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  DONT DROP it… dont drop it… oh no, no, no.


  Son of a freaking bitch! Ow!


  The bag in Henry Livingstons hand slipped, like hed known it would all along. Thats what you get for being lazy, isnt it?


  Hed been running late and trying to do too many things at the same time. Of course, hed tripped on the one uneven tile he knew was there, which had always been there, and poof went a twenty-pound bag of flour everywhere. Hed tried to grasp the heavy bag with his fingernails and nearly pulled one out in the process, but no luck. There was a thick, squishy thump, and then the sound of industrial paper ripping on the corner of the worktop.


  Anyone who didnt know exactly how much flour a twenty-pound bag could hold probably didnt want to find out. The mess turned his kitchen into something like the aftermath of a disaster movie, spread out all over the black and white floor tiles. White powder floated through the air, slow, and in a weird way, enchanting, catching the rays of light and dusting every surface in Henrys pristine kitchen. His pristine kitchen hed just wiped down only minutes before. Of course. The whole place looked like some kind of coke bust gone awry, the nail bed of his left index finger throbbed like the devil, and he was still late. As usual.


  Wasnt disaster the rule for those sorts of situations? It was for Henry. Disaster seemed to follow him everywhere he wentat least where messes could be made.


  What have you done this time, twinkle toes? his assistant, Millie, called from the front room.


  She wandered back, fanning herself with her hand and laugh-coughing at the floury mess. Millies intense cherry red hair had flown out of her bun, humidity and the heat from the bakery turning her bright, wiry curls into a dandelion puff around her head. Henry had to smile. Even if she was laughing at him. She giggled some more while she pointed at Henry, covered in powder, staring at the explosion as if he could somehow make it disappear with his mind. No respect. None. He didnt figure hed ever get any from Millie. She was more like a second older sister than an employee, and as much as they might bitch at each other, Henry wouldnt have it any other way.


  Ive only been out front for five minutes! Howd you already manage to turn your kitchen into a coke raid?


  He snorted out a frustrated laugh. I was trying to get ahead for once, mix the dough for the Schwartz bat mitzvah cookies tonight so I only had to bake and decorate them tomorrow, but instead of getting ahead, I have a half an hour of cleaning to do, no dough, and Im already running late for dinner at my parents place.


  When are you supposed to be there?


  Henry gave Millie a sheepish smile. Twenty minutes. Not a chance he was going to make it. Punctuality had never been Henrys strong suit.


  Millie shook her head. Someday youll be on time to something that doesnt have to do with this damn bakery.


  Probably not.


  Shoo with you, then. She waved him off. I dont have any plans. Ill clean it up. She cocked an eyebrow. But this is coming out of your holiday bonus.


  Henry grinned at her. He might be the owner of Honeyfly Cakes and Cookies, but they both knew who was really in charge. Ill keep that in mind. Thank you, though. I owe you.


  Give Trix a kiss for me, she said. Despite never quite understanding each others lives, Millie and his real sister had always gotten along. Sometimes, when they ganged up on him especially, Henry regretted introducing them. It was a disaster when they got together and decided what was best for him. Like James. Or that lavender V-neck sweater from Dsquared2 that made him feel like the Easter bunny. Still, he was glad he had both of them. And sometimes glad they had each other.


  Ill tell her. You do have a phone, though.


  Millie snorted. Why bother when shes in here all the time? Besides, it looks like I have some work cut out for me with all this. She gestured at the piles of freshly sifted flour all over the floor. Henry winced.


  Okay, Im out.


  


  


  HENRY HAD walked to work that morning instead of taking his bike since the early predawn had been so warm and lovely, slowly turning from black to a blushy lavender and coating the West Village with a rosy glow. It was his favorite part of living in the neighborhood, and Henry hadnt wanted to miss it. Of course, nothing was quite as picturesque while jogging in long pants, with his heavy messenger bag hitting him on the back in sweltering six oclock late-summer heat. He needed a long, cold shower, but that was going to have to wait until he got home from dinner.


  He barely had time to change, but somehow didnt think his mom would appreciate Converse, a T-shirt, and some ratty old jeans with a sticky dusting of flour and sweat. At least he had an excuse not to stay long. That dough wasnt going to mix itself, and he had a two-hundred-cookie special order to get out the door by the time the shop closed tomorrow. Henry had a super early morning in his near future. Like the kind that started after he got home from dinner and took a two- or three-hour nap.


  He rinsed off quickly when he finally made it, sweaty and still coated with flour, to his fourth-floor apartment. More thorough showering could wait, but he had to look like a human, at least, and not the abominable snowman. Or Pablo Escobar. He dressed in loafers and khakis, a pale blue button-up, and a summer-weight jacket before he shoved his wallet in his pocket and grabbed his keys. Good enough? Probably not, since hed gotten it at Banana Republic and not right off the runway. Too bad. It had to be.


  A large black vintage Rolls Royce Phantom was waiting on the street when he pulled open the front door to his building. Henry rolled his eyes but smiled. Of course. His dad had a thing for the old cars, and the Phantom was one of his favorites. He typically had Ollie get it out when he had a point to makelike how much Henry was missing by living downtown instead of where he belonged. Henry usually ignored his fathers rather heavy-handed points. Pointedly.


  Hey, Ollie, Henry said. He felt his face split with a genuine smile.


  The familys driver had been with them since Henry was a little boy. He was family to Henry, whod spent more time with him on the trips back and forth to school than hed ever spent with his actual parents growing up. Ollies hair had slowly turned from black to salt-and-pepper to nearly white, and his skin sagged a bit around the edges, but other than that, nothing had changed. He was familiar and comforting.


  Ollie opened the back door for Henry. Your father thought you might need a car, Ollie told him.


  The same thing happened every time. Henry had been planning to take the subway like he did whenever he wanted to get anywhere and walking or biking wouldnt work, but his parents werent fans of the thought of him getting on the train. When had the subway ever been good enough for a Livingston? According to them, never. Besides, if he got to their house on his own steam, how would they have the chance to remind him of what he was missing so dearly?


  Thanks, Ollie. It will be nice not to have to go down into the subways. Its hot today. Henry slid into the cool, dark interior of his fathers favorite toy.


  Ollie smiled and closed the door behind him.


  Henry did whatever it was people always did when they girded their loins. He put his armor on, got his witty banter ready and his excuses for the last few dinners hed missed. Loins were girded. Henry was ready. Dinner with the folks. Always relaxing.


  


  


  OLLIE PULLED up to the front entrance of Henrys family home, a stuffy sandstone townhouse on east Eighty-Second Street. Hed never liked it there, even when he was little. Hed spent hours in his bedroom that hed plastered with band posters and travel photographs to try to make it look like home and not like the rest of the stuffy stone monsters that marched up and down the street. Hed escaped to the park and the museums when he was old enough to go alone. His sister had blended perfectly into Upper East Side life, into society and the right clothes at the best events, but it had never been for him. Hed been ecstatic when he was finally old enough to move away other than a visit or two a month.


  Ollie got out and opened the door for Henry.


  Have a good night, sir, Ollie said.


  Ollie. Its Henry. Im really not sir material. Hed always hated being called sir instead of his name. Itd started somewhere around his eighteenth birthday, and hed been trying to get Ollie to knock it off ever since.


  Of course. Have a good night.


  The door opened as soon as Henry put his first foot on the stairs that lead to a thick-windowed oak door.


  Evening, sir. His parents butler guided Henry into the foyer. Here we go again. It was silent as usual. Heavy in its pristine quiet. Thick Persian carpet covered the marble-tiled floor. The walls were tall covered in heavy floral wallpaper and dark cherry-stained wainscoting. Stiff. Formal. Cold.


