it, leaving Mac to wonder what his face looked like now. Did it look like he’d had his legs cut out from under him?

He was the sole owner and primary investor in a multimillion-dollar development firm. He’d won every civic award in the tristate area. His family was one of the top donors to every cultural event of significance. He was well-turned-out enough that he’d been featured in a GQ spread on Most Eligible Entrepreneurs.

And Hailey would be more impressed if he’d thought to have bike racks put on the front of buses.





Chapter Nine

 

 

MAC went around to the front door, not confident Hailey would let him in the back. He wasn’t sure where they’d left things. Despite his offer to drive Hailey back to the store, he’d had pressing appointments and couldn’t spend the rest of his day making futile attempts to convince Hailey that they could be on the same team, so he’d reluctantly watched Hailey float away in a cloud of patchouli and gone back to his own desk.

Nevertheless, he’d wrapped things up by five—unheard of for him—so he could get over to Hailey’s Comic before it closed at six. He needed to know where things stood between them personally if they couldn’t see eye to eye professionally.

He left his car in Hailey’s spot behind the building, guilty about presuming but too rushed to find another option, then skirted the church, feeling guilty about that too. Not that it was C&G’s fault the diocese was so eager to unload it. The doors to the church stood open, a handful of people leaving as he went by, all women, mostly older, dressed in black and walking slowly, the sort of people who went to church on a weekday. But there must be another one they could go to somewhere.

All the lights were on in the store, and the bell tinkled when he opened the door, but no one came forward to greet him. Edgar sat in the armchair near the window, unkempt in stained gray work pants and several layers of flannel, a cup of coffee at his elbow and a book in his lap, though Mac couldn’t tell from the angle of his lowered head whether he was reading it or nodding off over it.

Farther back, he could hear voices, so the store wasn’t empty. The height of the bookshelves and the narrowness of the aisles made it hard to pick out exactly where anyone was, but Mac followed the noise to the niche with the long table.

Today the table was surrounded by children, ten of them, the youngest no older than five with the oldest two in their early teens. Hailey sat between a girl of about eight with a pair of black braids reaching halfway down her back and a boy with a dark fuzz of a buzz cut covering his bent head. Hailey looked up at Mac’s approach and smiled. Relief flooded him at the welcome in it.

“Hey, I wasn’t expecting you, but this is great. I could use an extra hand. I’ve got a customer in here somewhere waiting for me to ring them up.”

“I don’t know how—”

“No, I’ll do that. You do this.” Hailey got up and held out the chair, and Mac sat down in it uncertainly. What did this entail exactly? Hailey disappeared before he could ask, so he turned to the little girl who had a pencil in her hand and a worksheet in front of her.

“What are you doing?”

“Math,” she said, as if that were patently obvious, which it actually was.

“Do you need help?”

“No.”

Well. He checked over what he could see of her worksheet and decided she didn’t.

“What’s your name?” she asked when she’d finished the column she was working on. Mac hesitated, caught between Mac and Greg. Or should he say Mr. MacPherson?

“It’s okay if you don’t know,” she said with practical assurance.

“Greg.”

“Mine’s Pia. That’s Alexander.” She pointed at the kid on his other side. “He’s doing spelling. You could help him.”

“How?”

“You ask him his words and then tell him if he’s right or wrong. That’s what Hailey was doing.” She tapped a piece of paper in front of him, and he looked down to see a list of words printed in childish block letters on a ruled piece of notebook paper. Alexander turned a round face up to him, resigned to being quizzed but not happy about it.

“Um, exercise,” Mac read from the paper.

“E. X. C.”

“No, the C comes later.”

“You’re supposed to wait until he’s done,” Pia said.

“E, X,” Alexander repeated. Mac did his best to silently communicate that the next letter wasn’t C. “E?”

Mac nodded as subtly as he could because Pia was watching.

“Now C?”

“No, it’s E-X-E-R then C.”

“E-X-C-R.”

“E-X-E-R-C,” Mac prompted. Alexander sighed dramatically.

“He doesn’t know that one,” Pia explained as her pencil flew down another column of math problems.

“It’s not hard,” Mac said. “E-X-E-R-C. Here, look.” He opened his wallet and found a dollar bill. “I’ll give you a dollar if you get it right.”

Alexander’s eyes widened. “E-X-C-R.”

Mac waved the dollar bill at him.

“E-X-E-R-C.”

“Keep going.”

“You’re bribing them?” Hailey asked, reappearing over Alexander’s shoulder with a smile.

“I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“I got this. There’s someone up front you might want to say hi to. I recognized the resemblance as soon as I saw her.”

“Shi—” Mac broke off the curse that’d been about to pop out of his mouth. “I mean, wow. I didn’t see that coming.” He should have, though. She’d threatened it, and when did Julia-Louise ever threaten without following through?

“She’s browsing around. Keep her company while I finish with the rug rats. They’re getting picked up soon.”

“Mine’s all done,” Pia said, pushing her paper in front of Hailey. “You can correct it.”

“I have a feeling it’s correct.”

“But I want you to correct it.”

Mac watched Hailey write a big 100 on top of her paper in green ink before going in search of his sister. He found her sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a pressboard bookshelf crammed with paperbacks at every angle and labeled Romance in big block letters on a sign pasted to the middle shelf. She had two books in each hand, absorbed enough in the shelf in front of her that she jumped when he said, “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing. I didn’t realize you worked here now.”

“It’s almost closing time. I only stopped in to take Hailey to dinner. You could come too,” he added grudgingly.

He hadn’t actually asked Hailey about dinner yet, but the store closed at six, and it was nearly six. The bell rang up front, and then he heard Alexander shout, “Mom, Mom, look.” Mac had left the dollar on the table, a prize which Alexander proudly showed to his mother as they left the store.

“I didn’t know you read romance,” he said to Julia-Louise.

“How can you read anything else in this day and age? The world is too grim. These eighties romances are a hoot, though.” She showed him one of the covers. “So many heaving bosoms and dashing heroes. I love it.”

“Well, good. Maybe if you buy a few thousand, Hailey can afford to move his store to another building.”

“I wasn’t expecting the place to be so charming. You made it sound like a rattrap.”

Was it charming? Mac looked around at the smaller touches—the fanciful cartoons decorating the hand-lettered signs, the random chairs, the mishmash of rugs. If you wanted to lose yourself in a bookstore for a few hours, he could see Hailey’s Comic working nicely.

“Hailey mentioned there’s a book club here Wednesday nights,” Julia-Louise said. “I might check it out. They’re doing The Hate U Give. I’d love to talk about that with someone outside my own echo chamber.”

Mac wasn’t sure what his sister would have in common with the other women in the book club, but Hailey could use the business. Book clubs were a more appropriate use of the store than whatever he had going on back there with that table full of kids.

The relative silence indicated that said kids had all departed. The lights flickered off at the front of store, leaving him and Julia-Louise half in the shadows. Hailey appeared between two bookcases.

“Are you closed?” Julia-Louise asked. “I was going to buy these.” She lifted what had become a pile of at least seven books.

Hailey waved her off. “Take them. I’m not going to charge you for them.”

“You should charge her double.”

Julia-Louise stuck her tongue out at him.

“They cost me nothing. A dime at the library sale, or people drop them off. But here.” Hailey leaned down and plucked the copy of Fifty Shades of Grey from her stack and put it back on the shelf. “Try this one instead.”

The cover of the book he’d chosen featured two men in front of an open window, curtains blowing inward. One of the men was on his knees. Julia-Louise looked speculatively at Mac.

“I don’t think—”

“Too late, I’m taking it.” She put the entire pile into her bag and got to her feet. Mac didn’t bother to try to talk her out of it. In the entire thirty-five years he’d known her, he’d never once changed her mind about anything.

“Coming to dinner with us?”

“No can do. I have a hot date with a good book and a cheap bottle of wine.”

Hailey escorted her to the front of the store and locked the door behind her, then picked up Edgar’s coffee cup and carried it into the back. Mac followed wherever he went, lurking behind him as he rinsed the cup out and hung it on a metal hook over the sink.

“Can I take you to dinner?”

“You can take me to bed,” Hailey said. “If that’s what you meant.”

“It isn’t.”

“Don’t scowl at me. I’m only teasing. I forget how serious you can be.” Hailey gave him a kiss that probably wiped the scowl off his face. At any rate, Hailey seemed satisfied with the result. “I’ve got a ton of food in the fridge that’s better than anything we’ll get out. Sit down and I’ll heat something up.”

He should explain that he’d rather go someplace nice than eat microwaved leftovers in the back of Hailey’s Comic, except that he wouldn’t really.

“You should’ve charged her,” he told Hailey as he listened to the beep-beep of buttons being pushed. “She could buy the whole place on a month’s interest.”

“Yeah?” Hailey nudged him down into the chair. “What does she do?”

“She’s a professional board sitter,” Mac joked. “She sits on boards,” he clarified when Hailey just gave him a look, the fork he’d been using to stir their dinner raised like an exclamation point. “Charities, trusts, museums, that sort of thing. They pay an honorarium, I suppose, but Julia-Louise doesn’t need the money. She’s a trust-fund baby like I am.”

“One who’s chosen to give her money away instead of make more of it.”

“Believe me, whatever she might be giving away, she’s got plenty left for herself.”

Julia-Louise might do some good with those foundations of hers, but she could add more to the world by getting a job, in his opinion. Not that they hadn’t had that conversation before.

The microwave dinged, and Hailey turned back to it to stir something before setting it going again. “Her handbag was a knockoff.”

“What do you know about handbags?”

“I know a lot about fakes. If I ever saw a real Fendi bag, I probably wouldn’t believe it. I’d just assume it was an extra-good fake.” Hailey put down a glass in front of Mac. Tap water, without so much as an ice cube floating in it, never mind a slice of lemon. Mac considered making a run to the liquor store to pick up something more relaxing, then decided against it. Being here with Hailey was more relaxing than anything he could buy.

He stripped off his suit jacket and draped it over the back of his chair, then worked the knot of his tie free. Hailey’s hands came to his shoulders, and he slumped forward, letting Hailey work on him for a moment while the microwave whirred in the background.

He hadn’t changed clothes, not wanting to waste time stopping home, but Hailey had. He was in his standard uniform of jeans and a T-shirt, but rather than skinny jeans with artful rips, today he had on hippie jeans, complete with pen-scratched peace signs and flared bottoms. Maybe they were even authentic, an inheritance from his parents. His black T-shirt bore a white unicorn on a rainbow-splashed background and was very much Hailey but probably too Pride for flashing around a business establishment, especially a business that attracted children.

“What’s up with the kids?” he asked as Hailey’s strong hands worked him over. “You do story hour on Mondays?”

“Every weekday, but no stories. They just hang out until their parents can get here to pick them up.”

“Tell me you’re not running an unlicensed day care facility, Hailey.” Mac interrupted the magic Hailey was making happen by turning to look at him. Day care was a thorny business. The insurance was through the roof but vital, and there were all kinds of regulations and reporting requirements, not to mention that Hailey’s lease didn’t allow him to operate a business of that type.

“Don’t worry.” Hailey patted him reassuringly on the head, then turned back to the microwave. “I’m not running a day care facility. I’d have to get paid for that.”

“Okay, why aren’t you getting paid, though?”

“Because one, then I’d be running an unlicensed day care facility, and two, if their parents could afford to pay me, those kids wouldn’t be hanging out on street corners or sitting alone in apartments. The school bus stops at the corner by the church, and the kids come in and work on their homework or look at comic books until their parents get here. It’s not a big deal.”

“That’s what you meant when you said you used to help Elisa.”

“Yeah, the two older ones used to hang out with me. I miss them.” Hailey slid a plate in front of Mac, then banged around in a drawer to produce a fork. He leaned up against the counter with his own plate, causing Mac to remember that there was only one chair, which was exactly why Hailey ought to be charging if he was going to offer child care services.

“What about the book club? Are they paying you?”

“For what? They sit and drink wine. I don’t even attend, though if I did I’d get more than I was giving.”

“How about the AA meeting?”

“They pay in coffee, which is super helpful. I love coffee, but I couldn’t afford the luxury if I had to buy it. Leftover cookies sometimes too. I’ve got Oreos for dessert. Double-stuffed.”

“If they paid in money, you’d be able to afford to buy coffee. All of them—the day care, the book club, the AA meeting, those guys you’re teaching English to—”

“Miguel and I are teaching English to, and I told you they pay in food, some of which you have in front of you right now. Try some, and you’ll see it’s totally worth it.”

Without anything else to say, Mac took a bite of the steaming dish in front of him.

“Good, right?”

It was. Good. What it wasn’t was adequate compensation for English lessons. No wonder Hailey had to live in the back of the store. Mac felt more frustrated with Hailey’s way of life now than he had before learning about his education. Hailey could do better than this. All this time, Mac had been trying to figure out how to rescue him. To realize that he was just… choosing to live like this? Mac didn’t know what to do about it.

“Eat,” Hailey urged. “It’s okay. There’s nothing you need to fix right now. I never knew being a capitalist was so stressful.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Wait, I’ve got what you need.” From beneath the sink, Hailey pulled out a partially full bottle of white wine with a screw-on cap. “The book club left it. It’s warm, I know, but it doesn’t fit in the refrigerator.”

“That’s not what I need.”

“No? Then what?”

“You.” He wrapped his arms around Hailey’s waist to draw him in, feeling Hailey’s flat abdomen warm under his cheek and breathing in that distinctive scent that worked almost as well as actual pot would at winding him down.

“No idea why,” Hailey said as he ran his hands through Mac’s hair. “I think I mostly aggravate you.”

“Only because I want to get all this settled, and I don’t know how.”

Hailey crouched down so they could see eye to eye. “I’m sorry my business is a thorn in the side of your business, but you and me? We’ve got nothing to settle. We’re just enjoying each other. Now, eat up so we can get to it, okay?”

Mac let Hailey go back to the counter where he’d left his plate. He picked up his own fork and resolutely started on the food in front of him. He had no idea how to explain to Hailey what he really wanted, so for now he’d make do with sex.





Chapter Ten

 

 

MAC managed to stay away from Hailey for two whole days after Declan accused him of being pussy-whipped.

“Or whatever the equivalent is when there aren’t any pussies involved. What were you hoping to achieve, Mac? Did you expect him to realize the error of his ways and fall into your arms with a relieved sob?” Declan’s voice rang over the speakerphone on Mac’s desk. He should’ve refused to take his call. He’d known Declan was calling with the sole purpose of giving him grief.

“Something like that, I suppose. I told you I liked the guy, and you said you’d get on board with it.”

“That was before I realized how unsuitable he was. You made him sound like a waif, an adorable little poppet you could coddle into compliance, but that’s no waif you’ve got there, Mac. What you’ve got is an activist.”

Mac winced at the word. Activists weren’t bad, exactly, but they always seemed to be tying themselves to trees C&G needed to chop down or circulating petitions to limit how many stories high they could build. Activists had certainly done some amazingly good things in the world. Mac just wished they’d go do them somewhere farther away from his own projects. But it wasn’t like Declan was telling him something he didn’t already know.

He stopped pacing in front of his desk and sat down heavily in one of his own guest chairs.

“I’m well aware,” he told the speakerphone. “Hailey gives me grief on pretty much everything.”

“And then you cave in to it?”

“Not to all of it.”

“Then why do I have an email in my inbox telling me to hold off on the purchase contract for the church? A lot of strings got pulled to expedite the sale before the planning committee could meet again.”

“Because maybe we shouldn’t be trying to sneak it through without a hearing. I’m not saying we won’t turn the lot into a parking structure. I’m saying it should go through due process. Is it really so horrible if Hailey checks my ethics?”

“I’m withholding judgment until I see how far you’re going to go. Really, Mac”—and Mac could hear the exasperation in his voice—“where’s the end state on this? You going to marry him? Tote an underdressed hippie along to berate investors while you wine and dine them?”

Lauren had made an excellent companion for those wine-and-dine events—impeccably dressed, smoothly mannered, comfortable talking shop but knowing when to stay out of it too. Lauren was the sort of partner everyone had expected him to end up with, and not just because she was a woman. She was his people.

“He doesn’t have to come on sales calls,” Mac hedged. He hated those dinners anyway. They were a necessary part of his job, but one of his least favorite. If he had Hailey at home, he’d like going out with business associates even less. Maybe he could delegate? No, probably not. The MacPherson name was an important part of the financing process.

“When you said he was magic, I thought you were kidding,” Declan said. “But now I’m thinking I should send you for a blood test. What’s he giving you?”

“No idea. Wish I did. I mean, he’s a good person. He’s kind and thoughtful, helps people whenever he can, thinks more about others than he does about himself, doesn’t judge anyone.” Except him. “Shouldn’t all that count?”

“Probably, but I don’t recall that being your criteria before.”

“He’s got this shine in his eyes.”

“Like he’s about to cry?”

Mac scowled at the phone, wishing he could smack Declan right through it. “Like he’s happy. Are you happy?”

“Happy enough,” Declan said with a shrug in his voice. “There’s always room for more.”

Was that how happiness worked? Was it a quantifiable thing that could be accumulated? For all Mac’s possessions and accolades, the accomplishments he could point to, the money safely squirreled away in various profitable ventures, he couldn’t say he was happy or that he’d be happier for having more of it. Happy was a sense he got when he was with Hailey—a sort of potential. Like he could be happy with Hailey if only he deserved him.

But Declan wasn’t wrong about the two of them not being suited for each other. Sure, Hailey would make an awkward partner at fundraising events, but more importantly, Hailey wouldn’t want to be there for them. He’d be… tainted by Mac’s world. Mac should do Hailey the favor of not pursuing whatever limited potential they might have, especially since he still had to figure out how to get Hailey’s Comic out of the building.

That was when he decided to disengage completely—both from Hailey and from the effort to evict Hailey’s Comic. He had people who could handle that. People who, in retrospect, he wished he’d allowed to handle it in the first place. He could no longer remember why he’d thought it was a good idea to go down there himself. Best to pretend he never had.

Which was why the only reason he went down to Hailey’s Comic Wednesday night was because Julia-Louise wanted to attend the book club, and he could hardly allow his little sister to wander around Ball’s End on her own. He told her to take the parking space behind the store, and by the time he found a place to leave his own car, she’d already disappeared into the back corner.

