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Love You So Special

 

By Tara Lain

A Love You So Story

 

Can a man’s secret yearnings be revealed in a tank full of fish?

Artie Haynes knows he’s nothing special, with just-your-regular-brown hair, a solid plumber’s job, not much education, and a family that can barely get off the couch. But Artie has quirks—like his love of tropical fish, a landlord who’s a professor of existentialism, a passion for the amazing piano music he hears at a concert hall while he’s fixing the bathrooms—and the fact that he’s never come out as gay and probably never will. But when he’s hired to build a guesthouse for the pianist whose music enchanted him, Artie is swept up into an unimaginable world.

François Desmarais may be famous, rich, and revered as one of the world’s great classical composers and pianists, but he’s soothed and challenged by the inquisitive, stalwart, protective man in his backyard. When François’s terrible fear of crowds turns into a dangerous plot, Artie can stay in the closet or prove just how special he is.




To Daddy Don, who loves music and is captivated by it everywhere he goes.




Author’s Note

 

 

LIKE A good mom, I love all my books the best, but sometimes characters just speak in a special voice that stays in your heart. Artie and François from Love You So Special surprised me by being those kind of guys. I hope you love them too.




Chapter One

 

 

ARTIE HAYNES put the last twist on the nut connecting the supply tube to the tailpiece under the sink in the big men’s room. Like always, he suppressed a chuckle at the double meaning in the names of the plumbing parts. He never shared the joke. The guys might be big on tail, but they sure as hell weren’t into nuts.

Martinez peered in the door. Soft music filtered through along with his tough-guy face. “Yo, Haynes. Ya done? Wanna go get a beer?”

Did he? He liked beer and he liked the guys well enough, but he only had one more day on this job. That meant one more day when he could sneak into the back of the giant auditorium and listen to those people play music—music like he’d barely ever heard before. “Nah. Thanks, man. Gotta do some family shit.”

Martinez snorted. “Tell me about it. You ain’t seen family crap till you’ve been Mexican, man. See ya tomorrow.” The door closed behind him.

Artie leaned under the sink and turned the water back on, stripped off his gloves, and stuck them in his tool bag. The damned thing weighed a ton, but he didn’t like leaving his tools behind at the job like some guys did. Hefting the bag on his shoulder, he stepped out into the wide hall beside the men’s room he and the crew had been renovating. The client had only given them three days to get the work done in there since they needed the bathroom for some big concert. He would have liked to stay twice as long.

The music filled the hall, though it stopped sometimes and then restarted. The previous day Artie had watched the guy up front of that big band click his stick and everybody’d stop. The leader would say some stuff Artie couldn’t hear from the back, and then the players would go back and do it again. Maybe that dude heard something wrong, but man, to Artie’s ears it sounded perfect.

The music began again, and real quietly Artie slipped into the back of the big auditorium, set his tool bag on the floor, and then hunkered down in a seat near the exit doors. Two or three other people were sitting in the hall listening, but they were up front.

Artie leaned his head against the back of the seat and let the music wash over him like the world’s best shower. Wonder what that music’s called? It was real complicated, with lots of instruments playing at once, but they went together so perfect. It was, like, unexpected. The horn things would play something and then the fiddles would pick it up. Wow. Imagine being able to make music like that.

In his pocket, his phone vibrated once. Text. He didn’t even look. It could wait. This was too great.

“Are you enjoying the music?”

Artie was on his feet so fast he got light-headed. A small, white-haired woman in beautiful clothes stood beside him in the aisle. She must be a damned ninja, because he hadn’t heard her coming. “Uh, yes ma’am, I am. I hope I’m not bothering anyone.”

She waved a hand sporting a diamond the size of a bagel. “Not at all. We’re always happy to know our audiences are enjoying the symphony.”

“It’s really great.” He didn’t mention that he was as likely to be a member of the audience at Sanderson Hall as he was to turn into Superman. He’d seen the prices on those tickets.

“I noticed you were here yesterday as well.” She was smiling, so she didn’t look pissed about it.

He grinned back. People always said his dimples were his best feature. “I’m part of the crew working on the renovations. I’m the plumber, although I do carpentry too. I can hear the music from across the hall, and it’s hard to resist.” He held up a hand. “I’m all done for the day, so I’m on my own time.”

She laughed. “You don’t have to punch a time clock for me. Music is at least as important as work.”

He nodded. “Yeah. It’s like food or something. You hear it and you feel—better. Sorry, I haven’t got the right words.”

“You’re doing fine.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Helen Sanderson, by the way.”

He stared like maybe some angel had descended from heaven. Damn, I hope my hands are clean. He shook her hand. It felt tiny and soft. “Artie Haynes.” Wait. “Did you say Sanderson?”

“Yes. My family built this hall.” She laughed, and it sounded pretty musical. “They paid to have it built, of course. No hammers involved. That’s your job. So please feel free to drop by anytime.”

“Uh, ma’am. Can you tell me what that music is?”

She looked a little surprised but nodded. “Yes, it’s Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. One of the most popular of Beethoven’s works. Do you like it?”

“Yeah. I mean, yes. I really like it a lot.”

“I hope you’ll come and see it performed when they’ve finished rehearsing. That won’t be until later in the year. The season doesn’t really start until fall, except for special events.”

“Oh, uh, thanks.” At least he had one more day to listen to them practice.

“It’s been a pleasure, Artie. I’m always glad to meet a fellow music lover.” She patted his arm. “Will you be here tomorrow?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Be sure and come in to listen, because we have an extraordinary soloist I think you’ll enjoy.”

Soloist? “Uh, like a singer?”

She smiled. “No, he’s a pianist. Truly exceptional. The only way we got him is because he’s local, so they made a small exception for us.” She lowered her voice. “Honorarium-wise.” She gave a little laugh.

He smiled back, though he had no clue what that meant.

“I hope I see you again.” She walked out the auditorium doors.

What a cool lady. He glanced toward the stage. It looked like the musicians were closing up their stuff, so Artie grabbed his tool bag and left before anybody else noticed him. It took a couple of minutes to walk through the halls to the back entrance they kept open during the day and out into the sun of a southern California afternoon.

So, something cool was going to happen tomorrow. A little shiver ran up his back. If today’s music was just your regular and tomorrow’s was special, shit, he couldn’t wait.

Oh right, the text. He stepped against the wall into the shade and brought it up.

Hey Artie. Got a job for you starting Monday if you’re free. Needs carpentry and plumbing. A little electrical. Private home. Probably a couple weeks work at least. Let me know quick. JT.

JT Morrow was one of the small contractors Artie worked for. Good guy. Honest and paid decent. Perfect timing too since this job finished the next day. That meant he could pick up a bartender gig on the weekend and maybe take a day off. Man, that’d be different.

Artie typed, I’m in. Text me the details.

Shoving the phone into his pocket, he walked to his battered truck, then drove up the on-ramp to the ridiculously crowded 405 freeway. He always wanted to say Come on, guys. It’s three in the afternoon. Give us working stiffs a break. But no such luck. After a lot of stop and start, he veered onto the even worse 55 freeway, then, when the damned cars went nowhere, pulled off the freeway onto a side street to try to outmaneuver the crush on his way to his apartment over a garage in Costa Mesa. Finally he pulled into the driveway. Don Rogers, the old man who lived in the house in front of the apartment, was out puttering in his yard.

Artie waved. “Hey, Don, need any help?”

At eighty-two Don had slowed down a little, but he kept himself fit with walks and lots of messing in his yard. He owned the house outright, so renting to Artie gave him a little income to supplement his Social Security and pension from his job as a teacher. Artie took care of his own maintenance and a lot of Don’s too, but he still insisted on paying full rent. Hell, Don needed it more than him.

“Thanks, Artie. I’m good for today. I’ll be making enough for two at dinner if you want to join.”

“Oh, thanks. I’m going to go visit the parental unit.”

Artie laughed. They’d heard that expression in a movie they’d watched together, and Don always got a kick out of it so Artie always used it.

Don said, “I can save you some.”

“Likely they’ll feed me. But thanks.”

Don nodded. “Come get it later if you’re hungry.” He knew how bad Artie’s mom’s cooking was, since Artie complained about it enough.

Artie waved and ran up the stairs to his place. Inside, he tossed his jacket on the lounger with the cracked phony leather, then crouched in front of his fucking fish tank. That’s what he called it because he’d been sucked in by a bunch of fucking fish. He smiled and ran a hand across the glass. A couple of the little fuckers came up and nibbled against the other side. Too cute.

He’d won a bowl with a goldfish in it at a fair, so he went to a store to buy some food. Bad idea. He saw these fish, like a painting in a tank—neon blue, orange and black stripes, fat little black guys. He told the person at the store he wanted a couple of those. The person told him those were tropical fish and he’d need air and filters and shit. But those little fuckers sucked him in, and he walked out of there with a two-hundred-dollar bill, six fish, and a weekend’s worth of work setting it all up. Yeah, and he never told anybody, but he loved them. Actually looked forward to coming home just to see them. Pathetic.

He rose and stepped to the table where he kept the small aquarium. He stuck his finger in, and the goldfish sucked on it and his girlfriend rushed over to do her own kissing. He gave them a little food. GG. Gateway Goldfish. Shee-it.

He hurried into the bathroom for a shower and quick change. If he got to his parents early enough, maybe he could get away and have time for a beer before he turned in. He wanted to get to the job early tomorrow.

The water running over his head felt good. He didn’t like to run up Don’s water bill, but just a couple of minutes. He sighed. It’d be nice to jerk off, but he’d wait until tonight and relax himself to sleep.

A couple of minutes later, he was dry, in clean jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt that was dark red. Yeah, it was a weird color for a guy, but it felt a little bit—he shrugged as he pulled it on—special. And it looked good with his light brown hair and brown eyes.

He made a rude razzberry noise. Give it up. You’re wading into deep water, man. You’re gonna start watching Project Runway soon.

When he ran back down his stairs, Don was inside. Artie could see him through the kitchen window. He waved and hauled ass into his truck. Get this done.

His parents’ house was only about ten minutes from his apartment, but where his place was in east-side Costa Mesa, a pleasant area that got ocean breezes and had a nice mix of old and new houses, his folks’ home was on the west side, definitely rougher and run-down. When he pulled up in front, it was like going back in time. They’d lived there since before he, his brother, and sister were born, and it never changed except to get uglier. It was like his folks figured houses were supposed to wear out like people did, and hopefully the building made it as long as the bodies.

He climbed out of his truck and eyed the roof. Roofing was no specialty of his, but if he couldn’t figure out a way to do it, they’d be lucky not to be watching TV in the rain.

The front door opened. “Yo, bro!” His brother, AB—a nickname he got since somehow the folks had gone Biblical when he showed up and named him Abraham—ran out the door, leaped through the air, and tackled Artie, sending them both careening backward toward the truck. Since AB was smaller, Artie managed to keep his feet, but it was a near thing. Not that he shouldn’t have been ready. AB greeted him someway similar every time he came to visit.

Artie grinned. “Hey, man.” AB managed to be his friend, despite their being not very much alike. Of course, AB didn’t quite know that. He gave AB a short punch on the arm. “How’s it?”

AB shrugged. “Same ol’.”

Yeah, that described their family all right.

AB snorted. “What’s with the shirt?”

“Oh, uh, haven’t done laundry.”

“Yeah. Looks like it.” He slapped Artie’s shoulder.

Artie threw an arm around AB’s neck, and they walked through the open front door directly into the living room. Until he’d started working on other people’s houses, Artie barely realized there was such a thing as an entry.

His dad sat in a recliner, feet up, paunch hanging over his belt, which Artie could clearly see in his white T-shirt. He had a beer on the side table and was gazing at the TV, where some football game played. Across the small room, in “her chair,” his mother wore her favorite tights and a T-shirt. A romance novel was held open in her left hand and her right held a Diet Coke, a drink she was more addicted to than his dad was to beer, and that was saying something. The carpet in front of both chairs, that had once been some shade of blue now looked dull gray-brown, not as much from dirt as wear. She glanced up. “Hi, honey.”

“Hi, Mom.” He leaned over and kissed the cheek she held his way.

“You staying for dinner?”

“Uh, I better not. I’ve got some work stuff to finish up.”

She pulled her glasses off. “You work too hard.”

“Nah. You know how it is. Best to take the jobs when you can get them.” His mom worked as a cook in a high school cafeteria while his dad had been night shift at a supermarket for as long as Artie could remember. He sat on the couch they’d covered with an old blanket. Junior, their ancient black lab, opened one eye at him, then sighed and returned to sleep. Artie patted him. “I just wanted to see how you are.”

“Same old, same old. What’s with the shirt?”

AB piped in, “He didn’t do laundry.”

“Looks like it.”

Artie didn’t sigh. “How’s work, Dad?”

His father dragged his eyes from the big TV, the one thing in the house they kept up to date. “Good. I mean, nothing special, but then, what’s new about that?” He laughed, but it didn’t sound funny. “How about you?”

Artie leaned back on the couch even though it made the blanket fall down behind his back. “Good. I have this job at the Sanderson Center.” Neither parental unit flickered an eyelash at that. “You know, that big place over by the Plaza shopping center where they do music and plays and shit?”

“Oh yeah, kind of.”

AB nodded. “Right. I’ve seen that place. Kind of cool.”

Artie smiled. “Yeah, well, I’ve been working in there, and they have all these musicians who play in an orchestra. Real fancy stuff like violins and giant violins and horns that are huge. Anyway, they play this amazing music, and you can hear it all over the whole building and—” His father’s eyes wandered back to the TV, AB’s leg bounced, and his mom stared at her book. Artie let out his breath real slow. “Who’s playing, Dad?”

“Rams, man. You oughta know that. You really must’ve been working too hard.” He laughed.

Artie started scratching Junior’s ear, stared at the television, and spent the next half hour commenting on every play every Ram made. He was way up to date on the team, not because he really loved football that much, but because every other person in his life did. Finally he felt like he’d done enough father/son bonding shit. He rose. “I better get going. Yell if you need anything.”

His dad glanced up, then back at the screen. “Great to see you. I’ll let you know how the game turns out.”

“Thanks.” He noogied AB’s head. “Take care, squirt.” AB was only two years younger, but he hadn’t quite gotten it together enough to move out, unlike Artie who’d rented a room at sixteen and spent the last nine years on his own. Artie leaned over and gave his mom another quick kiss.

She glanced up. “Oh, you gotta go, sweetie?”

“Yeah. I’ll see you soon.”

“Okay, dear.” She patted his cheek but was looking back at the page before he even stood up. At least she liked to read.

AB walked to the truck with him. Artie said, “You okay? You need anything?”

“Yeah. Pretty much. I’ve got a few construction jobs coming up, ’cause shit, man, who can live on what I make at Taco Heaven?”

Artie dug in his pocket, grabbed some bills he had ready, and handed them to AB. “Here. This’ll tide you over until you get those jobs.”

“Oh, you don’t have to, man. I know you haven’t got much left over.” But he already had the money moving toward his pocket. “Thanks, bro. You’re great.”

“No problem. See you soon.” He gave AB a one-armed hug, then walked around the truck and slid in. Fact was, the money was to ease his guilty conscience. He’d gotten AB a job once with one of his contractors, and he’d done such a crappy job, the contractor hardly let Artie forget it. Now, Artie gave AB money—but no jobs.

With a long, easy breath, he pulled away from the curb and pointed the truck straight for his buddies’ favorite bar. After a beer maybe he’d do a little work, just so he wouldn’t have lied to his dad. Hell, he hated to add one more lie.




Chapter Two

 

 

AN HOUR later he was trying to keep from bouncing his leg and shifting in his chair. Walt Kowalski and Raoul Martinez had been at the bar since they’d left the job. Hope they get a burger or something before they try to drive. Jimmy Ray Farmer, a name that always made Artie smile, had come in a couple of minutes after Artie got there. He’d immediately asked about Artie’s shirt—that seemed to be the joke of the night—and they’d all laughed and shot the shit, but damn. For some reason the shit felt like shit tonight. One more conversation about how crappy the various bosses were, how great the rack on the new waitress was, whether or not the Ducks could ever beat the Bruins or the Maple Leafs, or crap like that could drive him over the cliff. Jesus!

Some thread in his mind missed Dusty, the cute kid he’d met when he was working on that house in Laguna. The homeowner had hired Dusty to supervise their work. Truthfully, it was a good thing, because the supervisor assigned to the job by the contractor was spread way too thin and did a crap job. The other guys resented Dusty, but Artie liked him. Dusty took his work seriously and had really nice taste. Cute too, but Artie thought the kid had a crush on the handsome dude who owned the house. Not that Artie was interested—exactly.

Suddenly it was like his legs got a brain, and he found himself standing.

Walt looked surprised. “What’s up, man?”

Me, apparently. “Uh, I gotta get back to work.”

Walt waved his glass of beer and it sloshed on the floor, getting a glare from the cute-racked waitress. “Shit, man, take a break. You make the rest of us look bad.”

“Nah, nobody’s gonna see me. In fact, I’ve gotta double-check I didn’t fuck something up. So no worries. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He bumped fists with Walt.

Jimmy Ray leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, more of the same old, same old.”

For a second Artie stared at him. How many fucking times do I have to hear that in a day? Shit. He gave a salute to the guys and walked out. Take a breath. He trotted across the street from the bar and hopped in the truck, then stopped. Why did I pretend to be a screwup? Just to make other people feel comfortable. I’m fucking messed up.

He turned over the very loud engine and pointed the beast toward Sanderson Hall. Had to go or at least see if the night guard would let him in because—well, he said he would.

It took twenty minutes to get there and pull into the back lot. The big building had lights on—it always did—but compared to the blaze of brilliance when a show was on, it felt hulking, dark, and a great place for a mystery movie or something.

He slid out of the truck, grabbed his tool bag from the back, and walked up to the employee entrance. The guard—Juan—looked up. Artie nodded. “Hey, man, I need to check some stuff on the installation I was doing in the bathrooms before tomorrow when people might start using them. Is it okay?”

“Sure, Artie, no worries. There’re a couple people inside somewhere but mostly empty. If you need lights, let me know, okay?”

“Thanks, man.” He bumped fists and walked inside. There was a pool of light around where Juan sat, but beyond, the illumination dropped off. Not dark, just dim with safety lights.

Winding through the maze of halls, he made his way to the bathroom. He pushed open the door and pressed the light switch, then squinted against the brightness. Just to satisfy the claim he was working, he quickly tested the toilets and faucets to be sure the water pressure was okay, and even double-checked the automatic soap dispensers.

Okay, enough.

He reached for the light switch as he opened the door—and froze.

Music. Not huge and filling the whole hall like earlier. This was like one kind of instrument. A piano? Oh man, what a piano. Could a person really make it do that? Maybe it was two or three pianos?

He turned off the light, dropped his bag next to the wall in the hall, and crept to the auditorium doors. The closer he got, the more he felt like he was getting sucked into some tractor beam.

If I open the door, will it bother them? The hall was dark and quiet, so it shouldn’t even be noticeable if he sneaked in.

Very slowly, he cracked the big door open. Odd. Dark inside. Even darker than the hall, but the music just kept coming. Maybe it’s a recording or the radio or something? Artie stepped inside and let the door close behind him even though it made him even blinder. He felt his way to a back-row chair and sat.

Oh my God. He could barely catch his breath. The music felt like part of him, inside him. His heart beat differently, his blood rushed in his ears along with the music until he couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other began. The stage was darker than the auditorium. If there was someone up there, he or she played with no light at all. Artie never wanted it to stop. He closed his eyes and drifted with the music to someplace so unlike everything he knew. He smiled. Except his fish. His fish and this music belonged together.

Suddenly the music stopped, as if someone pulled the plug. Feeling like somebody punched him, Artie sat up and stared into the darkness, but nothing. Maybe there were some footsteps. He couldn’t be sure.

He stood and felt his way down the aisle, then turned right around the pit where the instruments usually played. Nobody seemed to be there. He found the door that led to the back areas, went through into even blacker blackness, and then felt around for the steps to the stage. Finally, at the top, he saw a soft light he hadn’t been able to see from the back row. A big piano sat in the middle of the huge stage, but no one was there. Nobody. Artie approached the piano like it was some kind of amazing bird. Gently he touched the keys. Warm. Warm from somebody’s hands.

Talk about a gift. Damn. How much would he have had to pay to hear that kind of music? More than he could afford, that was for damned sure.

Still feeling half-drunk, Artie managed to get off the stage, back to where he’d left his bag, and down the hall to where Juan sat watching TV. “Hey, Juan.”

“Did you get done, Artie?”

“Yes, thanks. Hey, who else’s in the building?”

“A couple guys in set building, why?”

“Who was playing the piano?”

He stuck out a lip. “Nobody I know of.”

“Really? None of the performers are here?”

“No. No one signed in. Maybe one of those people building sets is a frustrated piano player.” He laughed.

“Yeah, no. Whoever was playing that thing was no wannabe, trust me.”

“You sure you didn’t fall asleep and have a nightmare, man?”

Artie nodded. “Yeah, now that you mention it, maybe. Thanks. You saved my bacon, man. See you tomorrow.”

“Maybe you’ll find your mystery player.” He turned back to the TV. Football again. Doesn’t it ever end?

Artie walked to the truck. Nightmare my ass. That was a dream I’ll never forget.

 

 

THE WHOLE next day Artie worked mostly on the kitchen plumbing, so he couldn’t hear the music, which drove him nuts. He kept running down the hall to listen at the auditorium doors, but every time it was the orchestra playing. Not a bad thing, but his brain had moved on and wanted more of that amazing piano. No such luck. By the end of the day, he couldn’t make up any more reasons to go to the men’s room. He tried one more time. As he stood outside the auditorium door, it opened, and a young woman walked out carrying a black case. “Uh, excuse me.”

She turned and gave him a smile. “Hi.”

“I was wondering if you had somebody playing the piano in there today.”

“No. There’s a piano soloist playing some special performance, but he wasn’t there today.” She smirked. “I guess he’s too good for us.”

“How can you do that if you don’t ever play together?”

She shrugged. “He’s playing Chopin. It’s mostly solo, so I guess it’s not a problem. Are you coming to the performance?”

He shook his head.

“Probably no loss.” She grinned. “See ya.”

He watched her go, not sure about the “no loss” part. Wonder what show-pan is?

Martinez waved from the end of the hall, and Artie trotted back to him. Martinez said, “Beer?”

“Sure. Meet you there.”

Martinez walked off toward the exit, and Artie stopped and looked back. This had been a pretty cool three days. Not just the regular grind like on somebody’s house or something. He mentally shrugged. Take a good look, because you’ll never see the inside of this building again.

A feeling in his chest he thought of as his tickle whispered If you had your own business, you could bid on jobs like this. You could do whatever work you wanted. He shook his head. Somebody else’s dream. Not one for guys like him.

Turning, he glanced at the text on his phone from JT that gave him the address of a house in Newport Beach—one of the real ritzy areas. I guess it’s back to the house grind. Repairing plumbing, maybe some carpentry. Next week’s assignment. Be glad you have the work.

For now, it was one more beer with the boys.

 

 

MONDAY MORNING early, after making it past the Nazi at the gate, Artie navigated the truck through the winding streets of the super-exclusive area near the ocean in Newport. This place was so fancy, the gated community had houses with their own gates. Places like this made him itch, like maybe he could break the china just by looking at it.

He spied the numbers on the wall in front of one house. Must be the place. JT’s truck wasn’t in sight. His phone dinged. Ring the bell at the gate. JT.

Artie maneuvered the truck close enough and managed to press the buzzer. It beeped and the gate slid open. Je-sus. He drove through expecting something from one of those English movies, but it wasn’t that big a deal. The front of the house was right inside the gate, but the driveway continued up the side and he could see JT’s truck up there, so he followed it.

After he parked behind the truck, he slid out.

“Yo, Artie, back here.”

He followed the voice and went through yet another gate into a really pretty backyard with a big swimming pool, a giant patio, outdoor kitchen, and a pergola to prevent frying. Man, he could be persuaded to spend an hour or two here.

JT, short, stocky, and full of smiles, stepped out of a partly framed structure in the far back of the property. “Hey, Artie. Glad you could do the job.”

“Me too. The timing worked out great.”

“This is it. It’s like a guesthouse.”

Artie glanced at the back of the giant traditional home in front of him. “They must have a lot of guests if they need more house than that one. Hell, this place is huge.”

JT lowered his voice. “Actually, I think the woman doesn’t much like strangers in her house, so she wants to exile them out here.” He chuckled.

“Guests aren’t usually strangers.”

“I think this lady has a strict definition. Honestly, I can’t imagine her having any guests at all, but she wants this house as quickly as possible.” His face got serious. “That’s one of the reasons I wanted you for the job, Artie. You can do your work and not mess with anybody. This lady’s very particular. I had Fred Gray out here, but you know how he can be chatty. She asked me to get rid of him.”

“Man, Fred never hurt anybody.”

“Yeah, well, she’s got a bonus for finishing this job on time, so get it done and it’s yours.”

“Who’s on with me?”

“You and you, mostly. She likes things under control. Here’s a list of a few subs and their numbers if you need them.”

Whoa. JT had never put Artie in charge before. That gave him a little thrill. “Thanks, JT.”

“All the cabinetry is being built off-site, so you’ll be in charge of installation only. Tell the cabinetmakers to keep their vehicles outside the gates of the community as much as possible and carpool in.”

“What’s the client’s name?”

“Juliette Desmarais. Madame Desmarais is what she likes.”

“The hell you say. Madame?”

“Yep. French.”

“So De-mar-ay.”

“Close enough.”

“Does she live here alone in this giant place?”

“No. I hear she has a son, but I’ve been here six or seven times and I’ve never seen the dude. Some of the guys who worked here before said he stays in his room.”

“Maybe he’s sick or something.”

JT shrugged. “Could be. Feels like the start of a horror movie, doesn’t it? Muwa-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.”

“Monsieur JT?”

JT’s face froze; then he seemed to construct a polite smile and turned. “Uh, hi, ma’am, I mean Madame. This here is Artie Haynes. He’s going to be taking over this job. I think you’ll like him and appreciate the quality of his work.”

She stared around JT’s stocky body and Artie gazed back, trying to look competent and harmless. The woman was really pretty if you liked the Ice Queen in that Narnia movie. Pale blonde hair was slicked back from her face and her eyes could have been ice cubes—that pale blue that almost didn’t have any color. She didn’t smile—not even close. He felt like he should lie down and let her stick pins in his wings while she examined him. Scary.

He stuck out his hand. “How do you do, Madame. I’m Artie Haynes. I’ll be working on your project. JT will give me directions so I don’t have to bother you, but if you have anything you want to tell me, I’ll be right here.”

She looked a little surprised at his being so forward and JT looked scared, but Artie smiled and held his ground. No point starting something he was miserable doing.

After a pause, she nodded real serious-like. “Bon, Monsieur Artie. I am Madame Desmarais.” She lightly touched his hand with her fingertips, then drew it back. At least she didn’t look like he’d contaminated her.

But he had to grin because it was so cute hearing her say Me-suor Ar-tie. She probably didn’t see it, though, because she turned and walked back to her house, her medium-high-heeled shoes that probably cost more than his truck clicking on the flagstone. Holy shit.




Chapter Three

 

 

ARTIE SIGHED. “Sorry, JT, this might be a short-term assignment. She didn’t seem to like me.”