  Welcome home.


  Hey, Hudson. Henry knew it drove Hudson insane when he was so casual, just like Ollie refused to call him by his name. It was part of the reason why he did it. He smiled to himself. The little rebellions felt so good, and really, everyone needed to loosen the hell up.


  It had been weeks since Henry had made it back to his familys house. Hed grown good at excuse making, and the old place made him itch. He started toward the sitting room, where his family was sure to be enjoying heavily poured before-dinner cocktails, before Hudson had a chance to close the door and lead him in. It was another tiny rebellion. It felt as good as the first one.


  Sir, if youll follow me, Hudson said, walking quickly to get in the appropriate and proper position to escort Henry to the sitting room. Theyd probably all been waiting for him for at least half an hour. He did feel a little guilty about that.


  Henry succumbed to politeness and let Hudson do his job, even if Henryd lived in this house until he turned eighteen and he knew damn well where he was going. He found his family exactly where hed expected them to be, seated with cocktails in the peacock blue sitting room, waiting for their perpetually late and infuriatingly quirky son. Their words. Not his.


  Sorry Im late, guys. Bit of a disaster at the bakery.


  He saw his mother flinch when he used the word guys. Henry smiled. His mother and sister got up to hug him. Theyd both long since learned there was no point in trying to get him to close the bakery and move back uptown where he belonged. Veiled reminders aside, they no longer put much effort into trying.


  Hello, darling. You look well. His mothers voice was welcoming. Social. Not exactly maternal. They liked each other in small to medium doses, and he supposed they loved each other as well, in a way, but he didnt know his mother much better than he knew any of the other socialites in her circle. He might as well have been greeting any of them. She was dressed immaculately, as usual. Champagne-colored Chanel pantsuit, beige patent pumps, gold jewelry, chignon without a single flyaway strand. Perfect.


  Hey, Mom. Henry leaned forward and kissed her cheek. He was pretty sure he didnt imagine her momentary flash of distaste for the use of hey. It was probably similar to guys. Once hed asked his mother Whats up? and shed nearly passed out. Henry had to hold back a grin. It wasnt that he hated it here; he just had fun trying to loosen them up a little. They could use it.


  Well, except for his sister, of course. Trixie came bounding over when he was finished with his mother and smacked a cheery kiss on his cheek. What happened? Is Millie going to kill you when she finds out? Did this have to do with a boy?


  No. No boy. Henry rolled his eyes. And someday, the two of you are finally going to realize she works for me, not the other way around. Im sure youll figure out a way to come to terms with that.


  Trixie rolled her own eyes just as hard as Henry. Even if it werent for the dark hair and matching big, dark eyes, there was not a single question they were siblings. So what was this big disaster?


  A bag of flour fell and exploded all over the kitchen. But its okay. Millie offered to clean it for me.


  Thats not going to come for free. Trixie laughed. She tossed her hair over her shoulder in a perfectly lovely, perfectly practiced move. On the surface, he and Trixie could nearly be twins, even though she was five years older than he and far more acceptably groomed and dressed in the right upscale clothing. Below that, they werent very much alike, other than a few odd mannerisms. Still, they somehow managed to be really close friends. Henry was glad he had her.


  I know its not going to come free. It never does with Millie. Henry gave her a knowing and rueful smile. Gotta love her.


  Henrys father stood then and shook Henrys hand. Bradford Livingston the third. He lived up to that honker of a name. Even Henry was a bit intimidated by his steely hair and stern demeanor.


  Hi, Dad.


  Its nice to see you, son. He nodded at Hudson. Lets go eat dinner so Hudson doesnt miss his show. You know he hates that.


  Whats Hudson addicted to now? Henry asked.


  Trixie giggled. The Voice. Hell lie if you try to get him to admit it, though.


  Henry looked back. He thought Hudson might have cracked a smile. Hed always loved Trixie, even when he was helping to drag her in the door from one sloshy society party or another all through her teens and twenties.


  They trailed into the dining room after the butler and took their habitual seats. Sometime, Henry thought he might sit at Trixies spot and shake things up a little. Then he thought that would probably be too much. He didnt want to make their world come tumbling down. Better not.


  Henry let his familys polite chatter wash over him through the soup course while he stared at the ornate floral wallpaper and tried to count the pink-and-red roses. Hed never bought in to their whirlwind social scene, no more than hed had to, at least. Itd actually been almost a relief when hed come out to his mother when he was seventeen. That had been the end of his enforced presence at all her social functions. Why bother dragging him along when there was no hope of finding him the perfect Park Avenue princess to dangle on his arm like some shiny exclusive Birkin bag in human form?


  Oh, H. Babe. I have great news for you. Trixie reached over and swatted his arm.


  Christina, his mother admonished.


  What? Trixie gave their mother her patented cherubic smile. It worked on nearly everyone. Its just the family. We dont have to be so formal.


  Ophelia Livingston knew better than to fall for Trixies charms. Its not proper, dear.


  Okay, Mom. Wont happen again. Henry thought he saw Trixie rolling her eyes. Clearly shed spent too much time downtown with him. Anyway, I have a fun job for you, brother. She said shed give you a call in a few days.


  Another big job? Henry didnt know whether to be ecstatic or horrified. Trixie had been dragging more and more of her upscale friends into his shop to bump up business. Henry was fairly sure he didnt need her help. Or the pressure. Who? What is this job?


  Trixie waved him off. Oh, I cant ever remember those things for more than ten seconds. But its Cherishs cousin Poppys daughters thirteenth birthday or something. You know how those things go. She wanted the best in the city. I told her you were the best. You know Poppy, right? Shes up from Kentucky for the fall.


  Not really. But he figured hed let that go. Henry could never keep up with Trixies never-ending kaleidoscope of social contacts, especially since most of them seemed to come and go with the wind, blowing around to whatever fabulous location suited them for the moment. The best at what, Trix? He chose to focus on the part of her rambly speech hed sort of understood.


  What? Trixie cocked her head. Her dark waves tumbled down over her shoulder and what was probably a two-thousand-dollar blouse. At least.


  You said I was the best at what?


  Trixie looked confused for another moment, like she was trying to remember some insignificant detail like what kind of torture shed just signed her brother up for. Her face brightened, and she snapped her fingers. Oh yeah, I remember. Macarons. Poppy wants macarons.


  


  


  TRISTAN GREEN leaned back in his chair and let the sounds of a bustling office ebb and flow around him, echoing off the atmospheric but loud wooden floors. It was dinnertime, far past it by the small-town standards hed grown up with, but the offices of Blanchard and Starr were still packed with ambitious junior ad reps who worked long hours in the hope that someday theyd be one of the senior ad reps, with a posh corner office, big salary, and a portfolio of lucrative accounts.


  Tristan had always thought he was one of them, the ones with big aspirations and a future in a roomy corner office. More than anything, he wanted to go home. And he didnt mean home to his lovely but empty rented flat in the West Village, or even the smaller, much less lovely one hed had in London before that, but home. Home to his family in Yorkshire and the quiet town hed been desperate to escape from. The big exciting world wasnt quite what Tristan had expected.


  Oi. Jolly!


  Tristan nearly toppled over in his desk chair but managed to right the damn thing before he made a rather prodigious arse of himself. Again. He groaned once hed managed to get his heart to stop racing.


  Jordan. Jordan of the slicked-back quiff and perfectly tailored designer suits. He and his cronies hadnt stopped torturing Tristan since hed first been introduced at a staff meeting a little over three months before. Blanchard and Starr had decided his skills were better utilized at the New York office instead of London, where hed originally interviewed. At the time, Tristan had been fresh out of school and excited at the prospect of an adventure, but over the months, the adventure had been tarnished by snarky, competitive coworkers and loneliness like hed never felt before. Even in London hed had his mates from uni. He hadnt had much time to see them, only a pub night every so often, but at least theyd been there. In New York there was nobody. Worse than nobody.