Hailey was at the cash register for a change, ringing up an actual customer who had a stack of books so high it seemed unlikely they could be read in a lifetime. Hailey chatted with the woman as he went through the books, checking each one for the price written inside the cover as he restacked them into a new pile.

“Ooh, one of my favorites,” Hailey said about the book in his hand, though he was making eye contact with Mac when he said it. Mac caught himself smiling and turned away, pretending to be interested in a display of tarot cards. Those probably made good money. They looked handmade—very chic and trendy, the sort of thing you might find on Etsy. Hailey should stock more items like this.

But no, no. It was none of his business.

“Hey.”

Finished with his customer, Hailey came over and put a hand on Mac’s arm. Whatever foolish story Mac had told himself about leaving Hailey alone evaporated. He kissed him, lingering over it despite the people roaming the aisles.

“What brings you down tonight? Not that I’m not glad to see you.”

“Julia-Louise wanted to come to the book club. I’m just here to make sure she gets to her car safely.”

“You know there’s five other women back there, right? You planning to provide escorts for all of them?”

“They live here.”

“And? What does that mean exactly? That they’re not entitled to be safe, or that they’ve been granted some kind of immunity?”

“It means they’re accustomed to dealing with… whatever. I’m not saying it’s right, but Julia-Louise was raised in more civilized spaces. She’s not used to being harassed or having to monitor her environment for predators.”

“You should ask her about that,” Hailey said with a wry look. “But if you’re going to stick around for the next couple of hours, you can make yourself useful.”

Which was how Mac found himself with a stack of books, trying to figure out which shelves they belonged on, as if there were a smidgen of order to the place worth maintaining. Why was Hailey even acquiring new inventory? The shelves were overstuffed as it was, and he was supposed to be moving out. And here Mac was merrily working against his own best interests because Declan was right. One blink of Hailey’s sable eyelashes and Mac would do anything he asked.

He didn’t even mind it, not once he got into the rhythm of it. The store grew cozy as the light outside faded. A faint murmur came from the back corner where the book club was having what sounded like a friendly debate, excited voices mingling with feminine laughter. Occasionally Hailey would call out a greeting in answer to the tinkle of the door, or the old-fashioned ka-ching of the ancient cash register would ring out.

Edgar made a typically tottering appearance, and Hailey brought him another of those free cups of coffee, probably trying to sober him up. Edgar had the cup in one shaky hand and three hardcovers in the other, clearly more than he could manage in a single trip. Mac headed over to help and arrived just in time to catch a chest full of coffee when Edgar stumbled.

Mac had changed before coming down tonight, at least, but even so, the Armani button-up he wore was probably worth everything Edgar owned combined.

He suppressed a sigh at the way his shirt now clung damply to his chest and guided the trembling man into the chair he’d been headed for before taking the cup into the back to refill it.

“Let me get you a clean shirt.” Hailey appeared to unbutton Mac himself. He threw the stained shirt down onto the bed and went to the nook he called a closet. Mac couldn’t wait to see what he would come back with, but it was only a plain black T-shirt, much too snug over his broader chest but better than damp cotton.

“Sorry about that,” Hailey said, smoothing the fabric as though there were room for wrinkles.

“It’s not like he meant to.”

“No.”

“But honestly, is that man ever not drunk. You should get him to one of those meetings you have.”

“Where’d you get the idea he’s drunk?”

“He slurs his woods. He can’t walk without tripping over his own feet. What else am I supposed to think?”

“He had a traumatic brain injury, Greg. There’s a really sharp mind in there if you take a minute to listen to it. Do you have to jump to the worst possible conclusion about everything? Try to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

Fuck. Great. Just great. Another thing he’d screwed up. Where was Mac’s benefit of the doubt? It’d been a perfectly logical assumption.

“I told him I’d bring him another cup of coffee.” He refilled the cup and brushed past Hailey through the curtain. The sound of the bell distracted Hailey from pursuing him, for which Mac was grateful. He couldn’t face Hailey’s disappointment in him anymore.

“Mumble-mumble I’m mumble sorry about the mumble shirt.”

“Not a big deal.” Mac handed Edgar the cup. He turned to leave, then stopped himself. “What are you reading?”

Edgar raised the book in his lap using both hands.

“Shakespeare? Pretty heavy stuff.”

“Mumble-mumble that’s why I stick to the comedies. Mistaken identity is always mumble-mumble good for a laugh, and Shakespeare’s comedies always end in mumble-mumble marriage.”

“Like romance for scholars,” Mac said. Now that he was actually listening, he realized Edgar’s mumbles weren’t words he had to decipher. They were more like the grinding of a motor. Once Edgar’s internal gears caught, he moved forward in his speech again. All Mac had to do was ignore the mumbles.

“Shakespeare was all about catering to the masses,” Edgar said. “He only became literary in retrospect. In his day, he was trying to entertain, make them laugh, keep their attention.”

“You remind me of my high school English teacher. She was always telling us Shakespeare was funny, but I never got it myself.”

“We try.” Edgar’s mouth tilted into something Mac recognized as a smile.

“We? Are you a teacher?”

“Was. Before….” Edgar tapped his head. “Fifteen years at Gilling’s Prep.”

“Gilling’s? Seriously? Wait, Mr. Talita?”

Edgar nodded, pride flashing across his face.

“I never had you, but I remember you.” Mac’s classmates had had good things to say about the fiery teacher. “I wouldn’t have recognized you,” he said before realizing how rude that was.

Of course Edgar looked older now than he did twenty years ago, but also so ravaged between the facial droop that might be caused by the TBI, the shabby dishevelment of his clothes, and that constant tremor. “I’m really sorry about….”

Edgar shrugged. “I still have my books.” He raised the one in his lap again.

“Well, I should leave you to it. Hailey gave me work to do.” Mac went behind the cash register to grab a stack of books, brushing against the backs of Hailey’s legs as he bent down to pick them up. He wanted to let himself all the way down to the floor, to sink back there behind the counter, safe and hidden with Hailey.

“How’d he get like that?” he asked in a low murmur. “I mean, not the injury but living in Ball’s End. Isn’t anyone taking care of him?”

“He’s on disability. Which isn’t much, I’m afraid.”

“He lived upstairs?” Mac was afraid to hear the answer.

“No, he’s down the street. In what you guys call Phase II.”

So there was Mac’s Ghost of Christmas Future. In less than a year he’d be pushing Edgar out to who-knew-where. At least here he had a place to come where he could read and have someone bring him coffee.

Mac forgot about shelving books and went into the back, almost sleepwalking past the people browsing them. He lay down on Hailey’s bed, the smell that wafted up from it unable to comfort him. He didn’t deserve to be here, in Hailey’s space.

Hailey stuck his head through the curtain, glancing around until he found Mac on the futon. He came over and plunked himself down on the edge of the mattress. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. You should be out there.”

“You’re not fine.”

“I didn’t know, all right? I knew the numbers and codes and permits, but I didn’t know about the people. I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. It’s impersonal. How can it be personal? I can’t interview everyone, find out what their situation is, figure out how to fix it for them. I’m going for an end result here—more open space, refurbished architecture, safety and light, buildings that meet health codes and are ADA compliant in neighborhoods where the residents feel comfortable living. And I’m sorry it’s hurting people like Edgar and Elisa and Yolanda, but am I supposed to weigh them against the good this project will do and pick them?”

“I get it,” Hailey said. “But the world always punches down, you know? I’d love to see the same kind of time and money be put into helping people at the bottom of the ladder instead of always helping people who’re higher up at their expense.”

Mac rolled over and buried his face in the pillow. He couldn’t stand it anymore, this tearing of his self into two pieces—the Mac he’d always been and the Greg who wanted Hailey to like him. Not just lust after him or love him the way Hailey loved everyone, but actually like him.

Declan thought Mac’s fascination with Hailey came from the fact that Hailey didn’t like him, and maybe he was right. No one had ever been so thoroughly disapproving of him. He obeyed the law, he worked hard, he supported good causes—financially at least—and he hadn’t ridden on his parents’ coattails. He’d earned his own money, built his own empire. He was polite, personable, educated, interesting. He was likable, goddammit.

“Tell me you like me,” he demanded, rolling back over to face Hailey again. Maybe if he could believe Hailey liked him, it would cure this obsession. “Lie to me if you have to, but tell me.”

“I like you,” Hailey said easily.

“Are you lying?”

“Not even a little. I see you, Greg. You might’ve thought Edgar was drunk, but you didn’t scream at him when he spilled coffee on you. You don’t approve of me having the kids here after school, but you grilled Alexander on his spelling words, bribes included. You arranged for Elisa to have an interview—”

“And we’re hiring her,” Mac interrupted, eager to plead his case. “And I talked to HR. There’s a day care facility in our building, and C&G is going to subsidize the cost for anyone who makes below a certain threshold.”

“That’s fantastic. That’ll help more than just Elisa, I’ll bet.”

Mac nodded. His HR person had thought he must be kidding when he’d brought up the idea, but she’d gotten on board fast once she realized he wasn’t.

“Can we start over?” he begged Hailey. “I made a bad first impression, screwed things up. I can do better.”

“If you’d made a bad impression, you wouldn’t be lying in my bed, but sure. We can always do better.”

“And if I do better, you’ll like me.”

“Too late,” Hailey said with a laugh. “I’ve always liked you.”

That, Mac couldn’t believe, but if Hailey would just give him time, he was pretty sure he could do better. Scrooge MacPherson II had seen the future. Now it was time to change the present.





Chapter Eleven

 

 

“HOLA, Miguel.” Mac was trying, really trying.

Edgar liked him now. He often kept Mac company while he worked on the bookcases, organizing the jumble into something that soothed his need for order. Listening to Edgar required patience, which wasn’t Mac’s strong suit, but he made a point of not chiming in with his own thoughts until Edgar had made it through his, and he found a sort of peace in letting the mumble-mumble of Edgar’s words wash over him as his hands sorted through their manual task.

And the kids were always glad to see Mac when he was able to make it down to the store early enough that they were still there, but that might be because of his habit of handing out financial rewards for good work. Edgar didn’t approve of his teaching methods, but Mac couldn’t resist the joy that a dollar brought to their little faces. He walked around like he was on his way to a strip club these days, pockets stuffed with singles.

The women in the book club gave him shy goodbyes when he showed up to walk his sister to her car on Wednesdays. He still did, even though he understood Hailey’s point about there being predators even in the upper-class circles where Julia-Louise normally moved. He’d asked her, as Hailey had suggested, and had heard a couple of stories that made his blood boil.

“You remember the Bakers? I was fourteen that summer. We used to go to their house on the Cape almost every weekend.”

The Bakers had a son about Mac’s age, and Mac steeled himself to hear that Pete had forced himself on Julia-Louise, but that wasn’t where she went.

“Mr. Baker had a habit of… touching.”

“Touching you?”

“My shoulders, my back, maybe rubbing my thighs like ‘ooh, you’re going to get a sunburn, look at that.’ And he made comments. How cute I was or how much the boys must love me.”

“That’s… not so bad.”

“It was gross. And unwelcome. I spent the whole summer trying to avoid him. I hated going there.”

Mac remembered that, remembered being annoyed at her for whining about going to the Cape when he loved spending weekends at the beach with Pete.

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“I couldn’t figure out what to say or who to say it to. He was a grown-up, and he wasn’t really doing anything. You just said yourself it wasn’t so bad.”

“I shouldn’t have.”

“I think Mom noticed. I never told her, but she caught him looking down my shirt one day. He passed it off like I’d dripped ice cream down there, but she knew. After that we stopped going. And you remember when I was on the board of the Philharmonic for six whole months? They’re always crying about not being able to get women on the board, acting like we don’t have the fortitude to keep up with their schedule, but it’s toxic. They talked over me, interrupted me, never gave anything I said any credence, expected me to pour out tea like it was fucking Pride and Prejudice. Trust me when I say that rich men harass too.”

So Mac got it now, but he still walked Julia-Louise to her car on Wednesday nights because it was a chance to see her and because he felt like he hadn’t been paying enough attention in the past.

People around the neighborhood were coming to recognize him—waving to him on the sidewalk or saying hello if he was working in the stacks, even the AA guys who he technically wasn’t supposed to know were AA guys but you couldn’t help seeing people coming and going.

But Miguel still wasn’t having him.

“Greg,” he said now with his usual cool nod, before proceeding to exchange a rapid-fire series of what appeared to be friendly jibes with Hailey in Spanish.

“Love you, kiddo,” Hailey said with a final clap on Miguel’s shoulder. Mac watched him leave with a frown. He still suspected there was jealousy involved, but maybe it was only his own.

“He just doesn’t know what to do with you,” Hailey said, reading Mac’s mind as always. “He knows I’m gay, and he’s cool with it on, like, an academic level, but now it’s in his face, and he doesn’t know how to relate to someone who’s his friend’s boyfriend. It’s not a social construct he has a pattern for. He’ll come around.”

“Boyfriend,” Mac repeated, his mind catching on that single word. He pulled Hailey in front of him and lined their hips up square to each other. “Am I your boyfriend?”

“You’re certainly my something at this point. Do you have another word you prefer?”

“Actually, I don’t. I’ve been thinking about it.” He’d never had a male significant other before, having only been in publicly acknowledged relationships with women. “Boyfriend is so juvenile.”

“Partner? That might be too serious.”

“It’s not too serious.” He loved the permanence it conveyed. “But I have business partners, bunches of them. It’s a word that already has a meaning in my life.”

“Well, you can think about it.” Hailey gave him a quick kiss, then moved away to start the process of shutting down the store. “No hurry.”

“Actually, there is. I’ve got this thing coming up, and I was hoping you’d go with me.”

“Oh?”

Mac paused. Once he’d extended the invitation, he wouldn’t be able to take it back, not that Hailey would even want to come. He didn’t know why he was asking. Declan said it was because he was trying to sabotage the Ball’s End project, and maybe he was right.

Phase II planning had ramped up in the face of Hailey’s continued obstruction of Phase I, but Mac’s heart wasn’t in it. If they couldn’t secure financing, they wouldn’t be able to complete it, and then Edgar wouldn’t be forced from his apartment. There had to be a better way, but Mac hadn’t figured it out yet. In the meantime, there was this dinner.

“I have to take some people out next week,” he explained to Hailey. “They’re potential investors. It’ll be mainly social, with maybe ten minutes of business while we’re waiting for coffee at the end.”

“And you want me to be your date?” Hailey turned from the front door where he’d finished locking up with a surprised expression. “I’d have to get someone in to watch the store.”

“Miguel can do it.” Mac had learned that Miguel covered on the rare occasion Hailey left during business hours. Miguel wasn’t quite sixteen yet, and Mac suspected Hailey paid him under the table, but he ignored all that. Maybe if Mac took Hailey out more often so that Miguel got more hours at the store, Miguel would learn to like him.

As it turned out, Miguel had a curfew, so it was Yolanda who filled in. Mac saved her a bus trip by picking her up, which gave them an awkward fifteen-minute drive to get to know each other. She was reserved with him—no hugs and no colloquialisms. She spoke an English any doctor might have and made polite conversation about the chances of an early snow on Saturday.

It wasn’t until they got to Hailey’s Comic that Mac caught a glimpse of the woman he’d met at the patisserie, when she greeted Hailey as if she hadn’t seen him in years. The two of them whispered into each other’s ears—about him, Mac was certain—and then Yolanda tucked a pencil through her braids and stationed herself behind the cash register.

“Thanks again,” Mac said.

“It’s nothing,” she said with a wave of her hand. “We help each other out around here. Bring me back a doggy bag from that fancy-ass place you’re going.”

Which was why Mac asked the maître d’ to put an entire torte aside for him. Rob and his wife, Brianna, arrived while he was placing the order, and he introduced Hailey to them. Since they’d never finished that conversation about labels, he settled for placing a hand on Hailey’s back to convey the relationship.

“Oh!” Rob said. “Sorry, I didn’t realize—that is, you, uh….”

“He means nice to meet you.” Brianna extended her hand. She was Rob’s second wife, considerably younger and very pretty. But then Mac was there with Hailey, who was also considerably younger and very pretty.

Rob pulled himself together enough to shake Hailey’s hand when his wife had finished with it. The maître d’ showed them to their table, and by the time they were all seated and drink orders had been taken, Rob had recovered enough to try again.

“But, so, forgive me,” Rob said. “You’re not seeing Lauren anymore? You and she always seemed so sympathetic.”

“We were a lot alike,” Mac agreed flatly.

“Well, opposites attract, don’t they, dear?” Brianna tucked her arm through her husband’s as Mac darted a nervous glance over at Hailey. He’d dressed in that formal-ish outfit that must be the only one he owned and had his hair down. He’d asked Mac whether it should be up or down, and Mac had picked down because he liked it better that way himself and fuck what anyone else thought, but now that he had Hailey and Rob at the same table, he wondered how he’d ever imagined this could work.

“Tell us about you two,” Brianna said. “How’d you meet?”

“Hailey owns a store in the building we’re renovating in Phase I of the Ball’s End project. I went down to talk to him about it.”

“Oh my God, that’s so romantic. The tycoon and the small-business owner. It practically writes itself.”

“He even caught me with my shirt off,” Hailey joked.

Brianna laughed. “Moving from rom-com to porn. What kind of store?”

“A used bookstore.”

“Oh my God. You’re like Meg Ryan in You’ve Got Mail. Does Mac give you business tips that ultimately work against his own best interests?”

“Mostly ones that work in his best interests,” Hailey said, but Brianna had hit too close to the truth to be comfortable. Declan never stopped reminding Mac that his relationship with Hailey was doing him no favors.

“How is the project going?” Rob asked.

Mac cleared his throat. “We’re a little stalled by an unforeseen complication.” Which happened to be sitting next to him. “You know how these administrative delays can be. That’s why we’re moving forward with Phase II on an accelerated timeline.”

Next to Mac, Hailey stilled. By mutual agreement, they didn’t talk about the project during their time together, so Hailey didn’t know about the changes being made to the timeline because of his refusal to leave.

“We’d anticipated we could buy out leases,” Mac explained to Rob, “but we’ve run into some reluctance to, uh, vacate early with Phase I, so for Phase II we’re going to buy the building earlier and allow the leases to expire naturally.”

“It never ceases to amaze me how some people think their personal situation supersedes the general good,” Rob said with a dismissive shake of his head. “You remember that woman in New London? All the way up to the Supreme Court. That would be before your time,” he told Hailey and Brianna.

“I’m familiar with the case,” Hailey said.