“Hell, man, that was a huge hug compared to the way she greets most people. I think you’re okay. Just get to work like everything’s fine and I’ll bet it will be.”

“It’s a nice job. First-class materials.”

“Wait till you see the cabinetry.” JT clapped Artie’s shoulder. “You’ll do great.”

It made Artie nervous that JT seemed so anxious to get away, but it was clear JT didn’t exactly feel comfortable with Madame. Probably better he left and let Artie find his own way. “Sure, man. I’ll get my tools. Who sketched in the plumbing?”

“Not sure. Some dude before she fired them and gave us the job. Check it all, figure out what you need, and let me know. I’ll discuss budget with her, uh, I guess.”

“No worries.”

JT released a long breath. “Thanks, Artie. Glad you’re on board.” He stared at his boots, then up. “Look. If you can make it through this, I’d like to talk to you about maybe something permanent and supervisory, you know?”

Artie’s heart slammed, but he put on a snarky smile. “Sounds like a bribe to me.” He laughed.

JT laughed back. “You’re right. Not everyone would put up with her, shall we say, demands. We can talk about it later, but just so you know, I want to make it worth it, and I need good men.”

Artie nodded seriously. “I appreciate that. We’ll talk.” Jesus, he didn’t even want to think about how a supervisor job with JT could be a step toward his dream.

Trying to look casual, Artie walked back to his truck with JT and grabbed his tool bag while he watched JT hurry down the drive and out the gate like he was escaping Lucifer on a Harley. “Okay, here goes.”

Back at the project, he started inspecting the work that had been done on the plumbing to determine where he needed to begin. The existing installation wasn’t crap, but the guy didn’t seem to have been too experienced. Artie could have done it more elegantly and efficiently, but he wouldn’t have to rip all of it out, which was a relief.

Crawling on hands and knees, he slithered through some framing to check an odd junction of pipes and ended up with his head close to the ground, neck craned upward, peering at the underside of the installation.

“Your butt crack is showing.”

Artie gasped, rose up, slammed his head into the pipes, smashed to the ground, and wound up moaning, rubbing his head with his hands as a very musical laugh rang out behind him. “Well, shit!”

The laughter subdued, absorbed in some hiccups and snorts of suppressed chuckling.

Frowning so hard his eyebrows probably touched, Artie backed out of his position—and yeah, his butt crack was pretty damned sure to be showing twice as bad—until he was clear of the mass of wood and pipes and could rise up on his knees.

In front of him stood a guy, and he had to say, holy shit, what a guy. A little shorter than Artie’s six two, so slim he looked like one of those fashion models, and with hair so white he had to be related to Madame, aka Ice Queen silver. The hair wasn’t exactly long or short; it just looked ignored, like maybe he ran his hands through it occasionally and forgot it otherwise. That went ditto for his fashion choices. He was wearing dark blue sweats that swam on him, but Artie could make out the lanky body underneath. There was a hole in one knee and the neck was stretched out like maybe he tugged on it. Most of all, at the moment he stared at Artie with laughter kind of bubbling out of his eyes. This guy’s eyes were a deeper blue than the woman’s Artie assumed must be his relative. Actually they had a lot of green that reminded him of pictures Artie had seen of the Caribbean Sea, a place he dreamed of going.

Artie crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head with an exaggerated frown. “Funny?”

“Yes. Very funny, actually.” His voice was light, as pretty as he was, and had a little bit of an accent, which was kind of funny because his words sounded like a cool California kid, but there was this dash of foreignness.

“Okay, I imagine it was pretty dumb-looking.”

“Are you hurt?”

“Thanks. Now you ask.” But Artie grinned.

“Who are you, by the way?” He cocked his pretty head.

“Sorry. My name’s Artie. I’m a plumber and carpenter, and I’ll be working on this building. That was pretty obvious, right?”

“Unless you were stealing the copper plumbing.”

“Ah, right. I’ll bet you get that a lot in this neighborhood.”

He shrugged. “Perhaps, then, you are a mooner.”

“Um-hm. A butt-crack mooner.”

The guy snorted, which was unexpected in such a refined-looking face. He said, “Do you know what you’re getting into on this job?”

“Well, I know that the lady, uh, Madame, is really picky.”

“You call her Madame?”

Artie’s turn to shrug. “I guess that’s what she likes.”

He laughed, but it didn’t sound too funny. “You don’t remember her name, do you?”

“No, not really.”

“Her name is Juliette Desmarais.”

“De-mar-ay.”

“It will do.”

“Is your name Desmarais too?”

Suddenly he got totally French and spread his hands like something out of an old movie. “But of course.”

“Should I call you De?” He suppressed his smile. “Mar? Ay?”

“Okay, you can call me François.”

“Fran—swah?”

“Obviously you don’t speak French, but it will be satisfactory.”

Artie gave him a sideways look. Is he kidding? It was hard to tell. “So, do you live here?”

A crease flickered between his light eyebrows so fast it was like a small glitch in an otherwise perfect film. Up till then, he’d been slouching and looking comfortable. Now he straightened, tensed, set his jaw, nodded, and said, “Good to meet you.” Just like that, he turned abruptly and walked back across the grass with a straight, flat back—reminding Artie of Madame.

Okay, that was strange as all shit. For a second there, he’d thought that pretty guy, Fran-swah, had kind of liked him, which had been a thrill—and really stupid. What would that guy like about a person as ordinary as Artie? Shit, dumbass.

Trying to ignore his mental picture of a very tight ass moving inside those baggy sweatpants, Artie went back to work.

 

 

FRANÇOIS STARED from behind the curtains in his study. What an interesting man. Most of the people who came and went through their backyard felt stressed and cowering. Not this person—Artie. What kind of name was that? So oddly plebian for such a unique man.

How do I know he’s unique? François shrugged and sighed.

“Shouldn’t you be practicing?”

François jumped. “I’m quite prepared, Madame, merci.” No matter how many years he told himself he was now a man who could think and act for himself, she still had the power to make his insides shrivel. Although sadly, she wasn’t the only one. He glanced unbidden toward the window. But that man, Artie, hadn’t been cowed. François had watched him smile and thrust out his hand like her equal in every way.

“What are you looking at?”

He turned. “Just wondering how many more months it will take to get that eternal project finished.” He threw his hands in the air as he knew she wanted him to do. “I try to practice and people are hammering and laughing and yelling. How am I supposed to concentrate? And yet you fire every person so that new ones constantly have to take over and redo what was done. For God’s sake, Mother, let the people be and get on with it.”

She bustled over to him, all concerned and fretting. Good. She fussed, “I know, I know. I’m so sorry, mon trésor. Who knew that these workers would be so incompetent? I only want a place of perfection for mon ange, so you can grow in both skill and independence.”

He sighed deeply, and only half of it was put-on. She’d persuaded herself that if she built him his own apartment in the backyard that he’d never want to move out. Of course, she might be right. Just thinking of navigating a lease or all the responsibilities of property of his own made his stomach turn. Every time he wanted to prove he was strong and independent, his nerves exploded and only showed just how horribly right she was. I should get therapy. But the mere thought of the weapon that would give her over him made him shrink back from the plan. I could hide it. But it was hard to go anywhere without her knowing.

He swallowed hard. Too much to think about. Too much.

Her hands pressed against his shoulders in her steadying way. He didn’t like to admit it helped him. She murmured, “You don’t need to be stressing about anything. Let me do the worrying. You just create, mon ange. The world is waiting, holding its breath just to hear you play.”

It never made him feel better when she said that. He wanted to scream Let them wait the fuck for someone else, but he knew that wasn’t fair. She worked so hard for him and without him, her life would be much different, much less. As for him, he wouldn’t mind having a bit less of her—but he never told her.

He straightened his shoulders under her hands, took a breath, and walked to the piano, one of three grand pianos he kept in the house. He slid onto the bench, put his feet on the pedals, closed his eyes, and let it flow.

 

 

ARTIE RAISED his head like a deer scenting the air. Wow. Was Madame playing a recording? Or the guy, François? Beautiful.

The music stopped. A short stab of disappointment tightened Artie’s gut.

It started again. Then stopped.

What the hell? He wanted to run over to the house and peek through the windows to see what was going on, but that would go over like a whore in church with Madame.

He grabbed his wrenches and slid between the studs to continue the copper piping where the last plumber—the fired plumber—had left off.

All through the late morning, the same weird music thing kept happening. This gorgeous tune would start playing, then suddenly stop, then start sometimes somewhere else, then stop and kind of play the same thing over again, then do it all again. Artie lived for the moments when the music just played through. He’d never heard anything like it. Even that night at Sanderson Hall, when he’d eavesdropped on the ghost at the piano, it hadn’t sounded like this when it really got going. That had been more—pretty. Like the prettiest music Artie’d ever heard. This was pretty too, but also kind of like those words they used on the dating sites. It’s complicated.

He made a lot of progress on the piping. When lunchtime came, he walked to his truck, grabbed the thermos bag of sandwiches and soup he’d made that morning, and walked back under the trees to sit and eat. It really was a nice backyard.

When he got back to the structure, Madame stood inside with her arms crossed, staring at the pipe.

Artie smiled. “Hi.”

She looked at him with that crease between her almost invisible eyebrows. The kid had more color in his. He actually had more color in his face too. She said, “You seem to have achieved some progress.”

“Yes, ma’am. Coming along nicely. The installation that was there isn’t really bad at all. Just not quite as efficient as it could be, but quite serviceable. I’ve been able to leave most of it in place.”

Now she really frowned. “It wasn’t the previous workers skills I objected to. Rather his waste of time chitchatting and the fact that he smoked.” Her brows dipped even lower. “You don’t, do you?”

“Nope. I’m happy to say I quit and have not fallen off the wagon.” He flashed the dimples.

“I’m happy to hear that. It not only kills you, it’s terrible for all around you.”

“Yes, well, I grew up with smokers, which kind of sets a guy off on the wrong foot. But I figured I’m not too old to change.”

“You don’t seem old at all.” Her serious face made that seem like she might be accusing him of being young.

“Twenty-five, Madame.”

“There, you see? Only a little older than—” She stopped. “Quite young.” She stared at his thermos. “Your lunch?”

“Yes. This is such a nice spot, I thought I’d eat here if you don’t mind. I’ll clean up.”

“See that you do.” She nodded. “I’m glad you like the spot.” She turned toward the house.

“Madame?”

“Yes?” She looked back.

“I’ve been hearing some unusual music. I wondered what it was.” He held up his hands. “Don’t mean to be chatting, but it’s lunchtime.” He grinned and hoped she got the harmless intent. But still he held his breath to see if she’d answer.

She just stared at him for a second. “My son is a composer.”

“That means he writes music, correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“That explains it.”

“What?”

“Why he was stopping and starting and stuff.”

“Yes, that explains it.” She turned to go.

“I’ve gotta say, when he got going, it was sure amazing.”

“Well, of course. He’s a genius. One of the greatest composers of symphonic music in the world today. He’s been playing since he was three, giving concerts and composing since he was seven.”

Artie smiled and looked at her a little sideways. “So I guess that means I’ve got good taste, right?”

She barked a laugh. “Yes, I guess it does.” She walked real efficiently back to the house.

Artie settled under the tree, opened his cheese, avo, and chicken sandwich, and took a bite. Composer? No shit. That kid in the sweats. Yeah, well, he had seemed different. I wonder what it’s like to make up brand-new stuff, not just make something already here better? The veggie soup he’d warmed up tasted good, even though the day was pretty hot. Wish he’d play some more. Man, I’d love to see him do that.

Oh well.

After a half hour break during which he consumed the PB on celery and left his second sandwich for dinner, then carefully cleaned up his little bit of trash, Artie went back to the interesting puzzle of the piping installation. By the time he got to the area that would be the kitchen, the sun was dipping lower and the heat of the day was fighting to hang on against the big evening drop in temperature southern California usually experienced.

Artie glanced at his watch. Son of a gun. Three o’clock, official quitting time for most construction, had sailed past and it was sneaking up on four. He did love working alone and figuring out the optimum solutions for the best flow of water and waste. Of course, he had to follow the architectural plans, but it still left him some leeway. He half grinned. Somebody like that François would think he was cracked, getting all thrilled about pipes that carried shit.

He gathered his tools, put them in his bag, took his trash and refuse to the dumpster, then started toward his truck. Suddenly, music flooded out of the house like spring water. Not the complicated pretty music. It was the amazing, flowing, haunting stuff he’d heard that night at Sanderson Hall. Artie stopped in the middle of the yard and held his breath. His heart beat against his chest so hard it made his T-shirt shake, and little zips of electricity lit up his groin and his balls. Like someone was plugging in lights inside him.

Just as fast, the music stopped, and something about it sounded final. Artie sucked in disappointment with the air. His feet dragging, he walked to the truck, started it, and drove down the driveway. As he drew even with the front door, it opened and out walked Madame in a really fancy dress. Behind her came the guy, the composer, François, and Artie couldn’t make his foot press the accelerator. Wow. Just Wow. He was wearing a black tuxedo, all smooth and fancy like George Clooney at the Oscars, and François did the near-impossible—he put Clooney in the shade. That wild light hair had been slicked back from his face and hung onto his neck. He looked beautiful, but shit, did that guy looked stressed. It almost hurt to see him.

François raised his head, spied Artie in the truck, and just stared at him. Madame followed his line of sight and gave Artie a scowl that got his foot moving.

He pulled to the gate, waited for it to open, then drove through and headed toward home. Yeah, Artie, the most ordinary guy alive, got to go home to his fish and maybe a movie, while Mr. Best in the World looked like he was headed for an execution—his own.

Weird how Artie felt sorry for him.




Chapter Four

 

 

FRANÇOIS FIDGETED in the back seat as his driver pulled up to the stage entrance of Sanderson Hall. Oh Lord, he hated performing so much. Composing was like life and breath, but performing mixed terror and horror in equal amounts. Yes, he knew he was a good pianist. Probably great. Some critics said like Chopin and Liszt in a single package. But all the eyes, staring, prying, assessing, weighing—and finding him wanting. One comment screamed Why doesn’t he ever cut his hair? Another said His wild hair is so artistic and unpretentious. What business did any of them have commenting on his hair at all? He wasn’t a fucking barber. But as his publicist always said, if he wanted to be a public person, then the public owned him. He didn’t want a publicist or to be a public person. He wanted to sit under a tree and write music. Well, not literally, since pianos seldom existed under trees, but still. And the judgment paled next to the fear. Every set of eyes threatened. Even when he hadn’t been terrified, back before… even then he hadn’t loved performing. He’d never been an attention seeker. And now, after—he shuddered.

That, of course, prompted his mother’s tight hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be brilliant, mon ange. These people”—she waved a hand dismissively toward the building—“are so fortunate to have you as their guest star. The performances have been sold out for weeks. They begged me for more shows, but as I promised, I refused. Two only. Mon ange must focus on his latest composition. I told them.”

“Yes, Mother.”

The chauffeur opened the door and his mother stepped out, looked around as if checking for snipers, and then moved aside and gestured for him to exit the car. Shy of a magic carpet arriving to whisk him to Neverland, he didn’t have much choice.

Pulling in oxygen, he climbed out and moved rapidly to the door. The chauffeur, Joseph, was already there to hold it for him, and he swept through, passed the guard as if he wasn’t there, and headed for his dressing room. He’d apologize later for being rude. Right now, he just needed to hide.

Inside the private room, he closed the door behind him. His mother knew that his desire for no visitors before a performance included her, so she always requested a private sitting area nearby where she could wait until he went on the stage. Wait and watch. She knew that once he was at the piano, he wasn’t likely to bolt. Up to that point, panic could set in. He’d had a few embarrassing incidents of canceled performances and returned tickets that he regretted as much as his mother did, so hiding in his dressing room was a compromise they’d worked out.

He paced back and forth, letting the pieces he was about to play take over his mind and shove out all the fear and anxiety. When the tap came on the door, he jumped.

“Five minutes, Mr. Desmarais.”

He didn’t reply, but no one expected him to. Pacing the length of the narrow room again, his fingers automatically pressing imaginary keys, he let a couple of minutes slip away, then opened his door and struck out on the route he’d practiced the night he’d sneaked in to play. Straight from the dressing room to the stage, looking neither left nor right, he plunged into the spotlight, ignoring the thunder of applause. Seated, he turned to the conductor, who waited several seconds for the clapping to stop, then nodded.

François ran his hands across the keys lovingly, but his fingers shook. He took a deep breath. Oddly, an image of the man in his backyard, Artie, flashed in his mind. That steady certainty he’d shown meeting François’s mother, the grin, the humor, the yummy butt crack. François found himself smiling, his fingers descended to the keys, and Chopin’s Piano Concerto in E poured from his hands, which had a direct line to his soul.

 

 

TWO HOURS later, after a quick curtain call, he hid himself in his dressing room for a few deep breaths, then opened the door and headed toward the exit. His mother stood ahead of him and one of the stage managers was on the other side, making a path for him. He started walking fast toward the door.

“Oh my Gawwwwd. François, I love you!” A woman leaped in front of him and threw her arms around his neck.

His body turned to ice. A piece of his brain told him she was harmless, that he should laugh, but his insides roiled and he started to shake. Her arms gripped like they could crush the life from him, and her embrace might as well have been a snake, it was so terrifying.

“No, please, get away. Get away from me. Jesus, get her off me. Somebody!”

The stage manager and some other guy leaped forward and grabbed the woman. As they pulled her away, her fingernails raked François’s jaw.

“Ow!” He slapped a hand against his skin and came away with blood. “Damn.”

They pulled the woman harder and she tripped, falling back against one of the men. She shrieked, “You no-good bastard! Is this how you treat people? I’ll tell everyone I know that you’re a hack. You put on airs and pretend to be this great pianist, but you’ll never be more than so-so. Nobody should even say your name with people like Stephen Hough or Lang Lang.” They kept hauling her and she kept screaming. “I’ll get you. I promise. You can’t treat people like this!”

François pressed his palms against his ears. “Make it stop. Make her stop.”

Joseph, their chauffeur, who’d appeared from somewhere, took his arm and gently led him toward the door. “She’s gone now. Don’t worry. Everything’s fine.”

His knees kept trying to give way. I’m such a coward. Such a pansy-assed wuss. But her screams echoed in his brain. I’ll get you. I’ll get you.

He managed to get to the car outside the stage exit and practically landed on his face on the seat. He dragged himself in, wrapped his arms around his waist, and huddled against the window.

Outside the car, from somewhere by the door, his mother was yelling. “Dear God, do you realize that woman could have had a gun. When I say my son must be protected, I’m not joking or saying words for my own amusement. He’s sensitive. He simply can’t be marauded by idiotic fans.”

Someone said something softly.

His mother stopped yelling but said icily, “It’s unlikely I can persuade him to come back. We’ll speak again after he’s had a chance to recover himself.”

A moment later she slid in beside François, and the car door closed behind her. She moved over and put her hands against François’s back. “Oh, mon ange, all is well. Please, take a deep breath. There’s no one here to fear.”

She’s right. She’s right.

Still, the huge hole in the ground specially prepared for him opened at his feet as it always did. Hands pressed against his back, shoving him toward the edge of what was meant to be his grave. “I don’t want to go back. No, please. I won’t go back.”

 

 

“OKAY, GUYS, here’s some food.” Artie sprinkled fish food into the tank and smiled as the little buggers raced to the surface in a blaze of squad car stripes and waving purple wings. Then there were those prehistoric-looking plecostomus things that scavenged the bottom. They probably got more goodies. No competition.

Because he couldn’t resist, he stuck a finger into the water and got a few little nibbles. Finally he slid the top back onto the tank, tapped gently to say goodbye, and walked into the kitchen. Eggs bounced in bubbling hot water, so he grabbed the pan with an oven mitt that looked like a giraffe, drained the liquid, ran cold water over the eggs, and scooped them into a dish. After adding a little salt, he sat down at the small, rickety kitchen table and tapped fingers on his phone while he ate with the other hand. He typed in show-pan, then added music. When he clicked, Google said Did you mean Chopin?

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Do I?”

He clicked again and it took him to some YouTube pages. Okay. Artie clicked again. Oh hell yes. It was an orchestra with a guy playing the piano in front, and the music wasn’t the same as François did, but it sounded similar, like maybe the same person wrote it. And man, was it pretty.

Okay, let’s try. He typed in Franswa Dumaray.

In the list of stuff that came up was one that said How to pronounce François.

François? Shouldn’t that be pronounced Fran-koys?

Try again. Chopin by François Dumaray.

Bam. A whole list of recordings by some guy called François Desmarais. Click. Artie gasped. Yes. Oh man. His eyes closed, and the rest of his boiled eggs got cold as Artie dissolved into the most beautiful music ever.

When that piece ended, he clicked on another and another. As fast as he could, he navigated over to iTunes and found the same recordings, then paid his money and grinned as they downloaded.

He started the first one, plugging in his earbuds. Something called Nocturne. He listened and felt like his insides were melting. My God, that kid in the baggy sweats with the stressed expression and uncut hair was a flat-out genius. True, Artie didn’t have any real way to compare, but if François wasn’t one of the best in the world like his mother said, then Artie couldn’t imagine who was. Of course, who the hell was he to say?

Still listening, he washed his dish, grabbed his tool bag, and sailed down the stairs. Don waved from his kitchen window and Artie waved back, then hopped in the truck. He pulled out his earbuds, then plopped the phone on the passenger seat and let the music wash through the cab of the truck. Driving toward Newport, he could barely tell where he stopped and the music began—not the ideal way to drive, probably. He didn’t care. The music made him feel—different. As Artie pulled through the gate and into the driveway at the house, his gut bubbled with excitement. I could see the guy who made this music.

He parked, grabbed his bag, and went to work, trying hard not to think about seeing François instead of the most efficient way to connect pipes that led to the toilet. He chuckled and focused.

When he raised his head, it was almost noon. Some part of his nervous system recognized that he hadn’t heard any music since he got there. He glanced toward the house. Silent and still.

With a sigh, he walked to his truck to collect his lunch.

As he dragged his lunch bag out the truck door, he glanced down the driveway and saw the limo pulling out. That probably explained the no music. François must be gone—or going.

Dumb to feel disappointed.

He walked to the tree he liked, plopped down on the sparse grass under it, and opened his bag. He’d gotten used to getting his lunches mostly ready on the weekend and then sticking his ingredients between slices of bread or adding dressing to a salad at the last minute. The guys called him Martha Stewart, but fuck, he didn’t like burgers and tacos constantly. That’s what his father had eaten practically every day of his working life, and now he was barely past fifty and he acted like he was eighty-five and could hardly get out of his chair. Shit. Artie didn’t want to live like that.

For a second he rested his head against the tree trunk and closed his eyes. How do I want to live? Hell, a guy like him didn’t have a lot of options. Only a high school diploma and not a ton of real learning from that. A blue-collar job without a ton of prospects, but a lot of people who depended on him to give them whatever money he could. Not like he was going to decide he wanted to go live in Paris or lie on the beach in Maui or some shit. He took a breath, let it out slowly, and shook his head. That still didn’t mean he had to live like his father.

He stabbed a fork into his tuna, lettuce, and avocado salad and took a bite, chomping down so hard on the fork, the metal hurt his fillings.

Music drifted from the house. Artie’s ears tingled. Yes! He didn’t leave after all. He wanted to move closer, but if François saw him, that could seem like spying so he didn’t budge, just chewed absentmindedly. François must be writing, because the piano started and stopped, then started again. Unlike the last time he’d been writing his music, this time there didn’t seem to be a pattern. The sound felt kind of ragged, maybe even angry, banging and pounding without that sweet flow he had before.

Artie stopped chewing and stared at the house. So music meant François was there—maybe. Maybe that wasn’t him and explained why it sounded so weird. And the limo driving away could mean Madame had left. Or maybe not.

Not your business. Just eat and get back to work. He took another bite, then one more.

The piano started up again, faltered, played a little, stopped. Started. Then crash, a huge noise like someone dropped a box full of hammers on the keys.

Shit! Something’s wrong.

Artie leaped to his feet, tossing his salad, and ran toward the house. Close to the bank of windows, he slowed his pace and ducked down. What if it’s not François?

But he had to see.

Stepping softly to the windows, he rose up and peeked in—then caught his breath. François sat at the piano in a different pair of ragged sweats, his head leaning on his hand so his hair fell around his face, but Artie didn’t have to see his shoulders shaking to know he was crying. The sound of his sobs carried even through the small opening between the windows.

He ducked back down. Damn. I should walk away. What do I know about some rich piano player?

Fuck! He bobbed up and stared in the window. “François?”

He just kept crying.

“François? Come on, man. Look up.”

Very slowly, François’s head rose. He stared toward the closed door of the room he was in.

“Over here. At the window.”

François turned his head, gasped, and leaped up from the bench, trying to back away at the same time, which didn’t work with the piano. He slammed his knees against the wood, half sat, half fell backward, kind of bounced off the bench, and tumbled to the floor.

Well, hell, how threatening do I look? Artie took off like a deer toward the front door. When he got around the huge house, he rang the bell. Once. Twice.

A small black-haired woman wearing a uniform answered. “Can I help you?” She frowned and stared behind him, probably trying to figure out how he’d gotten there.

“Look, I’m sorry. Uh, I’m working in your backyard, and I think Mr. uh, Desmarais got hurt.” He craned his neck to look around her.

“What?” Her frown got deeper.

“Yeah, I heard, like, crying and I looked in to see if he was okay, and he fell down and— You better check on him.”

“Oh dear!” She turned and ran through the big entry, skirted a round table holding a giant vase of flowers, and down a hallway—leaving the front door open.




Chapter Five

 

 

ARTIE PEERED in the open front door of the Desmarais’s house. No way he’d pass that opportunity up. He stepped inside and followed the sound of voices. Man, what a house. All fancy and traditional and shit, with paintings on the walls of scary-looking people. Funny. He wouldn’t exactly expect that messy, casual, snarky guy to live in a house like this.

He walked quietly down the hall the woman had run down. Voices came from ahead of him.

“The man said you were hurt, Senor Desmarais.”

“I’m okay. I’m fine. Just go back to—whatever. Honest, I’m fine.”

“But he said—”

“Where is this man?” He sounded pissed and upset.

Artie stepped into the doorway. He might get a vase in the face, but—he just needed to be sure François was okay. “I’m here. Sorry. I was just worried that you were hurt.”

“Why? Because you scared the bloody hell out of me and made me fall on my butt?”

Artie fought a smile. François must be feeling better if he could be a wiseass. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

The woman looked back and forth between them like she was watching tennis.

François crossed his arms. “It’s okay, Maria. I want to talk to Artie here for a minute. Thanks so much for looking out for me.”

“But—” She looked seriously uncertain.

He waved a hand. “It’s okay. Honest.”

“Your mama—”

He turned a full frown on her. “What does my mother have to do with this?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “Can I get you anything?”

“No thanks. I’ll get it.” He walked to the door of the room, herding her toward it. When they got there, he smiled, thanked her again, and closed the door; then he turned to Artie with a crease between his eyebrows—barely visible under his pale, shaggy bangs. “So why are you messing in my life? What business is it of yours?”

Good question. Artie gave François a look. The gorgeous face was still blotchy from crying, and he vibrated with stress. “Look, crying’s one thing. Everybody needs a good cry sometimes.” François looked shocked at that statement, but Artie pushed on. “But when I hear your music going all to shit, I figure something’s really wrong, and I don’t see anybody doing fuck about it, so—” He shrugged and took a breath. “—I did. Sorry I scared you, but I couldn’t think of what else to do.” He let his eyes meet François’s.