  What do you need, Jordan? Tristan asked. Perhaps hes come to tell me hes quitting and I wont have to be bothered by his obnoxious arse anymore. His favorite coworker had sidled up to Tristans desk with an oily smile Tristan now knew was completely fake. And dangerous. That had taken a few stinging setdowns to figure out. And please stop calling me Jolly. Its not bloody funny. He wasnt sure if they were mocking his last name, his dialect, or his height. Probably all three.


  Bloody. Jordan mimicked Tristans accent, then snorted. Rob, he called across the open, buzzing office. Rob of the ginger comb-over and unfortunate pleated grandfather trousers looked up, pencil frozen in his hand. Is it funny when we call Tristan Jolly?


  Rob snickered.


  See?


  Not sure hes got the right to be mocking anyone with those trousers. Tristan took a deep breath and tried to smile. It was hard when he knew most of the office resented him for coming from out of nowhere as an equal. He was probably five years younger than the next closest coworker. Ten years younger than most of them. It had to sting. Didnt mean it was his fault. What do you need, Jordan? Im trying to get these layouts done before I go home.


  Oh. Nothing. A few of the boys were going to Watertown to get drinks later tonight.


  Tristan didnt know what to say. Were you coming to ask if I wanted to join you? Cause that would be a first, he finally mumbled. He hated to hope theyd finally decided he was worth being friends with.


  No. Why would we do that? Jordan turned and flounced back to his desk.


  Tristan rolled his eyes. Dicks. Couldve been worse, he supposed. Maybe.


  


  


  IT WAS dark by the time Tristan got home, which, seeing as though the city was still hanging onto the last of the late-summer evenings, was saying something. Someday, he hoped to get out at a decent hour and actually do something for onceif he found someone to do anything with.


  The evening heat was still intense. It had only mellowed enough to be bearable. Hed nearly fallen asleep on the train, which wouldve been a disaster when he first moved to the city. At least by now he could find his way back to where he belonged from a different stop.


  He trudged up the stairs of his buildingold, brick, full of character from the outside, dark and poky from the inside. He lived on the top floor, in a flat Blanchard and Starr rented out to their international transfers at a veryokay, not so reasonablerate.


  At least it was in a neighborhood he liked. The rows of townhouses and canopy of leafy trees reminded him of home, in an odd way. He pulled his windows open to let in what little breeze there was. Mostly it was just humidity, thick and heavy, but the inside of his place was stifling. His curtains lifted encouragingly for a moment, but then fell flat. Well, there goes that brilliant idea.


  Tristan flopped down on his settee and stared at the floor-to-ceiling bricks in front of him. The wall was still blank. He hadnt really bothered to do much with the place, even when hed thought moving to New York was the best idea in the world. Might have been a sign he didnt want to stay. His flat was vaulted and airy, but it still felt tight somehow. Suffocating. He wanted to get out.


  Tristan slipped off his loafers, pulled off his work shirt and trousers, and changed into jeans and an old T-shirt. That felt more like him. Better. Putting on his ratty old Converses hed had since freshman year of uni helped too. Time for a walk. And dinner.


  Tristans favorite part of living in New York so far was the Village at night. It had been the only good thing so far, if he was being quite honest. There was something special about the warm, velvety darkness, a glowy gilded sheen that seeped into every tree-cracked sidewalk and weathered-brick townhouse. It made him wonder about stars and fate and magic. Tristan figured he was due a bit of magic, especially after the week hed had. Especially after the month hed had.


  Most of his neighborhood was quiet, just the stray dog walker and a few die-hard gym goers on their way home from whatever twenty-four-hour gym was close by. Hed not gotten as far as finding a favorite gym or market yet. It was all Tristan could do to hold his head above water at work and survive on greasy pizza slices and the occasional curry from an Indian place on Christopher Street hed been lucky to find. Tristan wasnt in the mood for curry, and the thought of late-night spicy pizza made his gut clench. He just wanted to walk.


  Block after block, street after street, Tristan walked. Hed been there for weeks, so there wasnt much to look at anymore, not unless he wanted to get hopelessly lost searching for new crannies of the Village to explore in the middle of the night. Instead, he thought. He thought of home and his family and the rest of the village he came from, he thought of the knob squad at the office who seemed quite bent on making his life a bloody nightmare. He thought about what he could do to prove he belonged. He had a year left on his contract here. If he quit and ran home to mummy like a little boy, he might as well just admit he couldnt hack it in the big world. Tristan refused to do that.


  He pulled out his mobile and checked the time. Past midnight. Shit, shit, shit. He had to be at the office by six the next day to make sure he got his layouts and ad copy turned in to the supervisor of the sports drink account hed been working on. Not exactly the glamorous life hed been dreaming of when hed packed his bags for university and vowed never to return home for more than a short visit.


  HONEYFLY BAKERYS SIGNATURE SHORTBREAD


  


  Tender and crumbly, perfect with jam and a warm cup of tea,


  our signature shortbread is sure to please.


  


  
    	2 cups butter


    	1 cup packed brown sugar


    	4½ cups all-purpose flour


    	1 tablespoon organic honey


    	¼ teaspoon cinnamon

  


  


  Preheat oven to 325°F. Cream butter, cinnamon, brown sugar, and honey. Add 3 to 3¾ cups flour. Mix well. Sprinkle board with the remaining flour. Knead for 5 minutes, adding enough flour to make a soft dough. Roll to ½-inch thickness. Cut into 3- by 1-inch strips. Prick with fork and place on ungreased baking sheets. Bake at 325 °F for 20 to 25 minutes.
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  TRISTAN KICKED the ground with the toe of his shoe as he walked, shuffling along in the prework crowd. He was early to catch his train into SoHo and hed already stopped for a coffee, so there wasnt any point in hurrying. It was a lovely day, still balmy from summer but with a tiny hint of fall. A perfect day for wandering. He didnt want to go to work, to face the office and the twatbags he had to deal with every day. But the other choice was to pack up and admit defeat, because there wasnt any reason for him to stay if it wasnt facing work every day. It had been his whole purpose in moving away from home.


  He got to the subway station early like he did most days. There wasnt anything in his flat to make him want to stick around, and it was a fairly straightforward walk, or at least it had been when hed managed to learn all the streets and landmarks. To a newbie, Eleventh had looked much like Fourth, with their rows of brick-and-stone townhouses and tiny shops, and Waverly didnt really do anything to distinguish itself from Bank Street until he figured out all the little details.


  He used to whisper little directions to himselfTurn right at Marc Jacobs, cross the street near Starbucks, the station is behind the funny-looking building. But he knew it now. It might not feel like home, but at least the neighborhood was familiar. It was hot in the underground station, sticky and with a pervading faint stench of garbage and urine. Tristan had been in worse, but it wasnt the most pleasant place to loiter. He stood with his coffee and tried not to breathe in too deeply.


  His train came and Tristan slid on with the rest of the morning commuters. He only had a few stops and a short walk east. Sometimes he wished his commute was longer to give him time to think and relax, brace himself for the shark-infested waters of his office.


  Tristan didnt get his wish. Before he knew it, he was back off the train and walking east down Spring toward the office. Just like the train ride, the walk was too short, and again, before he knew it, he was there. At work. He forced a smile.


