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Timeslip

By Clare London

All I can say is, that Sunday wasn’t a dark and stormy night. Far from it.

In fact, the autumn air was cool and dry, and the wind had settled into a gentle breeze through my bedroom window. It was around midnight, and I’d huddled up in bed after a hot shower, reading what the papers had laughingly called “a good book,” but which was boring me slowly to sleep.

Maybe I should have been out clubbing, visiting friends, going to the movies. Something that twenty-year-old single men like to do, gay or not. After all, I was a sociable guy, right? I joked around at work, I chatted with the girls on reception, I bought cakes on colleagues’ birthdays, I enjoyed the scandals from the latest TV reality shows.

But when I went home to my own place, that was just what it was—mine—and I was happy with that. I liked company and dating, don’t get me wrong. But there wasn’t a hell of a lot of point to it when I hadn’t met anyone I really wanted for a very long time. My recent social life consisted of a few fun parties and a couple of casual relationships. But never anything that lasted.

Did I say I was happy with that? Well, I was, more or less. Enough of the navel-gazing. I yawned and wriggled down in the bed to get even cosier.

And then he was there.

A man, standing at the foot of my bed. Smiling at me.

My heart hammered, and for a second I couldn’t speak past the lump in my throat. I darted a glance at the bedroom door. It was closed. So was the window, apart from the thin opening at the top to let in the fresh air. How the hell had he got into my second-floor flat, let alone my bedroom?

Perhaps I was hallucinating. The cheese on toast I’d had for supper had been pretty pungent. Would pulling the duvet over my head look too weird? Well, no weirder than an uninvited man suddenly invading my personal space. And smiling at me.

“Hi,” he said. He wasn’t flirtatious, like someone trying to pick me up in a bar. His smile wasn’t predatory. It was…warm with familiarity. Had to say, it was having a very warming effect on me. He was tall and lean, his dark hair tousled and his chocolate-brown eyes gazing at me as I clumsily pulled myself to sitting. He was wearing a smart dress shirt with a pale stripe, and suit trousers that were creased at the tops of his legs as if he’d been in them all day at a desk. No necktie, and the top button of his shirt undone. The clothes didn’t hide the shape of a very fit body, or the confident way he held himself. He was good-looking in that haven’t-noticed-it-myself way that some self-assured men have. Super good-looking. And despite the suddenness of his appearance, he seemed perfectly relaxed, his arms by his sides.

“Hi there, gorgeous,” he said.

I blinked hard. I knew how I must look—tousled hair, hadn’t bothered shaving that second time before bed. I was wearing my favourite “Joe Internet” T-shirt, with ingrained tomato sauce stains on the misshaped hem, over a rather old pair of striped boxers. To say nothing of my Disney sleep socks, which thankfully were hidden under the sheets. “Um…hi.”

His eyes narrowed, though he was still smiling. “What’s up? I know I’m late, but I couldn’t call you.” For a moment, he looked puzzled. “I can’t recall the reason. Anyway, I’m sorry.”

I just stared. I was waiting for the Twilight Zone theme to stop playing in my head. “Um. It’s okay.”

“Are you sure?” He rubbed a hand across his eyes and peered around the room. “I’m not sure what time it is, I’m afraid. Did I wake you?”

I shook my head. This was bizarre, but no point in antagonising him further.

“Good.” He looked reassured. “We both need our sleep, we have a long week ahead of us. There’s a hell of a lot of preparation to do for the Sherringham presentation. Much as I like you bringing me my morning cup of green tea, I’d better pass on it tomorrow. Need to get in early to the office.” He must have noticed my mouth hanging open because he frowned and took a step toward me. “Kevin? Is something else wrong?”

I shook my head again, feeling like one of those dogs on the back shelf of a car. “No. No problem. Um…” Inspired conversationalist, that was me. “‘Night, then.”

He smiled again. “Good night.”

And he came right over to the bed and put his hand on the coverlet, as if to turn it down. On the other side of the bed. The empty side. The one beside me.

I think I might have yelped because his head jerked back up. I know I pulled the sheet up to my chest like some virginal heroine in a romance novel.

“There is something wrong.” He looked concerned now. “Are you really annoyed?” He kept his hand on the sheet but he didn’t move any closer. An expression of confusion flickered across his handsome face. “I don’t understand.”

You and me both. I could smell a familiar cologne; the fresh laundered scent of his clothes. “Look. It’s just…” That conversational finesse of mine was way gone by now. I sucked in a breath, trying to calm my fast-beating heart. “I don’t know what you’re doing here.”

This time, his expression wasn’t one of confusion but distress. The dark eyes widened, and his face flushed as if something had hurt him. As if I had, I suppose.

“I mean…” What did I mean? “I wasn’t expecting you. Tonight. Here.”

The change of phrase seemed easier for him to accept. He let go of the sheet and took a small step back, his puzzlement returning. “I can tell. I know what’s happening here.”

“Do you?” I blurted out.

He smiled, though a little sadly. “There’s still a lot about each other we need to learn.” Then, before I could anticipate what he was going to do, he leaned over me, cupped my face, and touched his lips to my cheek.

He was no ghost. Definitely. The caress was gentle, and his palm warm on my skin. His lips were moist and firm. Real lips. What’s more, my whole body flushed with a heat that owed nothing to the sleep socks and everything to desire and deeply held emotion. My hand lifted from the bed to touch him in return.

“Marcus…” I whispered.

And then he was gone, just like that.

I sat there for minutes, not moving, not getting up to close the door after him or anything. Because it had never been open in the first place. I peered into the dim light of the bedroom for a while, but there was no hint left of him, no shadow, no lingering aura.

It was like he’d never been here at all.

I didn’t actually touch my cheek like they do in the films, but I could feel the imprint of his lips for a long time afterward. And I was in shock.

You see, I knew him. I expected to see him first thing tomorrow morning, at the start of a new working week. I had a cubicle a few yards down the corridor from his office at the accountancy practice where we both worked. He was bright, determined, technically brilliant, and just as handsome as he’d appeared here tonight.

But I’d never have dared say anything about that aloud.

He was my boss, Marcus Armstrong. And he’d barely spoken a dozen words to me since we started working together.

* * * *

Colin stuck his head around the entrance to my cubicle, his blue eyes wide. “Armstrong’s only just arrived! No one knows what’s happened, why he’s late. On a Monday, of all days. Bernard’s taking bets on alien abduction. We can’t think of any other reason he wouldn’t be at his desk as usual by…”

“Exactly 7:02,” I said.

Colin’s eyes narrowed. “That’s very precise, Kevin.”

“Yeah, well.” I resisted glancing out of the window beside my desk, but I knew what I’d seen. Marcus Armstrong, coming from the station, crossing the busy main road and then the car park, smartly suited, carrying his case, cool and always in control.

I wasn’t usually known for punctuality, but having slept badly last night, I’d come in around six fifteen, when the office was empty. I finished plenty of work, but I still found time to browse the view from my window. There was a lot of entertainment to be had, watching the world go by, wondering what other city people were doing with their life. I was lucky having a cubicle with a view, but not so lucky with an attitude that got bored way too easily with balance-sheet analysis.

Over the past couple of months, I’d watched Marcus Armstrong arrive at work at the same time every day, without fail. Never a variation in time or routine. He’d wait for the lights to change, cross the road, then stride into our building.