François stared at him like maybe he’d lost his mind—or maybe he’d found it. Somewhere in between. “What do you mean, my music went to shit?”

Artie gave him a duh look. “You were all over the place. All angry and making no sense. It sounded like you were pissed at the piano. I mean, when you write, you stop and start, but it has a flow. You know? This didn’t. It was just like a bunch of notes, like—” Artie stopped because François’s lips were parted and he looked like he might pass out. Well, hell. “Look, I don’t mean anything by it. I never heard better music than you play, but what the fuck do I know? I’m just a plumber. So don’t pay any attention to—”

“How do you even know that?”

“What?”

“What my music sounds like. How I was all over the place?”

Artie pointed toward the window. “I listen.” He held up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t eavesdrop. But I work right out there. How could I not hear?”

“You listen.” He said the word like he was sleepwalking, and his eyes got all shiny. “People pay huge prices for tickets to my concerts and don’t listen!” Shit, is he going to cry again?

Artie didn’t say anything. Hell, he didn’t know what else to say. But crying men weren’t really an everyday thing for him. He’d never seen his father cry. His brother, a little, but never any guy he worked with, even when they got hurt bad.

I cry. Alone, under a pillow. Sometimes to the fish. I know what that feels like. He’d stick his fingers in the water and let them nibble just to have something touch him that wasn’t cold or hurting. Tentatively, he reached out and put a hand on François’s arm. “It’s okay.”

The crease flashed between his brows as he stared at Artie’s hand. “What’s okay?”

“Whatever.” Artie smiled. “All of it. Sometimes being a particular way is just a pile of shit.” Jesus, he didn’t even know why he’d said that.

François gasped—and suddenly Artie had an armload of guy. François threw his arms around Artie’s neck and just squeezed.

For a second Artie’s arms flailed. Hugging guys was also not in his skill set. Fucking them up against a wall occasionally, yeah. But this was not sexual. Come on, man, you started it. He let his arms close—very carefully.

The minute his arms tightened around the slim, surprisingly hard body, François became still like a rabbit that spied a coyote. And then, oh shit, he did it. François’s head fell forward and landed against Artie’s shoulder. Artie tried to keep breathing and not read anything into it except an unguarded moment of comfort, but he couldn’t resist hugging just a little tighter.

Literally for minutes, they stood just like that. François sniffed and his body shivered every few seconds. Artie? He barely even breathed. Finally François raised his head and smiled shyly but didn’t meet Artie’s eyes. A lilt of a French accent crept through his American English. “Thank you. You’re very kind.”

“Want to talk about it? The tears, I mean?”

He shook his head.

“Care to come share the rest of my lunch? I’ve got chicken and avocado.”

François finally looked up into Artie’s gaze. “I think Maria made something for me. I should go eat it, I guess.” He sighed. “And then I have music to write.”

“You sure you feel up to it?”

His shoulders rose and fell.

Artie smiled. “Sometime I’ll take you to meet my fish. They’re like music in a tank. They’d be a great inspiration. The first time I heard you play, I thought of them.”

“Really?” He cocked his head in that pretty way he had. “When did you first hear me play?”

Since they were now a short distance apart, Artie crossed his arms. “Funny. I was working on the plumbing at Sanderson Hall one night a few days ago when I heard this amazing music coming out of the big theater. I sneaked in and it was dark in there, which shocked me, but I sat and listened real quiet. Man, it was great. The dark, the music. Like some fairy tale with rabbit holes and teapots or something. But suddenly the music stopped and I was so sad, I hurried up to the stage. It was wild. The keyboard was still warm.” He shook his head. “Of course, I didn’t know who was playing until later.”

“How did you find out?”

“I heard you playing that real pretty music like you played there. I knew they had somebody playing the piano the next night—which was last night—and then I saw you leaving all dressed up. I figured you must be the guy.”

He got a funny expression. “Because you listen.”

“Well, yeah, I guess.”

“And I remind you of fish.” The edges of his mouth curled up.

“Oh yeah, well, you need to see these fish. They’re like yellow and blue and pink and neon and they all move in this, like, I don’t know—”

“Symphony?”

“Yeah, right, symphony of color and all swooping and curving and shit. Seriously, there are worse things than having fishy music.” He chuckled because he couldn’t keep it in.

François barked out a laugh. “I shall aspire to be fishier.”

Suddenly, the weirdness of the situation washed over Artie. He was standing in this rich-bitch house, having just embraced a man he barely knew, talking about fish. He cleared his throat and took a couple of steps back. “Well, glad you’re okay. Uh, enjoy your lunch. I better get back to work.” He gave a little salute, and all the way to the front door, he kind of hoped François would stop him.

When he got to the backyard, he sighed. Stupid is as stupid does, to quote Forest. Just get the fuck to work.

“Yo, Artie.”

Artie jumped a foot and looked over his shoulder. Two of JT’s guys, Mal and Armando, walked toward him through the yard carrying their tool bags. Shit, what if they’d come a few minutes earlier and looked through the windows? Damn. “Hey. You here for framing?”

Mal nodded. “Yeah.”

“Where are you parked?”

Armando shook his head. “I parked somewhere in Nevada, I think, man. It was so far away, I had to buy a plane ticket to meet Mal.”

“Yeah. What’s with the parking rules?” Mal made a rude noise.

Artie shrugged. “The homeowner’s picky and so is the association, so just keep carpooling.”

They walked over to the structure. “This is nice. Quality shit.” Armando ran a hand over some of the completed framing.

“Yeah.” Artie liked the two guys well enough, but he didn’t feel much like chitchatting right now. Hell, his gut was still flipping from the whole encounter with François. “I’m going to keep working on some plumbing. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Artie buried himself in the kitchen area and pulled the copper piping through the walls. He liked the vantage point because he could look toward the house through the areas of open framing. A couple of minutes later, he saw François’s light hair behind the window, then music started. Then stopped and started again. It still didn’t sound quite as flowy as it had the other day, but better than earlier. Not as upset and angry. Good.

Smiling to himself, he let the intrigue of piping diagrams and kitchen layout absorb him, all against a background of piano.

Sometime later, Artie looked up as footsteps plodded against the grass outside where he worked. Mal and Armando walked toward him. Artie glanced at his watch. Jesus, how did it get to be three o’clock? “You quitting?”

Mal nodded. “We got quite a bit done. Wanna come see?”

“Yeah.” Artie rose from his bent-over position and followed the guys to the other end of the house, where they’d completed the framing on the bedrooms. It looked good—although not as much work as he might have thought two guys would do in almost four hours. “Okay. Seems good.”

Mal crossed his arms. “We could’ve gotten more done except for the stupid caterwauling from the house. Jesus, Artie, how do you put up with that shit all day?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Whoever bangs on the piano in there. Christ. Start, stop, hammer, hammer. What a friggin’ sideshow. Doesn’t anybody in that house know how to play a damned song? Shit. How do you stand it?”

Armando barked, “Somebody should buy the person an iTunes subscription.”

Artie narrowed his eyes, and Armando quit laughing. “Listen, these people are really particular. If the lady hears you talking shit, JT’s gonna lose this job. And just so you know, that so-called person is one of the greatest piano players in the fucking world, so go get your ears cleaned out and don’t come back to this job, okay?”

“Hey, man, JT’s in charge.” Mal gave him a puffed-up frown, but Artie could puff up right back.

“No. He put me in charge at the job site, which this is. The homeowner doesn’t want a lot of people around, so thanks for the work. Go someplace else tomorrow. I’ll manage the framing until somebody comes in to finish.”

“Shit, who made you God?”

Artie just stared at him.

“Come on, Armando.” The two of them walked away.

Artie scowled after them until they’d disappeared from sight; then he let out his breath.

“Do you think they’ll get their ears cleaned out?”

Artie started and whirled to find François behind him. “Where the hell did you come from?”

He grinned and pointed at the fireplace structure in what would be the living room, the one solid wall a person could hide behind on that side of the house. “I walked over to talk to you, saw them, and, well, didn’t want them to see me, so I hid.”

“So you—”

“Heard? Yes. Kind of hard to miss. They were pretty emphatic about my need to shape up and learn a song.”

“Sorry about that. They’re idiots.”

“That message came through loud and clear. They’re probably checking themselves into some remedial school for nitwits as we speak.”

Artie finally grinned. “They won’t be back.”

“Also clear.”

“So you wanted to talk to me?” His heart thumped hard in that happy/scared way. He stared at his boots.

“Yes. Can we sit down? I mean, I’d invite you in, but—” He shrugged like Artie had seen French guys do in the movies.

“Sure. Try my tree.” He threaded through the house structure, walked across the grass to the comfy spot where he liked to eat his lunch, and made a sweeping motion.

François gave the area a look. “Here I thought this was my tree.”

“Nope.”

François plopped down. Not like he was in danger of ruining his elegant sweat suit.

Artie sat next to him, halfway wanting to run. “So talk.”

François looked more serious. “I want to know why you get my music like you do. How can you hear me playing and know I’m upset? Why do you understand when I’m playing someone else’s music versus my own? Do you play an instrument?”

Artie glanced up, then back at the grass. “Me? Jeez, no. I was lucky to graduate high school. I never got any extra lessons.”

“But you’ve studied music.”

“When?”

“In school.”

“No. Never took a music class after, like, third grade. They threw it out of our school. Man, I missed those classes.” He shook his head, but when he looked up, François was staring at him like he had two heads. “What?”

“You particularly like Chopin?”

“Oh right.” Artie smiled. “That’s the really pretty, flowy music that sounds like a romance movie, right? The funny word that looks like chopping? I really like it, yes.”

François kept staring.

Artie squirmed. “What did I do?”

“You are fucking kidding me.” François didn’t take his eyes from Artie’s face, even though Artie tried to look everywhere except at him. Suddenly François bent forward and forced Artie to meet his eyes. “When can I meet your fish?”




Chapter Six

 

 

ARTIE BANGED on Don’s kitchen screen door. Don peered around the wall from his dining room, where Artie knew he liked to work on jigsaw puzzles. “Hi, Artie. Want to work on a puzzle?” He walked to the screen, unlatched, and opened it.

“Uh, no. I wonder if you’ve got, like, furniture polish or something. You know, the stuff that makes wood look good.”

Don drew his brows together. “What are you trying to do, Artie?”

“Make my place look decent.” It came out as a sort of half wail.

“Your place looks decent.”

“Decent-er.”

“Why?” He cocked his head.

Artie quirked his nose. “This guy who’s the son of the woman I’m doing this job for is coming over to see my fish. He’s this famous piano player who lives in a rich, fancy house. I’ll bet he’s never even seen a place as crappy as mine.”

“He’s coming to see your fish? How come?”

Artie shrugged. “I told him how great they are.”

“Does he have fish?”

“I don’t think so.”

“So he’s looking forward to seeing your fish and you, not your place.”

He has a point, but still— “I know, but I still want the place to look okay, at least.”

Don held the door open to Artie, then walked to his laundry room and came back with a mop and some bottles of cleaners. “Let’s go see what we can do.”

Don followed Artie outside and up the stairs to the apartment. Inside, Artie tried to look at the place through a stranger’s eyes. The couch that to Artie meant comfort, and a real coup since he got it for free from a neighbor who was throwing it away, would probably just look like junk to François. He sighed.

Don set down the stuff he was carrying. “How long have we got?”

“Until six tonight.”

He rubbed his hands together. “Have you got a tape measure?”

“Hey, I’m in construction. Of course I do.”

“Measure that couch.”

Artie did as he was told, calling out the dimensions to Don, who wrote them on an envelope.

When he was done, Don said, “Okay. Let’s go to Target.” He said it like tar-jay.

“Now?”

“No other time is better in the universe. We must create ourselves.”

Artie gave him a look. Don liked to say wild shit like that, but Artie loved it since it was so unique. So different.

Artie drove them to the big store and parked. Don powered into the building like Moses leading the chosen people. He looked around and then steered Artie to a department where they had slipcovers for couches. It all started to make sense. He searched for ones that matched the dimensions Artie had measured. “So what color do you like?”

Artie frowned at the weird green and the ugly flower print; then his face lit up. One package held a slipcover in a fabric that looked sturdy, comfy, and not shiny, but most of all, it was a beautiful shade of… all he could think of was tangerines. “That one.”

“Really?” Don raised a white eyebrow.

“Oh, is that one bad? I guess it’s kind of bright and weird, huh?”

“No. I think it’s great. I just didn’t expect you to think so.”

“It kind of reminds me of some of my fish.”

“Okay, good. Now let’s get some stuff to go with it.”

A half hour later, they’d picked out some cushions to go on the couch in darker, more subdued colors that made the brighter color of the slipcover look real classy. They also got a big rug in a gunmetal shade of gray and two lamps in stainless steel that wasn’t shiny.

Don strolled over to a shelf and came back with some place mats and napkins that had both the gray and the orange in them.

Artie shook his head. “I don’t think he’s going to be eating.”

“That’s okay. These are cheap, and they add a lot of color for not much investment.” He added a big wooden bowl to their cart and, as they checked out, picked up some pots of flowers they had on a stand near the cash registers. He was practically dancing a jig, he seemed so excited with their purchases. Artie reserved his opinion.

Back at the apartment, Don put Artie to work polishing the old, scarred wooden table he ate at. When he got done, Don put the placemats and napkins on the table, then placed the bowl in the center and added some oranges he got off the tree in his backyard. “Okay, help me with the slipcover.”

It took almost a half hour of jerking, shoving, and straining, but finally the slipcover fit over the old relic of a sofa almost like it had come that way. When Don added the cushions, Artie let out a laugh of surprise. “Shit, that looks good.”

“Yep. If I do say so myself. Now you vacuum the floor and I’ll dust the tables. Then we’ll add the rug and the rest of the stuff.”

As soon as the place looked squeaky clean, Don gave the go-ahead to move the couch and put the rug in the center of the living space, then position the couch to one side of it. He draped an afghan thing he got at his house over the really ugly recliner and positioned Artie’s striped chair that was actually kind of nice-looking opposite the couch. Then with a move like he might have pulled a rabbit out of a hat, he put two pots of flowers in the center of the scarred coffee table, tossed any magazines over a year old in the trash, then stepped back and grinned. “I think your place looks almost as good as your fish. You’ve brought meaning to an irrational world.”

Artie glanced around. Son of a bitch, not sure he’d go quite as far as Don, but it did look great. “Damn, this looks good. How did you ever learn to do this?”

His eyes misted. “I was married for a long time. Some of it just rubs off.”

Artie put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you. How can I ever repay you?”

“You already do. Every day. I’m just glad I got to give you a little back.” He sat at the table surveying his creation. “Now what are you going to serve your guest?”

“Serve?”

“It’s polite to offer some refreshment. Are you having dinner?”

“I don’t think he’d want to have dinner with me.”

“Why not?” He dropped his eyebrows.

Artie shrugged. “We didn’t talk about it.”

“All right. You can ask him when he gets here. But you still need to offer drinks and hors d’oeuvres.”

“Uh, I’ve got beer.”

“How about a choice? Perhaps offer wine, beer, and iced tea.”

“Okay.”

“Some cheese and crackers would be good. Nuts are always handy snacks. Put some in a bowl.”

“Uh, I better go to the store.”

Don glanced at his watch. “You have just enough time to do that and get home to primp for your engagement.”

“Primp?” What was he thinking?

“Poor choice of words. Prepare.” He stood. “I’ll leave you to it. I suggest gouda cheese.” Ha patted Artie on the arm. “Have a great evening.” Whistling between his teeth, he walked out of the apartment.

Artie looked around, stared at his fish zipping around in their tank, took a breath, and hurried out the door.

 

 

FRANÇOIS RAN the brush through his damp hair. It took water to make the neglected mass do much of anything at all. He should just break down and go to a hair cutter, but the people always asked him what he wanted and the answer was always to be left alone, so why go?

He walked into his bedroom, feeling odd in his slim jeans. They felt positively tight compared to his sweats, but it didn’t seem right wearing his usual uniform over to Artie’s. He opened the closet and chose a pale green sweater that he’d always liked even though he almost never wore it. At the last second, he added a hunk of green jade on a chain that he’d found in a little store in Hong Kong. Another thing he never wore.

He smiled. Maybe it’ll match one of Artie’s fish.

I wonder why I’m doing this? He hadn’t much clue except to say that Artie interested him. Fascinated, actually. It was disconcerting to have somebody see him, get him. To say that Artie was the last person he ever expected to be perceptive or sensitive was a cliché not worth mentioning. But returning the favor seemed important.

He texted Joseph, his chauffeur, then walked out of his suite toward the front door. He got all the way to the entry before the voice came.

“Mon ange?”

He stopped and took a breath. “Yes, Mother?”

She appeared in the arch that led to the living room and her sunroom beyond. “My, don’t you look nice.” She didn’t smile. “Where are you going?”

His instinctive tendency to account to her warred with his drive to declare his independence. “To visit a friend.” Would she dare ask who?

She must have read the challenge on his face, because she smiled tightly. “Have fun.”

He almost laughed as he stepped out the front door, got into the limo, and dug in his pocket for the address Artie had given him on a slip of paper, written in thick, dark contractor’s pencil. What the hell am I doing? He actually chuckled as he handed the paper to Joseph. Yes, his mother would likely hate that he was going to see the fish of their plumber, which made François feel weird—and altogether delighted.

 

 

TWO HOURS after racing to Mom’s Market, Artie had managed to slice the cheese without cutting off his finger. He set it out on this fancy wooden block thing they’d had at the store that looked real pretty and cool; then he poured some crackers into a basket he’d gotten at the same time. The girl told him that crackers were better than chips, so he got a few kinds, and some paper napkins almost the color of the couch. Damn, this was fun. They always said gay guys liked shit like decorating, but this was the first time he ever believed it.

At a few minutes before six, he ran to the bathroom, put out the nice clean towels he’d washed and dried a few days before, then stared in the mirror to make sure he hadn’t missed any whiskers in the shower. No facial hair. All he really saw was his perfectly ordinary self. Brown hair, brown eyes, okay skin, regular nose, nothing to remember or write any songs about.

Why do you suppose François wants to see my fish?

Shit, he probably just likes fish. If I had anything else in mind, I just spent a bunch of money and went to a shitload of trouble for nothing. He cocked his head at himself. Am I interested in François—that way? Like for sex? His cock leaped in his dark jeans. Whoa! Seriously? Artie’s sex life was kind of like everything else in his life—same old, same old. Except for the element of possible discovery, which might have added a taste of spice for some guys, but to Artie it was just uncomfortable. He’d give a helluva lot to just have nice comfortable sex in a nice comfortable bed with a guy whose actual last name he knew and who he could look forward to seeing again. Yeah, right. His dad wanted the Cleveland Browns to win the Super Bowl too.

With a long exhale, he walked back into the living room. He perched on the edge of the striped chair but didn’t relax because he didn’t want to mess anything up. So he stared at the fish tank. Better than TV.

The sound of crunching tires on the driveway that led to the garage above which Artie lived made him get up and peek out the venetian blinds. What the fuck? François came in a limo? Was this dude serious? You didn’t drive around Costa Mesa in a limo unless you were going to the prom.

Half his brain wanted to run outside and wave them off, while the other half just wanted to hide. Would people believe François came to see Don? Jeez, guys like Artie didn’t have friends who arrived in football-field-sized cars complete with driver.

Before he could decide what to do, there was a knock on his door. Artie walked to the door and opened it before he realized he was still frowning.

François stood on the other side looking—uneasy.

Well, shit, they were quite a pair. Artie cleared his throat. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“Uh, couldn’t find your car?”

François’s eyes dropped to the floor. Not usually his style. “I don’t have a driver’s license.”

“Oh.” Artie glanced down to the limo. “Is he going to stay there?”

“Is that bad?”

“Maybe the poor guy wants to go get something to drink?”

François gave him a smirk. “Maybe the poor guy has soft drinks, wine, beer, and water in the car.”

“What if he has to pee?” Grasping at straws.

François cocked his head. “Do you want me to tell him to leave?”

Quit being stupid. “No. Course not. It’s fine.” He stepped aside. “Come on in.”

François stepped into the apartment, his blue-green eyes kind of wide under his shaggy bangs.

Artie’s stomach did a back flip. What must his raggedy garage apartment look like to a guy who lived in a mansion next to the ocean? Hell, why did I even try fixing it up?

“Wow, this is so great.”

Artie turned. François didn’t even sound like he was working hard to be polite.

“You’re lucky to have such a great place.”

Is he serious? He looks serious.

François looked toward the tank. “Oh man, these are the fish!” He hurried over to the tank, knelt down, and pressed his nose so close it almost touched the glass. “They’re amazing. Look at the colors.” He sounded like a little kid with a box of crayons.

Artie couldn’t help wandering over beside François and bent to look into the water. There was Stripey the striped fish, and Goldie the yellow fish, and all the neon dudes. “Aren’t they great?”

When François looked up, his eyes shone and he grinned as big as Artie did. “They’re everything you said and more.”

Artie had trouble dragging his eyes from the sea green of François but finally stepped back. “Would you like something to drink? And maybe a snack?”

“That would be nice.” But he didn’t move from his spot by the fish.

Artie pulled the cheese he’d sliced out of the refrigerator and put it on the block beside the big wedge of Gouda. Strange name for cheese. He’d peeled the red stuff off because he’d tasted it and yuk. “Would you like iced tea, wine, or beer?”

“Uh, wine, I guess.”

Feeling like a serious idiot, he pulled the bottle of Chablis out of the fridge, peeled off the stuff around the top, and opened the cap. He’d specifically chosen the kind with a screw top, because he’d never made friends with corkscrews. The cork always ended up in pieces with half of it inside the bottle when he tried to pull one out.

All he had were small glasses probably meant for juice. Don forgot to tell him to buy wineglasses on the chance that François would want it. Hell, Artie should have known, fancy guy like him. Still, he’d already spent a lot on a one-time visit, so these would have to do.

He took the cheese and crackers and a bowl of cashews to the coffee table, then went back for the embarrassing glasses. “Uh, sorry I don’t have better glasses.”

François seemed to drag his eyes from the fish, looked back at Artie, then rose.

Man, it was always a shock to realize how damned pretty he was.

François took one glass from Artie. “These are fine. Hell, I don’t even own a bathroom glass of my own. Not that I picked myself.” He clinked the bottom of his glass on Artie’s, then sat in the striped chair and took a sip.

Artie sat on the couch, hoping the whole slipcover thing wouldn’t come apart under his weight, but it held and seemed okay, so he leaned back.

“Love that color.”

“Really? Me too. My neighbor was surprised I picked it.”

François nodded. “Yeah, any time a guy picks a color besides gray or brown, some dude says it’s too gay.”

“Oh no. Don, my neighbor’s, great. I think he just didn’t expect a guy like me to pick whatever this color is. Orange? Tangerine?”

“A guy like you?”

“You know, a blue-collar redneck type.”

“Hmm. Blue and red make purple. Another unexpected gay color choice.” He chuckled.

Artie’s stomach tightened. “Did you have a point?”

François held up the hand with the glass. “Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s no insult. Hell, why would it be coming from me? I love tangerine and purple too. They look like your fish.” He leaned forward, set down his glass, and took a cracker and a piece of cheese, just like it was a regular thing for guys to serve each other hors d’oeuvres.

The words fell out. “Why wouldn’t it be insulting coming from you?” Jeez, that came out wrong.

François widened his eyes. “Because I’m gay, of course.” He chewed his cracker like no big deal. “I guess I always think everyone assumes I’m homosexual.”

“Why?”

He shrugged and stared at the fish. “It’s widely known in my bios and such, for one thing.” He gracefully gestured from his head down the length of his body. “And all that you see, I suppose.” He glanced up at Artie. “I gather you didn’t assume?”

“Wouldn’t even if I could.”

“Thank you for that, but is it a problem? I understand if you’d prefer that I go.”

Artie scowled. “Why would you understand? If I have a problem with it, that makes me a genuine first-class asshole. Why would that be okay?”

François half laughed. “I—I don’t know. I guess I’ve had to accommodate people’s feelings my whole life. I got used to it.”

Artie leaned forward, hands clenched. “Fuck that. Get un-used to it.”

“Whoa. Okay. I’ll try.” He did laugh that time.

Artie took a breath. Why the fuck am I coming on so strong? Easy, it pissed Artie off that François, this amazing talent, was accommodating other people about who he was when they should be so lucky to be that great.

He opened his mouth to say so, and a thought slammed into his brain like a hammer. He hadn’t come out to François, even though he’d had the perfect opening. Why? Because François was open about being gay, and Artie didn’t want him being open about Artie being gay too. Well, shit. What’s staying in the closet so your bros and your family don’t hate you except accommodating? I’m ten times as bad as what I accused François of. A hundred times.

He wanted to drop his head in his hands. Why did life get so complicated all of a sudden?

François said, “You okay? You turned white. Shall I get you some water?”

“No, thanks. I’m fine. I’ll just have a piece of cheese.” He grabbed one and shoved it in his mouth, then stopped in the middle of a chew. “Holy crap, that’s good.”

François laughed. “What? You never tasted your own cheese?”

“No. I got it for you.” He kept grinding his teeth over the buttery, kind of sweet, kind of tangy flavor. “I mean, my neighbor recommended it. I’d never had it before.”

François leaned forward, hands on his knees. “Artie, what do you say we go outside, get in my big, offensive car, and go to dinner? One hundred percent my treat.”




Chapter Seven

 

 

FRANÇOIS STARED toward the hall, which he presumed led to the bedroom where Artie had disappeared in some fit of uncertainty. Hmm. François hadn’t suggested they run naked through Fashion Island or check into a hotel in the same room. What’s the big deal about dinner?

Somewhere in the midst of his visit with the fish, he’d begun to realize that Artie had gone to a whole shitload of trouble—for him. Maybe this tangerine slipcover thing hadn’t been here until recently? Was it possible Artie didn’t usually keep wine in his refrigerator? And he’d sure as fuck never tasted the cheese François took for granted.

To François, this visit to see fish had been a spur-of-the-moment lark. A way to get to know a puzzling and interesting man better. He got more than he bargained for. Way more. Artie had put himself out—maybe because François was sort of his boss. But then he’d been fierce in his defense of François’s right to be gay and not have to apologize for it. What was that line from Alice in Wonderland? Curiouser and curiouser. And now the dude seemed freaked by the idea of dinner. Well, maybe it just meant he was weird about eating with his employer.

Softly he released his breath. He hadn’t meant to make Artie’s life more difficult. François gripped the bridge of his nose in two tight fingers and squeezed his eyes closed. Damn the headaches.

“I’m ready to go.”

His eyes flew open. There stood Artie, his brown hair looking freshly combed, and he’d added a sports coat that maybe he’d bought in high school. Never had a man looked more uncomfortable. François tried not to grin. “Great, but I had that fish restaurant over in Corona del Mar in mind. It’s pretty casual.” He pointed at his own sweater. “No need to dress up.”

The look of relief on Artie’s face was funny. He slid off the coat, struggling a little since it fit too tight over his well-developed shoulders. Tossing the thing on a chair as he crossed the room, he pulled a windbreaker from his hall closet and slipped it on.