Of course he was. Kelo v. New London was a key precedent when it came to development.

“Well, I’m not,” Brianna said. “What did the woman in New London do?”

“Refused to leave, much like the thorn in Mac’s side in Ball’s End. There was a developer with plans to revitalize the area with some nice middle-class housing. The city claimed her property under the eminent domain clause.”

“Eminent domain,” Brianna repeated. “Isn’t that for highways and things? I didn’t know they could just take your house and sell it to a developer.”

“That’s why the case went to the Supreme Court,” Mac explained, greeting the appearance of the waiter with silent gratitude. Hailey hadn’t said anything yet, but Mac couldn’t expect that to continue. After the interruption, Mac hoped they’d move on to another subject, but when the waiter left, Rob went straight back to the New London case.

“They offered her a fair price, as I’m sure C&G is offering whoever’s botching up the works in Ball’s End.”

“The woman was attached to her house,” Mac said in an attempt to keep Hailey from jumping in. “It was a nice location, and she’d put a lot of sweat equity into it. She didn’t want to move.” The parallel to Yolanda was too obvious for him to miss.

“Well, I don’t blame her,” Brianna said. “A home is more than a house. We just finished a kitchen remodel that took absolute ages, and if someone tried to make me move now, I’d cut them. Have a little compassion, Rob.” She jabbed her husband in the upper arm with a ring-bedecked finger.

“Now, now.” He caught her hand. “Compassion’s fine on an individual basis, but what about progress? This woman’s attachment to her little pink house had to be balanced against the general good. Which was how the Supreme Court ultimately ruled.” Rob raised his glass to Mac, expecting him to toast the decision with him. The decision had definitely been hailed as pro-business. Mac had trotted it out at more than one planning committee meeting himself.

“So cruel.” Brianna pulled her hand free from Rob’s to give him another jab.

“No one’s advocating torture—reasonable limits apply—but the good of the many has to outweigh the good of the few.”

This was why Mac had never questioned his ethics before. The people he associated with weren’t racists. Most of them weren’t even Trump supporters, though some might have voted for him, and many of them made donations to both parties through their businesses. Mac did. Or rather, C&G did. It just made sense. Whichever party was in power, C&G had to work with them.

“Well, I think it’s awful. What do you think, Hailey? Aren’t these two awful?”

Mac held his breath. As if the subject weren’t bad enough, there was the patronizing way Brianna and Rob assumed Hailey knew nothing about it.

“Do you remember how the New London case came out?” Hailey asked Rob.

“We won,” Rob said, as if he’d been personally involved.

“After that.”

Rob’s amusement dropped, and so did his interest in the conversation. He made a production of receiving the salad being placed in front of him, asking for ground pepper and freshly grated Romano cheese.

“So what did happen?” Brianna asked Hailey when the waiter had cleared away again.

“The developer couldn’t secure financing. The project never got off the ground. All the property the city of New London took away from its rightful owners has been sitting there ever since, of no use to anyone.”

“Awful,” Brianna repeated.

“Well, that won’t happen with C&G, I’m sure.” Rob glanced up from his salad with a nod for Mac.

“One hundred percent completion rate,” Mac agreed. The point of this dinner was to sell Rob on investing in the project, after all. Hailey didn’t say anything to that, so Mac took advantage of everyone else having their mouths full to turn to the subject of Rob’s kids by his first wife.

When the time came to get back to business, he was reluctant to tempt fate again. The waiter had cleared their dinner dishes and taken their coffee orders. Brianna had hemmed and hawed over dessert and ultimately decided no, but Hailey had ordered a piece of chocolate cake.

There’d been a time when Mac had been surprised by how much Hailey could eat, but now he suspected Hailey was on the constant edge of hunger. If he ate anything other than what people brought to the store—whether it was the book club leaving hummus or the ESL group paying for English lessons with home-cooked meals—Mac hadn’t seen it.

“So about the Ball’s End project,” he finally worked up the courage to say. That was why he was there, after all. Phase II couldn’t move forward without a big influx of cash, which they needed earlier than anticipated thanks to Hailey.

“I’ll have to look at the revised figures,” Rob said. “This idea of running the building as a rental property while you wait for the leases to expire is bound to impact your bottom line.”

“We think we can leverage short-term leases to keep occupation high during the rundown period, so we’re not expecting a change to the bottom line. We just need an earlier investment.”

“And time is money, as you very well know. Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter. While you’re showing compassion to the current tenants, making our little darlings here happy, I could be earning a faster return on my investment elsewhere. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want my name in the paper for evicting widows and orphans, but at the end of the day, money’s money, and you’re not going to talk me into putting some stranger’s welfare ahead of ours, Brianna.”

Brianna made an exaggerated pouting face, but Mac could tell her interest in getting involved ended there. Rob wouldn’t suffer at home for taking a pro-capitalism position, whereas Mac would pay in guilt if not recrimination, and it didn’t even sound like he was going to get an investment out of this.

“C&G has always done right for me,” Rob said, surprising Mac at the last moment. “Send over the prospectus and I’ll have my lawyer and accountant look at it. You know I’ll back you if I can. How long have we known each other?”

“Grade school,” Mac supplied, not sure if he was relieved or disappointed that Rob might still be on board. The waiter brought their coffees and Brianna jumped on the subject of grade school, and when Hailey had finished the slab of cake he’d ordered, Mac paid the bill and they rose to make their farewells.

“I’ll have to stop in and see your store,” Brianna told Hailey. “Oh, wait. It was in one of those buildings you’re ripping apart, wasn’t it, Mac? Well, once Hailey’s settled somewhere new, be sure to let us know.”

“Of course.”

If Hailey was still speaking to him then.





Chapter Twelve

 

 

THE atmosphere in the car was so strained that Mac almost forgot he was driving. He kept waiting for Hailey to say something, more than a little concerned about what it would be. He’d gone into the evening knowing that bringing Hailey was a risk, that Hailey might derail the conversation with unhelpful doses of reality, but he’d behaved perfectly.

Even when provoked, he’d kept his opinions about urban development to himself. He’d been polite, charming, a better foil to Mac’s tendency to be too dry in social situations than Lauren had ever been, playing the companion role perfectly and without appearing to be playing anything, because Hailey genuinely liked talking to people.

He’d oohed over Brianna’s cat pictures and sympathized with Rob’s son’s struggle with choosing which colleges to apply to, supplying some of his own stories about the admission process. If he’d been angry with Mac about Rob’s less-than-charitable attitudes, he hadn’t let anyone know it.

But now they were alone, and Hailey sat dark and broody in the passenger seat.

“Are those people going to be evicted early because of me?”

“Huh? Which people?”

“The people who live at 710 Main Street. Phase II. You said you’re buying the building early.”

“So we can let their leases run out. So we don’t have to kick them out. They’ll get more warning this way, and if their leases expire before renovation is scheduled to begin, we’ll let them stay month-to-month. It’s the best I can do, Hailey.”

“But is it because of me?”

“Because of what you’ve brought to my attention, yes.”

Hailey shrank farther into the corner of car.

“It’s not— Hang on.” Mac pulled the car over and did his best to gather Hailey into his arms across the console. “It doesn’t accelerate the timeline of anyone having to move out, if that’s what you’re thinking. It just means we’ll be able to move everyone out in an orderly, predictable fashion rather than what happened with your building. The transition will be smoother. I think that’s a good thing, don’t you?”

Hailey nodded into his shoulder.

“And that’s because of you.” Mac planted a kiss on the top of his head.

“And you.”

“Yeah, it’s because of us. I know it’s not everything you’d want, but it’s something.”

Hailey drew his head back to look into Mac’s eyes. “Then thank you.”

“Can I take you home?” There was something Mac wanted to do, something they hadn’t done yet. There’d been lots of blowjobs and hand jobs and what was maybe his favorite—rubbing up against each other while they kissed, hands and mouths everywhere until they came all over each other’s bodies.

They saved fucking for the occasional night Hailey spent at Mac’s place, because they had a bigger bed and a shower to clean up in after, but even then, Mac always rolled the condom down Hailey’s dick. He was greedy to be fucked, having just been introduced to the joys of prostate stimulation. He loved everything about it—the zing that ran up his spine when Hailey brushed his prostate, the careful ministrations of Hailey’s fingers opening him up, the bright eyes above him that watched him with an intensity Mac could convince himself was love.

Despite his having more money, more power, more access to the conveniences that made life easy, it always seemed to be Hailey looking after him rather than him looking after Hailey. Hailey feeding him from his own meager food supplies. Hailey giving him a massage at the end of a long day despite having spent more than eight hours on his feet himself. Hailey using his body to bring Mac pleasure and peace.

But fucking someone had always felt pretty good, even when that someone was a random guy he’d picked up, even when things between him and Lauren had gone stale, so he could only imagine how good fucking Hailey would be.

With thoughts of getting into Hailey’s body occupying too much of his mind, Mac ended up at the store despite having intended to detour to his loft. But it was too late by then. Nothing was going to persuade him to spend another twenty minutes in the car when he could have Hailey naked beneath him. Not even a king-size bed and laundry service.

He bullied Hailey through the back door and down onto the futon in a heap that reminded him of their first night together, of how desperately he’d needed to see and touch Hailey’s nakedness. He saw it regularly enough now not to tear at Hailey’s clothes, but the thrill hadn’t died.

That ring puckering his nipple into a tempting treat, the visible press of his ribs, the line of fur trailing downward, those wrists he could never keep his mouth off of. It was a good thing Hailey had worn long sleeves to dinner. The other day he’d caught himself bringing Hailey’s wrist up to his mouth while Hailey and Julia-Louise talked books, as if the habit of nibbling there had become so ingrained he couldn’t stop himself from acting on it.

There was nothing to stop him now, so Mac used his tongue to trace the blue vein that ran down Hailey’s forearm until he reached that delicate spot where hand and arm met. He mouthed there, sucking up Hailey’s flesh to lave his tongue over it.

“You’ve turned that into an erogenous zone.” Hailey rolled onto his side so he could press his cock against Mac’s thigh through the dual layers of their pants. “I never knew I’d like having my wrist chewed on.”

“It’s a vampire thing.” Mac flashed his teeth, then sank them gently, pretending to hunt for a vein.

“Mm, suck my blood. Turn me to the dark side.”

“As if I could. You’re the lightest being I know.” He pushed Hailey over flat on his back again and crawled on top of him to get his shirt the rest of the way off, then took a moment to deal with his own so they could have their bare chests against each other while they made out. He wanted to fuck Hailey, but not desperately enough to fast forward through the rest of the good stuff. He loved the way Hailey’s nipple ring brushed against his own nipple when they ground against each other, stimulating them both.

“You ever think of getting the other one pierced?”

“I think you should get yours pierced.” Hailey tweaked one.

“Maybe. Fuck.” He squirmed against the sensation. “I’m afraid it’d show through my dress shirts.”

“Not if we kept the jewelry discreet. You didn’t know mine was pierced.”

“I hoped.” He dipped his head down to play with the ring with his tongue. Hailey’s turn to moan and squirm now. They should get all four of their nipples pierced with matching jewelry and never leave the bed again.

Without taking his mouth off Hailey’s nipple, he got Hailey’s pants undone and slid a hand inside them to find his leaking cock. He seriously loved the way Hailey got hard the second he touched him. Or even before he touched him. Mac figured his obsession for Hailey was balanced a little by how hot Hailey was for him.

Sure enough, Hailey was hard, eager for Mac’s touch. He thrust into it as his hands roamed over Mac’s shoulders. They could be satisfied like this for a while, each getting to feast on the favorite parts of the other, except that Hailey’s youth meant he also had a quick trigger. Mac wanted to get inside him before he sent him over the edge, so he maneuvered around the small space of the futon until he could work Hailey’s pants all the way off to reveal the pretty panties beneath. Finding out what was beneath Hailey’s pants was one of the highlights of his day, so he took a moment to savor and snuffle before discarding them too.

“I really want to fuck you.”

“Then get to it. Somebody’s been hogging all the turns.”

“Mm, I know.” He grabbed Hailey’s ankles and separated them, lifting them up and back to reveal the roundness of Hailey’s asscheeks and the pink pucker between them.

There really wasn’t enough room to do it comfortably, but he got his head between Hailey’s thighs and pushed his tongue right into him. Hailey gasped, then giggled, then wound both hands through Mac’s hair to tug him closer. Mac obeyed, smooshing his whole face in there to relish Hailey’s hole and the wrinkled, fragrant skin beneath his balls. He worked saliva into Hailey with his fingers, stretching him softly as a side effect of eating him alive.

“Shit, do we even have condoms here?”

A foil packet bonked off his head. Mac looked up to find Hailey smirking at him, his hair a tangled mess from the way he’d been tossing his head back and forth.

“How about the lube? And not on my head, please.”

Hailey grabbed the lube while Mac watched, helplessly in love with the good, gorgeous man he was about to fuck. This was it. Whatever defenses he’d had left, they’d be gone after this.

Mac bid them all farewell as he went back to being fascinated by the way Hailey writhed around his fingers and bucked up into his mouth when he fastened it over his cock. God, it was almost too good to stop, but Hailey was probably one hard suck away from popping off. Mac released his cock and blew a cooling breath over it, loving the volley of goose bumps that rose on Hailey’s thigh. He licked every one of them down flat again, warming what he’d chilled as he continued to work Hailey’s prostate.

“Are you going to use that condom?” Hailey asked, a little bossy and a lot wrecked. Mac wasn’t the only one who knew how close Hailey was to losing it.

“Any minute now,” he teased. His cock oozed with precome as he rolled the condom over it, thoroughly excited by the prospect of finally fucking Hailey. He was glad he’d waited, that he hadn’t fucked him the first night or even that night at his condo when he’d completely expected to before Hailey turned the tables on him. It was more special now, not just a random taking.

He guided his dick in patiently, allowing Hailey time to adjust while he enjoyed the sight of the body spread out before him. He traced his hand across the lean abdomen, followed the trail of hair downward to the treasure that was hardly buried, sticking straight out and proud.

“Ready?” His first thrusts were shallow, gentle, following the rhythm his hand set on Hailey’s shaft, but Hailey reached up and grabbed his arms and yanked him down to rut against him, pulling at his ass and thrusting up to meet him. Mac’s hand couldn’t do much more than hang on to Hailey’s cock, trapped as it was between their sweaty torsos, but he didn’t free it. He wanted it there, surrounding Hailey the way Hailey surrounded him.

“Yeah, yeah,” Hailey urged. “Fuck, that’s good. Come on, Greg.”

Shit. Mac might actually come first. He couldn’t. He had to hold off, bring Hailey up with him. But Hailey panting his name in his ear was so good, the silky squeeze around his cock so tight and hot and perfect, the moment so full and ripe. Mac’s balls tightened, then convulsed. His cock pulsed as his hips stilled, and a helpless moan rolled through his chest and out of his mouth.

Beneath him, Hailey arched, and Mac felt the wetness of his release coat his hand. He tightened it, trying to milk Hailey even as Hailey milked him, until they both slumped into laxness. Mac tipped over onto his side and arranged Hailey into spooning formation in front of him. They’d have to schlep out to the bathroom to clean up at some point, but he wanted Hailey against him for now. Hailey was limp enough to make him proud of the work he’d done, even if it’d been a close call there for a minute.

Fooling around in Hailey’s store wasn’t so bad. Having the bed low to the floor meant that if they ran out of space, at least no one fell over the edge, and the floor was clean enough. He knew that now, had long since stopped seeing the place as small or dirty or ugly. It was just their nest.

And like that, he realized he was essentially living there. Sure, he swung by the loft to change after work and shuttled himself back there to shower in the morning, but that only meant he did a whole lot of driving. In between the driving, he lived here.

That was why he’d come here from the restaurant despite having meant to go back to the loft. It was force of habit by now. The store was where he spent time with Hailey, and with Hailey was how he wanted to spend his time.

But he’d never intended to live here. There wasn’t space enough for the two of them, for one thing.

“Move in with me,” he said before he could think better of it.

“Seriously?” Hailey sounded half-asleep and half-amused.

“My place is comfortable.”

“For who, though? I mean, it’s nice, but it’s kind of…. Do you feel comfortable in it?”

He did when Hailey was there. “I want to come home to you.”

“Then you’re going home to the wrong place. I can’t work here and live on the east side. I don’t have a car, remember?”

“I’ll buy you a car.”

“Now you’re just being silly.” Hailey tilted his head up and blew a raspberry against Mac’s cheek. Mac rubbed his face clean, then rolled Hailey onto his back to look at him.

“Why is that silly? I can afford to buy you a car. Whatever you like. A Tesla, right?”

“Definitely not. That’s a pretty ostentatious way to be green. The bus is greener. My bike is greener. And cheaper too. Move in here if you want. It’s your building, after all.”

“There’s no room for me here.” Briefly he considered the idea of appropriating one of the apartments upstairs for their use, but that was ridiculous. They were trying to get people out of the building. He couldn’t move into it himself. Besides which, he didn’t want to live in Ball’s End, to worry about his car at night—which he’d sort of forgotten to keep worrying about, but still—or to give people an address on Main Street in Ballhaven.

“There’s room for you,” Hailey said. “Just not for all your stuff.”

It wasn’t like he had bushels of stuff. He could hardly even remember what was in his loft. Most of it had been put there by the designer.

“What would you spend money on,” he asked Hailey, “if you had it to spend? For yourself, I mean. No giving it all away.” He lowered himself onto Hailey’s chest to await his reply.

Hailey hummed. “Clothes, I guess.”

“Clothes?” He’d seen how sparse Hailey’s wardrobe was firsthand.

“You said if I could afford it. I love clothes. They’re the fastest way to change yourself. You can be any character from any time. And you know I have a lingerie fetish.”

Thanks to Mac, Hailey now had an entire lingerie wardrobe, which included the pale green panties currently lying on his floor. Mac would happily buy Hailey shirts and pants and, hell, dresses, if he wanted them, but where would Hailey put it?

“If you lived with me, you could use the closets in the guest room for your clothes. We could fill them up with anything you liked. You could play dress-up for me every night.”

“Tempting. As is the shower and the laundry facilities. But as long as I have the store, I’m kind of stuck here.” He dropped a kiss on Mac’s head while Mac wished the damned store would blow up already. Or get closed down like it was supposed to. He didn’t want to wait another seven months until the two of them could live together.

“So what’s your indulgence?” Hailey asked. “Since you do have money to spend, what do you spend it on?”