Public transport was okay, I supposed, but then I had no other option. I was sure Marcus’d have a shiny prestige car, but when I suggested it to Bernard, he just wrinkled his nose and said Armstrong was a tight bastard who didn’t believe in spending money, his own or the company’s. Bernard still resented the fact that Marcus hadn’t signed off on a new computer for him last month.

Marcus would march past my own cubicle to his own office, without looking my way. Well, occasionally he did, but I’d assumed that was because something outside the window caught his eye. One morning, his step faltered for a second, and I thought he’d speak to me. But he strode on regardless, arriving at his desk at—I didn’t need to check my clock but I did, every time—7:02 A.M. exactly.

And I sat there in my messy cubicle, with a pencil behind my ear and coffee stains on the computer printout in front of me, wondering. Not about figures, I can tell you. Just…how the hell Marcus managed to be so precise when there were so many things in life to distract a bloke’s best intentions, whether he was as regimented outside work, whether he’d really seen me that morning but couldn’t face cracking his schedule just to say hi to a minion like me…

Anyway. He was always a fine sight for me, in a selection of suits that weren’t designer or anything, but fit him well. Polished shoes, stylish hair. Confident stride, broad shoulders, slight whiff of understated cologne. Walking embodiment of Mr Executive. In everyone’s mind—and in most of the water-cooler gossip—Marcus Armstrong had been recruited straight onto the partnership path.

But today? He was at his desk before the firm’s official opening time, of course, but according to his own rigid schedule? He was late.

Anyone might wonder what had brought that on.

Colin waved his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Kevin? You’ve got a really pathetic look on your face.”

“It’s called concentration, I wouldn’t expect you to recognise it. I’ve got the Sherringham account billings to finish by lunchtime.”

Colin rolled his eyes. “Shit, yes, I’ve got the portfolio summary to collate for the client meeting on Friday.”

“Who’s running that meeting?”

Colin went pale. “He is. You don’t think I’ll actually have to sit in, do you? I thought I could just run off the reports and leave them for Ellen. She’s his junior manager on this one. Though she’s coughing today in anticipation of a serious, previously unknown throat virus arriving Thursday night.”

I grinned. My friends and colleagues were all presumably mature adults, but the thought of a meeting with Marcus Armstrong had them regressing to nervous school kids. Not just them, but the whole office. People were terrified of Marcus. You could see it in the way they avoided passing his door, the way their voices hushed when they spoke his name. He was brighter than anyone else, didn’t suffer fools at all, and in the six months since he joined us, had apparently never cracked a joke. No one dared challenge him; no one dared to be late, inappropriate or—God forbid—inefficient. No one shared gossip about him, even if they could have found something juicy to work on. Instead, they avoided him and his ire at all costs. Sherringham’s was our largest and most prestigious client. Marcus had been appointed their manager, and woe betide us if the annual presentation didn’t go as smooth as silk.

I mean, I could see what people meant, how fierce he could be. When he first started, he sent some of my reports back with a curt note to correct them. Immediately. They weren’t wrong, just…a bit sloppy, I guess. I should have been crushed I’d appeared on his radar, when most of the other staff told me to keep my head down if at all possible. I mean, I was crushed, of course.

But sometimes I heard him talking with excitement to a client on the phone, or approving of a clerk’s work that had been done really well, and I saw the sparkle of passion and satisfaction in his eye. I’d seen him work late on stuff someone else had messed up, until it was up to his standard and wouldn’t embarrass either his team or the firm. I’d heard him stand up to a fellow manager whom we all knew was useless but no one had ever had the nerve to confront. And occasionally—very occasionally—I’d seen him watching people in the office who were laughing or joking and I’d seen a glimmer of softness in his eye.

Maybe I was projecting things onto him. Maybe I was just…not crushed, but crushing. He was gorgeous. Did I mention that? I wondered about him, on a personal level. Whether he was single or attached, gay or straight. Whether he was human at all, dammit.

Whatever the reason, I’d spent a lot of my time thinking about Marcus Armstrong.

* * * *

I didn’t get any warning apart from my internal phone ringing twice then disconnecting. The display flashed Colin’s extension. It was our usual warning of trouble ahead. The next minute, Marcus Armstrong was at the entrance to my cubicle.

I stared in shock, not just because I was probably in trouble, but because I was looking at the man who’d appeared so strangely in my bedroom last night. No question it was the same man. He wasn’t wearing his jacket this morning, and his tie was slightly loosened, but he was still a picture of fine grooming. God knows how he managed it, when I always looked like I’d gone three rounds with a hedge, even when I tried to start the day smart. His jaw was shaved smoother than smooth, the sinews of his neck were strong, the skin dusky. His eyes were as dark as they’d been at midnight, and just as intense. One single lock of his thick hair fell artfully over his forehead.

He coughed pointedly.

I surreptitiously ran a hand through my tousled hair. His eyes flickered over me, and he frowned. Had I forgotten to iron my shirt that morning? Or maybe my “surreptitiously” needed more work.

“Cooper, isn’t it? You’re working on the Sherringham accounts, I believe.”

He must have known damn well I was. What had I messed up now? “Yeah. I mean, yes, Mr Armstrong. I’m on the billing.”

“You’re on the investment portfolio.”

I blinked hard. “Um…no. That’s not me. That’s one of the other guys, Colin Walsh—”

“That wasn’t a query, Mr Cooper. It was a statement. You’ll prepare the copy reports and bring them to the client meeting on Friday.”

“I don’t think so,” I said without thinking.

It was as if the air sucked out of the cubicle. “Excuse me?”

“Look.” I thought I saw his pupils dilate. There was nothing else in his eyes except anger. No recognition of me beyond annoyance at a minion’s insolence. “I don’t know anything about the investment side. Why the hell would you want me in on an important meeting like this one?”

He drew a deep breath, as if preparing to give me the tongue-lashing I was inevitably due. And then, for the first time ever in the office, I saw him hesitate, confused. “I…I’m not really sure.”

“Marcus? Are you okay?”

“It’s Mr Armstrong to you,” he said, but distractedly. “I just thought…it was you I needed…to…”

“To…?”

“To bring on board with the presentation.” He seemed to have snapped out of it. “A large proportion of the work was done on the investment side, Cooper, and I need someone to reconcile the billing with the team’s time sheets.”

“And I’ll do? Just any random bloke in Accounts you can find?” I was hurtling toward the unemployment cliff like a lemming, but I couldn’t seem to rein myself in.

“Any random bloke?” He gave an odd, rather ragged laugh. “Just…have the work prepared and be there. I don’t have the appetite for your bizarre sense of humour.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes in an uncharacteristic gesture of uncertainty. “I don’t have the energy for argument this morning, either.”

“Maybe you didn’t sleep too well last night, Mr Armstrong,” I said, even more recklessly.

He flushed. “That’s enough, Cooper.”

“Yeah. Sir.” I found myself holding onto my desk for support. That movement of his hand over his face, that familiar tang of cologne he wore…”I’ll start working on it. But first, I’m going for coffee. You want one?”

He stared at me. “Of course not.” His voice seemed shaky. “I only drink tea.”

I nodded. “And there’s none of that in the kitchen.”

He frowned again, as if I were speaking an alien language. “Of course there is.”