  Blanchard and Starr was pretty and vintage on the outside, architectural and impressive on the inside, exactly what one would expect from a firm who had branches in every major city. Hed been intimidated by the London office when hed first begun and excited to start in the smaller New York one. His excitement had lasted as long as his coworkers goodwill. So, not long at all. Soon, hed figured out half the floor had been gunning for his job, which was slightly higher paid and closer to a corner office than theirs, and as the outsider whod landed said job, he wasnt going to be anyones favorite new friend.


  Tristan shouldered his vintage leather Mulberry messenger bag hed been so in love with when hed found it, freshman year of uni, in a consignment shop. It reminded him of home a little. Even when it was used to lug around layouts and presentation materials instead of books. Another day, another dollar, another round of useless insults. Fantastic. He started up the long flight of stairs to his second-floor desk. No use in taking the elevator. He didnt want to be there anyway.


  


  


  HED ONLY been at his desk a few minutes when his extension rang. Tristan picked it up, ready to grit his teeth and be polite despite how little whomever was on the other end deserved it.


  Tristan Green, he said briskly into the receiver. Happy bloody Monday, he thought to himself. Wait for it….


  Tristan, this is Shatara Lewis, Im the head of womens fragrance and cosmetics.


  Yes. Tristan wracked his brain trying to remember a Shatara. He hadnt had much contact with her department. So far most of his work had been on athletic wear accounts.


  I requested you for my new team. Ive seen some of your layouts. I think your aesthetic is perfect for this account. I need to land this and I think you can help me.


  New team? Tristan had been dying for something new to do. He couldnt say yes fast enough. That sounds great. What do you need me to do?


  Arent you going to ask what the account is?


  Fragrance or cosmetics, Id imagine? Im really quite up for a change, no matter what.


  Shatara chuckled. I like listening to you talk, she said. Be in the third floor conference room at ten.


  Tristan grinned. Ill be there.


  


  


  TRISTAN COULDNT lie; he was a little nervous when he walked into that conference room at ten, and he didnt know why. Maybe it was the new department, or maybe it was because hed been handpicked because Shatara liked his work, and that hadnt turned out so well for him socially in the past, at least in the New York office. Still, he had a notebook and a pencil, his laptop, and a head full of already-forming ideas.


  Until he saw Jordan, who sat like a right posh twat, prim, entitled smile in place as always. There was another woman there whom Tristan had never seen before. She seemed nice enough, but so did everyone in his department until he found out they all hated him for stealing the position that shouldve gone to one of them. Still, he smiled. Hopefully, if she was picking allies, shed pick him over Jordan. Fucking hell. Jordan. Every time Tristan so much as thought the name Jordan, he threw up a little in his mouth.


  Jolly!


  Tristan gritted his teeth. Jordan, he answered. Puke. In his mouth. Tristan forced a smile past his irritation, and he put his hand out to the other woman at the table. Hi. Im Tristan.


  Im Wendy, she said. Her returning smile looked at least somewhat genuine. Tristan was getting much better at figuring out who was out for his blood. It was always best to assume the answer was everybody.


  They sat there in the clean, modern conference room with framed prints of the departments biggest coups, ad wise, and not much else in the way of distractions. After Tristan had looked at some Nike warm-ups, a wristwatch, and some really posh shoes for about thirty seconds each, there wasnt any excuse not to turn his eyes back to Wendy and Jordan. Wendy smiled nervously again. Tristan started to think she might be all right. Jordan smiled his smarmy grin as well. And they sat. And sat.


  Until ten minutes later, Shatara bustled in. She was tall and elegant, with very dark skin, a very pretty face, and very, very expensively dressed. She was one of the ones to impress. Tristan knew it was not a good idea to make a cock-up of things in front of her.


  Morning. I assume youve all made introductions? Im Shatara, she added, as though any of them needed to be reminded of that fact. I wanted to bring each of you into this team for specific reasons. Jordan, your ad copy has been on point lately. Ive been enjoying it, and I think itll work for our target. Wendy, I liked your creative vision on the Guess campaign. Were going for a similar market here. Tristan, I want your layouts.


  She passed out thick folders to everyone at the table. I think, between the four of us, we can land this account. Shatara clicked a slide to open on the slide projector. A young girls face filled up the screen. Charity Parker. Shes developed a new fragrance called Shooting Star to be sold worldwide in boutiques, department stores, Sephora, Ulta, and even drug stores. Everywhere you can buy a fragrance, Charity Parkers face will be all over the shelves. Our job is to sell it. Or at least sell her team on the fact that we can sell it.


  Tristan was vaguely aware of Charity Parker. She was an American pop star, might have had a show on the telly before she blew up everywhere. It wasnt really his cup of tea, the kind of music she sang, but he knew her face: blonde, sweet, generically pretty, a little bratty. Well, theres the model done already. At least, if they got the campaign, they wouldnt have the massive problem of finding a suitable recognizable celebrity to endorse the stuff and paying out the nose for them.


  Shatara passed out bottles of the fragrance. It was pink, which seemed par for the course as far as youth fragrances went, and the bottle was suitably blinged up and shimmery for the same teen market. He opened it up to take a whiff, and managed to spray a big squirt of it right in his mouth straight away. Blooming shocker, that was. Tristan tried to get rid of it discreetly. He noticed Wendy smiling, but her smile looked more commiserating. Like she was laughing with him, not at him. Jordan, of course, was a different story.


  You like the pretty perfume, Jolly? Jordan chuckled. Seems like it would be right up your alley, you know, with your…. Jordan flapped at his wrist. Tristan was so shocked, he couldnt even speak. In front of a boss?


  Excuse me? Shatara said sharply.


  Jordan looked up, eyes wide with surprise. Apparently, hed momentarily forgotten Shatara was in the room when hed opened his mouth and acted like a complete cock, as per usual.


  Shatara, whom Tristan had already come to like quite a bit over the course of the morning so far, gave Jordan a pensive look. I thought you were going to work well on this team, but I believe I was wrong, she murmured. Shatara never raised her voice; Tristan already knew that wasnt her style. She didnt have to. Team members of mine dont demean each other, in public or otherwise. For any reason. Which, of course, was completely unrealistic for her to believe, but if she wanted to enforce that ruse in her presence, at least, Tristan was all for it.


  Jordan looked taken aback for another moment, then schooled his face into a pleasant smile. I apologize. Maybe it was just a rough start to the first meeting. It was the nicest Tristan had ever heard him sound.


  No. I think Im going to find someone else who will be a better fit with this account and this team. You can go, Jordan. Thank you. Perhaps another time.


  Holy shit, that was fast. Tristan looked down at the table. He didnt want to make eye contact with Jordan and sure as bleeding hell didnt want to smile. It wouldnt do him any good to look smug, and smug was exactly the way he felt at the moment. He trained his face to be still until the swish of the conference rooms glass door signaled Jordans departure. He was sure to catch hell for it later, but at the moment, the victory felt sound.


  Ill work on finding him a replacement, but for now, why dont you take the dossiers home with you tonight and look through them. Well try this again tomorrow.


  Tristan and Wendy stood, took their thick files from Shatara, and made hasty exits.


  


  


  JORDAN WAS sat at Tristans desk when he returned to his floor of the building. He had his feet propped up, crossed at the ankle, and he was munching on… wait. What the hell? He was eating Tristans lunch.


  Thats mine. Are you insane? Like an actual crazy person? Tristan swatted at Jordans shiny loafers. It was the first time hed really lost his cool in front of the others. He felt their stares.


  It looked tasty, and I was hungry. Seeing as though you got me kicked off of the Venus Glow team, I figured you owe me.


  I Tristan sputtered, unsure of how to even defend himself. He couldnt very well say Jordan had gotten himself kicked off the team for acting like a jackass in front of Shatara. He gritted his teeth. At the rate he was going, he was going to need new ones by the time he moved back home. Please get out of my chair. I have work to do, and youve no reason to stay here.