François rose. “Let’s go.” He leaned down by the tank and grinned at the fish. “Be good. Maybe we’ll bring you something back.”

“From a fish restaurant? That’d be kind of mean. It might be a relative.”

Just when François thought Artie was clueless, he showed his wit again. It was whiplash trying to figure this guy out—but damn, it was fun.

Artie in a limo was a stranger in a strange land material. He stared around in fascination. “I haven’t been in one of these since my high school prom.” He grinned as he peeked into the beverage container. “Woo-hoo, our limo didn’t stock champagne.”

“Want some?” François had to smile back. Artie made him see things through fresh eyes.

“Oh no, that’s okay. I’d just waste it. Not much of a drinker.” He cocked his head to read the array of buttons under the window.

François crossed his legs. “So who did you take to the prom?”

The scenery outside the tinted windows seemed to get interesting for Artie; then he turned back. “Uh, nobody special. My buddy’s sister.”

“You didn’t have a mad, secret crush on her?”

“No. She just needed a date.” He shrugged but never met François’s eyes.

“And you were a big football hero so she was thrilled to go out with you.”

His lips turned up a fraction. “I played some football.”

“The dashing quarterback?”

“The wily wide receiver.” The crinkles appeared beside his eyes. “Did you go to high school in the US?”

François felt the frown before he thought about it and smoothed his forehead consciously. “I never went to high school. I was homeschooled by a series of tutors my whole life. I received my degrees online or by testing out.”

“Oh.” He looked really surprised. “Well, in some ways you were lucky. High school can be a real bitch, but if you make some friends, it can be fun.”

François had fewer friends than schools.

The voice of Joseph his driver announced, “We’re here, François.”

“Good.” He turned to Artie. “Are you hungry? You didn’t eat many of your great snacks.”

“I could eat.”

Joseph held the door and Artie crawled out. Joseph extended a hand and François took it, then stepped into the parking lot. Artie watched the whole interplay with apparent interest.

François looked at Joseph. “We’ll be a couple hours, I imagine. Shall I call you?”

“Yes. I won’t be far.”

François turned toward Artie, who stepped back. “Uh, you don’t need help getting into the restaurant, do you?” He chuckled, but his eyes said he was half-serious.

“I can probably make it on my own.” He started walking quite independently toward the door of the restaurant, and Artie fell in beside him. François flashed him a snarky grin—but in truth, he would have liked to take Artie’s arm and feel the strength in those biceps. Man, Artie sure would hate that idea.

He opened the door to the restaurant and—shit! His breath hitched as he hit a wall of people trying to get into the superpopular bar. He staggered back a couple of steps and hit a body hard.

Strong hands steadied him and Artie said, “Whoa. Hold on, genius.”

“I—uh—”

Artie came up beside him. “Are you okay?”

“I-I d-don’t like crowds.”

“Hey, man, we could have ordered pizza.” He pointed at the bench beside the door. “Sit.”

The reception desk was only a few feet away, and Artie marched up to the hostess. François saw her look up, juggling a phone to her ear with her other hand on an iPad. “Yes?”

Artie looked a little intimidated by her rushed, harried demeanor, but he said, “We have a reservation.” He turned to François. “Right?”

The hostess followed Artie’s line of sight, and François mouthed the word Desmarais. “I have a reservation.”

Her eyes widened, she pressed a hand to her chest briefly, and said into the phone, “I have to put you on hold.” Her finger slammed onto the phone button, and she flashed every tooth in her head. “Good evening, Mr. Desmarais. We have your table ready. I’ll take you back right now.”

Artie turned to him with a raised eyebrow.

François got up and sucked in a breath as some guy barged past trying to get ahead in the line for the bar. Artie raised a hand, fended him off, and then put his body between François and the crowd.

Smiling, the hostess grabbed two menus and practically ran down three patrons getting François into the relative quiet of the dining room. She looked back. “Are you having a nice evening, Mr. Desmarais?”

“It’s getting better, thank you.” He smiled at Artie gratefully.

She led them to a booth far at the back of the restaurant—very quiet and relatively private. Joseph must have asked for it specifically. François slid into the booth that was set up to have occupants sitting perpendicular to each other. It was nice. Closer than across, more eye contact than side by side.

The hostess placed a carafe of water on their table. “Have a lovely evening.”

Artie settled in next to him, looking around. “Nice place.”

“First time here?” François tried to make it sound not nosy.

“Yeah. I’ve driven by it a lot.” He kept staring around. “It never looked like my kind of place.” He picked up his menu.

“Oh, I’m sorry. We can go someplace else.”

“I mean, it never looked like my kind of prices.” He set down his menu. “Hey, man, you don’t have to spend this kind of money on me. If you want to go get beer and pizza, I’ll be right at home. No worries.”

François wanted to fan his face to cool the heat behind his eyes. Men didn’t protect him and try to save him money on a regular basis. “I’ll tell you what. You stay here and eat with me this time, and next time you can take me out for pizza and beer, okay?” He looked toward the lobby. “Besides, I’d rather not go back into the entry until some of the crowd dies down.”

“Sure. I love fish—to watch and to eat.”

Artie poured some water from the carafe into both their glasses, and the waiter approached the table. “Good evening, I’m Lawrence. What can I get you to drink?”

François cocked his head. “Can I interest you in some champagne?”

Artie shook his head. “No need to do that.”

“It’s not a question of need.” He looked at the waiter. “Please bring us two glasses of Schramsberg Blanc de Blanc.” He grinned. “We’ll try to change his mind.”

The waiter chuckled. “Excellent. Can I bring you an appetizer to go with it?”

“Yes. We’ll split the artichoke.”

“Good choice. I’ll bring it while you decide about dinner.” He walked away.

Artie watched him go. “Sounds pretty fancy to me.”

“Sometimes fancy tastes good.”

Artie gave him a sideways look. “So what’s with the whole crowds thing? I thought you performed in front of thousands of people?”

François puffed his cheeks and blew. “I do and I hate it. Every time, I nearly throw up.”

“Hell, man, why do you do it?”

François downed some water. “My compositions are better accepted if I perform and keep my name high-profile.”

“But if you hate it—”

“I love playing. I just hate the crowds. If I try to ignore them, I can get through it.” He pressed a hand against his chest. Hard to breathe. “Let’s talk about you.”

Artie gave a wry snort. “If you’re looking to distract yourself, hearing about me is a boring way to do it.”

François shook his head. “I doubt that.”

“There’s no doubt. We’re talking nothing special family, nothing special education, nothing special job.” He leaned forward. “Don’t misunderstand, I really enjoy plumbing. It’s like solving a puzzle. I like figuring out the best plumbing scheme to be sure everything flows the way it’s supposed to. Downhill.” He laughed. “But it’s not a job you want to discuss over champagne cocktails, if you get me?”

“Tell me about your family.”

He shrugged. “My dad works night shift in a supermarket and my mom’s a cook in a school cafeteria, although she’s mostly a professional at reading romance novels. I’ve got a younger brother who picks up construction jobs but has trouble keeping them. I was the first member of my family to graduate high school, and then my brother made it two. There was no money for college, and I’d been assisting a plumber since I was fifteen, so I made it my job.”

“Couldn’t you have gotten student loans for college?”

The crease in his forehead suggested that was a touchy subject, but he said, “My family always needs a bit of financial help. It was better if I worked. Still is. Besides, not like I was some genius in some subject. I was kind of a nothing special student too, so it was just as well.”

That made François sad. Artie was clearly an inquisitive and intuitive person. Too bad he never got more chance to explore his interests.

At that moment, the waiter brought two champagne flutes brimming with bubbly. “This should make him a champagne lover.” He set the glasses down in front of each of them.” Have you had a chance to look at the menu?”

François shook his head. “What specials do you have?”

“We have salmon, escolar, and whitefish today. They can be grilled or you can add your choice of sauce. We also have cioppino. Enjoy your wine.”

As the waiter walked away, Artie picked up his menu. “Guess I better look.”

“The specials are usually the best.”

“Okay. You pick for me.” He closed the menu again and set it aside.

“Do you like light fish or something richer?”

Artie waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter. You’re in charge.”

François pressed the back of his hand to his forehead. “Oh God, the responsibility.” In fact, he didn’t want to mess up by choosing something Artie hated.

“I trust you.”

François picked up his glass and held it out toward Artie. “To trust.”

Artie held out his glass, then stared at François over the top of it. “Maybe not your strong suit?”

François sighed. “True.” Then he smiled. “But I’m good at picking champagne. Try it.” He clinked his glass against Artie’s.

Very tentatively, Artie sipped the champagne; then his face lit up. “Shit, this is good.”

“See. Told you. Everyone needs a trade.”

“You can be my champagne picker from here on out.”

“Ah, champagne picker. Better than picking strawberries, I guess.”

Artie swallowed hard and pressed a hand against his mouth, then coughed. “Right. I guess champagne picking isn’t stoop labor.”

“No, champagne grows on vines.”

Artie sipped again, then closed his eyes. “Man, I only ever had champagne a couple times at, like, weddings and after the prom. It sure didn’t taste like this. If it had, I might’ve needed to get a better job so I could afford to drink it.”

François opened his mouth, then closed it. Artie constantly amazed him. Maybe it was just because he didn’t know a lot of blue-collar guys. Maybe they were all baffling like this, but he doubted it.

A server brought a steaming artichoke, hot towels on a tray, and a side plate of dipping sauces. After laying them out on the table, he got a small plate for each of them.

Artie stared at the artichoke like it might attack.

François picked off a leaf and dipped it in the bowl of melted butter, then scraped the inside of the leaf with his teeth. “I hope you like artichokes.”

“Never had one.”

He’d guessed that from the expression on Artie’s face. “Artichokes are one of life’s best things. Give it a try. Rip it, dip it, then scrap the innards from the leaves. When we get to the inside, I’ll show you what to do with the heart.”

“Heart?”

“Yes, haven’t you ever had artichoke hearts?”

“Yeah, they come in a jar of oil.”

“Those are marinated, but when they’re fresh, they taste like—indescribably good.” He watched as Artie dipped the leaf, turned it over carefully, and inserted it into his mouth. Suddenly the whole operation wasn’t just about enjoying a new vegetable. Artie’s lips were nicely shaped, and as he dragged his teeth, François shifted on the bench. Damn, imagine all the things that mouth could do.

“Umm. Man, this is good.”

François cleared his throat. “You like it? I think the leaves are mostly just carriers for the sauce, but the heart’s delicious.”

“I like this.”

The waiter came back, and François ordered grilled escolar for Artie and salmon for himself. “That way if you don’t like escolar, we can switch—or we can share.” He looked at Artie. “Do you like mashed potatoes?”

“Hell, who doesn’t? Better’n cheesecake, man.”

François laughed. “I think that’s two mashed and whatever veggies you’re serving.”

“Excellent. Are you enjoying the artichoke?”

“Um-hm.” Artie scraped leaves like a veteran.

An hour later, they’d eaten both plates of fish, consumed two helpings of mashed potatoes, and even cleaned up the broccoli. François asked, “Which fish did you like the best?”

“Both of them, but that escolar was really different. I liked that a lot.”

“Want some dessert?”

“Those mashed potatoes did the job. I’m stuffed.”

A voice came from the aisle beside their booth. “Wow, you’re François Desmarais.” A heavy-set man stood there and gazed at François. “Look, honey, it’s François.” He shoved out a hand. “We’re huge fans.”

François stared at the man’s hand. He tried not to start shaking. He was okay with people one-on-one unless they were totally focused on him. The he started to feel closed in.

“Uh, thank you.” He forced his hand out and allowed it to close over the man’s.

The man wrapped his other hand around François’s and pumped like crazy.

François tried to pull away, but the man wasn’t getting that he needed to escape.

“Oh my God!” The shriek rang through the restaurant and bounced off the expanse of windows behind them. “François. I love you. You’re the best!” A woman dressed in tight jeans and a sequined jacket hurled herself toward François, and all he could think of was the crazy fan at the concert. He huddled back against the leather of the booth. Make it stop. Please make it stop.




Chapter Eight

 

 

ARTIE WATCHED the woman charging toward François like a maddened rhino. Without a thought, he was on his feet in front of her. “Hi, ma’am. Thank you so much for being a fan. François’s a little uncomfortable because, uh, he has a bit of a cold and he doesn’t want to give it to such good fans. So please excuse him if he doesn’t give you a hug.” He smiled at the man. “Probably best you wash your hands before you leave, sir, just in case.”

The man looked down at his hands like he might be able to see the germs.

Artie glanced at François. Man, he is so freaked. How can he possibly do what he does when he’s so afraid of people? He kept smiling, but he didn’t move from his spot blocking François. “But I’ll bet he’d be happy to sign something for you. Do you have a pen?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Oh yes. Honey, can I have your pen?”

Her husband felt around and pulled a pen from his inside jacket pocket.

The woman kept digging in her purse, then looked up frantically. “I don’t have anything to sign.”

François took a deep, audible breath. Just having Artie’s body in front of him seemed to sooth him. He managed a smile. “I bet the restaurant could spare a napkin.”

Artie snagged a white cloth napkin from a nearby table that had just been reset and handed it to François, then said, “What are your names?”

The man said, “I’m George and this is my wife, Margie.”

Artie turned to François. “George and Margie.”

François nodded and carefully wrote, To George and Margie. Thank you for listening. Then he signed it with a flourish. The fabric was dense enough that the ink didn’t even smear. He handed it back to Artie, who gave it to Margie.

She pressed it against her sequined chest. “Oh, thank you. And I’m so sorry you aren’t feeling well. I hope you’ll be up to your next concert at Sanderson Hall. We have tickets and we just can’t wait.”

François swallowed visibly, and a huge crease appeared between his brows.

Uh-oh. That doesn’t look promising. Artie nodded at the people and said, “François doesn’t keep his own schedule, so I don’t think he even knows. But I’m sure you’ll see him soon.”

“Oh, I certainly hope you’ll be doing that concert.” She lowered her voice. “We kind of cleaned out the savings to get the very best seats.”

Artie put a gentle hand on her arm. “Well, aren’t you sweet. Thank you again for stopping to say hi.”

“We just feel so lucky to have gotten to meet you in person, François. Hope we see you again.” Her husband tugged at her arm and she backed up, waggling her fingers toward François. She glanced at Artie. “You too. Are you François’s boyfriend?”

Artie froze. Fuuuuck.

François found his voice. “Artie’s a friend. Just a friend.”

“Oh, of course. Good to meet you, Artie. Byyyye.” She surrendered to her husband’s pulling.

When they finally disappeared, François released a long noisy breath. Artie’s heart hadn’t stopped slamming in his ears. First time. Nobody’d ever accused him of being gay in public before. Sometimes guys in the gay bars he sneaked into didn’t believe he was gay when he told them.

François stared at him. “I’m so sorry.”

Their waiter hurried over. “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Desmarais. I was going to step in and ask them to leave, but then it seemed like your companion had it under control. I hope they weren’t disturbing you.”

Artie still kept his body angled in such a way as to block anyone from getting to François. He took a breath. “No, it was fine. They were fans, and you never want to piss fans off, right?” He smiled.

“Can I bring you a complimentary after-dinner drink?”

Artie looked at François, who shook his head. Artie said, “No, thanks. Maybe another time. Just the bill, please.”

“Right away sir.” The waiter looked worriedly at François, then rushed away.

Artie sat next to François again. “Are you okay?”

“Th-thank you. When I was at Sanderson Hall, a fan sneaked backstage and attacked me. When this woman came at me, that was all I could think of.”

Artie carefully placed a warm hand on François’s arm. “You’re okay now. Don’t worry.”

François layered his hand on top of Artie’s and squeezed tight. “Thanks to you, but God. I can’t believe my mother went ahead with the Sanderson concert. I thought she canceled it after the incident with that horrible person.” He gripped Artie’s hand so tight it would probably leave marks. “I don’t want to go back there, Artie. I feel like B-1 bombers are flying through my gut just thinking about it.”

“Are you sure she didn’t cancel? Maybe they were wrong?”

François shook his head. “No, they would have refunded the ticket holders right away. The concert is this weekend. I don’t want to.” His voice came out as a wail.

The waiter was almost at the table with the check and stepped back as if he didn’t want to get involved in the drama. Artie extended his hand and smiled.

The waiter put the tray with the bill in his hand and hurried way.

Artie set it on the table and turned back to François, and his hand that was losing blood circulation. “Don’t assume. Better ask your mother first, okay?”

“You come with me.”

“Where?”

“To talk to my mother.”

Holy shit! He sat back, extricating his hand. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, François. I think that would piss her off and make things worse.”

“Don’t care. I won’t ask her if you don’t come with me.”

“Hey, man, you’re not twelve. You don’t need me.”

“Yes, I do.” He stared intently at Artie with those crystal eyes and set his jaw so tightly the muscle jumped. Artie fought down the thrill that tiptoed through him at François’s stubbornness. Hell, whoever wanted me for anything except a small handout? Still, take on Madame? Suicidal, and he could lose JT’s job. That would be bad.

“Come on, François. She’ll fire me. That’s not just my income, it means she might let my boss go, which isn’t fair.”

“She won’t do any of those things if I tell her not to.”

“Yes, she will.”

He cocked his head. “Artie, who do you think pays for that house and the building of the apartment she’s pictured me living in forever?”

“You?”

“Of course.”

Man, he really hadn’t considered that. Suddenly he looked up. “Wait. I thought we were building a guesthouse.”

François sighed. “No. She thinks I’m going to want to be independent and have my own place soon, and she thinks she can keep me near her by building the separate house.”

“Well, jeez, François. If you’re paying for it, tell her you don’t want to live in her backyard. Why waste all that money?”

His voice seemed to stop in his throat with a little eep sound; then he stared at his hands folded on the table. “I, uh, I’m not sure—” He paused a long time, and Artie wanted to shake him. Finally he said, “I’m not sure what I want.” He glanced up. “I’m not sure where or how I want to live, but I do know I’d like you to come with me to talk to my mother.” He inhaled slowly through his nose. “When it comes to my performance schedule, I tend to get, uh, a little emotional. Then I’m not much good in any kind of intelligent conversation. You soothe me.”

“What?”

He held up a hand. “Sorry, I know that sounds weird, but for some reason I feel calmer when you’re around. Maybe it’s because I don’t think you have any agenda and you like my music and you don’t assume I have to be”—he waved the raised hand—“who I am.”

Artie tried not to smile. Jesus, if I get any more conceited, I’ll need a bigger shirt—and bigger pants, because having that gorgeous man say I soothe him does not soothe my cock. He shifted to try to get comfortable. “When do you want to have this conversation?”

“Now. Tonight.”

Oh man, I could be unemployed by tomorrow. He wiped a hand over the back of his neck.

Suddenly François put a hand over his face. “God, I’m sorry. This isn’t fair at all. I don’t mean to be a prima donna.” He pressed his long-fingered hand to Artie’s forearm. “You’re off the hook. Don’t pay any attention to me.” He reached in his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and slapped a credit card on the check. Without even looking, he held out the leather folder with the card sticking out, and the waiter hurried forward and grabbed it.

Imagine being so certain that other people are going to do what you want. Oh God, including me. The sheer electricity of having someone as amazing as François need him for something lit him up inside. It seemed like the only friend he had was his mother, and she had a lot of agendas. “I’ll go home with you. Wait, that came out wrong. I’ll be there when you talk to your mother. If she’s available tonight, then we’ll do it tonight, but if she’s already gone to bed, no go. I’m not waking her up or dragging her out in her nighty while I’m there.”

“Really? Oh my God, that’s a deal. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

The waiter must have seen François smile, because he rushed over with the bill. Probably figured he’d get a bigger tip if François was happy. François scrawled his name, added some outrageous amount, and pushed the bill back. Yep, the waiter guessed right.

François scooted out of the booth like someone had set fire to his tail.

Okay, then. Artie slid out his side and hurried to get near François. Obviously he was so determined to talk to his mother that night, he’d forgotten about the crowds in the lobby. Yeah, until he got there and freaked. Artie put a restraining hand on François’s shoulder. “Wait. Let me go first, okay?”

“Oh—” His eyes widened.

Artie slipped in front and positioned himself so he was between François and the crush of people spilling out of the overcrowded bar. “Excuse me.” He pressed against the side of a guy who staggered backward with a sloshing martini in his hand.

“Oh, sorry, man.” The guy laughed and kept weaving, bumping Artie and pushing him back against François.

François staggered back a little and suddenly grasped Artie’s hand. Warm soft and—holy shit. Artie wanted to let go, but François was holding on for dear life, and Artie could feel him shaking.

The drunk glanced down and got a wry smile on his lips. “Hope I didn’t hurt your boyfriend.” The last word sneered a path up Artie’s spine.

Fuck. That was two times he’d been called gay that night. Gritting his teeth, Artie pulled himself up to his full height, which had a couple inches on the drunk. He pressed his face closer. “Have a nice day.” Pulling on François’s hand, he got to the front door and opened it. François finally let go in order to escape into the cool night air.

By the time Artie caught up with François, he was leaning forward with his hands on his knees, his shoulders shaking. Oh no. He put a hand on the quivering shoulder. “Are you okay? Don’t cry. It’s going to be fine.”

François stood, gasping for breath. “Oh my God. Have a nice day?” He burst back into hysterical laughter.

“What are you—are you laughing?”

“Of course I’m laughing. I can’t believe you said that.” He wrapped both arms around Artie’s neck and squeezed. “You’re amazing.”

Artie froze, but the idea that François thought he was amazing made him want to hug back. He fought the urge.

Much too soon, François pulled away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” Still chuckling, he pulled out his phone and sent a text, then tucked the phone back in his pocket. “I really am grateful. I still can’t believe you thought to tell that woman I had a cold so she wouldn’t feel like I didn’t want to hug her.” He shook his head. “How did you ever think of that?”

Artie shrugged. “She seemed like a big fan. Didn’t want to piss her off.”

The limo pulled up at the curb in front of them and Joseph hopped out, circled the car, and opened the back door. They slid into the cool comfort of the big vehicle.

When Joseph climbed back into his seat, François said, “You’d have been proud of Artie, Joseph. He kept me from making a total fool of myself by melting down in the middle of the restaurant.”

Joseph turned with a frown. “What happened?”

Artie glanced at François. “Just a rabid fan who didn’t understand personal space.”

François waved his hands. “But Artie was brilliant. He kept them away from me without strong-arming anyone. He was grand.”

Joseph glanced at Artie and gave him a nod. “Should I go speak to the management at the restaurant?”

Artie shook his head. “No. They got the message.”

“I just forgot it was meat-market night.” François made a face. “Take us home, please, Joseph. I need to talk to Mother.”

“Shall I drop Artie off first?”

“No. He’s agreed to go with me when I speak to my mother.”

Joseph turned around sharply. “Uh, do you think that’s wise?”

“Yes. I do.” François’s stare never wavered.

Joseph raised his eyebrows, turned, and started the car.

It took about fifteen quiet minutes to get to François’s fancy neighborhood, the tension rising the entire time. Why did I say I’d do this? As they drove through the gates, François’s hand closed over Artie’s and never let go until the limo circled the drive and stopped in front of the big house.

When Joseph got out to hold the door, Artie spoke quickly. “You sure you don’t want to change your mind? She’s really not going to like me being there.”

For a second François stared at the floor, then sucked in a breath. “I don’t care. I want you to come with me—if you don’t mind.”

Oh, what the fuck. If she fires me, she fires me. “Sure. Why not?”

Joseph stood patiently holding the door. François climbed out and said to Joseph, “I’d appreciate it if you’d wait to take Artie home.”

“No problem.”

François stalked resolutely toward the door as Artie got out behind him. Joseph gave him a look but didn’t say anything, so Artie climbed the porch stairs to the front door where François waited. When Artie stood beside him, he opened the door with his key and stepped into the grand entry.

Like an equal and opposite reaction to François entering, his mother raced through the archway from the living room—fortunately fully dressed, not in her nightgown. “Oh my God, where have you been? I was so worried!”

François gave Artie a slightly uncomfortable look and, though it was hard to tell in the subdued light, his cheeks might have turned pink. “It’s not late, Mother, and I can go out to dinner when I choose.”

She seemed to see Artie and stopped her fussing. Her mouth got tight. “Of course, I’m sorry. I just know you’ve been—upset lately. I was—concerned.” She clasped her hands in front of her white blouse.

“I’d like to speak to you, please.”

Again, she glanced uneasily at Artie. “All right. When did you want to do that?”

“Now, please.”

“Do you want to say goodbye to your friend first?” She forced a smile.

“No. I asked Artie to stay.”

Suddenly the whole deal felt weird. Obviously Mrs. Desmarais thought so too. Artie cleared his throat. “Maybe I should go, François?”

He snapped his head toward Artie. “No!” He inhaled. “I’d appreciate it if you’d stay.”




Chapter Nine

 

 

WHAT WAS that idea I had? If she fires me, she fires me? What the hell was I thinking? Artie swallowed hard.

François didn’t wait for him to answer. Instead he walked into the living room, so Artie followed, and Mrs. Desmarais took up the rear—slowly. After François sat on the couch and Artie grabbed the chair perpendicular to him, his mom took a seat across from him, clearly trying not to look at Artie. “So what did you want to talk about?”

“I discovered quite by accident tonight that I appear to be booked at Sanderson Hall this coming weekend, a commitment I believed you had canceled. I wondered first why you didn’t cancel it, and second why you neglected to tell me that I’m expected to return to that place I disliked so much in only a few days?”

“Can’t we talk about this in private?”

“I wasn’t under the impression that it’s a private matter.”

She cleared her throat. “I told the organizers that, uh, you didn’t wish to return for the second engagement if they were going to demonstrate such lax security. They assured me that they would double their team.”

“And you agreed?”

She huffed. “François, you signed a contract. Backing out could be grounds for legal action, or at the very least, damage to your reputation.”

“No, Mother, you signed the contract, without my knowledge or agreement.”

“I’m your manager. I was under the impression we were a team.”

He stared at his hands. Artie frowned. Maybe he’s folding. He half wanted him to back down and the other, stronger half, wanted François to stand his ground.

François turned his head and looked squarely into Artie’s eyes, then snapped his head up and said, “If we really were a team, perhaps my dislike of performing would be taken more into consideration.”

She sighed like they’d had this argument a million times. “You know it’s a baseless fear. Performing forms the foundation of your popularity. Without it, people will quickly forget you and stop buying your music. It gives you credibility.”

François ran both hands through his shaggy hair, and it looked like he might pull some of it out. “I don’t care, I don’t care, I don’t care.”

“I’m quite sure you will care when your income dries up and you’re living hand-to-mouth. You don’t have an idea what it’s like to do without, François.”

Artie had to force himself not to roll his eyes. There was a lot of middle ground between François’s elegant existence and “doing without.”

François took a big breath. “I’ll do the concert under two conditions.”

“Oh. What are those?” Mrs. Desmarais crossed her arms. The woman was scary.

“First, when I’ve completed the performance, I want to take a vacation—by myself. And I don’t want to do any more concerts until the bookings in the fall. I want the rest of the summer to concentrate on my composing.”

“Very well. I agree to both terms.”

“That’s only one.”

“You mentioned two.”

“Two parts of number one.”

“Very well, François. What else do you want?”

Whew. It took serious balls to keep talking after that snarky comment.

“I want Artie to go to the concert with me.”