“Nothing, really. The usual bills—mortgage, car, housekeeping, gym membership. I’m definitely not a clothes horse.”

“Please. You have two closets full of clothes.”

“Only because the job requires me to look the part.”

There were Monday through Thursday suits and casual-Friday khakis. There were clothes suitable for going out to dinner and even dressier clothes for galas and opening. There were clothes for sailing on yachts or attending college football games. Somewhere, still, there were hockey uniforms. And then there were the things he wore to Hailey’s—jeans and T-shirts and sweatshirts, nothing fancy, though Hailey always reacted to his torso in a T-shirt as if he were the David.

“Where does the money go, then?”

“Back into the business, mostly. I’m the biggest single investor in my own projects.”

“So then the project makes you money and you put the money into the next project?”

“Pretty much.”

“Kind of a pyramid scheme. I mean, not in the fraudulent sense, just in the sense of money begetting money without any foreseeable end or purpose. How do you know when you’re done?”

“I do build things.” He rolled off Hailey, a little put out. Hailey might prefer him to be a philanthropist, but it wasn’t like he was an idle playboy. He’d been raised with a certain work ethic, and he’d never shirked it. Even in his college days, which had been full of parties and fun, he’d never lost sight of his goals, which were to… well….

It was hard to state what his goals were in so many words unless those words were about working hard and making money, which felt less like a goal and more like a treadmill than it used to.

“Sorry.” Hailey shifted over to look him in the eye. “You’re proud of the things you build.”

“Some of them. That building I live in? That was a wreck of an abandoned factory. No one was living there.”

“So why not always go for the empty ones?”

“Because depending on how far gone they are and how much space is available around them, it’s not always economically feasible. I can’t fund these projects myself. It takes way more money than I’ve got floating around.” He was only one man, one man with a sufficient but not limitless bank account. “You know I’m not a billionaire, right? A millionaire, I guess”—it felt funny saying that out loud—“but not… I could show you the bottom line on my net worth.” He grabbed his pants from the floor and rifled through them to find his phone.

“I don’t need to see your net worth. And why do you have that on your phone?”

“My accountant sends me things.”

“Well, I don’t need to see them.”

“I’m just saying there’s only so much I can do.”

“I know.” Hailey kissed him on the nose. “Now put that away and come back here. Before we haul our butts out to the bathroom to clean up, we might as well get dirtier. All that food I ate must’ve given me extra energy.”

Hailey wiggled his eyebrows, and Mac laughed even though he really did worry about how much Hailey ate. And Mac mooching dinner off him a few times a week couldn’t help. As he let Hailey’s mouth take his, he made a note to arrange for a meal delivery service.





Chapter Thirteen

 

 

HOW were people in Ball’s End supposed to eat when there were no grocery stores—yes, yes, courtesy of him—and none of the meal delivery services would go near the place? They didn’t put it in those terms, of course—just gave a radius of delivery that coincidentally didn’t overlap the edge of the neighborhood at all.

Mac was frowning at his monitor and wondering if he could ask Elisa for advice when Declan sloughed into the office and laid himself across the leather couch at the far end. It was impossible to have a conversation all the way across the office without having to raise his voice, so Mac ignored him and went back to the Yelp reviews he’d been perusing.

“People shouldn’t have to live like this,” he said finally, his annoyance over what was on his screen outweighing his annoyance with Declan’s insistence on comfort over practicality.

“Like what? It seems like a perfectly nice office. I’ve always been fond of the….” Declan waved his hand at the textured silk wall covering in shades of blue. “Whatever you call that.”

“That’s why you come here to nap, I suppose, instead of napping in your own office.”

“I never got a couch for mine. I knew I’d spend all my time on it if I did.” Declan rose with a sigh and drifted over to look at Mac’s screen.

“I’m trying to figure out how to get food delivered to Ball’s End.”

“They’ll start delivering there once we fill the building with upwardly mobile millennials.”

“I need it now, though. I’m over there every night.”

“Hailey lives in Ball’s End?”

“Hailey lives at the store. He eats leftovers that nice Puerto Rican ladies send him and the crumbs of AA cookies. And he feeds me off that too. Doesn’t even tell me to go buy my own damned food, just dishes it out for me.”

“Very communist of him,” Declan said, managing to sound unimpressed. “He doesn’t have much, but what he has, he shares. But back up a second. Hailey lives at the store?”

Shit. He shouldn’t have mentioned that. “There’s a space in the back.”

“Not a living space.”

“Well, no. It probably wasn’t intended that way.”

Declan reached over Mac’s arm for the mouse. He navigated through a few folders until he found the leases for 502 Main Street. “That’s what I thought. His lease definitely precludes residential use of the space. The lower floor is zoned commercial only.” Declan straightened up and gave Mac a hearty slap on the shoulder. “You did it. You found our smoking gun. And here I thought you getting cozy with him was a bad move.”

“Declan, wait. You can’t use that.” Mac snatched Declan’s phone away from his ear.

“Why not? It’s what we’ve been looking for. I’ll have him out by the end of the month, and we can finally get this party started.”

“Because I don’t want you to.” He tossed Declan’s phone onto his desk. “I’m asking you not to.”

“You’re asking me not to evict the business that’s been keeping this project from moving forward for over a month now?” Declan’s tone conveyed the absurdity of Mac’s position.

Nevertheless.

“Yes, that’s what I’m asking. As a friend.” He straightened up. “And as a client. You work for me, remember?”

“I’m also one of your investors. You remember that? That’s my money tied up in 502 Main Street. My money and other people’s money, not just yours. Maybe you want to indulge your boyfriend, but I doubt anyone else is going to see it that way.”

“Then don’t tell them. It’s not like you need the money. It’s not like any of them do. Don’t do this to me. Please.”

“Shit, that boy has turned you soft.” Declan shook his head. “The whole reason you went down to that store in the first place was to get him the fuck out of it. So let’s get him the fuck out already.”

Mac’s stomach heaved at the thought of being responsible for getting Hailey evicted. He’d left the matter of how to get Hailey out—if they managed to get him out at all—up to his team precisely because he didn’t want to be responsible. And now it was all about to go down in the worst possible way.

“Mac. Take a breath.” Declan guided him back into his chair. “This doesn’t have to be a bad thing. You want him to move in with you, right?”

“Like he’s going to move in with me if I get him evicted. He already thinks I’m a monster.”

“See, that right there is why I’m not crazy about this guy.” Declan squeezed Mac’s shoulders through his suit. “When did it change from convincing Hailey that our project is good to convincing him that you’re good? He’s got you tied up in knots over being yourself when you happen to be one of the best people I know. How can he be the right guy for you if you’re not the right guy for him?”

“Because I want to be the right guy for him, Declan.”

“Okay, so this is your chance to show him what a great guy you really are.”

“How would getting him thrown out on the street because I spilled his secrets show him I’m a great guy?”

“Because, first, there’s no reason for him to know you had anything to do with it. We could’ve found out about him living in the back of his store any number of ways. I’ll send one of the leasing agents down there for a mandatory landlord inspection. If he’s living there, it’s gonna be obvious, right?”

Mac nodded. Though he had somehow missed the signs himself, they were pretty obvious. Mattress on the floor, dishes above the sink, a towel hanging from an exposed pipe. A fucking toothbrush.

“Then, second, what do you think’s going to happen when he gets evicted? He’s gonna turn to his guy. To you. And you’re going to rescue him. Take him in like you want to. Get him up on his feet again. Somewhere else.”

“Don’t you think I’d do that if he’d let me?”

“Once he’s homeless, he’ll let you. It’s win-win, and you don’t even have to be involved. I’m going to send an agent over there. I’m not asking you to say yes. I’m just going to walk out of here and do it. All you have to do is not stop me.”

Declan lifted his hands from Mac’s shoulders. He swept his phone into his pocket, then stepped out from behind the desk. Mac’s eyes followed his easy stroll as he moved gracefully toward the door, a little slower even than Declan usually rolled but not checking back for Mac’s approval. And then he was gone—through the door and down the hall, until not even the sound of his footsteps lingered.

Mac could call him back, of course. Chase after him. Or just pick up the phone. Send an email. There were a lot of ways he could stop what was about to happen. But then he’d have to explain his actions to the other investors, which included his own parents. He’d have to explain why his romantic entanglements were more important than keeping the project on schedule, than returning the profit he’d promised to return.

And to the city too. He’d emptied out a building, a building that was now little more than his and Hailey’s private love nest. Whatever Hailey might think of the size and cost of the new units or the demographics of the new tenants, even he would have to agree that full was better than empty.

Without the blinders of love, Mac could see all too clearly that Hailey’s position didn’t make sense. It was a token gesture, helping no one. And much like lying down in the middle of a highway, it was an inconvenience primarily to ordinary people trying to go about their lives. Rich and powerful men like Mac weren’t stuck in the resulting traffic jam. They hovered over it in helicopters.

Sure, Mac’s investors would like to turn around the money they’d put into the project as fast as possible, but none of them would be hurting even if their entire investment disappeared in a puff of smoke. It was the people still living in Ball’s End, the ones who didn’t have a grocery store anymore, who needed the project to move as fast as possible.

And none of that made Mac feel any better. It explained why his ass remained in his chair and his hand didn’t reach for his phone, but it didn’t change the deep-down awareness that he’d betrayed Hailey and might never be forgiven for it.

He forced himself to stay laser-focused on his work as the increased bustle around the office told him it was happening. People were awakening to the fact that C&G would finally be moving forward with the renovation of 502 Main Street. When Mac walked past reception to get to the men’s room just before quitting time and Elisa gave him a hooded glare instead of her usual dazzling smile, he had all the confirmation he needed. Hailey’s Comic was in the process of being evicted, and everyone at C&G knew it.

 

 

LATELY on Mondays, Mac was the first one out the door. Back before Hailey, he’d loved Mondays because work was where he felt most alive, but now he loved them for another reason. On Mondays, Hailey’s store closed early with no extracurricular activities to keep him hanging around, so they usually brought takeout back to the loft. Hailey would do his laundry while they ate and fucked, maybe watched a movie or just lounged around half-naked and talking.

If Mac could believe the fairy tale Declan had spun for him, every day would be Monday now, with nowhere else for Hailey to be except at the loft, and Mac would buy him so many clothes he’d need to do laundry three times a week just to keep up.

Too bad Mac didn’t believe in fairy tales.

This Monday, he hung around the office long after it grew quiet and empty. If he’d known yesterday might be their last day together, he’d have held Hailey tighter last night, spent longer watching him sleep this morning, woken him for a goodbye kiss. Hailey always spread out to take up the entire futon as soon as Mac got out of it, sprawling wide on his stomach, hands and feet stretching to the corners of the mattress, head buried in the pillow they shared because Hailey only had one.

Some mornings Mac considered rejoining the naked, messy sprawl of his lover. Some mornings he even did—the hell with meetings and to-do lists—but this morning he’d bounced off to work, content to know he’d have Hailey all to himself tonight.

But, no. Even if Hailey hadn’t been served yet, Mac didn’t know how to pretend it wasn’t coming. And if Hailey had been served, there’d be his wrath to face.

Hailey didn’t answer the light rap on his back door or respond to a text either. Fear raised electric prickles on Mac’s neck as he circled around to the front, surprised to find the lights on and the sign flipped to Open despite it being well past six. Through the large windows framing the door, he saw Hailey near the cash register, a piece of paper in his hand, seemingly frozen in place.

Hailey turned toward the ring that announced Mac’s arrival, his face lighting up to see him. A feeling of pure relief flashed through Mac. Just as Declan had predicted, Hailey didn’t know the eviction notice was his fault, and he was turning to Mac for help. Also as Declan had predicted. And Mac would give it to him. Hailey would ask him to stop the eviction process, and he’d do it. He would absolutely do it. Fuck what anyone else thought. He should’ve stopped Declan earlier, but this was better. Hailey needed him now. In all this time, it’d been him needing Hailey, but now Hailey needed him.

“What is it?” he asked, mindful of the fact that he wasn’t supposed to know.

“A process server came by as I was closing up.” Hailey handed him the piece of paper, and he pretended to scan it. “I guess that’s it,” Hailey said with a little laugh. “Can’t say I didn’t try, but they got me fair and square.”

“What do you mean?”

“What it says there about me violating my lease by using the space for residential purposes. You know I did. Carlos pretended not to notice, same as we all pretended not to notice how the building wasn’t up to code. That’s the way things work around here, but I get it. C&G’s not from around here. They play by other rules.”

Hailey took the eviction notice from Mac and stuffed it into a folder near the cash register, then rubbed his hands over his bare arms in a hugging motion. “Hey, I’m sorry I didn’t call before you drove all the way over here, but I’m not going to be good company tonight. I’ve gotta figure out what to do.”

“You don’t have to figure it out alone.”

“I sort of do. I mean, I could locate my parents. They’re usually in the Southwest this time of year, which is a beautiful part of the country. I’m sure they’d let me stay with them short-term, and it’d be nice to see some of my old friends. But that’s not the life I want to go back to.”

“Of course it isn’t. Why would you even think of that?” Panicked, Mac reached for Hailey’s wrist and used it to tug him forward into his arms. Why wasn’t Hailey asking for help? What had happened to the second part of Declan’s plan? If this eviction sent Hailey scurrying off to wherever the hell his parents were, Mac would absolutely murder Declan. “You’re coming home with me like we talked about Friday night.”

Hailey pushed out of his arms. He twined his hair into a knot on top of his head as he walked away. “I’m not moving in with you, Greg. That’s what we talked about Friday night. I need to be here.”

“But now—”

“Now even more. I’ve got less than a month before the sheriff throws me out on my ass. I can’t afford to spend time commuting. There’s a lot to wrap up. I’m sorry.” Hailey paced back and forth a few times, his hands clenching in his hair, pulling down the knot he’d just made.

“Can I…?” Mac reached out to stop him. This frantic motion was so unlike Hailey’s usual energy. Hailey shrugged him off with a jerk of his shoulder.

“I need space. Or something. Time to… fuck, I don’t even know.” Hailey shook his head, the movement traveling down his whole body. “Come on, I’ll let you out the back. It’ll be easier than walking around.”

This was horrible. A nightmare. Hailey didn’t even know what Mac had done, and already he was pushing him out. Out of the store, out of his life.

“Hailey. Move in with me. I’ll buy you a car. We’ll find you a new store. I’ll help you look. I know real estate agents. We’ll find you something nicer, and I’ll help you move. We can put the books in storage while we look. I’ll call a moving company tomorrow. They can box everything up. You don’t even have to be involved.”

“I want to be involved. This is my store. This is three years of my life. I put everything into this place. You think you can just dismantle it and reconstruct it into something trendier and brighter on the other side of town? This is exactly what you’ve never understood about this building, Greg. It’s not just an address. It’s people’s lives. It’s my life.”

With a sob, Hailey crumpled, and Mac was there to grab him, to cradle him and catch him. He managed to get Hailey through the curtain and down onto the futon, where he tried to tell himself that everything would be all right. This was their safe space, the place where they were together, where Hailey could tease him about being a capitalist without really being mad about it.

But the futon wasn’t magic. It couldn’t fix what Mac had broken when he’d let Declan walk out of his office, because what he’d broken was Hailey. All Mac could do was hold him while he cried.

“I know Ball’s End is kind of a shithole,” Hailey said through his sniffles, “but I don’t want to leave it. This place saved me.” He swiped a hand across his eyes, and soft tears welled out to replace the angry ones he’d brushed away. The unexpected burst of temper had blown over, but behind it was something worse. Sorrow.

“Tell me how.” He would take all the guilt Hailey wanted to dole out, allow it to twist in his stomach the way he deserved.

“Did I ever tell you I worked for Andersen Decker after college?”

“Those weasels?” Andersen Decker, LLC was C&G’s closest competition. Mac wasn’t surprised they’d wanted to hire someone with Hailey’s educational background, but he was surprised Hailey would have been willing to work for them. He’d have been managing exactly the sort of projects he was fighting now.

“Hated it,” Hailey confirmed. “I loved studying urban planning, but executing on it was less about building a utopian community where the trees outnumber the cars and more about sequencing traffic lights to lure people into box stores.”

Yeah, Mac had worked on a few of those projects himself.

“I was floundering.” Hailey pulled away, maybe only so he could speak more clearly, but Mac missed him even across those few inches.

“Transitioning from college to work can be tough,” he said, trying to persuade him closer again.

“It was my first time not having a community. Everyone was so separate. They were nice enough, but it was, like, here’s my cubicle and there’s yours and then you go to your apartment and I’ll go to mine, and maybe we’ll have a drink Friday night but maybe everyone’s busy. I was supposed to have my own life, but I didn’t.”

For Mac, who’d grown up with not just his own bedroom but his own playroom, college had been a little claustrophobic. He’d been happy to move into a place of his own after graduation. But Hailey was a more social person, whether because of the way he’d been raised or just by nature. Mac could understand why he’d have struggled with leading a middle-class corporate life.

“I had a lot of clothes, though,” Hailey said with an ironic laugh. “I had the money for them and the time to shop, since I wasn’t doing anything else.”

“And you wore those clothes to work?” Mac asked doubtfully.

“Let’s just say that there was a compromise between my style and the dress code. But no, I wore my fancier stuff out. Coffee shops, clubs. Looking for that community.”

Great. Now Mac was imagining Hailey on the dance floor, how fine he’d look—free and loose and swirling with silk or sparkling with sequins. Mac’s selfish interest in keeping Hailey to himself meant he’d missed seeing Hailey in a club setting thus far. He made a note to remedy that. But he was glad Hailey hadn’t become a club boy, that he’d found his community elsewhere, even if it was a grotty place like Ball’s End.

“So how’d you end up here?”

“Andersen Decker had me doing reconnaissance on Main Street. I saw a For Rent sign in the window, and I just went for it. I was drowning in loneliness, not to mention the soul-crushing awareness that I was doing more harm than good. Something had to change, and that sign was like a sign. That’s why I say Ball’s End saved me.”

“So you want to save it.”

“It’s not like I can. I can’t even save Hailey’s Comic.” Hailey sighed, and another spear of guilt shot through Mac. God, if Hailey would just ask him to, he’d cancel the whole project—buy the building and give it to Hailey as a present. Do anything, no matter how unreasonable.

He buried his head on Hailey’s chest, the urge to cry welling up in him. As if he had anything to cry about.