  Yes, Princess Jolly.


  Tristan sighed. It just keeps getting better, doesnt it?


  


  


  HENRY, IM going to need that batch of black-and-white cookies. Are they done? Millie called from the front. Henry had just finished them, the final batch of cookies for the day. He jogged out front with the tray and slid them into his display case.


  Its only eight in the morning. How can the cookies already be gone? he asked breathlessly.


  Millie shrugged. I guess word got around that they were the best in the neighborhood. Its mostly been kids coming on their way to school.


  Just as she spoke, another gaggle of girls spilled in through the front door of Henrys shop. I cant believe school started already, he muttered. Here. Ill help these guys if you want to finish arranging the tray. They gave each other breaks from the front room on days when it was busy. Sometimes it got a little intense.


  Okay, I will. You need to hire someone, H. Weve talked about this.


  I know. Henry sighed. He really did need to hire someone. Millie was right. Hed just gotten so lucky with her and didnt know where else he was going to find someone that amazing again.


  The girls had all crowded around his display cases, plaid skirts, blazers and ridiculously expensive handbags all squished together in a giggly, long-haired, scented, high-end pile.


  How can I help you ladies? He put on his best smile, the one that got customers to buy more than theyd come in for.


  Four black-and-white cookies, one of them said. She was tall, with long blonde hair and a huge smile.


  I recognize those uniforms, Henry said. Hunter Academy, right? Youre a long way from school.


  We heard your cookies are the best. How did you know thats where we go?


  I went there too. My family lives… uptown. He didnt want to give more details than necessary. Turned out he shouldnt have bothered.


  Youre Henry Livingston, arent you? the blonde asked. My older sister used to date your sister Trixies ex-boyfriend Chet.


  Henry decided he was never talking to anyone ever again. Chet was not his favorite person. It had been a few years since hed seen or heard of him. Not long enough.


  Hes a douche, one of the other girls added.


  Henry sputtered out a laugh. Here are your black-and-whites. How bout four sugar cookies on the house for having great taste.


  Blondie gave him a wink. Clearly she hadnt heard everything about him. Thanks. Well be back. And Ill be sure to spread the word about the best cookies in Manhattan.


  


  


  FIVE HOURS later, Henrys shelves were nearly emptya big change from when hed first opened a year before and had had nearly a shops worth of leftovers every day for a month. He was sweaty and tired, but happy tired, the kind where hed worked hard and everything had gone well. Millie had been bustling back and forth, filling the display for their afternoon customers. Their crowds usually came in waves, one in the morning, then lunch, and a last little surge around four before they closed at five. Millie usually handled that one on her own, and closed the shop down since Henry usually got there somewhere around four in the morning to start baking.


  How are you doing on the dough? Millie asked.


  Great. I have most of it mixed up and ready to bake off in the morning. I cant believe Im actually ahead of things for once. He hadnt been ready for how much work it would be. Baking was very different in pastry class than when he was running his own shop, small as it was.


  Sweet. Why dont you take off a little early? Its going to be quiet in here for the rest of the afternoon, anyway. I think the lunch crowd is pretty much over.


  You okay with that?


  Its why youre paying me the big bucks. Millie smiled at him. Tease or not, they both knew she didnt want to work anywhere else. She just wanted some help. Henry vowed to get on that as soon as possible.


  Henry trudged to the back room and grabbed his messenger bag. Leaving early. That was something completely new for him. Hed just made it out to the front of the shop and was about to say good-bye to Millie, when the door flew open and his sister blew in on her usual burst of perfume, scarves, and the clip of expensive shoes. This time, she wasnt alone.


  Hey, Trix. Henry glanced warily at the heavily coiffed, expensive-looking woman behind her. She had dark hair and pale eyes, plastered-on jeans that looked like they were tailored exclusively for her, riding boots even Henry had to admit were beautiful, a flowered blouse, tweed jacket, and a handbag worth more than all his baking equipment combined. This was definitely Trixies kind of friend.


  Hi, H! Trixie said. Her smile was cheery and huge, and she was exuberant as always. Her friend was considerably less so. She surveyed his tiny shop coolly, a serene smile on her face. Henry liked to hope he wasnt being judged. He knew he was.


  This is my friend Poppy. Remember?


  Poppy? Henry wracked his brain, trying to think of when Trixie had ever introduced him to someone named Poppy. She had an entire army of well-bred friends, so it couldve happened at any time. Poppy… Poppy… Uh yeah! The macarons. Its really nice to meet you. He stuck out his hand to shake hers. Poppys hand was cool and manicured and her ring finger had a rock the size of the Titanic on it. He hoped she didnt try to swim with that monster. Shed sink to the bottom.


  Arent you the cutest thing ever? I could just eat you up. Henry smiled his most winning smile. Her accent was soft and lilting compared to what Henry was used to. Southern, he imagined. He wasnt fooled by the sugar. He had a feeling she would eat him if he didnt make her happy. Most likely while he was still alive and squirming. So, Henry, darling, your sister told me you were the best baker in the city. I have a job for you.


  He wanted to kill his sister for overpromising. Or promising anything at all. Trixies just being a good sister. Im far from the best. But Id be honored to have my cookies at your party. Macarons right?


  Yes, macarons. I just think theyre too cute. The girls love them.


  When is the event? Henry asked.


  The party is tomorrow, and I know thats short notice, but Ruby Grace just could not make up her silly mind about what she wanted. Poppy rolled her eyes. Girls these days.


  T-tomorrow? Henry tried not to look panicked. How many do you think you need? Saturday was one of his busiest days at the bakery, and he already had a morning full of baking lined up. His ovens would be full from four until opening.


  Poppy pulled out a list. This should do it. And make them colorful. She likes bright colors.


  Henry looked at the list and nearly had his second heart attack in under a minute. Two hundred in four different flavorsblackberry cassis, anise, passion fruit, and pistachio. Henry breathed a sigh of relief. At least they were flavors he had the ingredients in stock to make. That wasnt a problem. Time, on the other hand, was. Millie was so right. They really needed an assistant. Too bad he wasnt likely to find one in the next ten hours.


  He saw Millie eying him from the corner of the shop where shed gone to hide from Trixies friend. Millie had a deep and long-standing hatred of most of Trixies friends. Even ones shed never met. She was busy glaring at him significantly. Henry knew. When the hell was he supposed to bake two hundred macarons and everything else? Never. Not if he was planning on sleeping. Still, he kept smiling, and wrote down Poppys order like it was the best thing that could happen to him.


  Were going to head out, Trixie said when hed finished. We have lunch reservations.


  It was nice to meet you, Poppy, Henry said with another hopefully charming smile and handshake.


  You too, sweetheart. Ill be looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. Five oclock sound about right?


  Yes, thats perfect.


  And youll help with the setup, I assume?


  Henry nearly groaned aloud. Yes. Of course, he said, smile plastered in place.


  You want to go get us a cab, hon? Ill say good-bye to my brother and be right behind you.


  Poppy waved, and flowed out the door in a fragrant eddy of perfume. It was a skill all of Trixies friends had mastered.


  Dont piss her off, Trixie muttered as soon as Poppy had gone. She will bury you.


  No kidding, Henry grumbled back. He swatted her on the shoulder. Best baker in the city? Thanks for that.


  You are good. I want you to be successful. She gave him her best winning Trixie smile. Henry had to admit it still worked on him, even though he knew all her tricks.


  I know. And I love you for that. But please, give me a little more warning when youre about to bring in one of your society friends. A text, a flare. Heat-seeking missile. Something.