“What?” Artie gaped at François like he was nuts, but his expression didn’t equal the surprise of François’s mother, who couldn’t seem to get her mouth closed.

She gasped, “Dear God, whatever for?”

“At the restaurant tonight—”

“Restaurant? I thought you were visiting friends.” She scowled back and forth between them.

“I’m a grown man—”

“François, you’re twenty, for heaven sake. That hardly makes you grown, especially with the sheltered life you’ve lived.”

Artie leaned forward. “Ma’am, excuse me, but the question on the table is why does François want me, of all people, to go to his concert?” He held up his hands. “Not that I wouldn’t be thrilled and honored to go, but I can’t imagine why you’d want me to.” He cocked his head at François.

François smiled for the first time since they walked into the house. “Easy. You protected me from those people at the restaurant.”

His mother practically shrieked, “What people?”

Artie glanced at her. “Some overenthusiastic fans came up to the table at the restaurant. They weren’t dangerous, just a bit pushy.”

François picked up the narrative. “And Artie intervened in the nicest way so that they were happy and he still kept them away from me. He was perfect. If he’d been there at the Sanderson last time, he could have gotten that woman off me without hurting her. I’ll bet you anything.”

Artie shook his head. “François, I’m not a bodyguard.” How the hell did he get in this situation?

“I don’t care. I’ll feel better if you’re there, and, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you’d come.”

“Uh, when is it?”

“This coming Saturday night.”

Artie looked at Mrs. Desmarais, whose frown hadn’t diminished, then at François, who stared at him with so much hope his heart thumped. Rock and hard place for sure. Hell. Lose/lose. “Okay, if you really think it will be useful, I’ll come.”

“Excellent.”

Mrs. Desmarais glared at Artie. “You have a tuxedo in your closet, I assume?” She knew damned well a guy like him wouldn’t have worn a tuxedo since his senior prom.

“No.”

“He doesn’t have to wear a damned tuxedo,” François snarled.

“He most emphatically does. I’ll not be embarrassed by your entourage.”

“Okay. I’ll get him whatever he needs.”

“For God’s sake, François.”

“Mother, that’s my condition.” He looked at Artie. “If you agree.”

Talk about mixed feelings. He’d do a lot to get to hear François play that amazing music again, but being François’s go-to protector gave him a nervous stomach. Wrecking his chances of doing more work for JT doubled down on his misgivings. But could he sit here and side with François’s mom? “As long as everyone understands that I’m not trained to protect anyone, so if you’re worried about your physical safety, I’m not your guy.”

Mrs. Desmarais raised her brows and looked down her slim nose. “François’s fears are entirely, shall we say, emotional, not actual.”

François shot her a vicious look. Artie didn’t blame him. Everyone was scared of something, and obviously Mrs. Desmarais didn’t have any respect for François’s panic attacks.

She softened her expression. “I mean, no one has threatened him or created a situation of danger. Your support”—the word might have been in a pornographic dictionary the way she said it—“will be more than adequate.”

François stood and smiled at Artie. “We’ll talk tomorrow about getting you suited up for the concert.”

Artie stood beside him while Mrs. Desmarais stayed seated. Here he was in the very spot he dreaded—pissed-off employer, the loss of trust that went with that, and the potential of spending time with a gay man as different from him as the sun from an asteroid with no possible future. He gazed into the wide blue-green eyes that actually looked more hopeful than stressed, despite the fact that François had to perform in front of thousands.

Chances of Artie refusing to go to the concert? Zero.

 

 

FRANÇOIS WALKED out of his rooms and straight into his mother.

“Oh.” She stepped back. “I was just coming to—”

“To be sure I didn’t chicken out, bail, run away from home?” He raised a brow.

“All of the above, I suppose. You look quite dashing.” Her eyes widened. “Did you get your hair trimmed?”

He raised a hand, then dropped it. “Yes. I went with Artie after we picked out his tuxedo. I figured I might as well try to get it under control.”

“It looks very nice.”

“Thank you.”

He gestured toward the entry, and she fell in beside him as he walked. “So you found an appropriate tuxedo for your”—she waved a hand—“friend.”

“Yes. It required a ton of tailoring because he’s got big shoulders and arms and a small waist.”

She gave him a sideways look. “A configuration I’m sure you appreciate.”

“Doesn’t matter. Artie’s not gay.” He opened the front door, and they stepped onto the porch as Joseph pulled the car around.

“Of course not. I doubt he’d still be in his profession. Aren’t those blue-collar types notorious for their antigay leanings?” They walked down the porch stairs, and François helped her into the car as Joseph held the door. François slid in beside her and waited for the door to close.

“There are gay people in every profession, Mother.”

“Um. I suppose. But why would a gay man put himself into the mouth of the lion, so to speak? I’m sure he could make a living in”—the hand wave again—“food service or personal training or something. I’m told many blue-collar people go into truck driving.”

“Oh, Mother, spare me. Artie’s a plumber. A skilled artisan.”

“I never said he wasn’t.”

He chewed the inside of his cheek to keep from snapping at her. Shut up. I got what I wanted. Leave it alone.

“Are you all prepared for the concert?”

“Of course.” He sighed softly. “When have I ever not been?”

“You’ve just been busier than usual, and I didn’t hear a lot of rehearsing. That’s all.”

“Mother, I can play Chopin in my sleep. Please.”

“Not taking your talent for granted is one of our secret weapons now, isn’t it?”

There was no “our” to it. He rehearsed more than most professional musicians and she knew it. He’d actually practiced today while she’d been getting her hair done, but he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of saying so.

Fortunately, Joseph pulled into the driveway that pointed directly at Artie’s apartment. Before Joseph got the ignition turned off, François opened the door and hopped out. “Be right back.”

Damn, it was hard to describe how excited he was about having Artie with him. He actually felt a little giddy, which was in stark contrast to his usual paralyzing fear in the face of a concert.

He strode across the driveway and climbed the stairs. He knocked.

Nothing.

Once more. After a second, he heard footsteps inside and the door flew open.

First, he saw Artie’s wild eyes. Second, he took in all the rest, which was, in a word, yummy. The tailor had outdone himself, and the black tuxedo fit Artie’s narrow hips, powerful thighs, and broad shoulders like he’d been born in the black silk suit. François came back to the wide, frenzied eyes. “What’s wrong?”

He flipped the tie hanging at his throat like overcooked pasta. “This. What the fuck do you do with this?”

François laughed and pushed Artie back into his living room, then slapped his hands away from his neck. “Let me.” He carefully took the silken ends and formed them into a crisp bow, enjoying every accidental touch of neck, throat, and jaw he managed to fake. Funny what his mother had said, that he must appreciate Artie’s body. He did. A lot.

Who’d ever have thought that Artie would be his type? Not that he’d ever really been allowed to discover what his type was. His mother had fixed him up on most of his dates, the specter of her expectations hanging in the air throughout every evening and good night kiss. Besides, François’s fear of crowds made having fun an assload of trouble. Occasionally he’d broken out and found a guy willing to have a quick hookup in the back seat of a car, but since François didn’t want to force Joseph into being his accomplice and François couldn’t drive, the whole effort wasn’t worth the trouble.

François patted Artie’s perfectly tailored chest. “You clean up real nice.”

Artie grinned and blushed. “Total waste to spend this kind of money on me.” But he still looked pleased.

François leaned down and gave the fish a wave, then smiled at Artie. “Come on. Let’s go face the music.” He had to laugh at his own joke.

 

 

ARTIE CHUCKLED at François’s cute joke, but he still felt like an idiot. What was he doing prancing around like some Orange County socialite when he didn’t even pay for the damned tuxedo himself? Truthfully, when he’d seen the price tag, he’d stopped protesting François’s insistence on paying. Fuck, if he was going to spend that much money, it’d be to fix up his truck or put a new roof on his parents’ house. Not on some dudish outfit. His lips turned up a little. Had to admit, though, now that the thing was on, he did look mighty fine. Hell, he’d probably never looked better. His new haircut seemed to show off something on his face that didn’t usually get uncovered, and the tuxedo? Shit, man, how did anything make plain old Artie Haynes come off like a fucking fashion model? Even François had eyed him with what looked like admiration.

Yeah, but now he had to face Madame.

Joseph waited at the giant car, holding the door. When he looked up and spied Artie, his eyes widened. “Well, good evening.”

Artie rolled his eyes. “I know. Silk purse. Sow’s ear.”

“Quite the contrary, sir.”

François gave Artie a glance and spoke to Joseph. “He looks great, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, he does.”

François bent down and stepped into the car. Artie took a breath and followed him.

Madame Desmarais sat on the big back seat. François had moved to the facing seat and left the space beside his mother open. Oh, thanks a lot. Of course, that might be better than staring at her. Artie sat, and the door closed after him.

Madame looked at him coolly. “You look quite nice.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

They rode in silence. No music played, but that seemed to be on purpose, since François’s fingers moved unconsciously as he stared into the near distance. Must be practicing in his mind. Artie could feel his rising tension as they got closer to the Sanderson, which was also in Costa Mesa, just a nicer part. How about some chitchat? “Hey, did anyone watch The Voice this season?”

“We don’t watch television.” Madame’s cool glance turned icy.

François looked up and focused on Artie. “I hear it’s good. Do you like it?”

He looked interested, so Artie said, “Yes. They have really good singers and they do all kinds of music. The judges are funny, but they know what they’re doing. Do you like singing or only piano?” He was babbling, but François’s stress level seemed to dial back a little.

“I like all kinds of music. Even country.” He laughed and his mother gave a soft snort, but he ignored her. “Have you heard that woman who does Mauritanian funk and plays this weird harp?”

Artie wanted to laugh. Naturally, in one short conversation about music, François had raced so far ahead of him he’d never catch up. What am I doing here? But the discussion had made François’s eyes light up, so Artie said, “No, but it sounds amazing.”

“She’s still really obscure, but honestly, I’d love to meet her and write some music for her. You know, Nocturne for Piano and Mauritanian Harp.” He chortled again and seemed to have forgotten his fears.

That changed, of course, the minute they stopped at the back door of the Sanderson. François turned gray and clutched his hands together. The door opened, and François stared out like it was the gate to hell.




Chapter Ten

 

 

THE LOOK on François’s face flipped Artie’s stomach, so he took the musician by the horns. He exited the car and, after giving Joseph as significant a glance as he could, he mimicked Joseph and reached a hand in toward Madame. She stared at it for a second as if a snake had been let loose, but she finally took his hand and stepped out. Joseph, bless his heart, offered her his arm and escorted her to the door.

Artie leaned down, looked in, smiled, and extended his hand.

François blinked a few times, then blew out his breath and reached out to Artie’s hand. He let himself be guided out. When his feet hit pavement, he froze, but Artie squeezed his hand. “Come on, man. I don’t do this for just anybody. Give me a smile to let me know I’m doing it right.”

That did the job. François’s smile was a bit strained but he still flashed teeth, slipped his arm through Artie’s, and walked to the artists’ entrance without breaking into a run. When they got inside, he gave a little bow. “Well done. No one would know you’re a man-hand virgin.”

Artie made a gargly sound in his throat but managed to say, “Thank you, kind sir.” He glanced around the backstage area, where people walked around carrying instruments and other people wore headsets and looked frantic.

Madame bustled over. “All right, mon ange. Do your preparations. We’ll see you after the performance.”

François glanced at his mother, then away, and said, “Artie, will you come in my dressing room with me?”

“Sure.” He spoke before he realized Madame was staring at François like someone hit her with a brick. He wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but he bit his tongue and waited.

François spoke hurriedly without really looking at his mother directly. “I just want to try something different.”

“Are you sure?” Her eyebrows practically touched in the middle. “You’re usually so—”

“Yes, I know. But I want to try it.” He took Artie’s arm and led him down the hall until he got to a door that he unlocked, then stepped back and let Artie go in first. It was a medium-sized room with a big, lighted makeup mirror like they showed in movies. There was a small couch, a couple of chairs, and a rack that must have been for clothes, but nothing was hanging on it.

François looked a little awkward but said, “Please sit down. Can I get you a mineral water?”

He seemed anxious to do something, so Artie nodded. “Sure. That’d be great.” He leaned back. “So why’d your mom look so—”

“Freaked?” He grabbed a bottle of water from a small refrigerator, opened it, and handed it to Artie with a glass from on top of the fridge. “I don’t usually let anyone in my dressing room before a concert.” He grabbed another bottle of water, turned the cap, and took a swig. “Or during or after a concert, for that matter.”

“So why am I here?”

“Like I told you. You’re relaxing to me, and that’s my problem before a concert. I’m super tense. So I thought I’d try it and see how I feel. Hell, I can’t feel worse than I usually do.”

Artie crossed his arms over his chest. “Jeez, I’m not sure a guy likes to be thought of as relaxing.” He said it jokingly, but he meant it at least half-seriously.

François chuckled. “I’m sure you’re not relaxing to women.”

Well, shit. This conversation got more and more depressing. “So what are you playing?”

“Chopin. That’s what they requested.”

“Choppin’, right?” He grinned.

“Yep. Did you really think that’s how it sounded?”

“No. Actually a woman I met in the hall told me they had a soloist playing Chopin. I didn’t know what or who that was, so I looked up sho-pan.”

“Just like it sounds.”

“Yes. And it came up. Amazing, right? I guess a lot of people get it wrong. You should have seen me trying to spell your name.” He shook his head. “Fortunately Google’s way smarter than I am, and it came up with both words. Man, do you know how many videos you have on YouTube? I mean, seriously. Everything from real professional shit to home movies somebody took on their phone. And the music? Whoa. I must have sat there for an hour and never stopped listening. You’re really a talent. Whoever’s in that audience is lucky, man.”

François’s cheeks got pink and his eyes got shiny. “Thank you.”

“That, my friend, is basic truth.”

A tap on the door made François look up—and look worried. “Five minutes, Mr. Desmarais.”

Artie leaned forward. “Okay, so we’re going to walk out of here together, and I’ll go with you to the side of the stage and stay there the whole time, okay? I mean, to get to see you and hear you play from that close is like a total gift, man. You want me behind you, or shall we walk to the other side so you can see me?.” He spoke casually on purpose. “Of course, why you’d ever want to see my ugly face, I don’t know.”

“Come on, you’re not ugly. Not even a little.”

Good. If he was fighting back, he wasn’t thinking about being scared. “Okay, but you still don’t have to look at this.” He pointed at his face.

François was starting to look a little deer in headlights-ish, but he said, “No. I’d really like to be able to see you.”

“Okay, deal.” He stuck out his arm even though it made him cringe, but hell, he was here for one reason. Make François comfortable.

François gave him a smile and linked his arm. Artie opened the door and practically ran into Madame when he walked out. She stood there looking stormy. He was trying to make François smile, and there she stood glaring like somebody killed her fucking giraffe. He plastered on a smile. “Hi, Madame. François’s all ready to go on stage, and we better get there.” With a firm grip on François’s arm, he just kept walking past her. “Where’s the entrance to the stage?”

François pointed to a door farther down the hall, and Artie strode there feeling the heat of Madame’s stare between his shoulder blades. He opened the door for François, and they both stepped into the subdued lighting of the offstage area. The sounds of voices and feet moving around filtered through the heavy curtain that separated the stage from the audience as people moved back to their seats after the intermission. A huge black piano stood in the middle of the stage.

Artie totally got why this was scary. Giant numbers of eyes would be staring up at François as he tried to play, some of them admiring, some bored, maybe even some pissed-off. François said everyone knew he was gay. What if somebody in that mass of people hated gay men? Shit, what if they decided to make some statement?

François’s whole body trembled. Artie tightened his hand on that tense arm.

Shit, take a breath. Stop freaking yourself out. Remember why you’re here. “Have you ever considered asking for a white piano?”

François frowned. “What?”

“You know, like shiny white? We could get you a sequined suit.”

His expression went from outraged to amused. “Uh, you were thinking I should play ‘Pinball Wizard’?”

“Nah. ‘Bennie and the Jets.’”

His teeth were now showing. “I’ve got it. ‘The Bitch is Back.’”

Artie laughed. “There you go. That’s my boy. Give ’em hell.”

His smile faded, but he didn’t look scared. “I like being your boy.” He leaned forward, pecked Artie on the lips, then grinned. “That was for luck.” Chuckling, he turned and strode onto the big bare stage just as the curtains slid apart and the place burst into an ocean of yells, applause, and enthusiasm.

François never faced the audience or bowed. Maybe people wondered why he walked in from the back of the piano and crossed around to the keyboard, but he didn’t look awkward. He just slid onto the piano bench, looked up at Artie—and winked.

Before Artie even stopped vibrating, music poured from the piano, and Artie didn’t care if he never thought again. All he wanted to do was feel. He thrust out a hand until he felt a wall, staggered toward it, and leaned. Hold me up. The music flowed through him like a shot of bourbon with a beer chaser and a mouthful of François’s champagne. Wow, what would it be like to be able to create that? François’s brain must be full of music all the time.

The piano looped and soared, raising Artie’s heart into his throat, then dropping it to his belly. François’s eyes were mostly closed, but every now and then he’d open them and gaze at Artie. Then a hint of a smile would turn his lips as his eyelids drifted shut again.

No one but François could sound like that. He was sure of that. Artie might not be an expert, but he’d listened to a lot of other piano players on YouTube since he’d started working for Madame, and to his mind, François was the best.

He slowly let his breath slide out between his lips and lolled his head against the wall. Man, I’d settle for just hearing that music every day forever.

His head snapped up. Holy shit, do I really feel that way? He stared hard at François’s spectacular face framed by the impossible-to-control pale blond hair like a wacky halo. The guy was weird, temperamental, and about as obviously gay as anybody since Elton John. Just showing up somewhere with him could blow Artie’s whole fucking cover. But looking at that face made his cock do some kind of happy dance, just when he’d been thinking he wasn’t much of a dancer.

Maybe I’ve got to break down and tell him I’m gay.

Like he’d heard Artie’s thoughts, François’s eyes opened. For a moment he looked dreamy; then he cocked his head and broke out in the one full-wattage smile he’d shown the whole night.

Artie fell back a step as if he’d been hit with a laser beam, and his perfectly tailored trousers felt like his too-tight jeans.

The music built and soared. François’s stare barely left Artie’s face, and Artie wanted to run across the stage, slide over the piano, and kiss François—among other things. As François crashed to the end, he might have puckered his lips at Artie—or maybe Artie imagined it.

Their eyes clung as the audience went apeshit. Whereas they’d been enthusiastic when he walked in, clapping and cheering loudly, this time they practically rose to NFL proportions, cheering along with the applause.

Then the miracle happened. François rose from the piano, his chest expanded with what had to be a huge breath—and he turned to the audience and bowed.

If they’d gone ape before, now they became the whole zoo, stomping and whistling. Obviously a bunch of them must know the man usually ran off the stage right after he played, and he’d just given them a special gift.

He stood straight, turned, and actually jogged off the stage. When he got a few feet from Artie, he hurled himself and landed with his arms around Artie’s neck, laughing. “Oh my God, you’re a miracle worker. I never had fun on the stage before, ever, unless I was totally alone. You just transformed the whole experience for me.” He kissed Artie’s cheek. “Thank you.” He kissed a little closer to Artie’s mouth. “Thank you.” He puckered his lips to say it again, and Artie couldn’t take it. He turned his head and captured the thanks with his mouth.

For a second they both froze with their lips locked. Artie was so shocked by what he’d done, he partly wanted to take it back—but even more he didn’t. The feel of those lips seeped into his brain like someone lit a fire. First it burned a huge hole in his capacity to think; then it dove for his groin and his balls turned into magic cauldrons full of bubbling trouble of the very best kind. As his arms started to tighten, some brain cell sprang to life. They were standing offstage from thousands of still-applauding fans while theater people swarmed all around. He pulled his lips back. “Uh, not the best place.”

François came up frowning. “Excuse me. Not the best place for what? What the hell are you doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Ha screwed up a smile.

“It’s obvious you’re kissing me. Not an activity I generally associate with straight men. So unless you’ve gotten damned homocurious damned fast, I think you owe me an explanation.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glowered.

Artie glanced around as people rushed all over the stage in front of them, moving the piano and messing around with lights. “Is there a chance we could table this until later?”

François seemed to wake up from his one-track mind and looked around him. “Okay. But don’t mess around, Artie. I want an answer.”

Artie gave a single nod, then took hold of François’s bicep. “Let’s go find your mother. She’s probably freaking out.”

François released a long slow breath. “Sad but true.”

Artie led François down the still dimly lit stairs and out the door into the hall that led to the dressing rooms and rehearsal halls—the backstage. A lot of people now crowded the hall, chatting and, in some cases, holding glasses of wine. A regular party.

Artie stepped in front of François automatically and felt François grasp his arm from behind.

Like a gazelle escaping a pack of lions, Madame emerged from the crowd and ran to François. “Are you all right?”

He frowned. “Of course. Didn’t you watch the performance?”

She glanced down and then back at him. “Of course, you were—very good.”

The crease between François’s eyebrows deepened, and Artie wanted to yell at Madame. Damn, he was brilliant and you won’t say it because he didn’t do it your way.

Before François could open his mouth, a familiar shriek went up from the crowd, and Margie from the restaurant elbowed her way past a couple of annoyed-looking people, leaped toward François—and came face-to-face with Artie. Or face-to-Adam’s-apple.

She craned her neck to look around him. “Oh my God, François, you were brilliant. So amazing.” The same sequined jacket she’d worn at the restaurant was now layered over a long black skirt, and it twinkled as she literally jumped up and down.

Madame stepped forward. “Please, don’t bother my son. He doesn’t—”

Artie gave her a gentle shake of the head just in case she’d pay attention. She scowled but shut up. He looked back at François. “François, you remember Margie and George, from the restaurant.”

François cleared his throat. “Of course. How are you? I hope you enjoyed the concert.”

George stuck out his hand, and François looked at it as if it had been coated with Ebola.

Artie put a hand out to George. “If you don’t mind, George. His hands are so delicate after he plays.”

“Oh my God, of course, I should have thought of that myself.” He withdrew his hand and unconsciously wiped it on his slacks. “But I’ve just got to tell you, I’ve been to a lot of concerts. The missus really likes music. Man, I never heard anything like this. It was just great. We were already fans, but now? I mean we’re gonna buy every recording. You were just amazing.”

Margie pressed her hands over her heart. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. You were Captain America and Superman all rolled into one.”

François smiled. “I’m overwhelmed. Thank you. After committing so much to the concert, I’m really happy you got your money’s worth.”

“Cheap at twice the price, dear. We just had to come back and tell you.” Margie giggled.

George put his arm around her. “And all the people sitting near us felt the same way. You were a smash.”

“I’ll try to keep up the good work.”

“Oh yes, do that. Yes.” George laughed heartily. “You’re always great, of course.”

Margie grabbed George’s arm, probably before he dug a deeper hole of embarrassment. “I suppose we should be going. Thank you again, François. It was so lovely seeing you, and we just adored the concert.” She glanced at Artie. “You too, dear.” She pulled on her husband’s arm. “Come on, George.” She waggled her fingers. “Bye.” They disappeared into the crowd.

Madame whirled from watching their exit. “Have you lost your mind?”




Chapter Eleven

 

 

FRANÇOIS STARED at his mother, glanced at Artie, and back to his mother. The whole night still vibrated through him—his playing better than ever because he got to stare at Artie’s wonderful face, then—Jesus, he kissed me. He kissed me. But I don’t know why. And then—those people rushing me and Artie protecting me and me being able to take an actual bow and talking to Margie and George and now— “No, Mother, I’m perfectly fine.”

Suddenly someone in the assembled multitude started to clap. François swallowed hard but smiled and took a little half bow. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

He grabbed Artie’s hand and tried to look pleasant as he rushed to his dressing room.

His mother called, “François, don’t you need to leave?”

“Soon.” He powered through the crowd, threw open his dressing room door, let Artie cross in first, then closed the door behind him. Inside the room he whirled on Artie. “Why did you kiss me?”

“Whoa. Sorry. Didn’t know that was at the top of the priority list conversationally.”

“You said to wait until we were alone. We’re alone. Talk.”

Artie’s powerful chest rose and fell. “I’m gay.”

François felt his mouth open, then close. Okay, that was the sensible answer to why a guy sucked his face like ice cream, but he still hadn’t actually believed it. “You’re sure?”

Artie snorted. “Yeah.”

“How long have you known?”

“Forever. Since I was, like, ten or something.”

“What the fuck? You’re the straightest man since the Rock.”

He shrugged kind of adorably. “I know. I’ve practiced so hard being macho, I barely know how to be anything else.”

François crossed his arms. “Sweetie, you are macho. In the dictionary where it says James Bond, they have your picture.”

His cheeks turned a light pink.

François shook his head. “If you don’t count the blush.” He looked up through his lashes. “Damn, you’re cute.”

Artie got pinker. “I’m just your regular. Nothing special.”

“Nothing could be further from the truth.” He sucked in a breath. “But what is true is that my mother’s going to be barging in here in about two minutes, so we better go soon.”

“Oh, okay.” Artie started toward the door.

“Wait. I said soon.”

He stopped.

“Why are you doing what I tell you?”

“To prove I’m not as alpha as you think.”

He couldn’t quite control his smile. “And why do you want to do that?”

“Because then you might let me kiss you again sometime.” His lips tugged upward.

Man, what an invitation. François stretched upward and captured his mouth, kissed him hard and deeply, then pulled away. “I’ll let you do more than kiss me if you’re so inclined.” His whole body flamed at the thought. Most men were simply too much trouble, but not this one. He’d do a lot to let Artie in his pants—or better yet, get in his.

Artie pressed his lips against François’s ear. “I’m so inclined.”

François whispered, “Tell me, macho man. Do you like to bottom or top?”

Artie actually shook where his hand touched François’s arm. “What do you think?”

“Well, stereotypes tell me you’re a top, but some niggling instinct suggests you might like to take it where the sun don’t shine.” He chuckled.

“Niggle away. In fact, I love being niggled.”

François grabbed his own crotch before it exploded. Oh God, died and went to heaven time. He almost never got to have sex, and the few times he had, he’d mostly been on the bottom. Something about being so pretty. But the one time he’d topped? Wow.

Artie spoke softly. “Hmm, I think you like that idea.”

“Oh yeah.”

“When?” His voice vibrated with need.

“Tonight. Please, tonight.”

“How? Man, I never thought about how hard it is not to drive. Remind me to teach you. But meanwhile, how can we get you into my car and then into my bed?”

François glanced at his watch. It was already almost ten. “Just pull up somewhere outside the front gate. I’ll come find you.”

Artie leaned in for another fast kiss. “I can’t wait.”

“Me either, but if I keep talking about it, I’ll never get my erection down and Mother will notice.”

“Right.” Artie took a deep breath.

After a couple more inhales just like that, they both smoothed their coats down and opened the door, encountering Madame with her fist raised to knock. “Sorry, Mother, I just needed a few minutes to cool down.”

“It’s been more than a few, and why did you have to have him with you?” She frowned toward Artie.

François gazed at his mother as she took a few steps away from the door. She really did want the best for him—and she knew exactly what that was. Her ferocity and certainty about everything made him feel safe, but man, it sure did limit his options. He’d always been willing to trade one for the other. At that moment it just felt confining. Like he’d given up choices and horizons to live inside her carefully drawn circle. He stepped closer to her and lowered his voice to at least give the impression that Artie couldn’t hear them. “Because I wanted to.”