“So why a bookstore?” he asked, needing to hear Hailey talk. The honey-smooth lightness of his voice dripped comfort down Mac’s spine.

“I was homeschooled, obviously, and internet access was rare, so books were my everything. I was a regular at every used bookstore the circuit went near. I’d sell back the books I’d read, buy new ones. There’s nothing you can’t learn at a used bookstore.”

“Nothing that’s not ancient history, anyway.” Some of the textbooks Mac shelved while he waited for book club to end on Wednesdays couldn’t possibly be relevant anymore.

“Humanity doesn’t change that fast. Sometimes it’s comforting to realize that. We think our problems are so unique, but they aren’t. They’re just updates on the same old human condition. Or maybe that’s a justification,” Hailey said with humor in his voice. “Maybe I decided on a used bookstore because that was the stock I could afford.”

“You’ve been keeping this place afloat with your own money, haven’t you?” Mac had always known the business model wasn’t viable. His instinct had told him as much from the very beginning, but he’d allowed his growing awareness of Hailey’s education and intelligence to sway his initial judgment.

“What there was of it,” Hailey admitted. “My savings are gone now, everything that was worth selling has been sold, and I’m no longer a good credit risk. Hailey’s Comic wouldn’t have made it past the end of its lease anyway.”

Mac had suspected as much, but the defeat in Hailey’s voice killed him.

“I just wanted to finish the school year,” Hailey said, his hands rubbing soothing circles over Mac’s back as if he knew how close Mac was to falling apart. “People were counting on me. I don’t know where those kids are going to go now.”

Being careful to stay completely silent, Mac let his tears fall.





Chapter Fourteen

 

 

MAC was at his wit’s end—sleeping poorly despite having Hailey snuggled up against him, not eating because his stomach rebelled at the thought of food, forcing himself through workouts that felt like punishment, and liking that they felt that way.

Hailey acted as loving toward Mac as he always had, gave him his full attention once the store closed, treated all his customers with that same attention and love. Someone who didn’t know how brightly Hailey’s eyes ought to shine might have been fooled, but Mac wasn’t.

After spending a few mornings towing Hailey around to rental properties, Mac had to admit defeat. Every option was either too far out or was so small and poorly maintained it made the space Hailey’s Comic currently occupied look like a Barnes & Noble superstore.

Berating himself even as he did it, Mac poked through Hailey’s records until he learned the full truth of the situation. There was no reason to feel guilty about getting him evicted, because he couldn’t afford to stay. He was deep in debt and getting deeper every day, with no prospects for paying any of it back. How he managed to walk around with a smile on his face carrying that kind of debt load, Mac couldn’t understand, but there was zero chance of any bank lending him the money to start up again somewhere else.

Mac would lend it to him, of course. Mac would give it to him. Mac would happily subsidize Hailey’s Comic wherever Hailey wanted to relocate it if only Hailey would stop moping around like his life was about to end and want to relocate it.

And so Mac kept tracking down rental properties and Hailey dutifully toured them, but in the meantime everything in the store was on sale for basically free and Hailey spent more time trying to find new locations for after-school programs and AA meetings than for himself or his store.

“Where’s he going to go?” Julia-Louise asked when Mac had finished summarizing the situation for her.

They were at his loft, Mac being too restless these days to sit around waiting to be served and having grown out of the habit of eating out in general. They sat on one of the couches that looked out over the river in the distance, eating Chinese food directly out of cardboard containers. He’d left on a single lamp to provide enough light to eat by, but otherwise the room was dark, only the ghostliest reflection of their own selves wavering against the city view through the bank of windows.

“He doesn’t even think about where he’ll go. Hailey is the least of Hailey’s concerns.”

“Will he come here?”

“I wish, but I’m not hopeful. I’ve extended the invitation several times, and he…. I think I’ve got to accept that he doesn’t want to live with me, Jules.”

“You’ve only known each other a couple of months. It’s a reasonable precaution on his part.”

“Precaution. You make it sound like I would hurt him.”

“You are kind of dangerously obsessed. Promise me you won’t kidnap him if he won’t come willingly.”

Mac didn’t promise. “I don’t suppose you’d invite him to live with you?”

“I would. For both your sake and his. But I’m not sure why he’d want to.” Julia-Louise lived even farther from Ball’s End than Mac did, way out in the suburbs where Mac hardly went and it was unlikely Hailey would want to go either.

“Maybe it’s just me he doesn’t want to live with.”

“Oh, stop sulking. I doubt it’s anything personal. What does he say?”

“That he needs to be there to wrap up the store, to take care of loose ends. That Ball’s End is home to him.”

“So believe him. He doesn’t strike me as the type to play games.”

Mac shook his head. “Just because he lets me sleep there doesn’t mean he wants me there. Not me personally. He lets everyone in. He’s a magnet for stray animals and lost causes. I just happen to be one of them.”

“Come on, Gregory. There’s a difference between letting people talk about books in a corner of your store and having sex with them.”

“He likes how I look. He’s been honest about our chemistry. But I don’t think it goes much beyond that. Physically, I’m his type, and he never pushes anyone away, so I show up and he takes me in.”

“But it’s more than that to you?”

“Much more.” If he could find a solution to the problem of 502 Main Street, maybe he could get Hailey to see him as more than an easy hookup and another lost soul, but he was running out of time.

“So if he wants to be in Ball’s End, and you want to be with him, the answer seems obvious. If the mountain won’t come to Mohammed, etc.”

“What, move to Ball’s End?”

“Think of how cheap it would be. You could put the money you saved to good purpose. Hailey would like that.”

“I’ve already got plans in that direction.”

He hadn’t told Hailey yet—was waiting until everything was definite—but the bottom floor of 502 Main Street would now house a community center, escalated up from Phase II so there’d be a spot for all Hailey’s side projects. Until Audra could drum up enough corporate sponsorship to foot the bill, Mac would be funding it himself to the tune of a couple hundred thousand a year.

“You give a lot of money away.”

“As much as I can,” Julia-Louise agreed. “Thinking of upping your charity game?”

“It’s not like I don’t give.”

“I know.”

“And it’s not like I couldn’t give more,” he admitted with a sigh. “Why does it feel so scary?”

Hailey had given everything—sold his clothes, eaten other people’s scraps, gone without a car or a television, lived in sixty square feet at the back of a store with two mugs and two plates and one chair, brushed his teeth in a public bathroom, and walked up three flights of stairs to shower in water that flipped between scalding hot and freezing cold without notice.

A couple hundred thousand a year would hardly be noticeable to Mac. If he didn’t give it away, he’d only funnel it back into the business or let it sit in a portfolio at a brokerage where it would make money that would make money, none of which would ever be used for anything other than making more money, and yet the thought of giving it away made his heart clench. How did Hailey do it?

“Money’s sort of a burden that way,” Julia-Louise said. “It wraps chains around you.”

“It’s not like I’m attached to status symbols,” he reminded his sister with a gesture at her handbag. “Hailey says that’s a knockoff, by the way.”

“Damn it. How did he know? They told me it was so good no one could tell.”

Mac ignored the question of how Hailey knew in favor of the more pressing question. “You bought a knockoff on purpose?”

“Well, sure. There’s a five-thousand-dollar difference between the real thing and this, which is five thousand dollars that can be put to better use. I have to maintain a certain look to be able to exert the social influence I have, but I don’t have to waste money doing it.”

“Jules.” He couldn’t believe Hailey had known more about his sister’s financial situation than he had. “Are you in trouble? Is that why you live out in the boonies? Let me help you.”

“I’m fine. I’m just choosing where my money goes. Like Hailey does, though admittedly to a lesser degree. I don’t need a Fendi bag to be okay, and I guess Hailey doesn’t need a car or a loft.”

Or three square meals a day or a change of underwear. Surely there was a compromise to be had, a way in which Mac could assuage his conscience and buy Hailey’s love without sacrificing too much convenience or making his own financial future uncertain. A designer bag might be an indulgence, but having a reliable source of income and a comfortable nest egg wasn’t. That was just plain practicality, a trait for which his Scottish ancestors had always been known.

Julia-Louise and Hailey were both very brave. Mac didn’t know if he could be so strong, not even to the extent of moving to Ball’s End. Live in a one-bedroom walkup? Do laundry, cook meals, be daily inconvenienced by on-street parking and annoyed by noise and crowds and litter-strewn sidewalks?

And have Hailey. At least until Hailey found out how Mac had betrayed him.

“I did a bad thing,” he confessed.

“I think you need to tell him,” Julia-Louise said when he’d finished explaining his role in Hailey’s eviction. “You can’t walk around with this between you. Frankly, you look awful.”

“I know.” He put his container of kung pao chicken on the glass coffee table. He hadn’t managed to eat half of it before the conversation had turned his stomach.

“What do you think will happen if you tell him?”

“He’ll never forgive me.”

“That doesn’t sound like him.”

“He doesn’t need to know.” Hailey had accepted Declan’s subterfuge without question. What had happened had happened.

“You need to tell him for your own sake.”

Mac shook his head. Telling Hailey wasn’t a risk he was willing to take. But moving to Ball’s End? That he could do.

He got out his phone and typed a painfully slow email to his real estate agent. Julia-Louise huffed about how rude he was being, but he waved her off. He was only taking her advice—well, some of it—and if you couldn’t be rude to your sister, who could you be rude to?

 

 

MAC held his breath as he turned the knob. He’d yet to see the place himself, so he could only imagine what horrors lurked behind the scuffed wood door, which at least seemed sturdy enough to withstand a kick-in attempt.

“Just find me the closest thing you can get to 502 Main Street,” he’d told his agent. “I don’t care what it looks like or how small it is.”

Which meant that if it was a disgusting hovel with worn-through green shag and walls covered in crayon, he had no one to blame but himself. The only condition he’d given her was that she had to use fair means to acquire it—no dropping his name, no bribing the landlord to evict another tenant, no starting a bidding war. He didn’t need Hailey finding out he’d acquired the place through underhanded methods.

So this was the moment of truth. He pushed the door open and let out his breath at the innocuous interior.

“Why are we here?” Hailey asked after an uninterested glance around.

“This is my new apartment. Ours, if you’ll share it with me.”

“You’re going to live here?” Hailey took a second look, as if seeing it through Mac’s eyes this time.

And okay, it was small. From where they stood just inside the doorway, Mac could easily see across the living room to what must be the bedroom and through the pass-through into a kitchen that wasn’t much bigger than the inside of his car.

The carpet was a low-pile beige-and-blue nylon Berber—hideous, but new—and the walls were a uniform off-white, unmarred by scuff marks or children’s artwork. The cabinets in the kitchen gleamed of fake wood, and the Formica counter that separated the kitchen from the living room was trying much too hard to pretend it was granite. Honest Formica would’ve had more appeal.

But it was fine. Small, ugly, and fine.

“This isn’t exactly up to your standards.” Hailey headed for the tiny kitchen, and Mac joined him at the spot where the carpet transitioned to a linoleum patterned in yellow flowers.

“I can’t express how little I give a fuck. I’ll sleep in an alley if that’s where you’re going to be. Or kidnap you from it.” Despite Julia-Louise’s admonitions to the contrary, he entertained fantasies of it—of carrying Hailey off and refusing to let him free again until he promised to make his own well-being one of his priorities. “I just want to be where you are. Please don’t leave town when the store closes. Please stay with me.” He hated how desperate he sounded, but he was exactly that desperate.

“You rented a shitty apartment in Ball’s End so we could live together?”

Mac nodded.

Hailey turned to face him, and his eyes were as bright as they ought to be. “Seriously, Greg? This is the most romantic thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

“And I didn’t kick anyone out to get it. I swear.”

“I know. Inez has been trying to rent this unit ever since the murder-suicide.”

Murder-suicide? Really? Okay, that was fine. It was fine. It explained why the place was so clean, actually. “Does it bother you?” If he had to, he’d send his agent out to search some more.

“Nah, I’m not superstitious, and Inez will appreciate the income. She offered me three months’ free rent if I’d move in.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t have been able to afford month four. Greg, are you sure about this?”

“A hundred percent. I’ll rent my own place out as an Airbnb. Whatever I get, we’ll give it away. Any charity you want.”

“Well, you having some extra money to donate is a nice side benefit, I guess.”

“What’s the main benefit?”

“Being able to stay in Ball’s End, obviously. My handsome knight.” Hailey framed Mac’s shoulders in that way he liked to, smoothing the fabric of his shirt over them, reminding him to stand up straight. “Not everyone has a rich boyfriend to fall back on, you know.”

Oh, God. Hailey was going to tell him no because it wasn’t fair or something. “Couldn’t you have a rich boyfriend to fall back on?”

“I guess I do.” Hailey tapped their noses together. “You really want to live here?”

“Will you live with me?”

Hailey nodded.

“Then I really want to. Let’s check out the bedroom.”

He bundled Hailey up in his arms and dragged him through the living room to where the bedroom ought to be, and sure enough the apartment had the requisite number of bedrooms and bathrooms, which was one of each.

Mac’s loft had two bathrooms and he lived there alone, but the shower looked big enough—barely—for two men, and the bedroom looked big enough—barely—for a full-size bed. Not his California king, but something more spacious than the futon on Hailey’s floor.

“I don’t know where all your clothes are going,” Mac joked as Hailey peered into the old-style closet in the corner, empty other than a metal bar that spanned its width. He adored the way Hailey was casing the place as though there were a lot to see. “Do you like it?”

“I can’t believe I’m going to have a shower again. You know this building has laundry in the basement?”

God, was Mac supposed to do laundry in the basement? But Hailey sounded so excited about the idea that he couldn’t worry about it right now. “I wish this place had come furnished.”

“No, you don’t. You’d be paranoid about bed bugs. I caught you trying to check under my sheets that first night.”

“But if there was a bed here, I could fuck you on it. Or you could fuck me.”

“We have a wall.” Hailey pushed him up against one of the empty walls of what would become their bedroom. “And we don’t have lube or condoms, but there’s other stuff we can do.”

Mac soon had his arms full of a giddy Hailey, who giggled as he kissed. “You’re happy?” he asked between Hailey’s assaults on his mouth.

“Really fucking happy. I know this doesn’t solve everything, but thank you. I was going to live with Yolanda, maybe. Or Edgar. I hadn’t even had time to think about it, but I knew I didn’t want to leave here. I didn’t want to leave you.”

Bliss.





Chapter Fifteen

 

 

MAC jogged down the stairs, taking them two at a time. He’d made too many terrifying trips up the creaking elevator yesterday to feel like risking it today. Four flights down was nothing. A good way to get his blood moving. Anyway, he paid for a gym. It would ironic to turn down a chance for free exercise.

It was three long blocks from their new place to his parking space behind Hailey’s Comic. Where he was going to leave his car once 502 Main Street turned into a construction zone, he didn’t know, but he’d figure it out. Money smoothed over a lot of potholes, and no obstacle could daunt him today.

“Hey, Miguel,” he called to the teenager waiting at the bus stop in front of the church. He waved at the rest of the kids, some of whom he recognized, but he didn’t stop. He was excited about getting back to work after a couple of days off. He never took time off, but he’d decided the fastest way to get Hailey into the new apartment was to supervise the move himself. Last night, thanks to two days of wrangling movers, they’d slept on a bed intended for two adults in a bedroom that was all theirs.

The new place was absolutely postage-stamp-sized, smaller than it had looked empty, which was why he’d made so many elevator trips yesterday. Some of the furniture had gone up only to come straight down again. He would be making do without a lot of things he’d previously considered indispensable, like nine-tenths of his wardrobe, but it was only temporary, and he didn’t really give a shit.

All those cupboards full of fancy serving dishes. As if he’d ever served anyone. The last person to eat at his loft had been Julia-Louise, and they’d used cardboard containers and disposable chopsticks. And then there were the knickknacks—doodads with no purpose whatsoever that had been chosen by his designer. He couldn’t even describe them now that they’d been out of sight a few days. There’d been books he never read on shelves he only walked past, sports equipment for sports he’d stopped playing a whole career ago, clothes for events he hated attending. His loft had been full of irrelevancies.

Only his most crucial clothes had found their way into the tiny closet, which ultimately he’d taken possession of despite how much he wanted to fill it with stuff for Hailey. Hailey’s clothes were easily folded into a dresser.

For now.

Mac had ideas. Which was why he was excited to get back to work.

Driving straight from Ball’s End into downtown Ballhaven was a new experience—a not entirely positive one. Narrow streets clogged by the remains of the year’s first snowfall meant rush-hour bottlenecks, but it beat detouring to the east side to get a shower first, and this morning he’d had the pleasure of sharing a shower with Hailey.

No sooner had he turned his mind to the question of how to spend the time in traffic productively than his car announced an incoming call from his mother.

“Gregory,” she said, her tone suggesting trouble. “Was there something you wanted to tell us?”

Shit. He was so going to kill Julia-Louise.

“Sorry, Mom. I meant to call. I’ve just been busy.”

“Busy doing what?”

“Moving,” he admitted, because he could tell she already knew. Since he was only in Ball’s End temporarily, it hadn’t seemed worth bothering his parents about. “But I’ve been meaning to call you because I’m sure you and Dad would like to meet my new…. Hailey,” he finished, cowardly avoiding a gendered term in case she didn’t know Hailey’s gender yet. It would have to be discussed, of course, just maybe not right—

“We’d love to meet him.” Or now was good. “Bring him for dinner Sunday. Julia-Louise tells us we’re in for a treat.”

He couldn’t decide if that was sarcastic or not. Julia-Louise loved Hailey, but she also loved getting her brother in trouble.

“And you and Hailey have chosen to move to the south end of Ballhaven, have you?”

Mac stifled a chuckle at his mother’s avoidance of the neighborhood’s colloquial name. It reminded him that he really did need to do something about the branding. It also let him know where the coolness in her tone was coming from—not the gender of his lover but their choice of location.

“Hailey’s wrapping up some business in the area. It’s only temporary.”

“Hmm.”

“I’m just pulling into work,” he lied. “I can tell you about it Sunday. Will Julia-Louise be there?”

“Of course.”

“Excellent.” Because Julia-Louise was going to help him sell their parents on this move. After all, it was her idea.

People were already buzzing through the hallways when Mac got into work. Plans were moving forward to start demolition. Contracts were being signed, dumpsters ordered, drawings revised to accommodate the new community center. Netting, fencing, signage—a myriad of details coming together.