  I did text you. Twice. Trixie raised her eyebrows and smoothed the edges of her flowery scarf down over her shirt. Might be helpful if you check your phone once in a while.


  Oh. Henry felt dumb. Then again, he never had time to check his phone during the morning rush. Again… they really needed to hire someone soon.


  Trixie leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Love you, bro. Good luck with everything.


  Love you too. Will I see you tomorrow?


  At a party filled with thirteen-year-olds? She scoffed. Kill me now.


  


  


  TRISTAN HAD had a long week, but one of the first good ones hed had since hed gotten to town. He really liked Shatara. Not in a grab-a-pint-after-work kind of way, but he respected her. They worked well together, and he felt wanted for the first time since hed left London. It was also a relief to spend most of the day away from his floor and Jordans little crew. He, Wendy, and a new import called Jeremiah, who seemed like a decent guy, had holed themselves up in the conference room with Shatara, tossing around slogans and layouts and color schemes they hoped would sell some ridiculously overpriced celebrity fragrance that kind of smelled a bit like Pimms, if you asked him.


  It was Friday, nearly Saturday, according to his watch, and Tristan had taken himself on a much longer walk than usual. Hed honestly gotten himself a bit turned around. It couldnt be far from his flathe recognized some of the street namesbut he felt like hed been walking in circles for hours through darkened brick-lined streets, past scores of stoops and closed shops.


  


  


  THERE WAS a light coming from the corner on the opposite side of the street, bright and cheery, beckoning. Tristan found himself walking a little faster, trying to get closer. It was rarely really dark in the middle of the city, but still, he was somehow drawn to the bright windows.


  When he got there, he realized it was a bakery, obviously closed, but someone was there. The shop was empty but lit up, glowing gold in the night. The walls were bright yellow, the floors black-and-white checkerboard. There was an eclectic collection of bright barstools along the window and the bakerys lone counter. The shelves were empty for the night, but Tristan could imagine them full of all sorts of gooey, drippy treats, biscuits and cakes, puddings, and mouthwatering buns straight from the oven. There was something magical about the tiny little room, from the checkered floor to the painting of a winged jar of honey flying across the wall with a whimsical little trail of stars behind it. Honeyfly Cakes and Cookies, it read under the jar. Tristan liked it. It didnt make a great deal of sense, but it still made him smile.


  He heard the faint buzz of the radio and soft singing coming from around the corner. He walked around to investigate. When he found the source, Tristans mouth went dry. He blinked and looked again. Youve got to be kidding me. Nobody bloody looks like that. Hed found the kitchen door of the bakery, propped open, probably to let out the ovens stifling heat. But that wasnt what made Tristan stare. It was the baker. He was beautiful. One of the most beautiful men Tristan had ever seen. Maybe even the top of the list. He was dancing along with the music whilst he worked with one of those bag things, squeezing bright pink dough onto trays. Tristan went to move closer, and stubbed his bare toe on the corner of the building.


  Ow! Bloody fucking wanking shit!


  The beautiful baker looked up, obviously startled. He froze, staring at Tristan, who wordlessly stared right back. Disapparating would be a fantastic talent to have right about now. Tristan was embarrassed that he looked like a Peeping Tom. And he was also never wearing those stupid sandals ever again.


  Sorry, um, Im not a creeper. I promise. Ill be going now. Just on a walk. Yes. Clearly. Good night. He nodded and backed away quickly, wishing he could simply disappear.


  Hey, wait. Tristan stopped and looked up at the voice coming from the open door. The voice matched him. Mellow, tenor, friendly. Are you lost?


  A little, Tristan said truthfully. I think Im close to my flat, but for the life of me, I cant find my way back there. All these streets tend to blend together and I get turned around.


  The beautiful man smiled. Why dont you come in here for a little while? Take a break. He beckoned. You look like you could use a cookie, and I could use someone to talk to.


  Tristan didnt even consider saying no.


  NYC BLACK AND WHITE COOKIES


  


  A Manhattan classic and a favorite at the Honeyfly Bakery.


  Soft, cake-like cookies slathered in gooey black-and-white icing. Always a winner!


  


  For Cookies


  
    	1¼ cups all-purpose flour


    	½ teaspoon baking soda


    	½ teaspoon salt


    	⅓ cup buttermilk


    	½ teaspoon vanilla


    	⅓ cup unsalted butter, softened


    	½ cup sugar


    	1 large egg

  


  


  For Black or White Royal Icing


  
    	1½ cups icing sugar or 1½ cups confectioners sugar


    	1 tablespoon clear corn syrup


    	2 teaspoons lemon juice


    	¼ teaspoon vanilla


    	1 tablespoon water (approx.)


    	¼ cup cocoa powder (for black icing)

  


  


  Preheat oven to 350°F.


  Sift together flour, baking soda, and salt in medium bowl. In small bowl or cup, mix together buttermilk and vanilla. Beat butter and white sugar together in a large mixing bowl with an electric mixer for about three minutes or until everything is incorporated and smooth. Add egg to butter and sugar mixture and beat until blended. Gradually mix in flour mixture in three batches, alternating buttermilk mixture between each cup of flour, and mix until smooth. Youll need to scrape down the sides of the bowl while mixing. Spoon batter in ¼-cup-size servings onto a baking sheet lined with parchment paper. Bake on middle rack for about 15 to 17 minutes, or until the tops are golden brown and spring back when touched. Makes big cookies! Put the cookies on a cooling rack and allow to cool completely before icing unless you want a big old mess!


  Stir together icing sugar, corn syrup, lemon juice, vanilla, and ½ tablespoon of water in bowl until smooth. Place half of mixture into a separate bowl, and add cocoa powder and remaining water bit by bit until it is the same consistency as the white icing. If the icing is too runny, add more icing sugar until it is smooth and spreadable. Turn cooled cookies flat side up and spread icing with pastry spatula or butter knife. White over one half, chocolate over the other. The icing does not set solid on these cookies and does not harden, but it dries enough to be wrapped as they are sold in the city. They can be wrapped individually in cellophane or sealed in a plastic container.


  Chapter 3
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  EVEN THOUGH hed just stepped over a threshold into what seemed to be a very crowded kitchen and nothing more, Tristan felt like he was in a different world. Something settled in him, weird as that might sound, but lifted at the same time, like his belly was trying to float clear out of his body. He giggled a little like a gawky year nine with a crush, and then clapped his hand over his mouth.


  The beautiful man, who, even covered with flour and sweaty from his ovens, was refined and elegant enough that he looked regal, as though if he were to don armor, he could easily be gallant Lancelot or a beautiful king. Tristan found himself thinking that, and shook his head. Perhaps America was making him lose whatever faculties he had left. He realized the baker was speaking again. Tristan found himself blushing, his cheeks heating with the lightness in his stomach and the embarrassing stars in his eyes.


  Here, have a seat on this section of the counter. Its clean. Sorry its a disaster in here. Im trying to get a really big order out. He was gracious and sweet. How could anyone that beautiful be so nice?


  Tristan smiled at him. He knew he looked like a shy, awkward school mouse who hadnt quite grown into his oversized legs and feet. Of course, he was graceful and lean, average height but perfectly formed. He had eyes that matched his voice, golden brown and mellow, long lashed and sleepy, lush lips, high cheekbones, and waving dark hair that was pulled back into a tiny short stub of a low ponytail that would tug out easily and be thick and cool and silky running through Tristans fingers when heFuck me sideways. Tristan wanted to groan out loud.


  It, um, looks like a lot of work what youre doing there. Lovely, though. Quit babbling. You sound like a moron.


  The baker smiled. I like the way you talk.