“Not green tea,” I said bluntly. And as I nudged past him out of my cubicle, I had the rather mean satisfaction of seeing his face blanch almost as white as his starched shirt collar.

* * * *

That night, it happened again.

I thought it was the beer. You know—too much of it? I’d had a hell of a day trying to get up to speed with Colin’s work, then checking on the report formats with Ellen. And all the time, having to put up with their teasing, alternating between relief it wasn’t them going into the meeting with Mr Impossible-To-Please and sympathy for my eventual yet inevitable downfall. Even Bernard took time off from burying himself in accounting software trials to come and smirk.

So I stumbled home at the end of the day, fit for nothing but beans on toast and a beer. Then another. I turned on some late-night horror flick and gripped a cushion for moral support when the resurrected ghoul guy bit someone’s head off. But I was determined to stay awake.

It was as if I was scared to go to bed.

Had to, in the end. I dropped off on the couch and woke in the middle of a cheesy detective series, with a wet lap. I’d spilled half my fourth beer over my sweats. Grumpy, in that half-land between waking and sleeping, I dragged myself for a wash, pulled on some clean boxers, and went to bed.

I looked around the flat several times, checking I’d cleared away the spilled beer and the washing up. I closed the bedroom window tight, telling myself I didn’t need fresh air tonight. What the hell? Did I think someone was going to get through my thrice-locked front door, negotiate the creaky floorboard in the middle of the living room, open my bedroom door, which stuck slightly in damp weather, then climb into my bed under two blankets to get beside me—all without me noticing?

But that’s what he did.

Like the difference between blinking and not, Marcus was suddenly there in the bedroom. But this time he’d already lifted up the edge of the sheet and was sliding in underneath it. He lay down, wriggled a bit on the mattress, then turned his back to me.

“Shit!” I lurched up to sitting.

Marcus stared back at me over his shoulder, eyes wide and dark. “What’s the matter with you?”

Me? “Me?” Marcus Armstrong was lying in my bed, beside me, and—bloody hell, I’d just realised—with nothing on but a pair of snug white briefs. “What are you doing here?” I scrabbled up the blankets around me. Bad move: that just exposed him more. His skin was shadowed in the dim light of the bedroom, dark against the white sheets. His long, slim legs stretched out to the foot of the mattress, and he hugged the pillow close, as if it was a familiar position for sleep.

Nothing on but his briefs…

“What I’m doing is trying to sleep,” he snapped. “While you’re…what? Trying out a cocoon for size?”

“Where the fuck did you come from?” I looked around wildly. Nothing else had moved in the room. The door was closed. No noise from the living room, no warning alarms from outside the building. He’d just…appeared.

“Have you been drinking?” He wrinkled his nose. “I can smell beer. You have work tomorrow, you know.”

I just stared. “This is my flat,” I said. “My bedroom.” My voice was increasing in both volume and pitch. “My bed!”

Marcus gave a deep sigh. He rolled over to face me, then pulled himself to sitting. Our shoulders brushed, and I felt that same rush of excitement and desire that had ambushed me the previous night. I could smell the day’s sweat on his skin, the shampoo in his hair. It smelled a lot like the one that was currently in my shower.

Coincidence, of course. Why would it be anything else? This was the man who’d railroaded me today in the office, had struck fear and hysteria into the hearts of my friends and colleagues, had bullied me into a job I was pretty sure I’d fuck up, and who so obviously didn’t care a toss either way.

Who’d never even noticed me before.

“Kevin?”

“Marcus?” I sounded rather snappy, too.

He sighed again. “I know. I’m sorry.”

I gaped. That was another piece of water-cooler gossip. The perfect Marcus Armstrong had never—ever—apologised to anyone in the office.

“Please.” He looked genuinely upset. “I just don’t think. You’re right.”

I am?

“I’m just wrapped up in my own worries. It’s hard for me to share them with anyone. That’s the way I always used to be. You know…before.” He gazed at me as if I would understand this. “But that’s no excuse. I’m tense about the new job, and the presentation, and…I’m taking it out on you. When I should be drawing strength from you.”

Great jumping balls of paranormal!

“Marcus….” I started slowly because firstly, my throat was tight with shock and a not inconsiderable fear, and secondly, I realised the lunacy of talking to a man who couldn’t be in my room, but who was, and who had…nothing on but his briefs. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.” He smiled and put his hand on my arm. “Of course I am, when I’m here.”

“Ah.” I cleared my throat. I couldn’t move away from him without falling out of bed. “That’s the thing, you see. Do you really know where you are?”

He laughed, but he looked bemused. “I’m at your flat.”

“And?”

He glanced around the room. “In bed, as usual. I know I’m late home again, but there’s nothing else different. What’s this all about?”

In bed, as usual.

“Marcus, this isn’t usual for me.”

He just stared. His fingers tightened on my arm.

“I’m not used to you…appearing like this. Being here. Being in my bed. This is…”

“What?” His voice was oddly clipped.

“Weird,” I said. Immediately wished I’d chosen a better word. Then thought, fuck it, wasn’t I the one being spooked? “This isn’t real, you know.”

He shifted suddenly and clumsily, but instead of dropping his hand, he put the other one on my other arm, and held tight. I didn’t know whether to be afraid of someone who…well, wasn’t really there. And he wasn’t, was he? So how come I could smell his skin, could feel the tension in his muscles as he gripped me, could see the small bead of sweat on his upper lip as he…?

Leaned in and kissed me.

Time stopped. My heart stopped, though it started again with a kick—and then started racing. I probably should have pulled away, or thumped him one.

But I didn’t.

Instead, I let my hands rest on his broad shoulders, and I kissed him back. Hard. His lips were just as firm as last night, but this time I met them full-on, and tasted every bit. His tongue flickered at my lower lip until I opened my mouth an inch. Then he thrust in, finding my tongue and nudging against it. I could hear panting and I think it was mine. He gave a soft, slow moan that went right to my groin.

I tried to wriggle closer but I was thoroughly tangled in the bedding. With a low laugh, Marcus broke from the kiss and helped me pull myself free of my protective blankets. I stared into his shining eyes, dark and full of need for me. His lips glinted in the dim light, his teeth white in contrast. There were shadows on his cheeks where his skin was flushed. I had his arms around me and his warmth pressed against me from chest to hip.

Why the hell would I seek protection from this?

He pushed me back down in the bed and rolled on top of me. It was just about this time my fevered brain reminded me we were both in bed…with nothing on but our underwear. My cock was thick and needy and trying to push its way out through a placket that this pair of boxers didn’t have. The growl in the back of his throat made me hard, his kisses made me hungry, the way he fit against me made my heart ache with desire for him. He was hard, too, I couldn’t mistake it. His cock swelled the front of his briefs and nudged against my belly.

My wonderings about his preferences were answered very nicely, thank you, God.

“Kevin?” He pulled back for a second, a thin trail of saliva clinging between our lips. “This is real, isn’t it?”

I pulled him back down against me, pressing my lips to his neck. I slid a hand down his back to his arse and squeezed the tight muscle. “Yes,” I gasped. “Oh, fuck, yes.”

He smiled, his eyes gone suddenly wild like an autumn storm. “Kevin, I want…”

And then he was gone. Again.

Just like last night.