“What?”

“I took Artie into my dressing room because I wanted to. He’s my friend. Why should that be a problem?”

She glanced away. “It’s not, of course.”

“My having other friends doesn’t compromise how special you are to me.”

“I realize that.” But she still looked pleased.

“So let’s go.” He waved a hand to indicate she should go first, then waited for Artie to catch up. François gave him a wink and followed his mother to the stage door. His only big challenge was to get all the way home without thinking about being buried in Artie’s beautiful body.

 

 

COME ON, come on, come on. Artie tried not to reach into his jeans and do something about his straining erection. He’d managed to make it all the way to his apartment, thanked Madame and François politely for inviting him, and waved to Joseph as he trotted up his stairs. Inside the door, he’d poised until he heard the crunch of tires, ran to the bedroom, and carefully changed out of the beautiful tux into jeans, then washed up and ran even faster to his truck. Occasionally for dates he’d borrow Don’s little-used old Prius, but it was way too late.

Trying to keep the truck engine from roaring and waking the neighborhood, he headed down Irvine Avenue toward the ritzier neighborhoods near the ocean. Since it would certainly take François a few minutes to sneak out and make his way to the front gate, he purposefully didn’t drive too fast, even though all his body parts were dying to get there. He didn’t want to give the police a reason to worry about the old truck hanging out too long outside one of Newport’s fancier areas.

Finally he did arrive. Slowly, he cruised up the street, looking for François, but no sign. A block past the gate, he pulled over and parked. It was a heavily traveled road, but with almost entirely through traffic. No one had a reason to be stopped for long. He kept his motor running and lights on in case someone asked what he was doing there. He even pulled out a map.

Then he stared into space. Do I know what I’m doing? I’m about to have sex with a client and a man who has no reason to protect my secrets. Hell, we didn’t even talk about what happens after the sex. Does he expect long moonlit walks on the beach? Plus I don’t even know what I want from him. He banged his head against the seat back. That’s what you get when you think with your dick!

A movement in the corner of his eyes attracted him, and he turned to see François emerge from some gate in the wall that led into the complex. Moonlight shone off his hair and glinted on his high cheekbones. Stomach flipping material, without a doubt. Then he looked both ways and broke into a jog across the wide street. By all rights the man should have been an awkward dork. Hell, the only thing he played was the piano. But no such luck. Damned poetry, like some lean cat loping, while contemplating whether to break into a full run to bring down the antelope. Yeah, and I’m the antelope. Still, Artie sighed at the sheer beauty as he leaned over to open the passenger door.

François crawled into the seat and took a deep breath. He looked—scared.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded but didn’t seem sure.

Artie put a hand on his arm. “Did something bad happen? Did you have a fight with your mom?”

“What?” He glanced up, looking more like the prey than the predator. “Oh no. It was just, this reminded me of a bad event.” He shivered.

“What?”

François shook his head but his breathing came fast and harsh.

“You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

He waved a hand. “Let’s get away from here before the gate guard notices us.”

“Sure.”

Artie pulled from the curb and paused. “Do you still want to go to my place?”

“Yes.” But his voice sounded tight.

Artie pointed the truck toward Costa Mesa. The silence in the cab didn’t feel comfortable, but he kept quiet.

François’s voice was soft. “It was a long time ago. I should just forget it.”

“Sometimes those are the things we have trouble getting over.”

“Yes.”

Artie just drove and let the dark surround them.

François’s voice could barely be heard above the roar of the engine. “What reminded me was I sneaked out of the house then too.” He paused and breathed. “Not this house. It was my mother’s house in Palos Verdes. I’d never sneaked out before and I was so scared.” He stared out the side window and sounded far away. “A group of boys had asked me to do it, to come join them for a party. I was homeschooled, spent all my time on the piano and doing concerts, and was incredibly lonely, so I was thrilled to have been asked by these guys who were so cool and popular.” He took a breath, and it sounded like he’d been running for miles. Artie’s stomach tightened. Not sure I want to hear this.

François hardly sounded like he was in the truck anymore. “I was only thirteen and most of the boys were midteens, but one kid looked older. He’d stolen his mother’s car and took us to his family’s beach house. It was literally right on the sand. There was a bonfire and booze, and I felt very uncomfortable but so flattered to be included.” He dragged in a breath. “Until I saw the hole.”

Artie swallowed hard and forced himself not to moan.

François’s voice became flat and matter-of-fact. He turned back and looked through the windshield. “Of course the hole was intended for me. They planned to bury me alive in sand. I was so terrified I soiled myself. I tried to run, but there were four of them, all bigger or at least heavier than me. I made it almost to the street. I remember the burst of hope, crushed the next second by a hand grabbing my arm and yanking me to the ground.” He paused, and Artie pulled the truck to the curb in the neighborhood just a few blocks from his house, but he couldn’t drive and listen to this at the same time.

When the car sat still and quiet, François took another breath. “It was only by chance that the beach patrol came to investigate the fire and saved me.”

Artie barely noticed his own exhale. Of course, he knew François had escaped somehow. He was here. Still, to have gone through that kind of terror— “That’s why you hate crowds and are scared of strangers.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. I suppose. Being large amounts of a wuss probably doesn’t help.”

“You’re no wuss.” He looked at François’s downcast face. “Jesus, François, they’d have taken me away from there in a box.” He leaned his head back. “And this is what your mother considers to be all in your head?”

“Not exactly. She doesn’t really know what happened.”

“How’s that even possible?” Artie tried to keep from yelling. Was everybody blind and deaf?

“The police didn’t know what was going on. They saw me and the hole but didn’t quite get that the boys were intending to bury me in it. When one of the cops came to talk to me, I said they hadn’t told me there was going to be drinking and would they please take me home. They did, and my mother punished me for sneaking out, but she thought they were my friends. I was so mortified that the only reason someone would invite me to a party was to abuse me that I kind of suppressed the whole murder thing. Sadly, I couldn’t keep it out of my nightmares—sleeping or waking.”

There weren’t any words. Artie slid as far as he could on his seat and wrapped his arms around François, pulling him close. “I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.”

François buried his face in Artie’s neck and sighed. “It was a long time ago.”

“It was eight years ago, and it doesn’t seem like you’ve had any chance to deal with it since then.”

“How do I deal with it, Artie? It feels like a part of me now, the fear, the cowardice.”

“But courage is just being afraid and doing it anyway. You do that every day.”

“Thanks.” He sat back, pulling away enough for Artie to see his face. “How’s that for a crappy topic when you’re planning to get laid?” He wiped a hand across his face.

“I’m flattered you chose to tell me.” Amazed, actually.

He shrugged. “I guess I wanted you to know I didn’t just make up the whole scaredy-cat routine. There was a starting point.”

Artie nodded and they both fell silent, the weight of it pressing on Artie’s chest. Reality stared him in the face. Sitting here was a powerful, courageous, complicated man who needed someone who could appreciate him and shield him while he came to terms with a world that he’d experienced as full of bad shit. No dumbass plumber, so busy hiding himself he couldn’t protect a fish, would serve that purpose. This wasn’t a game or a thoughtless roll in the hay. It was so much more it made his head hurt. “I should take you home.”

François looked up sharply. “Oh, I killed the mood completely, huh?”

“It’s really late now. And—you’re so great.”

His fair brows dove for his nose. “What does my being great have to do with anything?”

“I’m not.”

“Not what? Great? Fuck that. What if I disagree?”

Shit, I can’t breathe. “Seriously, you need a guy who has the same great tastes you do. Not some semi-illiterate plumber who didn’t know who Chopin was.” He turned the ignition.

“You think I didn’t know you were a plumber when I asked you to go to dinner and to the concert? All that copper piping and the butt crack might have been a clue.” It sounded funny, but he didn’t smile.

Neither did Artie. Artie stared at the dashboard as the engine rumbled. “Look, everything I do, all my, uh, relationships, like, everything depends on, uh—”

“Yes, what? What does it depend on?”

“On—”

“Artie, come on. This isn’t like you. Spit it out.”

“Gay.”

“What?”

He forced the words out. “It depends on my not being gay.”

“B-but you are gay.” François spread his hands at the obvious.

“Yeah, well, no one knows—but you.”

“What do you mean no one?”

“I’ve had random hookups, but those guys never know who I am, and anyone who knows who I am doesn’t know I’m gay.”

“What about your parents?”

“No. My dad wouldn’t stand for it. He’d probably never speak to me again. My mom might, but—see, I help them out financially. If they don’t speak to me, they won’t take money from me, and then they’ll—” He shrugged. “They can’t make it without help.”

François stared at him like he’d gone crazy. Yeah, long time ago.

“Plus I’d likely lose my job, and if I can’t work, I can’t help them and—”

“You’ve sneaked around this long. What’s adding one more person to your sneaking?”

“You deserve better than that, and what good is it having a boyfriend if I’m going to be diving behind doors when I see anybody I know? And I can’t take you to meet my family, and if you tell Madame, she’ll fire me, and I’ll lose the job for JT and the guys, and he hired me because he trusts me and—”

Suddenly François held up a hand. “I got it. Obviously, you’ve thought this through ad nauseum and have created a huge imaginary house of cards that will keep you trapped for the rest of your miserable life.” He stared through the windshield, his face a mask but tears shining in his eyes. “Finish the job in my backyard. I won’t bother you again.” He opened the door and hopped out.

“What the—François, get back in this fucking truck. Where do you think you’re going?” For a second he couldn’t get his brain in gear. Turn off the ignition? Drive the truck? He turned the key off, jumped out the door, and ran after François—but François was gone. Vanished like somebody said abracadabra.

Artie’s heart hammered and every protective instinct screamed. He’s alone. There’s no one to protect him but me. Artie ran like a crazy man through all the yards near him, then raced down to the next intersection. There was traffic there headed toward the entrance to the freeway. François wouldn’t hitch a ride, would he?

Artie trotted down the sidewalk, peering into the doorways of the shops, but somehow François was gone. Artie paused to catch his breath—and his knees collapsed under the weight of his heart.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

FRANÇOIS PASSED money to the Uber driver, slammed the car door after him, walked through the gate, up the walkway, and stalked up the front stairs of his house. Keying open the front door, he didn’t even try for quiet. Hell, she had X-ray ears.

As expected, his mother ran into the entry from the living room, wearing her dressing gown. “Oh my God, François, where have you been?”

Had it. Done. He spun on her, and his expression must have shocked her because she backed up. “I went out for some air. I’m now going to bed.”

“Air? You went out for air? Your bed’s not even slept in and—”

“Mother, enough! The condition of my bed is none of your business. I’m an adult and I expect to be treated like one. I know it’s not fair to ask you to protect me and treat me as a grown-up at the same time, so I’m withdrawing my implied request that you stand between me and the world. I’ll do my best to take care of myself. I’m sure I’ll fail frequently and not do as good a job as you do.” He managed to smile. “But I still intend to do it.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Sleep well.” With that exit line, he climbed the stairs, strode down the hall, and entered his bedroom. The empty bed stared back at him.

Shit, I accused Artie of limiting himself. Here I stand, a nearly twenty-one-year-old man who can’t drive, can’t go out in public without having a nervous breakdown, and has no place of his own to invite a man. How the fuck could I have limited myself any more? Artie and I are quite a pair.

A pain pierced his chest with such force it could have been a metal spike. He walked slowly across the room and collapsed on the bed. No. We’re not a pair at all.

 

 

ARTIE OPENED his eyes. No, that wasn’t right. His eyes had pretty much been open the whole night, or at least what was left of it after a cop rousted him out of some doorway on the street like a homeless person. That was a bad moment. He’d been so wrecked, he couldn’t think up a convincing lie. He said he’d had a fight with a person he cared about and he just couldn’t walk any farther. The cop must have believed him because once he’d established Artie wasn’t drunk, he drove him the block back to his truck, then followed Artie home and gave him a wave before pulling away.

Artie had made it as far as his bed. He hadn’t even fed the fish. Damn, they’ll be pissed at me. Now, here he lay still in his jeans and T-shirt, surveying the wreckage. Somewhere in the night, he’d settled on the fact that if François hadn’t made it home, Madame would be all over Artie like a mama spider. She’d blame him first. So François must be home in bed—forgetting about Artie. Shit, that should take about five minutes.

He sat up slowly, half expecting his head to hurt and stomach to lurch like they did when he drank too much, but he hadn’t had even one drink. No. He’d had one kiss. Make that two. What the hell was I thinking? Since he realized he was gay nearly fifteen years before, he’d told no one. Even at ten, he’d known beyond a doubt that nobody in his life wanted to hear how much he liked boys. He didn’t fully understand what it meant to be gay, but he knew it was bad—something his dad made fun of and the other kids curled their lips at.

You’re a fag.

You’re so gay.

They never said that to Artie because he swaggered, spit, and fought to be sure they didn’t. Yeah, he barely needed a brain to get that gay was something he didn’t want to be. And yet—he was.

No matter how tough he got, how many sports he played, how many fights he won, he still had to force his eyes away from the beautiful butts and thighs of the guys in the locker room. So finally, at sixteen, he’d borrowed the car and driven as far as he could get in one evening to a gay bar he’d read about online. Scared witless, he sat in the car and watched the men go in and out. Some were really cute. When he’d worked up his courage, he got out of the car and just stood there. If somebody looked at him who he thought was unattractive, he’d glance at his watch or stare away. Even at sixteen, he’d been big and strong-looking, so nobody messed with him. Finally this really pretty guy glanced at him. With a deep breath, Artie smiled.

His name had been Aubrey. He’d sucked Artie’s cock and didn’t even ask him to return the favor. He’d rocked Artie’s world—but not enough to make him come out.

Artie stood from the trashed bed and dragged himself to the fish tank. “Sorry, guys.”

The little dudes rushed to the glass and then to the surface as Artie sprinkled food. Even sticking his finger in and letting them nibble barely made him feel better. He stared at plecostomus guy doing his vacuum cleaner imitation. “I don’t get me. I finally make this big move and who the fuck do I choose? The king of fucking England. France. Whatever. Somebody so far out of my league, I can’t even see him on the field. Breathing the same air as François should cost me extra.” He sagged onto the end of the couch—the tangerine couch he’d covered to impress François. “He must have been laughing. ‘Poor stupid plumber thinks some Target slipcover is going to do it for me.’ Shit! In my whole life, I never tried to get above myself. I’ve always known where the hell I belonged. When did I get so”—he waved his hands like a windmill—“special?”

He stared at the fish. “I think it started with you guys.” The moments of François on his knees, nose pressed to the glass like a kid, flashed through Artie’s mind. “Fuck that. I’ve been living in fantasyland. Now I need to get back to normal.” He started toward the bedroom, then glanced back. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to get rid of you.” He should, but he couldn’t stand it. Not now, anyway.

A half hour later, he plodded down the stairs of his place toward the truck. Don was gardening and waved. “Hey, Artie. How did your friend’s visit go? Did he like the fish?”

Every word of that question hurt, but it wasn’t Don’s fault, so Artie tried to smile. “Yeah, he liked them a lot. And all those suggestions you made worked out really well. He especially loved the cheese.”

“I told you. Gouda’s the best. That was quite a car he arrived in.”

“Yeah. He’s pretty well-off and doesn’t know how to drive. Weird, huh?”

“Not having to drive sounds great to me.”

“I really appreciated all your help. Can I take you to dinner to thank you?”

He waved a hand. “No need. But I’d love to make dinner for both of us and work on a puzzle or something. Maybe a movie.”

Don loved to cook and missed having lots of people to do it for. “It’s a deal if I can buy the food.”

“Agreed.”

“How about this coming weekend?”

“I’ll try to fit it in my busy social schedule.” Don grinned. “Where you off to this lovely day?”

“I’m going to visit my parental unit. I haven’t seen them for a few days.”

“You’re a good son.”

“Thanks.” He shrugged and hoped it didn’t look too uncomfortable. He started to turn, but Don cleared his throat.

“Just because you love them, doesn’t mean you have to emulate them.”

“Uh, what do you mean?”

Don smiled as he clipped at the bushes with his shears. “I’ve never met your folks, but I have met your brother. Nice young man, but not you, and I suspect that you’re unique in your family.”

Artie snorted. “Nothing unique about me. Hell, Don, the guy who came over to see the fish. That’s what unique is. He writes music and plays piano like an angel, and when he walks onto the stage people can’t take their eyes off him. In a room of a thousand people, François would stand out. Me? I’m part of the carpet. Nah, part of the plumbing.” He made a sound that approximated a laugh.

Don kept clipping. “And yet he’s your friend. He enjoys your company.”

“Naw. He just likes my fish.”

Don did laugh. “If you say so.” He looked up with those smart eyes. “Do you remember what I did for a living, Artie?”

“Uh, you were a teacher, right?”

“I was a professor of existential philosophy at UCI.”

Artie grinned. “Whatever that is.”

“You always say you’re dumb and don’t understand things. While you might not grasp my title, if I say an existentialist believes that we’re free to create ourselves, so free it’s terrifying and we try to hide in our boxes, I’ll bet you grasp that idea immediately.”

Artie swallowed. Damn. That’s true. “So what did you call that?”

“Existentialism. Most people don’t get it, Artie. It’s too much for them, but you’re so inquisitive and open to new ideas, you can take it in. The fact is, you’re very smart and have a special quality of intuition few people share.” He curved his lips, and his old eyes warmed even more. “Take my word for it. I tried to pry open closed minds in the classroom for fifty years.”

Artie didn’t know which way to look. Nobody’d ever said anything that nice to him—except maybe François.

Don held up a hand. “That’s your one blind spot I’ve ever seen. You won’t accept good things about yourself. But that doesn’t make what I said any less true.” Don gave him a pat on the arm. “Now go see your family, and maybe later we’ll chat some more.”

With a nod, Artie escaped into the truck. Driving the ten minutes to west side Costa Mesa, all he could think was about being so free to create himself it was scary. Do I really have that much power? I mean, I can’t make myself taller or more handsome. Shit, that’s a shame. He half smiled. But if the answer’s yes, isn’t it kind of an insult to the universe to do less than everything I can? Hell, I’m so dumb, I don’t even know what I could do.

Brain whirling, he pulled in front of his parents’ house. He hadn’t mowed for quite a while, and the grass showed the neglect.

AB ran out of the door and dove for Artie. “Yo, bro! Been missing you.”

“Hi, squirt.” He stared at the lawn. “Hey, how come you haven’t mowed the lawn?”

AB gazed at the front yard like he’d been unaware that grass grew. “I don’t know. You always do it. I guess I thought you liked it.”

“How about making it your job from now on, taking care of the yard? You know, you live here, right? You can mow, edge, maybe cut the bushes.”

“I don’t know nothing about grass and shit.”

“There’s lots of stuff online, or I’ll bet you could come over to my place and learn from Don. He works in his yard all the time, and he knows lots. Hell, you might even like it. He does.”

“Yeah, okay.” He shrugged.

“Learn enough and you could maybe get a job with a landscaper.”

“I ain’t no mow-and-blow dude.” He folded his arms over his chest.

“Nothing wrong with mow-and-blow. Some of the hardest working men I know do that job, and there are lots of companies that do real elegant landscaping and hardscaping. Great stuff.” He pointed. “Grab the lawn mower while I go say hi to Mom and Dad.”

AB frowned but nodded and walked toward the garage.

Artie strode up the steps. Funny he’d never thought of asking AB to mow the lawn before. He rapped once and walked in the always-open front door. They never locked it because that would mean they had to get up to answer the bell. “Hey, guys.”

His mom looked up from her book. “Hi, honey. How are you?” She raised her cheek for a kiss, and he planted it as he walked to his spot on the couch.

“I’m good, Mom.” That was a lie, but she didn’t really want to know. “Hi, Dad.”

His father nodded but never dragged his eyes from the screen, where a group of guys and one cute woman sat around a desk holding forth on some sport or other.

Artie gazed at the screen. What a waste of time. He sucked in a breath at the thought.

His dad said, “Something wrong?”

“Oh no. I was just thinking what an odd job, sitting around talking about sports all day like it was, you know, world peace or something.”

His father just stared at him, then finally said, “Dream job.”

“Yeah. Guess so.”

The sound of the old gas lawnmower rumbled through the windows. His mother said, “What’s that?”

“AB’s mowing the lawn.”

“Why?”

“Because the grass is really long and needs mowing.”

“But—”

He nodded. “Yes, I know, I always do it. But AB lives here. He can see when it needs mowing and he can mow.”

“Oh.” Apparently the thought had never occurred to her.

He looked back toward the TV. “Dad, did you ever want to go to college or do something different?”

“What?”

“Just wondered.”

Silence. Artie kept staring at the screen and forced himself not to talk. For a second it seemed like his father wouldn’t answer; then he said, “I tried for a football scholarship.”

His mom said, “You did?”

“Yeah. Before we started going out. I tried, but I wasn’t good enough. Too small for college ball, I guess.”

“Why didn’t you go to college anyway?” Artie smiled at him to show it wasn’t a judgment.

“I really just wanted to play ball. It was pretty, uh, disappointing when I couldn’t. And I was never much good in school.” He let out a long breath. “Anyway, then I met your mom and you came along and that was that.”

Artie glanced at his mom, who looked kind of hurt but maybe not sure why she was hurt. Artie said, “What about you, Mom?”

She sat up straighter in her chair. “I was a real good student. I could have gotten a scholarship to college, but I got pregnant.” She sucked in air. “And that was that.” She said it with a snap.

Whoa. Somehow in twenty-five years he’d missed this whole scenario. He’d wrecked his parents’ lives. No, wait. Couldn’t they have created it some other way? “I like school. I would have gone with you.” He grinned at her.

“But you were just—” She finally got the joke and laughed. “Pretty funny. Do you know how hard it is to work and raise a kid? Your dad and I were just kids and didn’t know anything about raising a kid.”

“Hey, news flash. You did great.” And that was pretty much true.

Her lips parted and tears leaped into her eyes. “Why, th-thank you, Artie.”

His dad said, “Why’d you think of it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about—my life, I guess. It made me wonder more about stuff.”

“Honey, you’ve always been a deep one.” His mother smiled. “Even when you were real little. Why’s the sky blue and why did dinosaurs exist if they were just going to die off? Remember, Al?” She looked at his dad.

“Yeah. Hell, we couldn’t shut you up.” But he chuckled.

“I don’t remember that so well.”

His mom waved a hand. “That’s because it never stopped. You still do it.” She shook her head and went back to her book.

When he glanced at his dad, he’d returned to his fascination with the television. I guess this conversation is over. He stood. “Thanks, guys. See you soon.”

His mom stuck out her cheek, her eyes never leaving the page. He kissed it and walked out the door.

AB pushed the mower across the lawn, his shirt gone and a thin film of sweat glistening on his upper body that had been fit in high school but was now going soft. He stopped when he saw Artie and wiped a hand over his face. “Hey, man, this is hard.”

“Yeah.”

He grinned. “But it’s kind of fun.”

Artie smiled back. “Good. Tackle the flowerbeds, why don’t you? The front here gets lots of sun, and you could plant some pretty flowers. Bet they’d grow.”

AB glanced around with interest, but then raised his shoulders. “Yeah, maybe.”

“See ya.”

“You going already?”

“Yeah. Got stuff to do.” Which was true, but he wasn’t sure what.

“Okay. See you soon.”

Artie started to reach in his pocket for money, then didn’t. “Let me know if you need anything.” He walked toward the truck. Wonder why I did that?




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

FIFTEEN MINUTES later, he pulled up across from his friends’ favorite bar. Yes, it was early. No, that didn’t matter. Everyone had their own definition of Sunday brunch. Artie didn’t usually do the Sunday thing, but today he was exploring—himself.

He jogged across the street and plunged into the semidarkness of the place. It took a second for his eyes to adjust; then he peered past the four or five people sitting at the bar drinking beer and the two couples at tables and spotted a familiar cap and head of hair in a booth in the back. As he started toward them, Jimmy Ray looked up and gave him a grin. He said something to the others, and three other guys—Walt, Raoul, and Mal—turned and waved. Walt called, “Yo, Artie. Hey, man, good to see you. Take a load off.”

Artie glanced at Mal. How obnoxious was he likely to be about Artie pushing him off the JT job? What the fuck? Artie grabbed a chair from a nearby table and pulled it up to the side of the booth and sat. “Hey.”

Walt said, “We don’t see you much on Sundays.”

“Yeah. I had a little extra time so thought I’d come see your ugly mugs.”

Mal said, “Not too busy being JT’s Prince Charming?”

Artie met Mal’s eyes, and Mal blinked first. Artie said, “I figure JT just made a mistake. He probably booked you guys before he knew what a picky client he was working for. She’d already fired most of the people from the job. I didn’t want that to happen to you, and I’m sorry you didn’t get another day’s work.”

“She hasn’t fired you.”

Artie shrugged. “Not yet, but it’s probably gonna happen.” That was sure as fuck the truth.

Mal seemed happy about that, and he took a swig of his beer.

“So you workin’ for JT, man?” Raoul looked real interested.

“Yeah. He’s got this superparticular client, and he hired me because I know how to do different shit so he can keep fewer people around to piss her off.”

“He knows you’re real steady and reliable and you’re not gonna let him down. Nothing dumb about JT.” Raoul sipped beer.

Jimmy Ray guffawed. “How much did you have to pay Raoul to say that, man?”

Artie grinned. “Yeah, thanks, Raoul. I’ll slip you the bills later.” Still, he wanted to give Raoul a hug—which he’d probably hate.

Mal gave Artie a look. “So how’s your great piano player doing? Still hammering out like a sick cow?”

Artie swallowed to cover the flip of his stomach.

Walt said, “What’re you talking about?”

“The day I worked for JT—you know, the one day—all day long somebody in the house hammered on this piano, and it sounded like some two-year-old who got into the wrong room. Shit, it was crazy-making. But Artie here says it’s this great piano player who lives in that house, and he gets really pissed at me for being so obnoxious. Shee-it, if that’s somebody’s idea of great, give me bad country any day.”

Jimmy Ray said in his kind of kid-like way, “You don’t mind listening to the bad piano all day?”

“No. Because it’s not bad—most of the time. The guy composes.” Jimmy Ray stared at him like he’d never heard the word. Artie shrugged. “Writes music. So when he’s writing, he plays a little and then goes back and starts over. Anyway, sometimes he plays a whole tune and he’s really good. Mal didn’t get to hear that.”

“I looked that guy up,” Mal sneered. “Shit, he’s some stupid fag. Did you know that? I mean, while you’re admiring how great he plays?” He folded his hands under his chin and fluttered his eyelashes. “Hell, fag music played by a dick-sucking ass fucker.”

Walt chuckled. “No shit? Artie’s working for a fag?”

Raoul laughed. “Don’t get any on you, man.”

Artie looked down and realized he was standing. Holy shit, how did this happen?

The three guys stared at him like maybe he was going to say something important, but Artie didn’t know what that was. He gazed back at them, and all he could think of was the stories people told about when you died and saw things like through a long tunnel or tube. A rushing sound filled his ears, but he could hear his own voice screaming, “I’m so sick of this shit!”

He put his hands to his ears. Wait. Did I really say that?

Walt was mouthing words, and Artie shook his head a little to get the ocean out of his hearing.

“—sick of?”

Artie looked at Walt. “What?”

“I asked what you’re sick of.”

Artie looked around. Even a couple of people from the seats at the bar looked over, so he must have been loud. Jesus.