The investors were happy that Phase I was moving forward again, and Mac was starting to put the fear that Hailey would find out about his role in the eviction behind him. He spent the day busier than ever, without the usual sense of frustration, and wrapped things up shortly after five, which his team was starting to get used to. Everyone was going home earlier these days, and smiles had become the norm, most of all his.

He made a quick stop at the gym, paying extra attention to his shoulders, then back to Ball’s End. It was Wednesday, which meant Julia-Louise had his parking place, but he lucked into a spot not too much farther down and hoofed it back to the store.

Women’s voices came from the back, overlapping each other tunefully. Hailey knelt in front of a bookcase by the front door, a cardboard box by his side and several books in each hand. Closing the store was taking a toll on him. Maybe he hadn’t had big financial aspirations when he’d opened Hailey’s Comic, but he’d had goals, and now he felt like he’d failed on them. At work, Mac had managed to bury his role in that failure with busyness, but now, faced with the weary droop of his lover’s shoulders, guilt rose again.

“I found a spot for the AA meeting.”

That perked Hailey up. “Where?”

“Next door. St. Theresa’s.”

“Really? How’d you manage that? They’ve never been open to it before.”

“Let’s just say that Father Rouillard owes me a favor.”

“Does that mean you’re not going to knock the church down? Wait, you didn’t threaten Father Rouillard, did you?”

“What if I did? Isn’t that how it works in this neighborhood? He hosts your AA meeting, I don’t knock down his church.”

“I guess so.” Hailey looked doubtful enough that Mac gave him a kiss and an alternate explanation.

“I pointed out the futility of worrying about property damage when the roof is caving in, and he saw my point.”

And yeah, maybe Mac had applied some leverage, but it was the good kind of leverage, like the weight C&G had thrown behind Yolanda’s petition for more frequent bus service between the outer neighborhoods and downtown. Mac had power. It was time to use it for the benefit of someone other than himself.

“Can we get out of here? I have somewhere I want to take you.”

“The book club’s here until nine.”

“If you can trust the AA people not to trash the place, you can trust those ladies.” Although they did get a little rowdy sometimes and were definitely not sober. “And no, you don’t need to be here in case a customer comes in. Put up a sign telling them to help themselves, and let’s go. This is important.”

Julia-Louise would have to walk herself out tonight, but why shouldn’t she? Ball’s End had lost its ability to scare him somewhere along the line.

Not that he was easily intimidated, but he’d always kept his guard up when walking down streets like this one. Now it seemed less like he would run into trouble here than anywhere. The people here knew him. They knew he belonged to Hailey. Even if someone started trouble with him for some reason, there’d be others who’d have his back. For Hailey’s sake, if not his own.

And Mac knew them in return, or was coming to. He couldn’t name a single neighbor at his loft, but he could name dozens here: Edgar; Pia’s mother, Patrice; Alexander’s parents who both worked downtown and took turns picking him up; Miguel’s parents who ran the laundromat, which Mac thankfully didn’t have to use. The prospect of doing his own laundry was foreign enough—the idea of carting it to a whole other building was completely alien.

He even knew Miguel’s older brother, Mateo, though he couldn’t help giving him the side-eye every time he saw him. Had Hailey really fooled around with him? Or had that been only a hypothetical? They didn’t act like exes, but Hailey never did more than smirk when Mac asked.

“So now that we’re living together,” Mac said as he steered them away from Ball’s End with the thought of Miguel’s brother teasing at the back of his mind.

“Uh-huh.”

“I probably should’ve asked you this before—”

“Oh my God, is this the exclusivity talk? Yes, you should’ve asked before. You fucked me without a condom the other day.”

“I did?” He hadn’t meant to. Everything just felt so right with Hailey.

“Relax, it’s fine. You already showed me your paperwork or I wouldn’t have let you. But I should get to a clinic. Not that I’m aware of any reason to worry, but it’s the adult thing to do.”

Mac found himself suddenly uninterested in being an adult. Fucking Hailey without a condom, Hailey fucking him without a condom—those were both things that should happen immediately.

“Is that where we’re headed?” Hailey asked. “To a clinic?”

Unfortunately, it wasn’t. He made a note to schedule that ASAP as he pulled into his true destination.

“A grocery store?” For a moment Hailey’s questioning tone made Mac wonder if he’d misjudged, but the way Hailey’s fingers clenched hard around his forearm demonstrated his true enthusiasm. “Do you know how long it’s been?”

“I can guess.”

“I’m so excited. Except, wait. Shit. I don’t have any money. I mean really, really no money. Less than usual.”

Mac couldn’t help wondering why that was. Books were being sold—at a discount, sure, but at a faster rate than usual—and there was no reason for Hailey to bother paying rent anymore. But he accepted that Hailey had undoubtedly given the last proceeds from his store to someone he figured was more deserving and went straight to the point. “You don’t need money. I’m buying.”

“This is going to be a problem.”

“Why? Just let me pay.”

“For the rent and the groceries and the utilities and the everything? I need a job. I mean, I’ll get one, but I can’t until the store’s shut at the end of the year.”

“Until then, let me worry about it. The loft costs me more in co-op fees than our rent does.”

“But you’re still paying that,” Hailey said shrewdly. He hugged his arms around himself, looking out his window at the grocery store with such longing that Mac was determined to satisfy it.

“How about I do my grocery shopping and you accompany me?” He had a feeling that once he started tossing steaks in his cart, Hailey would voice an opinion, and sure enough, Hailey had something to say as soon as the first package of red meat landed.

If Mac bought chicken, it had to be free-range chicken. Vegetables, tofu, almond milk. By the time they’d made it around the store, he’d learned what Hailey would eat if he had the money to feed himself. The steaks went back into the case—they’d been more of a bargaining chip than something Mac actually needed—and a beaming Hailey helped the cashier bag their items into the reusable bags he cheekily added to their order.

It wasn’t as if Mac made a habit of grocery shopping—he had a service for that, which of course didn’t serve Ball’s End—but he was familiar with the concept. It was Hailey who gawked at the displays like they were filled with diamonds, the length of his gaze telling Mac what to throw in the cart until Hailey got bold enough to add his own items. He dithered between tubs of unflavored yogurt, searching for the lowest per unit cost, and lusted after the fruit so hard Mac suspected him of having scurvy.

Mac would’ve bought it all, everything Hailey stopped to glance at for more than a moment. It was Hailey who reminded him that as big as their refrigerator was—it was only big to Hailey; the refrigerator in the loft was at least another fifty cubic inches—there was no point in buying more fresh food than they could eat in a week.

When they got back out to the car with what really might be too much food, Mac caught Hailey frowning over the receipt.

“I did have an idea about a job for you,” he said as he put the car in gear. “I’d love for you to come work for me at C&G. I’m not just saying that because you’re my….” He still struggled with the word boyfriend.

“Totally exclusive lover?”

“Totally exclusive.” God that felt good. “Anyway, my point is that you’re fully qualified.”

“I don’t know, Greg.”

“You could choose your projects, even propose your own. I definitely don’t want you going to work for my competition.” That would be a major conflict of interest.

“The corporate world might not be for me, but thank you. I’ll think about it.”

“A new business, then? I could help with start-up costs.” He had little faith in Hailey’s ability to make a profit—not for lack of business acumen but for lack of the necessary bloodthirstiness—but that was okay. He’d cover the losses. But Hailey only shrugged.

“Well, you don’t have to decide now. I signed a six-month lease on the apartment, so we’ve got time to figure out where we’re heading next. I’m flexible as long as we stay within commuting distance of downtown.”

“I thought….” Hailey hesitated.

“Thought what?”

“That we were going to live in Ball’s End.”

“While you get things wrapped up, sure. I know you need to find a place for the kids to go after school”—and he’d reluctantly accepted that said place was probably going to be his apartment—“but once the school year’s over, there’s nothing tying us there, and God knows there’s a million better places we could be.”

“According to you. I like living there.”

Temporary. Mac had only expected it to be temporary—moving to Ball’s End, that was, not moving in with Hailey. He scrambled for alternatives, trying to come up with Plan B. Or Plan F—whatever the fuck plan he was on. But shit. Ball’s End. Really? It wasn’t as bad as he’d once thought, but it was so far from ideal.

But if Ball’s End was ideal for Hailey, then Ball’s End it would be.

“If you want to stay there, we’ll stay. You told me about… community, right? I was listening, I swear.”

“It’s home. I know I could probably build up community again somewhere else, but….”

“I get it. We’ll stay.”

“Thank you for not making me choose between you and Ball’s End.” Hailey leaned across the console to kiss him. “I love you.”

For one giddy, euphoric moment, Mac believed Hailey loved him. Him. Mac. Specifically and truly. But the moment faded before he could act on it. How many people had he heard Hailey say I love you to? He probably told the UPS guy he loved him. It was only because it was the first time he’d told Mac that made it feel so special.

The four flights Mac had jogged down that morning felt a lot longer going up loaded with grocery bags, but he was climbing the stairs with Hailey at his side, and that counted for something. They put their groceries away and whipped up a quick but healthy dinner, then tumbled into the bed that’d been made up with Hailey’s too-small Spider-Man sheets and Mac’s too-large duvet.

It’d been a day full of ups and downs—both in terms of stairs and emotions—but Mac woke up with a smile on his face and a whistle on his lips, ready to do it again.





Chapter Sixteen

 

 

MAC examined Hailey with a critical eye, trying to figure out how to say what he needed to say.

“More formal than this, huh?” As usual, Hailey picked up on his mood without being prompted. “I’ve got those black pants I could put on.”

Right. Those shiny, satin-striped trousers that made him look like one of the Brady boys at a disco. They’d be an improvement over the artfully ripped jeans, and Mac definitely didn’t hate the way Hailey’s ass looked in them, but still—

He’d yet to convince Hailey to buy an entire new wardrobe, and even if he had, Hailey likely would’ve bought things much like what he already owned, none of which was exactly suitable for meeting Mac’s parents. Which was why Mac had asked his tailor to send a few things over, only now he wasn’t sure how to bring that up. Hailey ate up presents of lingerie, but how he’d react to presents of conservatively tailored dress wear, Mac didn’t know.

Selfishly, he wanted Hailey to make a good impression, to stave off whatever objections his parents might otherwise raise. If Hailey could come across more like a Columbia graduate and less like a Ball’s End street rat, maybe they’d overlook the long hair, the multiple piercings, and all the other things Mac had once judged Hailey for himself but that were so Hailey to him now, he couldn’t live without them.

Tonight Hailey had his hair twisted into an updo Mac would’ve called elegant on his sister—of course she’d have finished it with diamonds instead of the plastic-beaded flowers Pia made—and he was wearing that purple floofy shirt through which the shadow of his nipple piercing could be faintly discerned if one looked closely in that general area, which Mac could never stop himself from doing.

“I bought you some stuff,” he said hesitantly. “If you don’t mind.”

“Why would I mind? You know your parents best. Plus, I love clothes.” Hailey took the garment bag from him with a kiss and an expectant smile, but once he’d put on the charcoal gray pants and lighter gray shirt, Mac couldn’t help frowning. The clothes fit nicely—Mac’s knowledge of Hailey’s body was as accurate as extensive study could make it—and Hailey was fingering the material as if he loved it, but….

“What? I don’t look good?”

“You don’t look like you.” Fuck his parents. He wanted them to like Hailey, but it had to actually be Hailey. “How about those pants with your purple top?”

Hailey swapped out the shirt as though it didn’t matter one way or the other, but once he had it on, Mac could see it mattered.

“This is the only thing I have left from all that boutique shopping I used to do. Everything else went to consignment, but I couldn’t make myself give this one up.” Good God, as if he should’ve had to give any of it up. “It’s kind of gay, though,” Hailey warned.

“You’re kind of gay. I like that about you.”

Yes, this scaled-up but not watered-down version of Hailey would definitely do.

“So you’re out to your parents?” Hailey asked. “I know that guy we had dinner with—Rob—he seemed surprised.”

“I’m out to them, but that doesn’t mean you’re not a surprise. I told them I was bi when I was twenty or so because it seemed important at the time—to not bury it—and it went over well enough, but they’ve never had to look my bi-ness in the eye before. I’ve only ever dated women.”

“Oh, come on. I know I’m not the first man you’ve been with. You’re a little too good with a prostate to convince me otherwise.” Hailey met his eyes in the mirror where he was tinkering with his nose stud.

“Leave that in. And yes, I’ve been with men sexually before, probably more than women in terms of sheer number of partners, but I’ve only dated women. The sort of relationships I’ve had with men didn’t get paraded in front of my parents.”

Hailey left the mirror to lay a hand on his chest. “Are you worried they won’t like your bisexuality now that it’s in their face?”

“I don’t think they’ll be rotten to you or anything. They’re not bigots.”

It was just that they would see Hailey as a less good choice than Lauren, as something of a downgrade. Hailey’s gender would be part of that, but the lesser part. Lauren had had connections, aspirations, a career on the rise. Hailey had a nose ring, flamboyant clothes, and a very left-leaning attitude. The MacPhersons leaned left too, but cautiously left, a left that would in no way deprive them of their own comfortable privilege, whereas Hailey had lured Mac out of his loft and into Ball’s End—not even temporarily, as Mac had previously told his mother. But perhaps that news could wait.

“You’re worried about something.”

“Wouldn’t anyone be nervous introducing their… lover to their parents?” Lover? No. Definitely not.

“Oh my God, my parents will hate you. You’re so ‘the man.’”

“Is that why I haven’t met them yet?”

“You haven’t met them yet because they’re south for the winter and are too technologically illiterate to Skype, but I can’t wait until you do. Because on the one hand, they’ll hate you—I mean, not you, personally, obviously, just the concept of you—but on the other hand, they reject the notion of parental authority. I swear if I told them I was going to lick an electric fence, they’d encourage me to have my own experience with it.”

“So they let you make your own choices even when they don’t approve of them.”

“Right, like college. And registering for the draft. And getting student loans. Almost all the choices I’ve made, honestly, although they liked the bookstore.”

“Their disapproval doesn’t bother you?”

“Considering the choices they’ve made? No.”

That was the difference, then. Mac couldn’t fault his own parents’ choices. His parents were admirable, the choices they made responsible. They’d encouraged him to follow in their footsteps, and he had. A school record of excellent grades had led to a business career of uninterrupted success. Marrying Lauren, continuing to lead C&G to greater profits—those were choices his parents would approve of. The things he had C&G doing to please Hailey? Hailey himself? Much less so. His parents weren’t unreasonable. All they’d ever asked from him was that he do his best, but now they might think he hadn’t.

No, fuck that. He had done his best. Hailey was the best. And if his parents didn’t see that, then… then they were wrong. That was all. Just like Hailey’s parents had been wrong about him going to college. Sometimes parents were wrong.

Mac bundled Hailey into one of his own coats, because the single coat Hailey owned wasn’t worthy of the name. The overcoat was a little too bulky and a little too short and gave Mac a happy possessive feeling that he carried with him as they walked side by side down to the alley to pick up his car.

His parents still owned the spacious house out in the burbs where he’d grown up, but they spent most of their time at their uptown apartment these days because it kept his mother close to her charity activities and his father close to his business pursuits. So it was only a short drive over to their secured building, where a valet took Mac’s keys and a doorman vetted them before allowing them up the elevator.

Julia-Louise answered the door, giving Mac another two minutes of breathing room, but by the time they’d made it through cocktails and into the dining room, he couldn’t remember why he’d been so worried in the first place. If there’d been an initial discreetly raised eyebrow over Hailey’s appearance, all eyebrows quickly settled.

Hailey squealed over his mother’s art collection, garnering her good opinion of him with his good opinion of her taste. Mac’s father was standoffish until they got into a discussion of the relative merits of Thomas Pynchon and Cormac McCarthy. It was Hailey’s refusal to back down that the elder MacPherson seemed to admire there. That, and perhaps the fact that Hailey knew who both those people were, which Mac definitely didn’t.

It wasn’t until they were sipping coffee in the living room after dinner that things got sticky.

“And how long do you think you’ll be living in the south end, Gregory?”

“Um.” He shot a glance over at Hailey. It was either tell his mother the truth and freak her out or lie to her and freak out Hailey. “There’s no particular end date,” he hedged. “We’ve got a six-month lease now, but there’s an option to renew.” Probably an endless option to renew, given that they were renting “the murder house” as Alexander gleefully called it. There was definitely no need to tell his mother that part.

“Hailey might open a new business in the area once we get through with the revitalization, so it makes sense to keep him there. He prefers not to own a car.” Which was a diplomatic way of saying that Hailey couldn’t afford one and Mac still hadn’t talked him into having one bought for him.

“There are car services, Gregory,” his father pointed out. “I work downtown, but do I live downtown? Of course not.”

“You can’t really be part of a neighborhood without living in it,” Hailey said. “Commuting in wouldn’t be the same.”

“It’s so true,” Julia-Louise said in a rush. “I’ve been thinking about moving back to Ballhaven myself. I know the drive isn’t that long, but it’s so much easier not to make it, especially when the weather starts to get bad. Speaking of which, did I see snow in the forecast for Christmas? Maybe I’ll spend the night here Christmas Eve, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course we don’t mind,” Mac’s mother said automatically.

“Your mother is concerned for your safety,” his father said, refusing to let the matter drop.

“Why’s that?” Hailey asked. Mac shot a quick “help me” glance at Julia-Louise.

“Did I mention I’ve been going to a book club at Hailey’s store?” Julia-Louise said brightly, talking over their father’s allusion to a recent news story about drug-related violence. It wasn’t like the higher incidence of drive-by shootings in Ball’s End could be refuted, but neither could it be changed, not here in the MacPherson living room. “We’re reading the most interesting book now.”

“I think you did mention it,” Mac’s mother said. “Are the gangs very active where you live, Hailey?”

“There aren’t any gangs, as such. Just kids who’re lost and grown-ups taking advantage of them. They mostly hurt each other.”

“You can understand why we don’t want our son caught in the crossfire.”

“No one wants their children caught in the crossfire. Not the parents who live in Ball’s End either.”

“One hardly knows how to help them,” Mac’s mother said.

“As Hailey said, they bring it on themselves.” Mac’s father twisted Hailey’s words with his own interpretation. “But as far as you go, Gregory, and really, Julia-Louise, being in a neighborhood like that, and at night too—”

Mac rubbed at his temples, trying to come up with a way to stop this conversation. Julia-Louise’s attempts at helping had only gotten her dragged into it with him, which she probably hated him for.