I waited half a minute before my heart rested back to its usual pace. I lay on my back with a vicious hard-on, my fists clenched, my mind in a whirl.

“Never had a wet dream like that before,” I joked aloud to the silent room.

I’d fallen into a trap of my own making. I’d spent so many fruitless hours thinking and wondering about Marcus Armstrong, and not because I had an eye on my less than glorious career at the firm. But because I truly did have one huge, almighty crush on him. Since the first day I saw him, I knew I was in trouble, because the fascination and the desire was stronger than anything I’d ever felt for a man before. Happy on my own? Yeah, I’d had to be—because the only man I wanted didn’t know I even existed beyond coffee-stained monthly billing reports.

Now I’d had him in my bed, holding me, kissing me—wanting to do more. Somehow I’d created this dream from my longings, because that was all it could be. In my daily, waking hours, he’d never given any indication he’d like to do anything remotely intimate at all. Yeah. This was a cruel dream, right?

A nightmare, more like.

I rolled over onto my front, lying on the uncomfortably wet patch on the front of my boxers, squashing my painful erection and—along with it—my stupid, embarrassing, hopeless hopes.

* * * *

“So why does he keep coming around to your cubicle?” Colin sat perched on the edge of my desk, his morning ebullience not really what I wanted after my miserable night.

“You poor bastard.” Bernard shook his head at me, leaning against my cubicle wall.

“Your hours are numbered.” Ellen yawned beside Bernard, her first-of-the-morning cup of coffee tilting perilously over my files.

“What do you mean?” I’d only just arrived at work, late and listless. I had a hell of a headache and I didn’t need the three Stooges greeting me. I hadn’t slept much after…well, after the previous night’s adventure in Weird City. I’d watched more rubbish on TV and drunk another couple of beers, and finally fallen asleep on the sofa in the small hours of the morning. When the alarm shrieked from my bedroom to wake me for work, I’d woken to a hangover and homicidal thoughts.

“What do you mean, he keeps coming around?” I swivelled my chair and peered at the time on my computer. “I’m not that late.”

“No.” Colin was obviously trying not to sound too excited, but he couldn’t resist the thought of melodrama, even at my expense. “I came in early today to get started on the new Atkinson account, and—” He lowered his voice with an exaggerated glance over his shoulder. “He was already in his office.”

“At exactly 7:02?” I suggested, morosely.

“Yeah. Whatever.” I saw Colin trade shrugs with Bernard over my bent head. “But then he came out of his office and walked up here.”

“On his way to the kitchen. Or the bloody executive toilet.”

“No!” Colin wriggled with agitation. “He stopped right here, outside your cubicle, and looked in. Then…” He drew a deep breath, as if delivering the coup de grace, and said, “He went back to his office.”

“And did it again a half hour later,” Bernard added. “I was bringing up some software appraisals for the sales department, and I saw him.”

I glanced at Ellen, usually the steadiest of my friends.

“It’s true, Kevin. He came around again, just fifteen minutes ago. I was here to see if you wanted to go through the slides for the presentation. Armstrong was standing outside your cubicle, looking…” She raised her palms upward, then dropped them again.

“What?” Colin said. “Looking what?”

Ellen peered at me, a strange look in her eyes. “Sort of confused. Like he wasn’t sure why he was there.”

Someone coughed behind her, and she jumped like she’d been shot.

“Miss Stonebridge, isn’t it?”

“Oh shit,” Colin muttered. Bernard went a strange sickly colour and immediately straightened his posture.

Ellen’s eyes were wide and her expression panicky. She turned slowly. “Good morning, Mar—Mr Armstrong.”

Marcus stood in the opening. Hell’s bells, the cubicle was so small, there wouldn’t have been room for him inside. Our eyes met, then he glanced back at the others. “Have you transferred to this department, Miss Stonebridge? More specifically, to this actual cubicle? And you felt the need to bring clerical support?”

Colin looked like he was about to wet himself but was too scared even to do that. Bernard wrung his hands together. Ellen’s mouth opened, but it took her three attempts before she could speak. “We just came to help Kevin…Mr Cooper…with the presentation for Friday, Mr Armstrong.”

“And we’re going…” Colin started.

“Now,” Bernard finished, pushing Colin firmly in front of him as they tried to squeeze out of the cubicle without brushing against Marcus.

Frowning, Marcus let them all go. He turned back and glared at me.

“What?” I said sharply. “You’ve sprung this on me with only a couple of days’ notice, so I’m researching where I can. Okay?”

To my astonishment, he flushed. “I understand that approach, Mr Cooper. If you feel that works best for you…”

“And for fuc—for goodness sake, call me Kevin. Not good at the formal stuff.”

Not from the man in bed with me last night, his tongue down my throat.

I dropped my gaze, expecting Marcus to storm back to his office and immediately draft the e-mail for firing me on the grounds of gross misconduct. After a couple of seconds, I realised he was still there. In fact, he’d taken a couple of steps further into my cubicle.

I looked up again. He stood there in another of his superb suits, the man in charge, smart and bright and disapproving. And an expression of turmoil in his eyes.

Something made me stupidly aggressive. “Can I help you? I’ll do my best on this presentation, you’ll have to trust me. I may not be the sharpest tool in the toolbox, but I get there in the end. And Sherringhams will be suitably impressed on the day, I’m sure.”

“I’m sure,” he repeated quietly. He kept staring at me.

I sighed and swung my chair around to face him. “Okay. I’m sorry I was so fuc—so rude. I had a bad night, but I’m over it now.”

“So did I,” he said, startling me again. “But I’m not sure I am.”

“Am…?”

“Over it.”

And when I just sat there, gaping again, he lifted a hand and, with a grimace, gestured for me to join him in the corridor. “Will you come for a coffee, Mr Cooper?”

* * * *

I don’t think the kitchen had ever seen such a thing. As we walked in, the three people sitting there leaped to their feet in a scraping of chairs, and vanished like Peter Rabbit caught in the cabbage patch. A couple of them looked back over their shoulder with expressions of sympathy. Maybe they thought I was headed for an exit interview. I wasn’t sure what I was there for myself, to be honest.

I poured a coffee and offered the pot to Marcus, who refused with a curt shake of the head. He sat down on one of the plastic chairs, rather gingerly. “I…”

“Only drink tea, right.”

He looked disturbed. “How did you know what tea I like? Yesterday, you said…there’s no green tea in the kitchen.”

“Lucky guess, that’s all.”

He frowned. “There’s something odd about you, Mr Coop—Kevin. But I don’t know whether you’re insubordinate, insufferable, or just plain…”

“Weird?” I said softly.

His eyes widened. To my shock, he looked scared. I wanted to go over and put my arms around him. Shows how disturbed I was, didn’t it?

“I need to get back to the presentation work,” I said, stirring some sugar into my coffee. I’d lost count of the spoonfuls. “A lot of it’s new to me. I’ve only worked in billings so far.”

“I know,” he interrupted. “I’ve seen you.” When I stared back across at him, he looked just as surprised, as if he hadn’t meant to say that. And, my God, as I continued to stare, a deep flush began creeping up his neck.

Wonder of wonders!

“I mean,” he said, obviously searching for an excuse for such a personal comment. “I examined all my staff’s appraisals to date. You have a good grasp of incomplete records.”