  Probably wouldnt find it so charming if you knew what I was thinking about you right now. Tristan didnt answer with anything more than another awkward grin. If he opened his mouth, who fucking knew what would come out? Any number of potentially humiliating things, most likely. He thought he might be imagining the appraising look that was shot his way. He hoped he wasnt. Beautiful baker guy could look all he wanted. Especially if he paired the look with a kiss or two. Or some naked cuddling among the baked goods. They stood there for a moment, smiling at each other silently before the baker finally started moving again. Tristan jumped up onto the counter and watched.


  He looked around curiously. The kitchen was messy, but nothing close to what hed call a disaster. Someone had clearly never seen his room in the residence halls back in uni. He could teach anyone the true definition of disaster. The walls were the same cheery yellow as the front room, but most of them were taken up by cavernous ovens, huge mixers, and towers of cooling racks. In the center of the room was a large island covered in marble and butcher block, and row after row of baking sheets dotted with black, bright pink, green, and turquoise rounds of raw batter.


  When do all of these have to be ready? Tristan finally asked.


  He rolled his eyes. Tomorrow at five. Im looking at an all-nighter to get them done, and then I have to start the regular stuff for the shop. Im Henry, by the way. Sorry. I didnt mean to bitch at a stranger. He wiped his hands on his jeans and stuck one of them out at Tristan.


  Tristan. Its really lovely to meet you. See? Now Im not a stranger anymore. Bitch away. Tristan was treated to another dazzling smile. He figured by the time he left, hed need resuscitation. Henry was the first person hed met since hed gotten here who wasnt business related or someone who sold him something. Hed sure picked a hell of a person for that first meeting.


  What are you making? They look fancy. And colorful.


  Henry grinned. His smile was big and open. Charming. A small bit of dark hair fell in his face and got caught on his ridiculously long eyelashes before he batted it away. Macarons. Theyre for a very upscale birthday party, and I got very little notice.


  Im guessing it wasnt something you wanted to turn down?


  Not exactly an option. Henry shrugged, pulling the thin fabric of his T-shirt over his shoulders. Its one of my sisters friends, and shes pretty intense, you know? Not the sort of woman you say no to. She walked right in here this morning with her list in hand and didnt even ask if I had time. Just ordered.


  Scary?


  Henry shuddered. You have no ideathe woman, not my sister. Trixie hasnt scared me since I was ten.


  That got a full-on chuckle out of Tristan. He liked pretty Henry with the cognac eyes and mellow voice already. He deliberately tried not to think of the pull on me while were shagging hair. That was too damn much for his sanity.


  My older brother used to scare me too, he said before he said something else. Now I just miss him. I guess I miss home. Why am I talking about my brother? Ive known this man for literally five minutes. Tristan shook himself out of it. Hed just met his first nice person. The last thing he wanted to do was be so depressing hed scare the poor bloke away. The poor gorgeous bloke who had a dusting of flour on his nose and a smile that could easily melt glaciers, let alone Tristans knees.


  Hey, no worries. Im sure Id miss my family too. How long have you been here?


  A couple months.


  Henry bit his lip. I get it. Sometimes the city just kind of sucks people in, you know? Nobody really looks at you, youre just a cog in the machine or something? Tristan nodded, and Henry chuckled softly. Well, that got a bit heavy. I think Ive inhaled too much almond flour. Either that, or Ive been up since four this morning with only a two-hour nap and Im getting a little loopy.


  Its nearly midnight, Tristan said, glancing at his watch. Dont you need to go home and sleep?


  He couldnt imagine functioning on that little sleep. He was an eight-hours-a-night kind of guy. More since hed come here and he didnt have much to fill his hours other than work. He thought Henry must be about to pass out on his feet.


  Well, yeah. Of course. It doesnt mean I get to. Henry gave Tristan another one of his disarming grins. I promised you a cookie. Maybe you can be my taster. Are you okay with anise?


  Anise? Is that something dirty? It sounds dirty. Tristan figured hed better nod before he looked like the biggest rube to ever live in a city that was far too sophisticated for him. Sure. Anise is great. He hoped.


  Henry handed him a black biscuit. It was light and smooth and glossy, and it looked like there was some sort of thick black cream on the inside. Hed watched Henry dump loads of colored gel into the other batters, though. The color didnt help him much. He sniffed it curiously.


  Your first macaron?


  Tristan nodded. That easy to tell? Theyre not exactly a staple of the small-town Yorkshire diet. At least, I dont think they are. Ive not seen them before.


  Just try it. Henry watched him expectantly, obviously amused at Tristans reluctance. I think youll like it.


  Tristan took a bite of the biscuit. It was chewy and squidgy after he bit through the crunchy shell, and it tasted of… licorice? Was that what anise meant? He supposed posh people who ordered special-made biscuits for parties would have special words for things too. He liked it. It was different, but tasty. Nice. He took a second bite, and now that he knew what to expect, found himself enjoying the unusual texture even more. He liked the slight crust and the way the macaron disappeared in his mouth like some sort of lovely licoricey cloud.


  Its good, he mumbled around his third and final mouthful. I dont always like licorice, but I like this. He wished he could have another, but he wouldnt ask. That would be very rude.


  Maybe if you stick around for a little while, you can try the other flavors. Henry pointed at the pink ones. These will be blackberry cassis, the turquoise ones passion fruit, the green is classic pistachio. I dont usually make them so bright. Birthday girls request.


  Tristan didnt want to admit he didnt have a bleeding clue what cassis was, and the thought of a pistachio biscuit was kind of weird, but he smiled and nodded. At least the other flavors sounded familiar. They would make a pretty display when Henry finished them, if nothing else.


  I have to let the trays sit and cure for a bit. But I can offer you a chocolate-chip muffin, or I have some rosemary croissants if youre in the mood for something savory.


  You dont have to keep feeding me. Tristan chuckled.


  Well. Henry smiled. I dont want you to leave. Ive decided if I keep giving you treats, youll stick around.


  I think Ill stick around anyway. I like it in here.


  Im glad. But if you dont mind, Ill split a croissant with you. I didnt have dinner, and Im starving.


  Oh, thats awful. Do you want me to get you something? There has to be a shop open somewhere near here.


  Nah. Henry winked at him. Wouldnt want you to get lost again.


  True. He knew he was being made fun of, but he really didnt want to leave on the off chance Henrys perfect bakery and perfect smile and perfect voice were really just figments of his sad imagination, and theyd disappear on a poof of smoke the moment he walked through the door to the outside.


  Henry bustled around for a few minutes, slicing up two rosemary croissants and slathering them with soft cream cheese. He handed half to Tristan and took a big bite out of the other half. Tristan bit a little more gingerly, but just like the macaron, Henrys croissants were tender, flavorful, and perfect. Tristan had to hold himself back from shoving the whole thing in his mouth.


  I make that cream cheese myself, Henry said.


  Really?


  Henry laughed. No. I was just kidding. I think I am going cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs from lack of sleep, though. He kept chuckling as he walked to his refrigerator and gathered an armful of ingredients.


  Here we are, Henry said as he pulled out a big mixer. Im going to make the blackberry cassis filling next.


  Is this a bad time to admit I dont know what cassis is? He wasnt going to touch anise, but hed admit to the other.


  Tristan was rewarded with a flash of a grin. Its blackcurrant flavor. Sometimes I use liqueur to make this flavor, but since theyre kids….


  Yeah, I rather imagine you dont want to get them pissed.


  Probably not. Henry chuckled and started measuring ingredients into the big mixing bowl. Something that looked like jam and butter and sugar, and another dark syrup he assumed was the cassis, and then he added a hefty squirt of something else in a purple bottle before he lifted out the beater.