Mal raised a lip. “Yeah, what are you sick of, Haynes! All the fags we gotta work for?”

“Fuck you.” He spoke so softly he could barely hear it.

“What?” Mal looked shocked.

Artie’s voice rose on its own. “Fuck you. I’m so sick of hearing all the shit you guys throw at gay people. Like you said to me, Mal, who the fuck died and made you king? You’ve got nothing about you that other people might put down or think is weird? Really, nothing? Fuck that. You want something to do with your wise mouths, go tell people who deny climate change that they’re idiots, and Christians who think it’s fine to shoot people and animals that they’re fucking hypocrites. What’s any fag ever done to you? Ever think that the fact that you rag on gay people so much might mean you’re scared you are one?”

“Fuck that!” Mal half rose, but the table stopped him. Good thing, because Artie didn’t want to get thrown out of the bar for good for taking Mal out.

Walt put a hand on Mal’s arm. “Come on, Artie, that’s bullshit.”

“Actually it’s not. But that’s how it feels to have people say you’re a piece of shit for just being born a certain way.”

Raoul said, “Yeah. I get that, but I’m Mexican. How the fuck would you know?”

The moment stood on tiptoe on the head of a pin being held up by a unicorn horn on the back of an elf. “Because I’m gay.”

Jimmy Ray laughed. Walt snorted. Mal made a disgusted face. But Raoul looked at Artie. “You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack. Have a nice life.” He turned and walked out of the bar into the midday sun that shone warmly on his face—but he still wanted to throw up.

 

 

ARTIE STARED through the windshield of the truck at the gate to the backyard of François’s house. Yes, François’s house. Full stop. François owned it. François was rich, and incredibly talented, and fantastically smart. What the hell was I thinking trying to take him to bed? Like some lizard gazing at the moon.

He didn’t want to go in, but if he didn’t he’d forfeit JT’s job, and he couldn’t do that. JT trusted Artie. Of course, the second Madame saw him in the yard, he’d get fired. If François saw him, he’d get fired. And when JT heard Artie’s revelation, he’d get fired. Artie sighed. I should just go home and go back to bed.

Shit, he’d spent enough time staring at the damned ceiling trying to figure out why the hell he’d decided to come out in the middle of the bar to four homophobic blue-collar dudes. Might have been good to practice a little—like on a stranger in the park.

But he’d done it and he needed to face the consequences. He pulled out his phone and dialed.

“JT.”

“Yeah, hi, JT. It’s Artie.”

“I know. How’s the job going?”

“I haven’t started yet today. I’m in the driveway. I need to tell you something first, and you may not want me to start.”

“That you’re gay, you mean?”

Artie sighed and didn’t even try to hide it. “Yeah. I hoped I’d get to tell you first, but I was slow on the trigger.”

“Mal could barely wait to call, I gathered. He phoned yesterday. Why’d you tell him?”

“Just too much shit over the dam. I finally got tired of listening to them pitch crap about fags and swallowing it without a word. I snapped. Sorry I did, because I really like working for you and wanted to make a success of this job. I’ll wait here until you arrive or send someone else so it doesn’t look like the job’s been abandoned.”

“Uh, why? Can’t you work today?”

“I figured you wouldn’t want me to.”

“Because you’re gay? Hey, man, haven’t you heard of antidiscrimination laws and equal opportunity and all that shit?”

“Yeah, sure. That and five bucks will buy me a latte.”

“Look, I don’t care if you fuck horned toads in your spare time. Just do a good job for me.”

“Really? You don’t care?” He closed his mouth.

“Not a particle.”

“Then you probably better know that Madame’s likely going to let me go as soon as she sees me.”

“Fuck, why?”

“It’s a really complicated story, but it involves her son.”

“The piano player?”

“Yeah. The word-famous pianist and composer. This is actually his house.” Artie wiped a hand over his face.

“No shit?”

“Anyway, I don’t want to get into it now, but you better line somebody up. I’ve got most of the complicated plumbing done, so you could probably use Raoul. He’s talented and reliable.”

“You’re sure this is going to happen?”

“Pretty sure.”

“I’ll see if Raoul can be on standby. If they let you go, I’ve got another job for you tomorrow.”

“You serious?”

“Artie, I mean it when I say I don’t care if you’re gay. I’m curious about why she might let you go, but I know her and I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s for some dumbass reason, so hell yes, I’ve got another job. Until you flake on me, you’re my guy.”

It was a cloudy day, but Artie felt like a ray of sun just peeked out from a massive bank of gray. “Thanks, JT. I’ll try hard not to disappoint you.”

“So call me if you’re fired.”

“I give it an hour.” He chuckled even though he didn’t quite feel it. But shit, he was amazed that JT didn’t care. “I’ll call you.”

He hung up, slid out of the truck, and opened the gate to the huge backyard. When no shotgun blast greeted him, he hefted his tool bag and walked to the guesthouse. Weird. It felt like weeks since he’d been here instead of just a weekend. Of course, it’d been a life-changing weekend.

The guesthouse—aka François’s bachelor pad—waited for him exactly as he’d left it. Might as well go to work until someone noticed he was there.

He finished up a last few feet of copper piping he needed to do, wrapped it up and went to work on the last bit of framing, then worked on drywall. No one yelled for him to stop. In fact, the house was weirdly silent. No music, no practice, no composing.

That made Artie crazy!

Why isn’t François composing? He needs to be working. Damn.

Artie looked at his watch. Past lunchtime. Glancing out of the corner of his eye at the house, he walked to the truck and got his lunch, then returned to his favorite tree. He dropped it on the grass, then scurried toward the house, staying out of sight of the windows. When he got to the house, he scooted under the windows until he got to the music room, stood, and peered through the window. Nothing and nobody. No François. Madame wasn’t even in sight. Shit!

He flattened his back against the house. Maybe they both left for a trip to play music in Lithuania or something. Damn. Not my business. But I wonder if François’s scared.

With that thought pressing down on him, he walked back to his lunch and flopped on his butt under the tree. François scared. François scared. It hammered in his chest with his heartbeat. The tuna sandwich tasted like cardboard as he stared at the windows for a tiny hint of movement.

 

 

FRANÇOIS STRODE down one of the long halls of South Coast Plaza, trying to make himself look in the shops and ignore the people walking past him. He’d managed to get his breathing under control, but getting caught up in the beauty of clothing from Chanel and Balenciaga just wasn’t happening. Not when what he really wanted was to get lost in the beauty of Artie’s eyes. Stupid. Idiotic. True.

He stopped and sat on a bench in the fanciest hall of the mall. Of course they were all pretty fancy, since this was one of the most high-end shopping centers in the world. Artie doesn’t want me. He’s more worried about his status as a straight macho man.

Do I care? Yeah. He sighed. Do I care enough to not want him anymore? Shit, no.

His phone rang—again. He glanced at the screen and refused yet another call from his mother. No doubt she’d freaked when she discovered he’d gone on his own and not with Joseph. He should turn his phone off, but maybe a stupid piece of his brain kept hoping the next call would be from Artie.

Some people walked by and he glanced up—and froze. In the spaces between bodies passing, he could see across the open space in the center of the second floor to the other side of the hall. The couple who lingered there for just a moment gave him a glance and rushed hurriedly away. George and Margie. Had to be.

Maybe that wasn’t odd. South Coast Plaza was just a few blocks from Sanderson Hall. The restaurant where they’d first accosted him was in Corona del Mar—not close but striking distance from Costa Mesa. Still, three times a charm? Or three strikes you’re out?

He shivered. Come on, don’t make up shit in your brain. They’re just fans. But if that was true, why didn’t Margie come squealing across the walkway to throw her arms around him? She probably felt embarrassed at seeing him yet again. But they’d looked a little—guilty. Hadn’t they?

The tips of his fingers grew cold, and he raised his head casually and looked to his right. No sign of a familiar face. Then he turned left. Nothing. He started to smile and stopped as a head popped around the corner of a store window across the hall. He was almost certain it was Margie’s face. Shit. Shit. Shit.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

WITHOUT THINKING, François rose from the bench and strode into Tiffany, which stood in all its glittery glory catty-corner from where he was sitting. When he got inside, he stopped. Damn, he should have chosen a place with dressing rooms. Of course, being trapped in a dressing room with George didn’t sound fun.

“Can I help you, sir?”

Oh right. He’d been staring into a case of watches. Sadly, he’d purposely worn his grubbys to the mall so he’d be less likely to be recognized. In Tiffany’s, ratty sweats didn’t inspire instant confidence. But he did have one small calling card. He let his Patek Phillipe watch slip out from under his baggy sleeve. The salesman spotted it instantly, and a small smile crept across his lips.

“Are you looking for a replacement?”

François glanced at his watch as if he’d been unaware of its existence. “Oh no. It’s a favorite. Just looking.” He smiled.

“I can see where it would be hard to top that piece, but we can certainly try, Mr.—”

“Desmarais. François Desmarais.”

“The pianist.”

François nodded.

“Oh yes, I’ve heard you play. I’m honored.”

François pressed a hand to his chest. “Excuse my attire.”

“Incognito?”

“Exactly.” He leaned in. “I’m afraid it didn’t work and I’m being, uh, followed by some fans who’re difficult to shake. Forgive me if I just hide out at Tiffany.” He laughed as musically as he could manage.

“Oh my, hide out here anytime you choose.” The man fluttered his lashes one too many times. “Meanwhile, I’ll just tempt you with some goodies.” He started pulling diamond watches out of the case.

François tried to look attentive but his spine tingled, and not in a good way. After trying on a couple of watches, the antsiness overcame him. “Uh, do you see anyone outside the store watching me? It would be a man and a woman.”

The salesman looked conspiratorially out the window, brows drawn. François would have laughed if he’d been able to muster funny. “No. Don’t see anyone. They probably gave up.”

“Good. Thank you so much for letting me skulk.” He tried not to look furtive as he left the shop, walking steadily toward Nordstrom, but not running. Maybe he could find a cab outside the department store. Everything in him screamed to look over his shoulder, but he forced himself not to.

At the entrance to Nordstrom, they had a coffee shop. He stopped in the short line and pulled out his phone, glancing at the face of it as if checking his emails. With a stretch, he bobbed his head back and forth like he was favoring a sore neck. The angle gave him a quick view in both directions—and complete panic when he realized that George was staring in a shop window only a few yards away. Where the fuck is Margie?

His finger stabbed the phone all by itself. He heard it ringing though he hadn’t turned on the speaker.

“Hello? François? Is that you?” Artie’s voice was faint, but François heard the anxiety. He brought the phone closer as if to see an email. “At South Coast Plaza. George and Margie. Scared. Might be nothing.” Movement beside him made him look up, and George was walking toward him. Though he smiled, it didn’t reach his eyes and his expression looked nothing like an ardent fan.

“Get away from me.” People stared at him, but he didn’t want George any closer. He took off running into Nordstrom.

“Margie, get him,” George yelled from behind, and François acted on instinct and jogged to the side, just missing Margie’s hands as they grabbed for him.

“Damn!” She plastered a smile on her chubby cheeks and seemed to be trying to look as if they were just playing some fun game.

François dove behind a rack of clothing in the junior department until he was practically wearing a pink T-shirt that said Always be yourself. Unless you can be a unicorn, in which case you should always be a unicorn. He could use a fucking unicorn right then.

Heavy footsteps got closer. Staying low to the ground, he crept into the dressing room of the junior department. His own bad thoughts about being cornered by George flashed in his mind, but he sneaked into a dressing stall. Damn, no bench. And no teenage girls asking their girlfriends if the jeans made them look fat. Department stores just didn’t do the business they used to.

François pressed his ear against the door of the dressing room. From a distance away, George said, “I’ll bet he went in there.”

Margie replied, “Wait till nobody’s looking or you’ll be arrested for child endangerment. This is a girls’ dressing room.”

“I can make like Donald Trump at the beauty pageant.” George laughed nastily.

“Can it, asshole.” She sure didn’t sound like anybody’s loving wife anymore.

George said, “I’m going. Yell if you see him.”

Footsteps got closer. François stopped breathing, grabbed the top of the divider on both sides, and lifted his feet from the floor. Can’t stay this way long. Need to lift more weights. But he kept holding because he had a pretty good idea he wasn’t going to lift much of anything if George got ahold of him.

His arms shook and hands screamed with the pain of the metal on the top of the divider cutting into his palms.

The footsteps walked past his stall and kept going. There were probably six or even more individual dividers before George would get to the end of the row.

Shit! Can’t hold. He dropped to his feet as softly as he could manage, fell to his knees, then to his stomach, and slithered under the dividers toward the door.

“Fuck!” Heavy footfalls started toward him. “Margie, get ready.”

François leaped to his feet, slammed through the door of the stall, and kept running at top speed.

Margie stepped in front of him. “François, what a surprise!”

He didn’t even slow but rammed into her with as much force as he could muster, sending her flailing against the wall. She was such a sturdy woman, the impact almost knocked him over, but he kept his feet and, gasping for breath, ran, dodging displays and clothing racks.

No amount of zigzagging got rid of fucking George. Footsteps pounded after François, drawing closer and closer. People stared as he ran by, but no one looked like a savior he could ask for help. George must still be laughing and smiling, making himself appear like the benevolent one.

Dashing out of Nordstrom and into the mall, François could barely breathe, his chest hurt, and everything in him just wanted to fold into a ball on the floor and let the asshole take him. Not a chance. He’d told his mother he could take care of himself and he’d die trying—literally.

Dodging a mother with a stroller and two other little kids, he ran as fast as he could, but George just kept coming. Desperately, François turned right at a jog in the wall—and stopped. He was in a dead end. There had been a restaurant at the end of the little hallway, but it was closed. Locked tight. And between François and the rest of the mall—he turned slowly. There stood George, grinning.

“Come on, baby. We’re not going to hurt you. Not as long as you do exactly what we want.”

François bounced a little on the balls of his feet, looking for an opening to run. “What would that be? Lots of money, I presume.”

“Aw, see? What a smart boy.”

“So you and your so-called wife have been stalking me all this time, waiting for a chance to kidnap me?” His pulse beat in his throat.

“And you sure as fuck haven’t made it easy. Man, you’re never alone.” George feinted toward François, who bounded to the side. But George recovered instantly and called over his shoulder, “Margie? Where the hell are you?”

No Margie. That, at least, was a gift.

“So how much do you want?”

“Not much. Five mil will do.”

François frowned. “I haven’t got that much money.” Do I?

“Of course you do. I researched you very carefully. Chickenshit little fag worth a ton of dough. A perfect target.”

“Fuck you.”

“Well, maybe not, but that mouth of yours sure is pretty, when you’re not blabbing out of it. I bet I could put it to good use before we collect our money.”

“And then you plan to let me go?”

“I suppose. Of course, we need to get away. Or at least I do. So you’ll be our ticket out of town.”

François burst forward and slammed his knee toward George’s balls. George moved, but caught just an edge of the flying patella. “Fuck! Enough.” He grabbed François by the arm, reached in his jacket pocket, and pulled out the handle of a revolver. “I’d rethink my position, piano man.”

François slowly released his pent-up breath. Okay. Maybe George got to win. Of course, he’s probably going to end up killing me anyway, but I suppose the longer I can stay alive, the more chance I can—

Wham. A flying body landed directly on George’s back. George flew toward the wall, releasing François and grabbing for his gun.

Fuck that! François dove on him, grabbed his hand, and managed to complete the move he’d failed at moments before. He thrust his knee into George’s crotch as hard as he could. He knew he’d succeeded when George’s hand loosed on the gun grip as his head fell back and he shrieked. Just about that time, Artie’s big fist connected with George’s jaw—twice—and the guy folded to the ground, moaning.

“Police. Put your hands up.”

François looked up at the phalanx of cops in serious gear lined up across the narrow hall. He managed to get his hands up all the way to Artie’s neck—then sort of fell toward him. Artie caught him in powerful arms. “No worries. They’re with me.”

François remembered smiling—

 

 

“DOCTOR, ARE you quite sure he wasn’t injured by that beast?”

François wanted to cover his ears at his mother’s penetrating voice, but he couldn’t get his arms to work yet. Maybe if he just relaxed, he could go back into that nice warm darkness.

Vaguely he heard a man’s voice say, “No, ma’am. It doesn’t appear they ever got a hand on him. More like the other way around. It’s possible he bumped his head somewhere in the fight, but we can’t find a lump and there’s certainly no concussion. No, it was the kidnappers who got the fuzzy end of this lollipop.” He chuckled.

Her voice got closer. “Wake up, mon ange. There are many questions waiting for you.”

Right, many questions.

Wait, I have a question for Artie. An important question. If you can stay in the closet and I promise not to out you, will you be my closet boyfriend? His eyes fluttered open. “I need to talk to Artie.”

His mother, who leaned over him where he seemed to lie on a stretcher or a cot or something, frowned. It looked like he was still in the mall but in some back room or office. “Is he all you care about?”

“Oh, for fuck sake, Mother, the man saved my life and I need to talk to him.” He struggled to sitting. “I’ll go find him myself.”

“François!”

He stomped across the small room to the extent he was in stomping shape and threw open the door. Huddled on a bench directly outside sat Artie. Before François could open his mouth, Artie leaped to his feet, grabbed François, and hugged him tight. “Thank God. I was so scared.”

“Thank you. Thank you. I didn’t know if you heard my call. I-I wasn’t sure if—”

A chuckle came from beside them, and a big, lumbering man in a gray suit walked toward them. “He not only heard you, he tracked your whole encounter with the would-be kidnappers as he called us and led us to you.”

Artie smiled. “You never hung up. I heard everything. Shit, I was terrified.”

“And then you attacked George!”

The policeman frowned. “That wasn’t part of the plan, by the way.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Detective McClusky.”

François looked at McClusky’s big paw, felt Artie start to speak, and thrust out his own hand. “Glad to meet you.”

“Despite the blow-by-blow we got from Mr. Haynes’s phone, I still need to ask you a boatload of questions.”

“Okay.” He glanced at Artie. I guess my question has to wait.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

FRANÇOIS SHIFTED on the soft leather of the limousine seat. He didn’t want to be here. After he finished all his questioning, Artie had given François a long look but then left to drive his truck home. François had remained behind answering McClusky’s questions for another hour, then had no option but to get in the limo beside his mother. Damn. “I’m going to call a driving school tomorrow.” He kind of snorted because he hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“What?” His mother obviously missed the thought process in his head.

“Sorry. Just thinking out loud.”

“I thought you never wanted to drive.”

“No. I decided it’s stupid to limit myself that much. I might not have a limo driver my whole life. I’ve got to be able to get places on my own.”

“You certainly got to the mall on your own.” He could feel her glare and turned sideways to face her.

“But I had to take a cab. If I’d been able to drive, I might have made it to my car and locked myself in before they caught me.”

She clasped a tight hand on his arm. “My God, François. I can barely stand to think about what could have happened to you. You were foolhardy—and very, very brave. I arrived at the hall behind the police just in time to see you jump on that awful man and kick him.” She fanned herself with the hand. “I thought I’d pass out.”

“That’s okay, darling. I did.” He made a face.

She smacked his arm—hard. He gaped at her as she wagged her finger. “Don’t you dare denigrate yourself for that. Anyone would have been terrified. You simply got too much oxygen after you were safe and it overcame you. You were completely heroic. I never want you to do anything like it again.”

Was this really his mother speaking? “Let’s hope I never have to.”

“This was a horrific event that wasn’t a tragedy—thanks to your heroism.” She took a breath. “And that of your friend, Arthur.”

“Yes. He was pretty amazing, wasn’t he? I don’t even know exactly what happened.”

She cleared her throat. “Apparently he was in our backyard working and worrying about the fact that you weren’t playing when he got your call. He almost banged down the front door until I answered. I’d been resting. Anyway, he screamed at me to call the police and tell them you were being kidnapped at South Coast Plaza. He told me it was the couple I’d seen at the Sanderson. He ran like a maniac to his truck. I gather he also called the police and that’s how he was able to conference them in to your call. Very wise to not hang up.”

François shook his head and laughed. “I just forgot.”

She patted his hand. “I’m sure it was your good instincts. I had Joseph drive immediately to the mall. When I got inside, many people were running toward where you were and I observed the police congregating. I ran with the crowd and saw you try to kick that man, miss, Artie leap on him, and then your incredibly brave move.” She wiped a hand over her eyes. “I shouldn’t have lived through this day.”

Wow. He leaned over and took her into his arms. He forgot how tiny she was, she was so fierce. “I’m sorry you had to endure it.”

She pulled back. “Me? Dear God. I’m so sorry this happened to you. And right when you were trying to overcome your fear of crowds and public places.”

“Yes, well, I think it worked.”

“What?”

“We’re home,” Joseph announced as the car pulled through the gate and into the circular drive.

François slid out after his mother. He really wanted to ask Joseph to take him to Artie’s, but he didn’t want to abandon his mother again. Plus Artie had been through a lot on François’s behalf that day. Maybe good to let him rest.

He followed his mother into the entry, where she plopped her shawl on a chair, counting on someone else to pick it up. Do I dare go straight to bed? She obviously had other plans and walked straight into the living room. “Oh!” She stopped dead in the archway, and François almost ran into her back. He looked up as Artie rose from the couch.

“Hi. Sorry to intrude. Your maid let me in.” He grinned. “She knows me.”

His mother took an audible breath and walked forward with her hand extended. “Mr. Haynes, I can’t begin to thank you for saving my son. You were selfless and incredibly brave. The police informed me that the awful man had a gun. Dear God.”

Artie shook her hand heartily. “Yeah, and he would have used it on me if it wasn’t for François.” His looked up and his gaze met François’s. Maybe, just maybe, the chocolate of those eyes was just a little bit melty.

His mother sat, so Artie did too. She said, “May I offer you some refreshment, Arthur?”

“No, thank you, ma’am.”

Okay, we’re just going to sit around being polite? Why is he here?

“Are you sure? You can’t have had much to eat today.” She cocked her head.

“No, thanks. I couldn’t eat. I kind of have butterflies.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s perfectly understandable in light of your terrifying encounter.”

“Actually, ma’am, it’s this terrifying encounter I’m worried about.”

François scooted to the edge of his chair.

His mother said, “Whatever do you mean?”

Yes, yes. What do you mean?

Artie glanced at François, then back at his mother. “You see, ma’am, I had gotten really pumped up on the idea that I was good enough to be François’s boyfriend.”

“I thought you weren’t gay.” She gave him her scary scowl.

“Oh, I’m gay. I’m just really deep in the closet.”

“That’s understandable in light of your profession.”

“Not really. It’s chickenshit is what it is, excuse me, ma’am. I was willing to compromise who I am just so people would like me, but it was a coward’s way.”

“You’re certainly not a coward, Arthur.”

“I figured that out, ma’am. I found out about François’s almost being buried alive by those boys and yet still managing to become everything he is, and I understood what courage is.”

“What are you talking about? François, what does he mean?”

François stared at Artie. “A terrible thing that happened when I was thirteen. That time I sneaked out to that beach party.”

“But—wait. That’s when you became afraid of being around people.”

“Yes. I’m sorry I never told you, but I was horrified, embarrassed, and frightened, and I didn’t want to think about it anymore.”

“That’s when you asked to reduce the number of your tutors.” Her eyes widened, probably in dawning awareness.

“Yes.”

She flew from her chair to his and threw her arms around him. “How could one person endure two such dreadful events in one lifetime?” She pulled back and furrowed her brow. “But you said you were feeling less afraid of people.”

“It seems like one terrible event helped cancel out the other. Or at least made it a little better. I never fought back at those boys. I never even told anyone and they went unpunished. I did fight George.”

Artie chuckled. “Quite successfully.”

His mother looked up. “But I interrupted you, Arthur. What was the point you were making?” She settled into the chair next to François.

He rested his forearms on his knees. “I know I’m not in the same class as François, or even the same league. I never will be. But a friend of mine says we make ourselves and the more I think about it, the more I believe that’s true. I may not be good enough for François, but I’ll try harder to be the guy he needs. He needs someone who cares about him. Who wants to protect him but also wants him to rise and extend and be the best him he can be.” He shrugged. “I know it’s weird, but for some reason, he likes me. I figure anyone who’d look that kind of gift horse in the mouth has left their brains at the door. I may not be worthy, but I’m not dumb.” He flashed the dimples in his lean cheeks.

François wiped the flat of his palm against his wet cheek and tried to capture some of the flood of tears. “I was going to call you and tell you that I’d never out you. I’d be glad to pretend we’re just buddies, if you’d just let me be your boyfriend.”

“That wouldn’t be fair to either of us. You deserve respect, and I deserve all the envy I’ll get when people figure out you’re with me.” His grin got saucy.

“So you’re coming out?”

“Already did. To my work crew, at least.”

“How did they react?”

“One was awful, a couple undecided, one okay. But most important, the guy I work for doesn’t care at all.”

His mother said, “JT?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ve found him to be a fine person.”

“He’s kind of expecting you to call and fire me.”

“Why, for goodness sake?”

“I told him you might.”

She sighed. “I’ll confess, I would like to partner my François with a prince. But quite honestly, I’ve watched his lack of interest in any of the men who have wooed him the last year or so. It’s rather refreshing to see his eyes light up. And he’s correct in saying that you do clean up well.” She looked at her hands, then back at him. “After what you did for him and for me today, who am I to say no?”

François leaned over and kissed her cheek.

She rose. “And now I think the script to this romance says I should vacate the stage to the lovers.” She shook a finger. “You both have had an exhausting day. You need your sleep.”

Artie nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’m going to take him home to see my fish, then I promise we’ll go right to bed.”

“Fish?”

François laughed. “It’s a long story.”

 

 

ARTIE WALKED into the living room of his apartment from the tiny kitchen and smiled as François plopped on his butt in front of the fish tank. “I brought us some of that good cheese and the rest of the wine.” He set the tray he was carrying down beside François and tossed the cushions Don had made him buy where they could both grab one. Then he settled in beside the man who’d changed—everything.

François picked up his glass of wine and held it out for Artie to clink, then sipped as he asked, “So you really came out to your coworkers?”

“They’re the guys I hang out with sometimes. We’re all independent, so we don’t always work together.”

“Was it really hard?”

“Just slipped out, actually. One of the guys is a real asshole. He said some nasty things, and I guess I’d had enough. I called him out and ended up admitting I was gay.” He shook his head. “They thought I was kidding.”

“Like I told you. You and the Rock.”

Artie laughed, then got serious and set his glass behind him on the coffee table. “So how are you really doing after that mess today?”

François sighed. “I guess I don’t know yet. I’m still living off adrenaline and hearing my mother call me a hero.” He gave a snorting sound. “I was very scared. Honestly, though, I think the fact that I wasn’t frozen into inaction truly changed me in some way. It shifted my perspective.” He raised his shoulders and dropped them. “I guess we’ll have to see if the nightmares get worse and whether I can face a crowd of people.”

“You already did.”

“What do you mean?”

“That was no small group gathered around the scene today, including cops and onlookers.”

“I didn’t think about it.” He smiled into Artie’s eyes. “Maybe I will next time.”

Artie touched that perfect cheek. A tiny rasp of pale blond 10:00 p.m. shadow he couldn’t see tickled his finger. “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it. I’ll be here to help look out for you for as long as you want me.”

François shook his head and snuffled. “I can’t believe I got this lucky.”

“Are you kidding? We all know who the lucky one is around here.”