Bloody well had to, considering some of the timesheets his guys put in, I wanted to joke. But the serious look in his eye stopped me. “So?”

“So…what?”

“So you asked me here for coffee, didn’t drink any, talked some nonsense about tea and my modest career. And you find me insubordinate but with some promise in the accounting department. So what’s this all about?”

It was an echo of his own words last night, when I told him his visit to my flat wasn’t real. And as it wasn’t real, he wouldn’t remember, would he? So why did his whole body go tense?

I recalled the times he came up the corridor and looked into my cubicle. I’ve seen you.

No, I was reading too much into it. A hope and a dream, combined—they weren’t enough. I put down my coffee with a sigh. It was like treacle: even I didn’t drink it that sweet. “I’ll go back now.”

He stood abruptly. “Wait.”

Not many people would ignore that imperious tone, and I wasn’t one of them.

“You also said…you had a bad night.”

My turn to tense up. Surely this wasn’t an admission that weird things were happening to him, too? No, this was my problem alone. “I just had a bad dream, that’s all.”

He sucked in a breath, but by then I’d turned my head away. I could remember how he smelled, how he sounded, how his skin felt under my fingertips in the night. Or rather, how my “other” Marcus felt. Bad, bad news. I was thinking of him possessively now. A man who was a virtual stranger and my boss, who could easily have me fired—or worse, make me leave my job just because I had some stupid crush on him that was causing me vivid hallucinations…

Shit. I wasn’t going to get an erection right then, was I? In the kitchen? Maybe I could hang the tea towels on it. I felt the gentle but insistent swelling in my trousers, as I recalled how close we’d come to…

“Not bad,” Marcus said. “The dreams aren’t always…bad.”

What the hell? “It’s probably stress,” I said. My voice sounded hoarse. This Twilight Zone was multiplying fast. “Just stupid hallucinations—”

“Stop that!” he said, sharply.

“What?”

“Don’t you dare patronise me like that.” He pushed past me roughly, making for the door. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Cooper, but you’d better understand that I’m not standing for it.”

I watched him stride up the corridor, though a couple of his steps looked a little less steady than usual.

The dreams aren’t always bad.

My heart started beating faster, but whether from excitement or fear, I didn’t know. I called after him, not sure if he’d even hear. “Feel free to drop in anytime, okay?”

* * * *

I had to go home at the end of the working day, of course.

But I sat in the office until almost everyone else had left. I even watched the infamous Marcus Armstrong leave, staring out of my window as he left the building, smart suit and shoes, case in his hand as usual. His going home routine was as rigid as his arrival. At 7:05 P.M. he’d leave the building, cross the car park. When the lights on the main road changed at 7:11 P.M., he’d cross to the other side and walk off into the distance, on his way to the station and home. He had it down to a fine art. Everything in control, everything according to plan.

Maybe he had a boyfriend at home, someone who was taking full advantage of those soft lips and those strong hands. That perfect control.

Fuck.

And what did I have? A dream, that was all. And a bloody cruel and unsettling one. I packed up the work on my desk and looked out over the darkening sky.

To hell with it, maybe it was time to force the issue.

* * * *

That night, I was waiting. It had happened at around midnight the past two nights, and although I started off pretending not to care, as the time crept around to that point, I felt myself tense up. I went into the bedroom and changed carefully into…well, what kind of lingerie does a tall, wiry young man wear when he’s waiting for his dream lover? I tried the leopard-print thong that Colin got me for a laugh last Christmas, but I couldn’t seem to walk properly with it on. I decided on the usual boxers, but while I was looking through the rest of my clean, but meagre choices, I found another pair like the ones I’d worn when “Marcus” first came to call. I couldn’t remember what’d possessed me to buy them, apart from the fact they were loose and warm at night in bed. I pulled them on and climbed into bed. Glancing down, I wondered how the hell I’d expected to attract any potential lovers with my arse covered in rainbow stripes?

I started to laugh. And just as suddenly as before, there he was.

I carefully shifted over to my side of the mattress. He stood beside the bed—on his side, as I’d started to think of it—and looked over at me. He was wearing a suit as usual, without a tie. I realised I’d never seen Marcus Armstrong outside of work, so I had no idea what he’d wear, or how he’d look. But I was sure it’d be just as fabulous.

“Hi there, gorgeous,” he said, smiling.

“Hi yourself,” I replied.

“You sound happy.”

I smiled even more widely. “You’re here.”

He flushed, but he looked pleased.

“Come on over,” I said, patting the mattress beside me. Bloody hell, could I be cheesier?

But tonight, he was the hesitant one. “Kevin, something’s wrong.”

“No, it isn’t.” Apart from my heart beating so hard it was crowding my throat, that is. “I’m good.”

He smiled, rather sadly. “Yes, you definitely are. But I don’t mean you. I mean me.” He gave himself a small shake, like a dog trying to clear water droplets from its coat. “It doesn’t feel right anymore.”

Shit. Misery clutched me, bone deep. “That’s my fault, Marcus. I told you this was wrong. Told you it wasn’t real.” Maybe I expected him to vanish with the words, my pathetic illusion finally snatched away from me. But he remained there, gazing at me. Then he climbed onto the bed, reached over, and kissed me. Very firmly. Very deliciously. Took us a minute or two before we even came up for air.

“It certainly feels real,” he said.

I laughed, a short, shocking sound. “Works for me.” I could still feel the scratch of bristles from his chin against my jaw.

“I want you.” He ran his hand down my chest, his fingernail flicking over my nipple. “Do you believe that’s real?”

I looked into his dark, swimming eyes and felt myself drawn in so deep I thought I’d have to call for a lifeguard. His hands were steady on me, his expression yearning. I might not have known much about the real Marcus Armstrong, but no one had ever accused him of being a liar.

“Yes,” I whispered. “And you know what?”

He smirked. Honest to God, the inscrutable, intractable Marcus Armstrong smirked at me. “You feel the same?”

Told you he was bright. I rolled my eyes, but my smile told my story. Well, that and the big tent in my boxers. He pushed me firmly on to my back, and we resumed the kissing with new enthusiasm.

For such a forceful, assertive man he was very gentle. At least at first, when he peeled off my boxers. I struggled with his clothes, determined to get him just as naked, but I felt clumsy in my own skin. Marcus laughed and helped me out, pulling off his shirt with a smooth, easy action, toeing off his boots, then unzipping his trousers and pushing them off the edge of the bed to the floor.

Nothing on but his briefs.

And then they were gone as well. Fuck, he was spectacular! His skin was warm against mine as he nudged my knees apart, his hands on my shoulders, his chest pressed to mine. I reached for one of his nipples and tweaked it, not so gently. He rubbed his cock against mine, moaning. His arms were strong enough to keep him braced above me, but he dropped his head down to kiss me, to run his tongue over my throat.

“Kevin. What do you want tonight?” His whisper was hoarse, his breath hot against my cheek.

I didn’t have any norm for this, any established routine. We were in separate places, I knew, but this night we were together. “Just do it,” I sighed back. “Fuck me. That’s what I want.”

He chuckled, low and throaty. “Me, too. Always. But you know that, right?”