It was Hailey who interceded by putting a warm hand on Mac’s furrowed brow. “Have you got a headache?”

“A little.”

“Because the topic is too heavy,” his mother said immediately. “We should know better than to talk politics after dinner. But of course we worry.”

“It’s fine, Mom,” Julia-Louise said, and Mac offered a weak smile of agreement. “I’m careful, and Gregory’s intimidating enough to take care of himself.”

“Not against a bullet,” their father grumbled, but his mother hushed him with a look, and he settled back into his chair to nurse his coffee.

Julia-Louise managed to get a discussion going about her most recent book club book—a subject everyone in the room could weigh in on except Mac, who read very little considering he lived with the owner of a bookstore. He let the conversation flow around him, ruminating on how he was the exact opposite of intimidating when it came to his parents. Julia-Louise was far better at disobeying them. He’d never had any practice.

It was past ten when they finished their coffee, plenty late enough to take Hailey home before another conversational bomb got triggered. He pleaded the headache he’d claimed earlier, feeling like a coward, but a coward who would live to fight another day.

“Will you come for Christmas dinner?” his mother asked Hailey as they made their goodbyes in the foyer. She knew he’d be at loose ends since they’d covered the fact that his parents “traveled.” She was probably imagining a double-decker bus with mechanical bump-outs and a second bus for an accompanying personal chef, but Mac would worry about the collision of his parents and Hailey’s parents later. For now he was glad she liked Hailey enough to invite him back.

“That would be great.” Hailey gave her a hug, followed by a handshake for his father and a second hug for Julia-Louise. “Love you,” he told Julia-Louise as he released her.

“That should probably be my line,” Mac said.

“As if.” But Julia-Louise had a hug for him too.

Outside, Hailey huddled into his borrowed coat as they waited for the valet to bring around the car. Mac flipped the collar up on it to keep his neck warm.

“I think that went pretty well,” he said. Not perfectly, but well.

“I’m glad. I could tell how important it was to you. Your parents really love you, Greg.”

“I know my parents love me.” Of course he did.

“Then why are you so afraid of their disapproval? Do you think they’ll stop?”

He was saved from having to answer by the valet.

“You know you don’t have to do anything to be worthy of love,” Hailey said when Mac still hadn’t answered a few blocks later. “You’re their son. You’re worthy of their love just by existing. Love that’s contingent on what you do isn’t exactly love anyway.”

Right, right. Everyone was worthy of love.

“I love you too, by the way.”

And Hailey loved everyone. Trouble was, Mac didn’t want Hailey to love everyone. He wanted Hailey to love him. And for that to happen, he was pretty sure that regardless of what Hailey said, he needed to do things—things that would show Hailey he was the kind of man he could love. One who was philanthropic and tolerant, one who thought of others first to the point of selling the clothes off his back, one who could stand up to his parents instead of looking to his little sister for help.

And Mac was trying—God knew he was trying—but he was still a long way off.





Chapter Seventeen

 

 

DECLAN barged into Mac’s office, ignoring the fact that he was in conference with Audra. Mac held up a finger to halt his impending tirade, and Declan turned his back with a scowl and strode over to the windows, nominally giving them space to finish.

“Nice work identifying funding sources for these initiatives,” Mac told Audra, “but we need to make sure the initiatives will actually be helpful. I’d like to bring Elisa in on it.”

“What are you seeing her role as?”

“Let’s make one for her. Community analyst, something like that. Draft me a proposal to include at least one community analyst on every project going forward—someone from the neighborhood who can liaise with the community on what they need. We don’t know what we don’t know.”

“Got it.”

Mac made a note to talk to HR about Elisa’s promotion and the subsequent need to hire a new receptionist as Audra collected her things and left the office.

No sooner had she crossed the threshold than Declan was on him.

“Want to tell me why C&G is making a loan to the Catholic church? Last I heard, they have plenty of money.”

“The diocese in Ballhaven doesn’t. We’re lending them the funds to get St. Theresa’s roof repaired before it collapses.”

“We were planning to tear the place down, remember? It’s a ramshackle antiquity no one uses. Even the diocese doesn’t want it.”

“People do use it.” Mac walked past them every morning and evening. “And it’s not that the diocese doesn’t want it. They just can’t afford the repairs on it.”

“Which is why they’ll never pay back this loan, and you know it. Maybe someone’s using the church, but not enough someones are using it to pay its bills. You’re throwing this money away.”

“Well, it’s my money to throw. Are you going to sit down?”

Declan didn’t normally need an invitation, but he was pacing the width of Mac’s office without his usual languor. “Whether or not this is your money is debatable, Mac.”

“I’m the sole owner of C&G, and the loan is happening outside of the Ball’s End project.”

“All right, let’s talk about the Ball’s End project, then, because another interesting request came through legal. It appears that we’re now buying the deserted property at 983 Main Street.”

“I’m working on a separate set of investors for that,” Mac clarified. “We’ll tear it down, then transfer ownership of the lot to the Phase II project.” He intended to put a parking garage under the new building and reserve the top floor for himself and Hailey. Not the whole top floor, because Hailey would squawk, but a sizable chunk of it. “Not having an abandoned building in the neighborhood will increase property values, plus Phase II saves money by buying an empty lot.”

“I’m aware that it’s in the best interests of the project.”

“Then what are you so pissed about? Sit down, for God’s sake.”

With a huff, Declan did, his body slouching into a more familiar posture despite the way he still radiated tension.

“If you want out of the project, I’ll buy you out.” As strained as things had gotten between him and Declan, Mac didn’t want to abandon the friendship entirely. Maybe if Declan didn’t have a financial interest, he’d come around.

“I don’t want out of the project. It’s not my wallet I’m worried about, it’s you. The amount of money you’re dropping into this relationship, the potential hit to your reputation and standing—it’s unfathomable. What’s it going to take to wake you up from this trance you’re in?”

“I don’t want to wake up.” He remembered Hailey asking Why can’t you understand that I like living in Ball’s End? with a new understanding. Why couldn’t Declan understand that he was happy with Hailey?

“Mac, Mac.” Declan hunched forward in his chair, appealing to Mac with his whole body. “These aren’t decisions you would’ve made before you met Hailey. You’re Gregory MacPherson II. What will your parents think? Is Hailey who they’d want as a son-in-law?”

“My parents liked him.”

“They’ve met him?”

“Of course they’ve met him. I’m serious about him, Declan. I don’t know how to be more clear about that.”

“Fine, fine. They’re open-minded people. Good for them. But they can’t approve of you moving to Ball’s End.”

“They’re not crazy about that part,” he admitted.

“So it’s true.” Declan slumped back in his seat in defeat. “You really rented a one-bedroom, fifth-floor apartment in Ball’s End. I guess I can’t accuse Hailey of being after your money if you’re moving into a slum with him instead of him moving into an east side loft with you. But why did I hear about it from your receptionist? I never see you anymore except when you’re grunting next to me on the treadmill, and even then you’re not talking. Not about the important things, obviously.”

“Because you disapprove. Why would I talk to you about what I’m doing when you disapprove of it? You come charging in here yelling about the decisions I’m making for my own company, my own money, my own housing situation, accuse Hailey of being a gold digger and a bad influence, suggest that my parents will disinherit me for associating with him, and you wonder why I’m not consulting you? The answer’s self-evident.”

Someone scurried past the open doorway, making Mac realize he’d raised his voice high enough to carry into the lobby. He’d also raised his ass off the seat of his chair. He dropped back into it and ran a frustrated hand through his hair, fixing Declan with a glare that suggested he could leave at any time.

“Touché,” Declan said instead of stalking off in fury. “Point taken. But from where I’m sitting, you’re making a lot of changes to accommodate him, and he’s doing nothing for you in return.”

“Okay, that’s definitely not true.”

“What, then? How great are these blowjobs that they’re worth buying him a building so you can tear it down?”

“Pretty fucking great, actually, but that’s not the point. I love him. I love him, and he makes me want to do better. If he were asking for gold watches and Caribbean vacations, it would be one thing, but he’s not. He’s asking me to help people who need help. And the thing is, I can help. I could’ve been helping all along. Is it so wrong that he’s made me aware of that?”

“Don’t pretend you’re doing this from the goodness of your own greedy heart. You’re doing it to please Hailey, full stop.”

“Fine, I admit it. It’s for Hailey. But you know what? It’s kind of nice having a purpose.” He’d always had goals and achievements, awards and rewards, but there’d never been a point to what he was doing other than meeting expectations for what he ought to be doing. “Hailey can take care of the world, and I’ll take care of him. I’m fine with that. He’s an amazing human being, better than I deserve, and if you keep talking him down, I’m going to keep withdrawing.”

“Then I won’t keep talking him down, because your friendship means more to me than the Ball’s End project or C&G. But I have to disagree with one thing you just said.” Declan held up a hand when Mac opened his mouth to argue. “You do deserve him. If he’s who you want, then you deserve him. Because you’re an amazing human being too, and I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit here.”

“Funny, that’s what Hailey would say.”

“Then why are you working so hard to prove yourself to him?”

“Hailey would say that about anyone. We’re all sort of equally lovable in his worldview. Even you.”

“He’s mad at me, huh?”

“No, not at all. That’s me being mad. I don’t think Hailey has the capacity to be mad at anyone for more than a minute.”

“Stop already. He’s a paragon of virtue, I get it. Maybe I hate him because you won’t shut up about how great he is. Ever think of that?”

Mac laughed. “All right, that’s fair. I’d probably hate someone who came with that much buildup too. Truth is, he’s mostly just a regular guy. Likes Star Trek better than Star Wars, reads romance novels and space operas, yells at the screen when the Red Sox fuck up, leaves his socks on the floor, and takes baths that are definitely not ecologically sound.”

Mac held back on rhapsodizing about how adorable all of that was—Hailey turning into a water nymph in their short and narrow tub, Hailey curled up on the couch with a book or digging into a bowl of popcorn in front of a movie, Hailey leaving socks and underwear everywhere because he didn’t have to rinse them out to wear again tomorrow.

“Why don’t you come by the apartment tonight after the store closes,” Mac suggested. “Get to know Hailey and check the place out. It’s not as bad as you’re imagining.”

 

 

IT was every bit as bad as Declan was imagining, Mac realized as he buzzed him through the security door, the prospect of Declan’s fresh eyes reawakening his own inner critic. The building was seedy and the apartment was small, untidy because there weren’t enough places to put things, and crowded with Mac’s furniture.

Even collapsed to its smallest length, the table was a poor fit for the “dining area,” extending into the doorway to the kitchen, making it a nuisance they had to navigate around. There was a basket of laundry near the sofa, which Mac had been meaning to fold—to fold, for heaven’s sake, as if he’d ever expected folding laundry to be a part of his life—and a stack of boxes they hadn’t unpacked yet in the kitchen.

The table was covered in the paperwork Hailey brought home rather than stay even later at the store, and Mac really needed to get out of the habit of kicking his shoes off next to the door. There’d been a rack by the front door of his loft, but his shoes were just clutter here.

Catching Mac’s thoughts, Hailey grabbed the laundry basket and carted it off to the bedroom just as Declan knocked. Declan raised his hands in greeting when Mac opened the door to him. One of them held a six-pack, the other a bottle of wine.

“Housewarming present. One for each of you.” He gave the bottle to Mac and handed the six-pack of Sapporo’s Space Barley to Hailey.

“Ooh, I’ve heard of this.” Hailey rummaged through their single silverware drawer, stuffed beyond capacity by the contents of the three silverware drawers from Mac’s loft, and victoriously held up a bottle opener. “It went to space, right?”

“The barley did, yeah.” Declan threw himself down on Mac’s leather couch, managing to take up most of it. Like everything else, the couch was too big for the apartment. It faced the windows, which were half-obscured by the television they hadn’t been able to find another spot for, and blocked the direct line between the front door and their bedroom.

“I figured you were into space,” Declan said, raising his voice as though the kitchen were more than three steps away. “From the store and all. You know that’s not how Halley’s Comet is spelled, though, right?”

“I do now.” Hailey handed around the uncapped beers and took a place next to Mac on the love seat wedged in next to the television. “Everyone has told me, most recently Pia, who’s ten and learned it in science.”

“You seriously spelled your own name wrong when you renamed yourself?” Mac couldn’t help laughing even though he hadn’t caught the misspelling himself.

“Hey, I may have had two majors, but astronomy wasn’t either of them.” Hailey clinked beers with him, and all three of them took a swallow.

The beer tasted exactly like Sapporo that hadn’t been to space, but Mac knew Declan hadn’t spent a hundred dollars on a six-pack of beer because of the taste. He was trying to intimidate Hailey, but as usual, Hailey wasn’t intimidated. He drank the beer like it was a Coors Light without even a glimmer of concern that maybe they should have offered their guest a glass.

“So now that you know the truth behind my major naming fail, tell me what C&G stands for.”

“That’s a good one,” Declan said with an insider’s grin.

“It’s from the MacPherson motto,” Mac told Hailey. “Touch not the cat without a glove. Cat, glove. C&G.”

“Touch not the cat without a glove,” Hailey repeated. “What does that even…?”

“That’s the funny part,” Declan said. “No one knows. Some cat pissed off an ancient Scottish dude and got himself immortalized, that’s my theory.”

Hailey shook his head. “I think it’s more like, ‘I’m cute but I also have claws.’ That’s so Greg.”

“You think he’s cute?”

“Of course I do.” Hailey chucked Mac’s chin like he was six. “Don’t you?”

“Since the day I met him.”

Mac frowned at Declan, who was insinuating they’d been intimate, but Hailey just continued the conversation as if he’d missed it.

“You were in the same frat, right? I saw a picture at the loft.”

“I’ve been displaced.” Declan waved at the walls, which were festooned with Hailey’s artwork, and suddenly Mac understood. It’d been jealousy all along—not because Declan wanted him romantically but because he’d stopped turning to Declan for the things he used to. Entertainment. Company. Guidance.

“You’ll never be displaced,” Hailey said, getting it immediately. “You’re Greg’s best friend. He showed me your picture on our first date, and I was so looking forward to meeting you, but unfortunately it turned out not to be the best circumstances for it. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” Declan scowled over his beer at Mac, and Mac raised his back to say “I told you so.”

“It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” Hailey agreed. “Different people with different motives. Or the same motive really—to do the best thing for Ball’s End—just different ideas for how to go about it.”

“C&G has a lot of experience revitalizing distressed neighborhoods.”

“But not a lot of experience living in a distressed neighborhood. And I said we had the same goal—the best thing for Ball’s End—but maybe different understandings of what Ball’s End is? Like, to me Ball’s End is people. To C&G, it’s property.”

“Property people live in.”

“But which people?”

“Does it matter?”

“I think so,” Hailey said, as though he might be wrong. “But I’ll admit it was personal for me, not hypothetical.”

“I’m sorry about your store.”

“Oh, the store.” Hailey waved it off. “It was going under anyway. I opened it with the goal of providing a service to the neighborhood, but it needed to turn a profit to stay open, and I never did figure out how to do that.”

“Aha,” Declan pounced. “So the end can justify the means.”

“Now I know why you’re a lawyer,” Hailey said with a smile. “I’m going to have to figure out something I can do that’s both useful and pays a little so I’m not just living off my rich boyfriend.” Hailey patted Mac’s thigh with a beer-cold hand.

“Boyfriend?” Declan asked with a quirk of his eyebrow.

“We haven’t decided on the best label yet,” Mac said.

“Significant other?”

“Too long,” Hailey complained. “I don’t know what’s wrong with boyfriend.”

“That’s because you’re still in your twenties. When you’re my age, you’ll get it.”

“Pookie,” Declan suggested. “He should definitely be your pookie.”

Hailey laughed. “I wouldn’t mind, but he’d kill me. Come on, let’s find that photo of you and hang it up.” Hailey rose and stretched out his hand to Declan. With a glance that might’ve been sarcastic but might have been affectionate, Declan took it.

They hung the picture of Julia-Louise in the living room—where she doesn’t have to watch, Hailey said—and the picture of Declan in the bathroom—where he belongs, Mac insisted. The pictures of him shaking hands with various luminaries were thrown in a box, where they could spend the rest of eternity for all he cared.





Chapter Eighteen

 

 

THERE’D been one hell of a party on New Year’s Eve, involving violations of multiple building codes, which Mac had studiously ignored, but today’s ceremony was more solemn. A handful of people had gathered to watch Hailey take down the sign that was the last remnant of his store. The windows fronting Main Street had all been boarded over, so the haunting emptiness of the space that had once been Hailey’s Comic wasn’t visible—just sheets of naked plywood and the sign with its purple swirl of planets.

Life had both changed and not changed in the two weeks since New Year’s. Now when Mac raced home after work, he found Hailey at their apartment instead of at the store, but Edgar was still there, reading in the ratty armchair they’d brought in to replace Mac’s overlarge love seat. Around the table would be other familiar faces—Pia and Alexander, if Mac got home before six; the ESL guys or the book club ladies, if he got home later. Always someone.

Mac didn’t mind, as long as there came a point in every evening when they went away, leaving him and Hailey to learn to live together in a compromise between Hailey’s simple ways and his own inbred expectations of luxury.

Sometimes he got to spoil Hailey, and sometimes Hailey convinced him that more wasn’t necessarily better. If they had two cars, they’d have to figure out where to park two cars. If Hailey allowed Mac to buy him every fanciful piece of clothing that caught his eye, they’d be living in a walk-in closet. And it turned out that Mac didn’t need all those hair products. Hailey washed his hair in shampoo that cost less than ten dollars a bottle, and Hailey’s hair was gorgeous.

As much as Mac loved his current life—and he loved it more than he’d imagined possible—he looked forward to an even better one once 983 Main Street had been reconstructed into affordable rentals capped by one very unaffordable penthouse just for them. The sign coming down today was an ending, but also a beginning.

They’d only been expecting Yolanda and Miguel, the store’s two occasional employees, for the sad ceremony, but Miguel brought some friends and Yolanda brought Elisa and her kids, and Julia-Louise came to provide emotional support. There was nothing like a bunch of people standing on a sidewalk to attract yet more people, so by the time Hailey and Miguel finished maneuvering the two ladders Mac had borrowed from the construction crew into place, a sizable crowd had gathered.