“Who?” François grinned.

Artie leaned back and pointed at the tank. “Stripey the fish. He’s getting all your admiration, lucky bastard.”

Setting his glass on the side table, François laughed, then pounced on Artie, pressing him down to the carpet. He carefully inspected Artie’s face. “Hmmm. No stripes. No gold color.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Both of your eyes are on the same side of your body. But I guess you’re handsome anyway.”

“You’d be the first to say so.” Artie grinned.

Instant frown. “Fuck that. I’d like to smash all the people who haven’t told you how gorgeous, and smart, and inquisitive, and insightful, and special you are.”

Artie almost gasped at the words. He felt his lips part in amazement, then close in disbelief.

François’s frown got deeper. “Don’t you give me that incredulous look, mister. I plan to perform brainwashing on you until you finally look in the mirror and see what I see.”

With a sniff, Artie wiped at his eyes. “The best part about that is it’s going to take a very long time.”

François smiled slowly down at him as his head descended.

Oh God, those two previous kisses hadn’t even been a preview. François’s lips, when he wasn’t shocked or half-pissed-off, were like one of his Chopin piano pieces—all flowing and full of juice. He sighed as he explored the recesses of Artie’s mouth, his tongue connecting with nerves that hadn’t really been awake since Artie was born.

Without breaking the lip lock, François shifted so his body lay on top of Artie.

Oh shit, yes. A little to the left. Little more. Bingo. Bull’s-eye. Oh my.

Though François was slender, the bulge in his jeans, now connected like a completed electrical circuit to Artie’s bulge, was more than enough to make Artie consider how long it had been since he bottomed. Verdict? Shit, he couldn’t wait!

With an upward thrust, he bucked his hips so the pressure on his very hard cock sent flashes of white in front of his eyes and jolts of pleasure into his throbbing groin. “Oh man, not gonna last long. Too much like heaven.”

Then an amazing, heavenly thing happened. François just took charge. Finally drawing his lips back, he pulled Artie’s T-shirt over his head, then went to work on his jeans, stripping them down his legs, impatiently tossing his tennies, and throwing his pants after the shoes. Then—Fuck! François descended on Artie’s cock, not even a little shy or awkward, and swallowed the sucker.

“Holy shiiiit!” Artie bucked like a madman trying to get even deeper into the best place his dick had been ever.

Way too soon, François pulled away, and Artie was vaguely aware of him discarding more clothes, then—Oh my God! A hot warm body descended over him, and what had been lumps pressing together were now real live cocks, slipping, sliding, and thrusting beside each other. François reached down and wrapped those long-fingered hands around their dual package and started to pump.

Artie gave up all effort and let François have his way. What a way. His balls curled tight like the happy raisin dance, his head floated somewhere in space, and his cock throbbed with explosive heat. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my—”

Stars crackled in front of his eyes as the first shot of spunk exploded from his dick, followed by three more. Each one seemed to tear him apart a little more with pure joy until he shattered into space. Holy crap!

As his body throbbed and shuddered, François pushed Artie’s legs back beside his ears and pressed something cold and wet into his throbbing expanding hole. Since his whole lower region had just dissolved into butter, François’s two fingers, then three, barely even burned. With a happy, sappy smile, Artie watched François fit his condom-covered cock to his hole and press. “Ahhhh.” Artie exhaled and took every inch.

Though clearly his cock never should have moved again, after a few pumps of that delicious dick into his body, Artie started to breathe hard, then pant as his penis raised its freak flag and sprang to life on his belly while François went nuts hammering his ass. Oh man, could François do the nasty. Holy cow.

Bam. All thought vanished, and he yelled as François’s hips revved to double time, creating a friction so intense Artie thought his hair would singe off until François yelled, threw his head back, and froze, stuttering his hips as he cried, “Oh, oh, oh.”

Unbelievably, Artie’s cock managed a tired, satisfied, but very real explosion, and a small jet of cum plopped out on his chest. It might not have reached the moon this time, but it definitely made it to his heart.

As his pulse hammered in his ears, Artie murmured, “Oh my God, you were made for me.”

François chuckled as he snuggled onto Artie’s sticky chest. “That’s what I’ve been telling you.”




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

ARTIE BLINKED, squinted against the morning sun through the windows he hadn’t covered the night before, and peered into two sea-blue eyes gazing at him as close as his own nose. He grinned. “Good morning.” Oh man, seeing that face when he woke up made for a really good morning.

“Morning.”

Artie raised his head and pecked François’s lips. “You seem pretty wide-awake for a guy who barely slept.” That first plunge into ecstasy on the living room floor had preceded a fast run to his bed and several more rounds of creative lovemaking that explored all the things their hands, mouths, and cocks were capable of.

François giggled—yep, that was the best description. How could a guy so forceful in bed be so cute when he wasn’t? “I knew there was a chance I’d have nightmares if I fell asleep, so I decided staying awake was lots more fun.” He grinned.

Artie gently kissed him. “No nightmares when I’m around.”

“No. No nightmares.” His face got sweetly serious. “You’ve changed everything for me.”

Artie’s heart slammed against his ribs, and he swallowed hard to keep from tearing up. “We all know whose life got changed around here.”

François flashed his teeth and they both said together, “Stripey!”

François glanced toward the living room. “I guess we better go feed him or he may attack.”

Artie clasped a hand on his butt. “After we do that, how about I take you to breakfast, and then I have to get to work.”

François would his fingers through Artie’s hair. “Hmmm. I’ll bet you can be late. I have influence with your boss.”

Artie took a breath. “I’ve got some people I want you to meet.”

“Oh? Who?”

Artie forced a smile. “My folks.”

“Whoa. They don’t know, uh, right?”

“I plan to tell them.”

François bounced up to his knees, which was insanely cute since he was bare-assed naked. “You want to tell them when I’m there?” His eyes became giant blue circles.

“Seems like a good time.”

He crossed his arms. Even cuter. “Have you contemplated the imminent death of your boss?”

“My boss?”

“Me!” He fell backward on the bed, loose parts flying. “They could murder me for leading their alpha male astray.”

Artie sat up. “No. They’d never get off the couch long enough.”

François got serious as he rose to sitting on the edge of the bed. “But you’re still stressed about coming out to them.” It wasn’t a question.

Artie nodded. “I know it’s stupid.”

“Not even a little.”

“So let’s go get food, and I won’t think about that until later today.”

“Deal. You better take the bathroom first, because despite my total lack of sartorial splendor, I’m a total bathroom hog.”

Artie grinned. “We could go in together.”

“Not if we ever plan to eat today.” He winked, and Artie chuckled all the way through his very fast shower.

Forty-five minutes later, after bathroom time, fish feeding, and a little hanky-panky, Artie escorted François down the stairs from the apartment.

Don looked up from his bush trimming. “Morning, Artie. This must be your friend the pianist.” Fabulous how he didn’t even give a sly wink to the fact that they were emerging from Artie’s apartment at 7:30 a.m.

“Morning, Don. Yes, this is François Desmarais.”

Don slapped a hand against his chest. “Well, my goodness. When Artie said you played piano, he certainly wasn’t kidding. I’m a great admirer.”

François smiled and, amazingly, extended his hand. “Thank you, sir. Artie speaks so highly of you, I’m honored that you know my work.”

Don smiled at Artie, and just the expression warmed his heart. “Artie’s good opinion is a great compliment. He’s a fine man.”

Artie blinked hard. He started to make a joke, then said, “Thank you, Don.”

“So where are you two off to this lovely day?”

Artie said, “We’re going to scare up some breakfast, then I need to get to work.”

“And I need to go crack the whip over him to be sure I’m getting my money’s worth.” François laughed.

“Ah that’s right. You two have relationships on many levels.”

Artie asked, “Would you like to join us for breakfast, Don?”

“That’s kind, but I’ve already eaten. Maybe the two of you would like to have dinner with me sometime soon. You know how I like to cook.”

François smiled. “We’d love that.”

“Good! Just let me know when you have a free evening.”

“I plan to have lots of those, since I won’t be performing again until fall.”

“Excellent. So you can compose.”

“Yes. I have new inspiration.” He gave Artie a grin.

“A labor of love.” Don put a hand on François’s arm, and he didn’t even blink.

“Yes, sir. Exactly.”

“I’m taking François home to meet my family, Don.”

His old eyes brightened even more. “Best news I could have heard. I look forward to all the details of your emergence.”

Funny choice of words, but Artie loved it. “Just another step in creating myself.”

His bright glance flicked to Artie’s eyes. “Yes, it is. And an important one. Sartre said we have pure freedom. Terrifying thought, isn’t it? But you take it on with courage.” He looked at François. “You’ve got yourself a hero here, son.”

François grasped Artie’s hand. “I know.”

Artie didn’t know where to look or what to say, so he sucked a breath that sounded shaky and said, “We’ll take you up on that dinner soon, Don.” He squeezed François’s hand, and they walked to the truck.

 

 

WHEN FRANÇOIS opened the front door to his house, he prepared himself for the scream. Nothing came. Son of a gun. He walked to his bedroom unaccosted, changed his clothes, then went down to the music room and started to play. Since he knew Artie would be paying attention, he chose one of his own compositions and played it all the way through, letting the music seep into his blood and pour out his fingers.

When he’d settled his hands on the key for the last tremolo, he sat back. Applause came from behind him.

“Wonderful, mon ange. Wonderful.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

She walked to the couch near the piano and sat. “Is Arthur outside? I thought you might be playing for him.”

“Yes.” He’d have to ask Artie if his name really was Arthur.

“Obviously he inspires you.”

“Yes, he does. Does that surprise you?”

She sat back and looked at her perfect manicure. “No. Or not entirely. I like him. I have since I first met him. He’s a solid, reliable, levelheaded man but with powerful intuition and an innate appreciation of art. In many ways, I couldn’t have picked better for you if I’d chosen him myself.” She grinned. “Of course, my ego would never have led me to look in the backyard. Fortunately, your lack of ego allowed you to see his worth.”

“Thank you for understanding. It means a lot to me.”

“I think choosing Arthur shows a lot of maturity. Do you have plans for the future?”

He barked a laugh. “We’ve barely talked about the present. He’s never even come out to his parents. He’s doing that tonight.”

“With you?”

“Yes.”

“Oh my. What are they like?”

“I don’t know much. His father loves sports. His mother reads romance novels.”

She inhaled deeply. “Have you thought about where you might live?”

“God, we haven’t even discussed living together, much less where.” He shook his head. “He might freak if I even suggest it.”

“I doubt it. I think he’s quite committed.”

François looked up with a hopeful smile. “You do?”

“Of course. Don’t you?”

“This is new to me.”

“I’m not exactly an expert myself, but I see what I see. Anyway, I thought perhaps you’d like to live here, and I could move into the guesthouse, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Wow. I don’t know.”

She rose and walked to the window. “Arthur, would you come in please?” She walked back to her chair.

A couple of minutes later, Artie tapped on the doorframe of the music room, looking sweaty, dirty, and a little anxious.

His mother smiled. “Would you mind sitting for a minute, please, Arthur?”

“I’m kind of dirty, Madame.”

“I think you should call me Juliette, and a little dirt never hurt anyone.”

He walked to the one unupholstered chair and sat. “Yes, Juliette?”

“François and I have been discussing living arrangements for the two of you.”

“Oh.”

“Obviously we can’t do that without you. I was suggesting that the two of you take over this house and I move into the cottage when it’s complete, if you wouldn’t mind having me so close. I know it’s an imposition, but I’m so used to being near François and I am his manager, so if I wasn’t too intrusive—”

Artie held up a hand, frowning. “Wait. Ma’am—Juliette, this is your house. I think it’s done up the way you like it, and I’m pretty certain François would never want you to be anywhere else. Right?” He looked at François, who swallowed and nodded.

“Now, as for us. I’m a pretty simple guy. I need room for my fish tank and I need to see my neighbor Don regularly because he’s got no one and he inspires me. But I know François needs space to create and room for at least one piano, right?”

Juliette said, “He should have two.”

“Yeah. Hey, buddy, how come you couldn’t play the flute?” He laughed.

“I think big.” François flashed a secret smile.

Artie leaned back. “So what if I made the guesthouse bigger? Big enough for one grand piano. But you could still use this room and whatever other pianos you have stashed here, and your mom could guide you and run your business and all that?”

How did he feel about that? The dream of a simple, quiet life loosened in his fingers.

Artie leaned forward. “The thing is, you feel safe with me, but you feel another kind of safe with your mom. I think it’s best for both of you if you don’t live too far apart. And we can bring Don over a lot, because I think you’d love him, Juliette. Man, he’d freak over your garden.”

She raised her eyebrows. “He’s a gardener?”

Artie gave her an innocent look that might have been a subtle accusation of her implied privilege. “He’s a professor of existentialism, but he’s also one meanass gardener.”

François wanted to laugh. He also wanted to hug Artie, who thought first about what made François feel safe.

His mother said, “I’d love to meet him. Do you think the two of you would have enough room in the guesthouse?”

“Sure. We don’t take up much space.”

She glanced at François. “I guess it depends on how François feels about it. I know he wants to be independent.”

Artie grinned. “Yeah, we’re feeling pretty independent right now, but he needs you more than he needs me.”

François started to laugh. Dear God, Artie was right. “I’m not sure about more, but I can’t imagine my life without my mother in it. Thank you for reminding me.”

“Hey, we remind each other what’s good.”

When François glanced at his mother, she was wiping her eyes. She said, “Thank you. I know I’m demanding and overbearing, but I do love you and want the best for you.”

François grinned. “Mom, you proved that in the last twenty-four hours.” She laughed and François cocked his head. “Funny?”

“François Desmarais, in twenty-almost-one years, you’ve never called me Mom—and I rather like it.”

He sprang up, pulled her out of her chair, and gave her a hug. She reached out an arm. “Isn’t this what they call an opportunity for a group hug?”

Artie laughed. “I’m pretty dirty.”

“And I better get used to it.”

Still laughing, he stepped into the circle of their arms.

 

 

ARTIE COULD barely catch his breath as he drove up to the front of that oh-so-familiar house on west side Costa Mesa. Amazing that he’d been comfortable with François’s mother and even with JT, but his own folks made him shake.

Surprisingly, the grass was cut and freshly planted flowers brightened the usually bare beds. Wow. He smiled at François sitting in the passenger seat. “You ready?”

“I think the question is, ‘Are you?’ Seriously, if you want to take me home and bring me to meet them another time, I’m okay with it.”

Artie shook his head emphatically. “I’m doing this.”

At that moment, the decision was taken from his hands as AB leaped out the door in his usual greeting. Artie snorted but hopped out his side and met AB before he got to the car, picking him up and swinging him. “Hey, squirt.”

“Did you see my flowers?”

“They’re gorgeous. Good job. Hey, I brought a friend with me.”

“No shit?”

Artie opened the door and François emerged. Even dressed in his jeans and a simple T-shirt, with his wild hair doing its thing, he’d stop traffic on 5th Avenue. “AB, this is François.” He looked at the beautiful man who owned his heart and realized that didn’t change no matter how nervous he was. “François, my brother AB.”

François nodded. “Hi, AB.”

AB stuck out a fist, and François only hesitated a second before he bumped it with his own. Artie wanted to laugh. I wonder if he’s only seen that in movies?

AB said, “Yo, man, glad to know a friend of Artie’s.”

“I’m glad to know his brother, so it’s mutual.” He smiled, and AB looked like the sun had come out. He smiled back. François pointed. “So you put in these flower beds. Artie told me.”

“Uh, right.”

“Great job. Wonderful sense of color and balance.”

“Hey, thanks.” He gave François’s arm a pat. “Come meet our folks.”

“Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.” François fell in beside AB, and Artie grinned as he brought up the rear.

AB was saying, “I never met anyone named François before.”

“It’s French.”

“Oh, you don’t sound French.”

“I was born outside Paris but moved to the US when I was really little. I’ve been in California off and on since then.”

“Man, that’s so rad.” He opened the always-open front door and walked in. Artie heard him say, “Hey, Artie brought his friend François. He’s from France.”

If François found the plain, dull, worn house off-putting, he sure didn’t show it. As Artie walked in, François smiled at Artie’s mom. “I’m so pleased to meet you, Mrs. Haynes. Artie tells me you love romance novels. I’m a fan myself.”

She looked up at François from her chair, her lips parted; then she blinked, set aside her book, stood, and extended her hand. “Well, I’m pleased to meet you too. François, is it?” She ran a hand down her T-shirt and tights. “Please just call me Melanie or Mel.”

Artie didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

François said, “Melanie’s such a lovely name.” He turned and walked across the small room to where Artie’s dad had, wonder of wonders, turned down the television. “How do you do, sir? Artie speaks so highly of you.” He extended his hand, and Artie’s dad took it.

“Hey, Artie, you should have told us you were bringing company. I’d’ve got some steaks.” He shook François’s hand. “My name’s Al. Glad to meet you.”

His mom said, “Please sit down, François. Boys, make a place for François.”

François sat on the couch between Artie and AB.

“So how do you two know each other?” His mom’s eyes never left François.

François said, “Artie is building a house for me.”

Artie swallowed since his rank had just jumped a notch or two, but he didn’t say anything.

His mother looked at him with wide eyes. “I thought you were a plumber.”

François jumped in. “He is, but he also has many other skills. He’s an amazing craftsman. I’ll have to show you this beautiful house. He’s going to expand the design so it can accommodate a piano.” He smiled at Artie with affection no one could miss.

His mother said, “Piano?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m a musician.”

“Wow, that’s rad.” AB gave François’s shoulder a smack. “What do you play? Country? Pop?”

“Classical.” François smiled.

Artie said, “Hang on, AB.” He fished his phone from his pocket, searched YouTube, and handed the video to AB. Music poured from the phone.

AB took it with a quizzical look, then his eyes widened. “Holy shit, that’s you.”

“Yes.”

He looked up. “There’s, like, a million people listening to you.”

François smiled softly. “Well, it’s the Hollywood Bowl, so more like three or four thousand.”

“Mom, look.” AB handed the phone to their mom.

“Oh my God, François. You’re famous!” She hurried to their dad. “Look, Al.”

His dad stared at the phone with narrowed eyes. “That’s damned pretty music.”

François said, “I’ll look forward to playing for you all sometime soon.”

His mother’s eyes widened even further. “Really?”

“Yes. You can come to my mother’s house, where we have several pianos, and I’ll play. It’ll be fun.”

“Man. That’d be rad.” AB grabbed Artie’s phone back from their dad and plopped back down next to François. “When can we come?”

Artie took a bigger breath than his tight lungs wanted to hold. “The thing is, you guys, I need to tell you something.”

His mom had settled back in her chair. “Oh no. Bad news?”

“No.” He smiled at François. “We think it’s good news, but it’ll be, uh, news to you.”

François gave him a small encouraging nod.

He leaned forward so he didn’t have to stare in anyone’s eyes. “The thing is, François and I aren’t just friends. We’re a couple. I never told you before, but I’m gay.” He took a breath into the silence in the room. “I guess I never said anything because I never had anyone special enough to make me want to, uh, you know, upset you.” Another breath. “But now I do. I—uh, we hope you guys want to be a part of our lives, but if you don’t we, uh, we’ll respect that.”

His mom frowned, though her expression said confusion. His dad sat stoic. AB was the first to move. He turned to François almost accusingly. “You’re gay?”

“Yes. Yes, I am.”

His head snapped around to Artie. “You’re gay? My brother?”

“Yep.”

“How long have you been gay?”

“My whole life.” He smiled.

“You like guys, like that?”

“Yes. Just like you like girls, I guess.”

“How did it happen?”

François spoke softly. “Nobody knows why some people are gay. If I asked you why are you straight, could you answer?”

AB frowned.

His dad cleared his throat, and Artie cringed at the sound. How many years had he dreaded this moment? His dad said, “Some folks say the reason AB or anyone is straight’s because that’s what God and nature intend. That men and women would produce rug rats like you two so that humans go on.”

Artie nodded. “Yes, that’s what some say.” He opened his mouth to continue, but his dad held up a hand.

“But we’ve never given God or the Bible or what people say a lot of time around here, so I don’t think there’s much reason to do it now.” He inhaled, his big chest expanding. “I’ll admit, I’ve tossed my share of shit at homos, and sitting here realizing you’re one—makes me feel like crap.”

Heat flashed to Artie’s eyes, and he inhaled—

His father looked up. “I’m gonna do my best to shut up the other fuckers who say shit about guys like you two, because I’m gonna tell you, I don’t know you yet, François, but Artie’s one of the best people I know. I’m not sure if that’s because he’s gay or what, but anybody’s lucky to know him, and I’m proud he’s my son.”

Too much. Artie buried his face in his hand and cried.

AB snorted. “Yeah, he must be gay. I’ve never seen him do that before.”

Artie looked up and wiped the wet from his face. “Thank you, Dad.”

François smiled softly. “What about you, Melanie? How do you feel about this whole thing?”

Artie looked at her stunned face. She said, “So you’re gay, like a couple?”

François nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Are you going to get married?”

Artie’s eyes widened, but François said, “That could happen. Nobody’s asked anybody yet.” He grinned.

Her voice got more breathless. “And live happily ever after?”

François laughed. “Well, we certainly hope so.”

Artie cocked his head. “What are you saying, Mom?”

She flipped the book she’d been reading toward them. The two guys in a clinch stared back at them from the cover. “Don’t you realize all my favorite authors are Amy and Mary and ZAM and KC and Andrew? Oh my God, right here in my house, I have my very own gay romance!” She fell back in her chair laughing.

Artie got up and threw himself at her in a hug. “Yes, Mom. Yes you do.”

François said, smiling, “How about we all go out and I buy the steaks?”




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

FIVE MONTHS later, François wielded the tongs on the outdoor kitchen Artie had built between their house and Juliette’s. Artie hauled the marinated steaks, chicken, and salmon out to him on a tray. “All ready? Guests start coming soon.”

François leaned over and gave him a kiss. “Our very own housewarming. You excited?”

“Yeah. I am.” They were expecting Artie’s family, Don, a few friends of François’s and Juliette’s, including Helen Sanderson, whom Artie had met all those months ago at the Sanderson Hall, plus JT, Raoul, and the other guys, excepting Mal, who’d all managed to come around and be happy for him. “It’s going to be a strange group.”

“But a happy one, I think.”

“One way or another, it’ll be great.” Artie kissed François’s nose.

François gazed at the warming grill with a funny expression.

“What?”

“I wondered if we should give them something else to celebrate.”

“What?”

He reached in his jeans pocket, pulled out a box, and handed it to Artie.

What? Artie opened it, and he felt his eyes widen. Inside was a ring, all gold, with little fish carved around the circle, a few with sparkling gemstone eyes. “Oh my God.”

“Artie Haynes, will you marry me?”

“Sure. But this.” He held out the box. “This is way too special for me.”

“I had one just like it made for me.”

“Well, good, but—”

François pressed his lips to Artie’s “Shhh. We have our whole lives for me to convince you that there’s no more special man than you.”

Artie started to protest—then laughed and pulled François in for a huge kiss.

A shriek sounded from the house. “Did he say yes?”

Artie looked up, and his mom leaned out the window beside Juliette.

Juliette shouted, “Does he like the ring?”

Artie mock frowned. “How many people knew about this before me?”

“A few.” François giggled.

The two woman had disappeared, no doubt to run to the door and rush out to see the ring.

Artie laughed. “Okay, my love, let’s get this gay romance going.” And he went in for one more kiss.
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A Love You So Story

 

Craig Elson’s life has hit rock bottom. Even though he’s one of the best strategic planners around, a more confident guy takes credit for his work, and despite being a good-looking man, he suffers insults from the slimiest creep at the bar. Taking care of his beloved mom, who has Alzheimer’s, uses all his funds, leaving him in a plain, depressing car… and a plain, depressing life.

Until he sees gorgeous grad student Jesse Randall and his T-shirt that reads “I Would Bottom You So Hard.” The message seeps into Craig’s soul, and he asks Jesse to teach him to top.

Jesse’s had his eye on the quiet hottie who comes into the coffee shop, and he’s more than eager to perfect his tutoring. He sets out to get Craig a new job, a new apartment, and a new life so far outside plain and depressing that it’s unrecognizable. The problem is, Craig loves his lessons—and his teacher—too much to want to graduate. How can Craig reach the top without losing his sassy bottom?
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A Love You So Story

 

Ben Shane has it all… and he’d like to give some of it back. While he loves his job heading a foundation that funds worthy causes around the world, his engagement to one of America’s wealthiest men leaves him feeling more like a trophy wife than a valued partner. The first warning that his relationship might not be designed to last is his irresistible lust for Dusty Kincaid, the golden-haired, bright-eyed handyman for his company.

Though Dusty is odd for a twenty-three-year-old—no liquor, no sugar, and he can’t even drive—the more Ben gets to know Dusty, the more he admires him. But is Ben going to give up a guy who drives a Ferrari for one who takes the bus? He must be mad. Dusty knows he and Ben can never work. After all, Ben’s perfect… and Dusty isn’t. But Ben might surprise everyone with proof that he’s only mad in love.
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Can a raw food enthusiast find love with a guy who bakes cupcakes?

When Micah Truveen’s devoted health-food customers start showing up with white flour, Micah wants to chew nails! To make his misery worse, he finds his yoga teacher boyfriend in bed with another guy the day before Valentine’s Day. Micah decides to drown his misery at a friend’s anti-Valentine’s Day orgiastic hookup party—and meets the beautiful Queen, a gorgeous cross-dresser who’s got Southern sugah in his mouth and the right equipment under the dress. But when the hookup turns serious, Micah has to compromise to protect Queen’s secrets from his beloved grandmother. With everything against them, can two hearts rise above the flour?
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A Movie Magic Romance

 

Luca McGrath may be returning to Napa Valley, California, as a promising chef with dreams of starting his own restaurant and winery, but his heart still lives with the bad-boy son of a billionaire, James Armstrong. Luca spent his childhood playing games with the golden boy of California society, so blinded by James he barely noticed the dark, quiet lure of his conservative older brother, Dylan Armstrong.

But now Luca’s home, and his own powers of attraction are enough to make James question his dedicated heterosexuality and his promised marriage to a wealthy and powerful businesswoman. The obvious attraction between Luca and James spurs Dylan into action—but he’s fighting a huge secret. While Luca dreamed of James, Dylan dreamed of Luca. When Luca gets caught in the struggle between the brothers and gets accused of culinary espionage he’s ready to chuck the fairy tale—unable to even imagine Dylan’s power to make his dreams come true.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

A “pumped up” version of the Volley Balls story, twice as long as the original.

A double dose of alpha male might be better than one.

Despite just getting out of an abusive relationship with an asshole alpha, David Underwood’s wandering glance lands on two hot members of the Australian volleyball team on Laguna Beach and gets him harassed again. Still, when the delicious Gareth Marshall proves his interest by coming out to his team, David succumbs to his attraction. But Gareth’s volleyball partner, Edge, who’s equally hot, makes the lovers’ lives miserable.

For Gareth, a lifetime of hiding his orientation—and his attraction—from his best friend, Edge, as well as everyone else around him, adds up to hurt and frustration. David’s the first man to ever compete with Edge for Gareth’s passion. But Edge has secrets of his own, and David’s ex-lover will never be happy without David under his fist. With everything stacked against him, can a gay Laguna man find happiness with an alpha male–or two?
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