I didn’t answer. My senses were awash with excitement and lust, but even if I could have replied, I don’t know what I’d have said. I wriggled around to reach in my bedside drawer for condoms and lube, and found his hand already there, his arm stretched across me. He laughed softly. He knew things were there. His turn for a lucky guess? I was sure most guys kept intimate stuff close at hand. Or was it more inexplicable proof he knew his way around my bedroom?

Our kissing was too consuming to allow me to worry about it. Was I taking advantage of him? I didn’t think so. We were both in the same situation, both out of our element. But it looked like he was here to stay the night, and…he wanted me.

“You smell so good, Kevin,” he gasped, his face buried against my neck, his fingers inside me, stretching me, teasing me.

“Hold me,” I whispered. I wrapped my legs around him, tilting my arse to be ready for him. He grunted and pushed slowly in. It hurt less than I thought it would, even though I hadn’t had sex for months. Perhaps that familiarity was from his dream, in recompense. “Fuck,” I breathed, with awe.

He chuckled again. “You’re so hot. Those sounds you make…”

He moved in and out of me, and it was incredibly sweet. He held me tight and murmured stuff that no one had said to me for a long, long time. A dream come true. And toward the end, when I couldn’t hold back my climax and gripped his arms hard, arching against him, I cried out loudly.

But not too loudly to mask his groan of delight as he came inside me, his eyes fixed on my face as if memorising every feature. “I love you, Kevin.”

What the hell was I to make of that?

We rolled apart slowly, the bed dipping under our bodies, the sheets clinging to our sweaty limbs.

“Wow.” Marcus was still panting. “Kevin, that was intense. Like you’ve been saving that up.” His eyes glimmered in the dim light of the room. “Thank you.” Then he kissed me before I could try to think up some suitable response, and I let him.

Very happily.

I didn’t know what time it was, or how much time passed. We lay there for a long, languid time, just wrapped around each other. My hair was a tousled mess, my muscles were tired, and my skin got goose bumps as the sweat cooled. I didn’t care about any of that. I’d been worried that he’d suddenly disappear again, like he had before, but it didn’t seem to be happening. I prayed that it wouldn’t.

Please don’t go yet.

Don’t go at all.

But yet again, it seemed I didn’t know when to keep my mouth shut. “Marcus? Look, this won’t work.”

He tensed up. I could almost feel his annoyance brewing. “I think we’ve discussed this before.”

“No, listen to me. I don’t think…I mean, I don’t think you even like me.”

“After what we just did?” His breath tickled my neck.

“I don’t mean here, right now, but…elsewhere.” In real life, I wanted to say. But what was more real than this? “You see, you barely know me. This is a hell of a leap forwards.”

“This?”

Shit, for a guy who usually had a good line of witty banter, I was sorely tried tonight. “The sex,” I said, weakly. “The intimacy.” The love.

“I don’t understand.”

You and me both, I thought. Why was I still fighting it? Because it wasn’t true, that was why. Because despite the joy of Marcus in my bed, as my lover, whispering he loved me in the deep dark of the night…

“Stop it, Kevin.” He nudged my chin so I looked right into his face. His eyes were damp, his expression grave. Suddenly, I was sure he knew exactly what I was talking about. “Stop talking about it. Just accept it.”

“It? But what is it?” I cried. “You know we’re not really lovers, that we’re only connecting here in my room, at night, for God knows how long. Don’t you?”

“You’re confused.”

“Too fucking right I am!” The anger was rolling through me now. “Any second now you’re going to vanish in your puff of smoke, and tomorrow all I’ll see of you will be the big, bad executive who passes me in the corridor without a nod, and—”

Marcus clamped a hand over my mouth, silencing me. “I don’t want to hear.”

I nodded, dumbly. His eyes were wide and scared, and I hated the thought I’d made him feel bad like that.

“I don’t know how this can happen,” he said, his jaw set. “But to me, it seems…”

“Real?” I whispered.

“Right.” He nodded. He ran his palm across my chest, and my whole body hummed with pleasure. “And I want it to be so. I think…that’s what I’ve been waiting for. Just didn’t know how to make it happen.”

I caught up his hand and brought it to my lips, kissing the slender fingers. “I’ve wanted you for a long time.” It felt good to confess. “I mean, you may be a right bastard at work—”

“I’m sorry?”

“No, you’re right, let’s not talk about that, but these last few days…nights…you’re so very different.”

His eyes had recaptured the dreamy look I’d seen when he was raised over me, moving in and out of me. He ran his fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp. His gaze kept flickering away from my face and down my body. “Different good?”

I grinned. “Oh yeah.”

He smiled too but he didn’t make another move on me, just kept stroking my hair. “There’s so much I can’t remember, can’t understand—but I know you’re what I need. It’s been that way since I met you, before I even knew what I wanted.”

“Marcus…?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to find me. To help me get free.”

What was he talking about? My chest felt very tight, and I struggled for breath.

“Help me, Kevin,” he whispered. “Release me.”

And then he was gone.

I slammed a hand down on the empty bed beside me, trying to recall the feel of him, find the shape his body had made in the sheets.

But it was all gone.

* * * *

I pushed away from the desk, tilting my chair to ease my back, having been hunched over the presentation papers for several hours. I glanced at the clock—it was almost ten P.M. Then I looked back at my companion and caught him smiling at me. Marcus Armstrong had the light of triumph in his eyes.

“Yeah.” I grinned at him, answering his unspoken query. “We’re ready.”

He smiled, his gaze fixed on my face, and unexpectedly he blushed. For a brief second, I could see the midnight Marcus in his eyes—and then it was gone.

He also pulled away from the desk where we’d been working together, and started to roll his sleeves back down. His voice was steady but now he avoided looking at me. “You’ve done a good job. Sherringhams will have nothing to complain about here. Value for money and quality service. We’ve delivered on all counts.”

“We work well together, right?”

“It’s been good.” He nodded. “I’ve enjoyed this evening.” Then he blinked hard and cleared his throat, as if realising how personal—and uncharacteristic—that was. “I mean, well done, Cooper.”

“Kevin,” I said, trying to catch his eye. He was still flushed, his gaze fixed on the papers on the desk, even though I knew he’d checked the figures a hundred times already.

“Pardon?”

“Say my name. Call me Kevin.” I watched his mouth. I couldn’t resist it. The past few hours had been intense but invigorating, and it had felt like some kind of a breakthrough. But I wanted more. Maybe I was waiting to hear some reference to last night, to what I felt we were personally to each other—to anything apart from revenue figures and budgeted gross margin.

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye and frowned. My heart began to sink. It wasn’t going to happen that way. This was the Marcus Armstrong of the office, down to the last gesture.

“Kevin,” he said. He sounded bemused: maybe embarrassed. “Well done.”

It wasn’t the same. Last night, he’d whispered in my ear, laughed when my hair tickled his belly, gasped with wonder as I made him come. I didn’t hear any of that in his voice tonight.

“I’d better go.” I stood up abruptly. “Everyone else has gone for the day.”

“Already?” Marcus glanced at his watch. I didn’t believe the expression that darted across his face because it looked impossibly like disappointment. “That’s a pity. We could have finished off with the bar charts.”

“Yes,” I said, as steadily as I could. “That is a pity.”

His head snapped up again. “What’s the problem?”

“Nothing.” I sighed. “I just wonder if you’re different outside of work.”

“What do you mean?” And suddenly there was the flicker of something in his eye, something…

“Different good,” I whispered.