The ladies of the Wednesday-night book club huddled together on the sidewalk, while the staff of the beauty salon kibitzed across the street. Kids ran back and forth, throwing their voices up to the sky. Edgar stood, as always, a little off to the side, so Mac went over to stand with him. Mac didn’t deserve to be center stage anyway. It was Hailey’s business. He was only the one who’d brought it down.

The empty shell of the store, shuttered off from the morning light by an ugly sheet of prosaic plywood, was a pretty good metaphor for Mac’s soul, and the fact that he was so happy as a result of his own nefarious actions only made his happiness hurt. Maybe once this ceremony was over, once the store was well and truly gone, he could forget what he’d done to get what he wanted. Maybe the ends could justify the means this one time.

Miguel stepped in front of one of the ladders, and Yolanda got in place in front of the other. When Hailey stood between them, a dozen phones were raised to capture him beneath the sign that bore his name for the last time.

“Speech!” someone yelled.

“I don’t have a speech. I wasn’t expecting you all. But, um, thank you. That’s my speech. Thanks for welcoming me to your neighborhood. I know I stand out a little.” Hailey definitely had the whitest skin of anyone in the crowd, excepting Julia-Louise, who was winter-white. “Thanks for buying stuff from me and donating your used books to me and coming into the store to keep me company. Thanks for bringing me food and always looking out for me. Thanks for being my friend.”

“Nah, you don’t gotta thank us for that,” Miguel said. “You’ve always been a part of us since you came, and you’re always going to be.” He gave Hailey a hug, all hundred and eighty pounds of teenage machismo, and then Hailey was swarmed by other people wanting to do the same, to touch him and tell him what Hailey’s Comic had meant to them, until Mac shook from the effort of holding back his tears.

“What are you going to do next?” Yolanda asked when everyone had had a turn to hug the man of the moment.

“The good news is, I’m not leaving the neighborhood. For those of you who don’t already know, which I realize is probably no one, Greg and I are living at Inez’s.”

“In the murder house,” Alexander supplied.

“I know that’s the only reason you want to hang out with me,” Hailey joked, which wasn’t far off from the truth. It was hard to corral—or bribe—Alexander into focusing on his homework when he was more interested in “looking for clues,” though there was no mystery about what had happened.

“As for what I’m going to do next professionally,” Hailey went on, “I haven’t figured that out yet. Anyone have a job opening?”

The crowd laughed. Mac was sure Hailey would get multiple offers, but he hoped he’d take the one he planned to extend himself.

“All right,” Hailey said with a sigh. “Let’s do this.”

Yolanda and Miguel went up the ladders and came down with the sign.

“I guess that’s it,” Hailey said, eyeing it mournfully.

There was supposed to be a second half to this ceremony, though Hailey didn’t know it, and if Declan didn’t show up fast, they were going to lose the crowd, but Declan loped into view with perfect timing.

“Did I miss it? Sorry, parking’s a bitch.”

“No worries.” Hailey accepted Declan’s handshake with a warm smile. “We were just taking a sign down.”

“I never even saw the store open. I should’ve.” Declan found a sliver between the sheets of plywood and cupped his hand against it to peer into the dark space, as if he’d be able to understand anything about Hailey’s Comic from a dusty floor and a lonely curtain. “Gonna open a new one, or are you gonna do Mac’s thing?”

“Mac hasn’t told him about his thing yet,” Mac said with a frown at Declan’s back. “He was waiting for you.”

“Not sure we should be talking about your thing,” Hailey joked. “Your sister’s right over there.”

“Nah, we’re going to talk about his thing. This is what I came for.” With Mac’s help, Declan unfurled the banner he’d brought, and the two of them tacked it up where the Hailey’s Comic sign had been.

“Future home of Hailey’s Community Center?” Hailey read.

“I know Hailey’s Community Center isn’t very catchy,” Mac said as he hopped off the ladder, “but I’m more of a numbers guy than a creative one. Call it whatever you want as long as your name’s in there somewhere. You inspired it, after all.”

“Tell him the rest,” Declan nudged.

“It’s going to be located here. As part of Phase I. We’ve allocated half the first floor for it, and I’m hoping you’ll run it.”

“Run it?” Hailey was still admiring the sign. “Like a….”

“A job. We’ve got some funding—”

“Tell him from where.”

Mac gave Declan a silencing glare. “That’s not important right now. What’s important is that this will be a space for whatever the community needs. After-school programs, meeting space—”

“We could have a little lending library,” Hailey said. “And computers for people to apply for jobs. And we could stock the forms everyone needs—like for visa renewals and SSI. We should totally do a painting and wine class. And for the kids, I could— How big did you say it’s going to be? When will it be ready?”

“I’ve got all the details at home. Does that mean you’ll take the job?”

“Are you kidding? It’s my dream job. Wait, am I qualified?”

“Hailey,” Yolanda said with a firm hand on his back. “No one is more qualified. Take the job.”

“Yeah, okay.” Hailey threw himself at Mac, almost knocking him over with the force of his hug. He was wearing the jeans with the rips down the front, the ones that made him seem very young, his hair held up by a rainbow scrunchie. He sparkled in the sunlight the way he sparkled everywhere, and his laugh sent happy chills down Mac’s spine.

He ought to be glad Hailey was so happy, but the closer he got to having everything arranged the way he wanted it, the more he realized that Julia-Louise was right. Until he told Hailey the truth about how they’d gotten here, he wouldn’t be able to enjoy being here.

 

 

MAC finished hanging the Hailey’s Comic sign in its new spot over their bed and turned to find Hailey watching him.

“I think you’d better talk to me.”

“About what?” He’d wanted to make sure the sign was exactly level. That didn’t mean he was trying to avoid something.

“I won’t know about what until you tell me. Come here.” Hailey led him to Edgar’s armchair. He settled Mac on it, then climbed into his lap. “I’m going to sit on top of you until you tell me what’s going on.”

“As if that’s an incentive.”

“What if I add kisses? I’m going to keep kissing you until you tell me what’s going on.” Hailey started kissing him, which was even less of an incentive, but the tactic worked, because every kiss made him wish he could enjoy it without a secret hanging over his head.

“I need to tell you something.”

“I know. That’s why we’re both in the same chair. So spill.”

Mac took a deep breath and spilled. “The reason the legal department knew you were living in the back room is because I told them. By mistake. But when the eviction proceedings started, I didn’t stop them. And I could’ve. It’s my fault the store’s closed.”

“Closed now, maybe. It’s not like it wasn’t going to be closed anyway. But I love you for telling me that. Thank you.”

“That’s it?”

“Was that all you had to tell me?”

“Hailey.” Mac lifted Hailey onto his feet. “I don’t think you understand what I just told you. I betrayed you.” The apartment wasn’t big enough for Mac to get as far away from Hailey as he deserved to be.

“Betray is a pretty dramatic word. We knew we were on opposite sides of that issue from the moment we met. I never expected you to abandon your own interests because of me.”

“But I did.” Mac stopped his constrained pacing. “I changed everything. I’m trying, Hailey. I’m trying so hard, but it’s never enough.”

“Greg, love. You’re all wound up.” This time Hailey brought him to the couch and tucked him into his side, guiding Mac’s head to rest on his shoulder as Mac let the tears that’d been dammed up since the ceremony fall free.

“You’re kind of handsome when you cry. Anyone ever tell you that?”

Mac shook his head at the ridiculousness of it. He wasn’t in the habit of letting people see him cry.

“Can you tell me why, though? I’m not mad at you about the eviction.”

“That is why.”

“Ah.” Hailey said it so wryly that Mac found himself laughing through his tears.

“If you were mad at me, I could grovel until you forgave me. I don’t want to lose you, Hailey, and sometimes it feels like there’s nothing I can do that will be enough to keep you.”

“I don’t understand why, though. I love you. You don’t need to do anything.”

Mac shook his head.

“No to which part?”

“You don’t love me. Not me. You just love… everyone.”

“Is that what you’ve been imagining all this time?”

“Plus you think I’m hot.”

Hailey grinned. “I do think you’re hot. And also I love you. Not completely unrelated. You know your confidence was what first attracted me to you?”

“Haughty authority, upright posture.”

“Yeah, that. So where does all that confidence go when it comes to me?”

Mac didn’t know exactly. “You’re different from other people I’ve cared about.”

“Because I’m poor?”

“Because you have different expectations, ones I don’t always know how to meet.”

“And you’ve always met expectations, haven’t you? I’ve got an idea.” Hailey went over to the table. He fished a piece of paper and a pencil out of the basket where the kids kept their school supplies and plunked them down.

“What’s that?”

“Homework. For you. I want you to write me a list of everything good about you.”

“Like a résumé?”

“Yeah, like a person résumé or a boyfriend résumé. Apply for the job. Impress me.”

Despite never having had to apply for a job before, Mac knew how to sell himself. He sat down at the table and started scribbling, his pencil moving fast as he outlined himself in broad strokes. Independent worker. Honest. Able to make quick decisions and respond to new information. Determined. Responsible. Good people skills. Effective communicator, both orally and in writing. Financially fluent.

That last part was a bit dry. This was a person résumé, so… prompt, courteous, good table manners, shares the puck… and a boyfriend résumé, so… gives excellent blowjobs, versatile in bed, affectionate, thoughtful, nice shoulders. He added that last with a smile, then went back and reread his list.

Was it enough? It wasn’t enough. Scribbling faster than he could think, he wrote an essay explaining all the changes he’d made at C&G in the past couple of months. The new investors he was bringing in—ones who were willing to give up fast profits for more sustainable growth—the lower-income projects he was pursuing, the new community analyst role, the HR changes that made working more manageable for employees with children.

He handed over the page crammed full of everything good he could say about himself and watched Hailey skim down it, green pen in hand. Hailey drew a smiley face next to “nice shoulders,” then wrote 100 at the top with two underlines and an exclamation point. Next to that he wrote Exceeds expectations. Then he tacked the paper to the refrigerator under a She-Ra magnet.

Mac couldn’t help going over to admire it. It was corny, sure, but still. There it was in green and white. Exceeds expectations.

Hailey wrapped his arms around him and nuzzled his head over Mac’s shoulder.

“I love all those things about you, but it’s still not a list of why I love you. This comes closest.” He pointed to the words Mac had used to start his essay: I’m trying. “You don’t know how rare that is. I love how open-minded you are, the way you’ve actually listened to me.”

“You find things to love about everyone, though.”

“I suppose. But I’m pretty sure I don’t love everyone the way I love you.”

“What way is that?”

“The way where I’m hoping we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. Maybe it’s too soon to say that.”

“It’s not too soon, not if you want me.”

“I’ve always wanted you, right from the beginning. It’s been hard to see how it could work out sometimes, but you keep finding a way. This apartment. And that community center. I can’t express how much it means to me that you cared enough to make that happen. You’re the special someone I’ve been looking for, the one who makes me better.”

Mac didn’t see how anything could make Hailey better, but he was savvy enough to close a deal when the right offer was on the table. “You know how much I hate the word boyfriend. What do you say to fiancé?”

“Fiancé?” Hailey wrinkled his nose. “I’ve always found it a little in-your-face.”

“Then how about husband?”

“Husband I like a lot.”

“Me too.” His heart was so full he thought it might burst. “You won’t be sorry. I don’t have enough money to save the world, but I’ll do what I can—anything you want me to.”

“I never expected you to save the world, Greg. All anyone can do is make their own corner of it brighter.”

All Mac cared about was making Hailey’s corner brighter. It was a good thing Hailey was so ethical, because when it came to him, Mac was completely and utterly shameless. “I love you.”

Hailey grinned a particularly bright grin. “You know, that’s the first time you’ve ever said that. I’ve been saying it for a month, and you never said it back.”

“I’ve been thinking it for a lot longer than a month.”

“Have you?”

“You can read my mind. You must’ve been able to read that.”

“When it comes to hoping someone loves you as much as you love them, it’s easy to be insecure.”

Yeah, Mac could relate. The thought of Hailey being uncertain about how much Mac loved him was laughable, but he’d been caught in the same insecurity. Hailey was his now, to love and protect and cherish and spoil, and he would give himself back to Hailey just the same—the person that he was, for better or worse, not always perfect but always trying.





Epilogue

 

 

Hailey

 

“PIA’S in the story area,” Hailey told her mother. He inclined his chin toward the back, as if anyone could miss the ruckus coming from that direction. “She’s helping Elisa’s kids build a fort.”

“Helping?” Patrice asked. “Or supervising?”

“I see you’ve met your daughter.”

Patrice headed for the back with a laugh and returned with a protesting Pia in tow. Apparently they’d been “almost done.” She waved a distracted goodbye as she herded Pia through the front door, nearly colliding with Miguel as he came in.

Must be six o’clock, then. Miguel was never a minute late. Never a minute early either, but never a minute late. The evening shift at Hailey’s Orbit was a pretty good gig for him, giving him time to do his homework while he earned slightly more than minimum wage, plus an extra stipend for teaching the ESL class on Thursdays. All paid nice and legally now.

“Got a date yet?” Miguel asked as he hung up his jacket and stashed his backpack behind the front desk. He didn’t have to specify a date for what. There was only one event everyone in Ball’s End was waiting for: the grand opening of 983 Main Street. A lot of people would be moving into 983 once it was done—including Miguel’s family and also including him and Greg.

“More delays,” he told Miguel. “Something about elevator permits.” At least it wasn’t his fault this time.

He was maybe the least excited about the new building of anyone in the neighborhood, but only because he already had more than he’d ever dreamed of. Hailey’s Orbit was everything he’d wanted Hailey’s Comic to be, minus a few thousand books, and Greg was the partner he’d been afraid he’d never find. He didn’t need a giant loft to live in, although he was looking forward to the honeymoon they’d postponed until 983 was open and Greg could carve out time to get away.

At least they hadn’t waited to get married. The lavish ceremony—at which he’d worn the most magnificent vintage tailcoat—had been orchestrated by Greg’s mother. He’d initially winced at the money being spent on it, but Greg had promised they would make it all back in presents, and he’d been right. After donating their wedding windfall to a local food bank, Hailey had come to think of their wedding as both a really fun day and a pretty good Robin Hood scheme. He wondered how often they could get away with having one.

The honeymoon, though. They were going to Paris.

“Not ecotourism?” Greg had asked. “One of those holidays where you volunteer to dig trenches in third-world countries? Maybe a week at an ashram?”

All of which sounded good, but come on—Paris.

Hailey couldn’t help shaking his head at this idea Greg had of him—like he was Mother Theresa instead a regular guy doing the best he could, sometimes succeeding, sometimes failing, always happy to go home to his man at the end of the day. At least Greg’s idealized vision of him didn’t extend into the bedroom. There were no saints between their sheets.

Truthfully, he liked being spoiled as much as anyone. When he could afford it and it didn’t feel unreasonably selfish. Take his wedding ring for instance. Greg’s was a practical titanium, but Hailey had gone for something with more glitter. Gemstones—a rainbow of them, from ruby to amethyst.

He twisted his ring back into position, making sure the rainbow sparkled straight up. He loved his ring. He loved his husband. And Miguel being there meant he could leave except there was no point since Greg wasn’t home yet, which he knew because Elisa’s kids were still here. Now that she’d moved back to Ball’s End, she and Greg carpooled, giving her time every day to share her latest research with him. Gossip, Greg called it with a roll of his eyes, but Hailey knew he used her information to shape his projects.

The door opened again, and there was Elisa in one of her smart suits. She must’ve had a meeting with the planning committee today. He was so proud of the way she’d parlayed a receptionist job into a career that put her in front of the city’s most influential people.

“Mac says go straight home,” she said as soon as she got inside. “You’ve got a client dinner tonight.”

Well, there went his dream of a quiet evening with his husband, but he’d learned that financing required schmoozing, and what they were schmoozing for these days were the funds to turn the empty lot behind St. Theresa’s into a skate park. Besides, schmoozing gave him a chance to put on one of his fancy outfits.

He only dallied long enough to give Elisa a hug. Miguel wasn’t into hugs anymore—sixteen was too old for such things, apparently—but he allowed Hailey to ruffle his carefully styled hair and only scowled a little when Hailey said I love you. Then Hailey practically skipped the three blocks home, excited to see Greg even if they weren’t going to spend the evening in Power Puff Girl pj’s.

The minute he got in the door, Greg him pinned up against it.

“I thought we were in a hurry,” Hailey teased. There was his guy—so perfectly upright in every way, handsome beyond belief in his power suit, brown eyes glowing with love. His knight, his avenger, his angel.

“We should shower first,” Greg said, which meant the only hurry he’d been in was to see him.

It was crowded in the shower—their new one was going to be huge—so they couldn’t actually fool around in there, but Hailey tugged on his husband’s new nipple ring so there’d be no question about what they were going to do once they got out.

The ring did it for Greg every time. He did it for Greg every time. From the day Greg had appeared in the store—all sneery and disapproving—until exactly this moment, Greg had never let him doubt it. He was exactly who Greg wanted, and he hadn’t had to change a bit.
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Drawing the Prince by Kim Fielding

A Stars from Peril Novel

 

Painting themselves a life together will be a royal ordeal.

Small-town boy Cal Walters doesn’t know whether he owes his phenomenal success as an artist to talent or to his connections to famous people. Doubt leaves him secluded—until a lost bet lands him on yet another blind date. But this one is different.

To Teofilo Vabriga-Kastav, playboy prince of the tiny nation of Porvunia and passionate art lover, Cal’s paintings are as intriguing as Cal himself. When Teo invites Cal to his country for an art competition, a whirlwind romance sweeps them up. But it can’t last—loyalties and obligations bind them to lives that are worlds apart.

Cal and Teo might’ve found their perfect complements in each other, but to hold on to their happiness, they’ll have to get creative.
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Snow, steam, and a second chance.

 

Reluctant socialite Kai has thirty-five days before his family starts shooting the next season of their reality TV show, revealing a life he’d rather keep private—and one that feels increasingly scripted. Desperately needing a break, Kai escapes to his childhood best friend Hiro Asada’s inn in rural Japan. He finds peace in the thousand-year-old hot springs, but his yearning for Hiro resurfaces at the worst time: Hiro is about to inherit the inn, and his parents expect him to marry within the year.

Hiro’s traditional family loves him for who he is, but they can’t imagine two men running the inn. Meanwhile, Kai has a TV contract his lawyer insists can’t be broken. Hiro and Kai need to think outside the box—and solve their problems before Christmas Day, when Kai’s show shoots its annual holiday special.
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Mac can change entire neighborhoods,
but can he change Hailey's mind?
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