His eyes widened with sudden shock, with what looked like recognition. Then his expression tightened with some kind of fear, and the vulnerability shut down as quickly as it had arrived. “That’s no business of yours.”

I was bloody tired of this. I walked toward the open door of his office, ready to go home. “No, of course not.”

And it wasn’t, was it? This Marcus Armstrong wasn’t the man who’d fucked me last night, who’d lain on my bed as if he belonged there. Who’d made love to me. Shit. Sentimentality hadn’t often ambushed me like this.

“Kevin?”

I turned back around, slowly.

“I’m not…” I noticed his hand had curled into a tight fist at his side, as if he were trying to keep control of strong emotion. “I don’t really know what you’re talking about. But it seems there’s something more you want from me.”

“No,” I said, forcing a wan smile. “Nothing. Good night.”

Back in my cubicle, I gathered together the papers for the presentation the next morning. If he came again tonight, I’d just have to tell him it was all too weird for me. Being with him, but not…being with him. It’d have to stop. Something that wasn’t really there in the first place, that is. I lifted a file and caught a brief whiff of his cologne. My gut clenched.

Maybe he wouldn’t come again.

I caught a shadow of movement out of the corner of my eye and glanced over to the window. I watched Marcus leaving, reluctant to miss a second of him, though it was a pretty stupid form of torture. Saw him leave the building, cross the car park. Same old, same old. Aimlessly, with the benefit of my distance, I noticed he was in the same shirt he’d worn that first night he appeared in my room. Also as I watched, I saw him flip open the top button and pull off his tie. He seemed to be moving more swiftly than usual, but not quite as steadily.

I felt a strange shiver down my back. Maybe I was getting sick, and not just of my useless dreams. It’d been a bloody long day, with nothing ahead of me but agonising anticipation about the night ahead. I grabbed up my coat and left the office as well.

That night, I waited, but he didn’t come.

* * * *

The call came at around three A.M.

I was awakened by a persistent buzzing in my ears to find I’d fallen asleep fully dressed watching TV. Again. My left foot was hanging awkwardly over the arm of the sofa, sending pins and needles up my leg, and my mobile was stuck between my right ear and a cushion. Who the hell was calling at this time of the morning? I dragged it out from under my head and peered at the display.

Colin.

“What’s up?” My mouth felt like it’d been swept out with a bristle brush. My cheeks felt suspiciously tight, as if I’d been crying. Sentimentality was a relentless disease, if you asked me.

“Kevin? He’s in hospital!”

“Uh…who is?”

“Marcus! Marcus Armstrong! He got hit by a lorry on the main road last night. He’s pretty bad.” Colin’s voice sounded very shaky.

“Why…? Where are you?” Bile rose in my throat.

“I’m at the hospital. We all are. I mean, it’s just a coincidence. Bernard’s been dating this nurse, and we gave them both a lift here because she was due back on shift, and then…well, we found Marcus had been booked in. He’s been here almost since he left the office. Marcus is here, Kevin.”

“Why are you repeating yourself? Why are you calling?” God, I sounded slow, drug-stupid. I dragged myself up to sitting.

“He hasn’t woken or moved, but he made one noise when they moved him into the bed. They said it sounded like ‘Kevin’. We told the doctor we knew someone called that.”

“That’s me,” I said.

Colin made a small, frustrated sound. “He’s not responding to anything, Kevin. They can see brain activity, apparently, but there’s no response to any of the staff here. He’s just been lying here ever since it happened.”

“A lorry…?”

Bernard came on the line. “Kevin? They think he was distracted, they wanted to know what we knew about him, why he was working so late, why he obviously misjudged the traffic. Apparently, he suddenly stumbled out into the path of the lorry. The driver said Armstrong didn’t even see him, like his mind was elsewhere. I thought it might be the presentation you’ve been working on. Perhaps he was stressing out about it. What do you think?”

I remembered the time we’d both left the office. Ludicrously late to be working, anyway, but also way past Marcus’s usual routine. He’d looked shaky as he walked to the road. His routine was disturbed.

Perhaps he was stressing out about it…He misjudged the traffic…

If he’d left at his usual time, everything would have been as usual. But he’d left late. He probably thought he could make up the time and dodge the traffic. Or had he been so distracted he hadn’t known what he was doing?

Did that sound like Marcus Armstrong? Not usually. But he was worried about the presentation, he’d told me so. Or had he? That had been bedtime-Marcus, with pillow talk. The office-Armstrong wouldn’t have admitted to any stress at all, wouldn’t have broken with routine for anything, let alone spending time with me…

Which Marcus was that?

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I said. Bernard was still talking, but I disconnected the phone and grabbed for my boots.

* * * *

He was all alone in his room, and they let me sit with him. Apparently, his parents were travelling overseas, and he had no other close relatives around. The doctors were waiting for him to wake up, to assess if there was any brain damage. They were hopeful there wasn’t anything seriously wrong apart from a few broken bones, but they’d feel more confident if he’d just come back to consciousness. The longer that lasted, the more likely it was he’d stay in a coma. They repeated that a couple of times, looking at me with a kind of professional reassurance laced with hope.

I just sat on the cold plastic chair beside his bed and stared at the man the notes said was Marcus Armstrong.

But he was hardly Marcus at all—not the one from the office, not the one from my bed. Just a poor, bruised body swaddled in bandages and splints, being fed life from a tube.

The other guys were out in the hall, speaking in hushed tones. Colin had apologised at length for calling me so late, and kept repeating Marcus’s name, in shock about it all. Bernard kept pacing the corridors to find out more news. But there was nothing more to be learned at the moment. It was a waiting game, wasn’t it?

Ellen came in with a fresh coffee for me and kindly took away the previous one I’d never touched.

“What’ll happen to him?” I asked, though of course she didn’t know any more than me.

She shrugged ruefully. “I don’t know. Stay in a coma, I suppose, until he comes out of it, or…”

“No,” I said.

Ellen nodded slowly. “Of course. That won’t happen.”

“He needs someone to be with him.”

“Yes, but they haven’t managed to get in contact with his family yet. I’m sure the staff will look after him, Kevin, and the social services and charities often visit. It can’t be helped. He’ll respond to someone in the end.”

I stared at Marcus. “But I’m here now.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Yes. That’s lucky, isn’t it? A week ago, he’d have had to lie here alone while they searched for someone close to him, someone to stay with him. To care. And now…”

“He’s my boss,” I said. “We’ve been working on the presentation together.”

“Yeah,” Ellen said. Her voice was unusually soft. “We’re not stupid, Kevin, we’ve seen how you are with him. While we’re drooling in fear—well, Colin is—you stand up to him. You engage him. It’s like you’ve already got the measure of him.”

“He’s just a bloke,” I said.

Ellen’s discreet silence told me she had the measure of me, too.

“The presentation!” I cried, suddenly. “What’ll happen to that?”

“Good God.” Ellen rolled her eyes at me. “Is the corporate gene contagious? Someone else will do it. You’ve made such a damned good job of the notes, we could probably get a performing monkey to do it. Dammit, even Colin…”

“I heard that!” came an outraged voice from the corridor.

I smiled crookedly at Ellen. “It doesn’t matter, does it?”

“No. Of course not. What do you want to do right now, Kevin?”

I glanced back at the bed. “Talk to him,” I said.

“I’ll take the guys for a coffee,” Ellen said. “Call back in on you later.” And she left the room. I could hear her shooing the others away.

I started to talk to Marcus. My voice sounded odd in the quiet room, with nothing but the beeping machines for background. But I quickly got used to it. I talked about the presentation, about the firm. About my friends there, the arguments over whose turn it was to get milk for the kitchen, the fun we had in the car park in the snow, the creaking floorboard under my desk, the day Bernard sat on a box of staples. A load of rubbish like that.

Then I started talking about my flat, and the old man upstairs who wailed Russian ballads whenever he got drunk, and the woman on the lower floor who ate pizza almost every day. The kid in the garden flat, whom I was sure was keeping rats, and the girl on the second floor who refused to believe I was gay and kept asking me to cello concerts. And my boiler that groaned in wet weather, and the paint that flaked off my ceiling one night and made me think in the morning I’d developed some scalp disease.

“Come back, Marcus,” I said suddenly, the words almost speaking themselves. “I’m here for you.”

* * * *

He stirred once, around eight A.M. His eyes opened and I leaped up to call a doctor, but by the time the guy came, Marcus had drifted back asleep, with just a mumble under his breath to show any life at all.

“It’s a positive sign,” the doctor reassured me. “Let’s just allow him to wake in his own time.”

“I’ll go, shall I?”

He put a hand on my shoulder to stop me rising from the chair. He was only a few years older than I was, I reckoned, with a harassed expression and scuffed shoes. “How many hours have you been here now? Mr Cooper, I suspect your company is the one thing that’s likely to bring him back, sooner or later.”

“I don’t want it to be later,” I blurted out.

“No,” said the doctor drily. “Neither do we. I’ll go and get you another coffee.”

I sat silently for a while, watching Marcus’s lips move, making shapes. When the words suddenly spilled out, they startled me.

“Such strange dreams, Kevin. Full of horrible regrets, things I wished I’d done, people I wished I’d…known better.” His voice was soft and slurred, but I could hear every word.

“Marcus?”

He turned his head towards me, though his eyes were still closed. “I never had the courage. I was scared, Kevin. How pathetic is that?”

“Scared of what?”

“Everything. Nothing. Joining in life. I couldn’t tell you, you see.”

“Tell me?”

He was rambling again. “Wanted to be with you, Kevin. Always did. Didn’t know how. Didn’t see you’d ever be interested. You’re fun, you joke about, you already have friends. I was just your boss. You didn’t see me any other way.”

“You only had to say…”

“Mustn’t give way to it!” he said, his voice suddenly quite firm. He gave no sign of having heard me. “It’s weakness. It’s unprofessional, to harass a member of staff. Have to keep your respect.”

“Oh, Marcus.” I put my hand over his and squeezed gently. As if it would ever have been harassment.

“Every day,” he said, his voice hoarse. “All the same. Everything the same. And wishing I’d done something, said something, found a way to make things happen. Something different, something for me.”

“By trying to dodge a lorry?” I muttered. “You stupid arse.” For one astonishing moment, I imagined I saw a smile on his split lips. Maybe it was the painkillers.

“What are these dreams?” Under the lids, his eyes rolled. “What’s happening to me, Kevin? They’re so vivid. So…”

“Weird?” I whispered, but I don’t think he heard me.

He fell quiet. After another few hours, the doctor came back in. I was still holding Marcus’s hand, though my tired body had drooped down on the edge of the bed.

“Any more developments?” the doctor asked, quietly. He didn’t seem to mind the hand thing.

“He’s talking, just…stuff,” I said.

The doctor nodded. “It happens with a serious head wound. It’s very disorientating. Sometimes there’s truth in the talk, though.” He looked at me curiously. “Sometimes the shock and injury releases inhibitions. Sets people’s instincts free.”

“Sets them free?” I stared back at him.

In the bed, Marcus sighed.

* * * *

So what had really happened in the last few days?

The staff let me stay there in the hospital room all through the next day. I propped myself on the bed beside Marcus as he slept. He didn’t speak again, but his eyes moved a lot under the lids as if there was activity going on inside. And so I had plenty of time to replay in my mind the amazing week I’d had. Some version of Marcus had come to see me—climbed into bed with me. Loved me. Yet that had never happened in real life.

Not yet, anyway.

But it was the same man. No doubt. Just…a different phase.

Marcus wanted to get to know me, he’d said so. I hoped against hope that was true. He’d just never known how to approach me. All that need tied up inside the very precise, very fierce Marcus Armstrong. Until the day things started to change. We’d worked hard on that presentation, laughed and argued over it until it was something we were both proud of. And although I’d doubted it at the time, perhaps I’d stirred things up enough to break routine. Made Marcus want to break free.

Pity his first encounter had been with a lorry.

“Could be more between us, don’t you think?” I whispered. “You’ve taken the first step. I’m still here. In fact, I always have been.”

The unforgiving Mr Armstrong had been the most unforgiving with himself. Yet his needs kicked back inside him. The conflict must have been awful for him, confusing and painful. That would have been disorientating in itself. And then the accident knocked things further adrift.

I think I must have been in shock myself, considering the way my thoughts were going. A serious head wound could release things, the doctor said.

What if it was more than just words?

What if, trapped unconscious for these past hours, living out the strange dreams he said he was having, a different side of Marcus was free to travel, to come visiting? Just for a few virtual hours, scattered here and there in time. Stepping back into days already passed, but days on which he’d perhaps wanted to act on his emotions for once—but hadn’t had the nerve.

I watched the movement of his eyes, remembered his anguished murmurs in his half-unconscious state. Who could say what power his mind had, everything in turmoil, and an epiphany about his life weighing on his mind? It had nothing to do with the bloody presentation!

“Have you been visiting me from a dream you wish was real?” I whispered.

His eyelids flickered.

Shit, I was mad, too. As mad as my memories of Marcus smiling, touching, frowning, kissing…

He’d come to me, that was as real as his hand I was still holding. I didn’t know how, or from what time, whether it was from his subconscious wish list or a premonition of what could be in the future. But he’d come to me and he’d showed he loved me, and so there was a chance it could happen, just the way he—and I—wanted.

Wasn’t there?

And after all…as a direct result of him visiting me in his dreams, I was here with him today.

Calling him back.

* * * *

When he woke again, finally, I nearly missed it.

I felt his arm stir under mine and I snapped awake. I’d been drowsing again on the side of the bed. It must have been much later that day because the corridor outside the room was only dimly lit, but I had no idea what time.

“Hi there, gorgeous,” he said. His voice cracked, his breath was low, but there was no mistaking the words.

I sat up straight and stared at him.

His eyes were much clearer, but now his expression was shocked. “Good God. Mr Cooper, I don’t know what came over me, I never called anyone that in my whole life.”

I started to laugh, then when he frowned at the noise, I dropped the volume. But I didn’t compromise on the grin. “That’s okay, Mr Armstrong, I like it.”

“You…you do?” He looked startled, but there was a flicker of pleasure in his eyes, a softening of the corporate frown.

“Yeah. I like it a lot.” I leaned over the bed, still grasping his hand, his pulse beating in time with mine. “And it’s a good place for us both to start again, wouldn’t you say?”

 

THE END
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