  That look bright enough to you? Henry asked. He had the purple bottle in his hand. Must be the dye. The filling was already very bright, but who knew if it was bright enough? Tristan didnt have a clue.


  He snorted. I dont know. Why on earth would you ask me?


  You look like youd know, Henry said, and shrugged.


  It looks awfully purple. You going to put that frosting on the pink ones?


  Yup. Its going to look like 1989 exploded all over these trays. Amazing but hideous.


  Tristan wasnt sure he knew what that meant, but he nodded knowledgeably. Henrys timer went off and he started another graceful dance, pulling tray after tray of baked macaron rounds from his various ovens and sliding others in. It was fascinating to watch, even if Tristan hadnt ever been interested in cooking, er, baking before. It really was like a dance, the way he turned and moved and shuffled things around. It was efficient and pretty, and Tristan decided for the second time that hed be happy to sit there all night.


  Henry went back to his mixing bowl and started scooping out the filling into a long plastic bag. Tristan stayed there, sitting silently at the counter, for a long time. He barely wanted to move. Moving might mean Henry would remember he was there. Moving might mean hed have to leave, and then hed not get to watch Henrys graceful kitchen ballet any longer. Sure, Henry said he wanted company, but why would he want Tristans long gangly legs and awkward big feet in his way? Tristan didnt want to leave. For the first time, hed found somewhere in the city that felt warm, a little corner, a place where he could be happy, something cheery and homely and… warm. That was really the only word for it.


  It smelled like something between his mothers kitchen and a dream hed barely remembered having; the glow and the smells and Henrys little humming made Tristan smile. A real smile, not polite, not a work smile. A real one. The kind he hadnt smiled in months.


  Henry sang a lot too, Tristan noticed, as he sat there and watched him work. Sang with the radio, sang to his cookies, just hummed little tunes like he didnt care that Tristan was right there. Or maybe he forgot.


  


  


  A LONG time later, when there were lush piles of pink-and-purple biscuits and another batch of filling, this time bright yellow, and more trays of cooled bright rounds ready, Henry finally spoke.


  You okay? Henry asked. I can make tea. Are you bored? Sorry, I sometimes get into my own little world when I bake. I dont mean to ignore you.


  Tristan shook his head. Hed been so fascinated by the colors and the smells and the piles of puffy bright pretty things that he had barely noticed time flowing by. No. Not bored. To be honest, its nice to be around someone who I dont work with, and youre fun to watch. You kind of remind me of home, in a weird way.


  I do? That earned him a surprised smile.


  Yeah. I dont know what it is. Something about this place is familiar. I like it. My moms kitchen always smells good like this, and theres always something baking or about to be baked. This is the first place in the city where its felt like that.


  Henrys smile grew. Of course, you can stay as long as you want. Its nice to have company for me too. Usually its just me and Millie in the shop. Or me on my own.


  Tristans heart sank in his chest. Is Millie your wife?


  Henry chuckled. Lord, no. Shed laugh for hours if she heard that. Millies my employee, but shes more like a grumpy, overprotective older sister. Shes bossy, but I love her.


  Tristan didnt want to ask, but he had to know. He tried to tell himself it was just curiosity. But it wasnt. Henry was gorgeous. Tristan was attracted. Simple as that. Do you… have a wife?


  Henry smiled as if he could read Tristans mind. Probably not the hardest thing to do when huge, incandescent beams of giddy puppy lust were practically shining out of Tristans arse. Nope.


  Do you have a girlfriend? He figured he might as well go for the gold medal of humiliation while he was at it.


  Henrys smile quirked up even higher on the side. None of those either.


  So… youre single?


  Yup.


  Something about the way Henry popped the p a little smugly made Tristans heart clunk in his chest. Me too. Obviously. Or else I probably wouldnt be wandering around at night by myself and talking to strange blokes. He kicked the heels of his feet against the cabinets underneath him. It wouldnt have been flirting without the little grin he knew hed just turned on Henry. Or the way he bit at his lip. Tristan found himself doing it, but couldnt stop.


  Henry looked up with another of his small smiles. You calling me strange?


  Maybe. A little. Yeah. Flirting. Definitely flirting. Tristan knew this version of himself. The one he turned on when he went out on the pullcharming country boy Tristan: dial down the education, turn up the shy, blushy smiles. Stop it before they come to arrest you for being a complete idiot in front of the prettiest man youve ever met. He glanced up at Henry from underneath his eyelashes again. He couldnt help it.


  Henry let out a big laugh at that. Okay, then. If Im strange, and youre happy here, do you want to help me so you dont sit there and fall asleep?


  Im really not good with baking. Or cooking. Or anything that doesnt include ordering takeout.


  What do you do?


  Advertising. Mostly layouts and page design. And I write ad copy. he shrugged. Its a job.


  Is that what you always wanted to do? Henry looked like he already knew the answer to that.


  Its what I went to school for. This is my first job out of university.


  Wow. So youre a baby, Henry said. Tristan hoped it wasnt a bad thing. He was a mature twenty-three. He thought. Not many other guys from his year at home had made it much further than Ripon. Bradford or Sheffield if they were moving to the big city. Tristan had made it all the way to America. He felt grown up.


  You dont look very old, yourself, he said. He hoped it didnt sound defensive.


  Twenty-seven. I have a young face.


  Im twenty-three. Nearly twenty-four. Not that much younger. Not that it mattered. Henry could be forty-seven and Tristan seventeen, and he would still be middrool at any given moment over Henrys big-lashed brown eyes, waving hair, and glamorous smile.


  


  


  TRISTAN WATCHED Henry, twenty-seven, with beautiful eyes and dark, dark hair, lean over to pipe another row of rounds onto a sheet. More hot pink. A whole sea of hot pink.


  He smiled, satisfied, when he stood upright again. Thats the last of them. Two hundred, with ten extra of each color as a safety net. The others should be ready to get out of the oven now. He waltzed over to the oven and started pulling out sheets of baked shells, bright lime green, electric turquoise, black, and of course, pink. These things are really temperamental. Easy to mess up if you havent tried them before. Macarons are like art. Beautiful, colorful, sweet, and about a half step away from disaster at any turn.


  I liked the black one.


  Yes. Anise.


  Tristan chuckled. Thats not exactly the word Id use for black licorice. Sounds a bit rude. Naughty, you know? He wriggled his eyebrows.


  Knock it off, or Ill make you help me deliver these. Henry was about as threatening as, well, something not very threatening. Still, more time with him? Yes, please.


  Tristan shrugged, tried to play it cool. Ive not made any plans for tomorrow.


  He never made any plans. Who was he supposed to make plans with?


  I havent even given you any of the other flavors to taste yet. Henry grinned and started filling a pastry bag with bright purple cream. How do you know you want to get behind my product in public?


  Id get behind your product anywhere youd like.


  I can still deliver them if I dont like them. Tristan snort-coughed, trying to clear his head of stray pervy thoughts. I write ad copy for things I think are ridiculous all the time. Plus, Im sure theyll be amazing.


  It was surreal, the whole scene. Tristan had to keep reminding himself he was sitting in a strangers business in the middle of the night watching him bake cookies. That hed offered to help deliver them, that he didnt even know Henrys last name. It didnt matter. Hed do it anyway. Hed have done it if hed never even caught Henrys first name.


  So, Ad Man, what did you really want to be when you were a little boy?


  Tristan grinned. David Beckham. Of course. I reckon every English boy does.


  Well, other than David Beckham. Did you have a backup if the glamor of professional soccer didnt claim you?


  Soccer. Tristan fake gagged. Ill have you know its called football. Colonists, he muttered and shook his head. Tristan figured they were in the place where teasing was okay. He mustve been right. Henry laughed.


  I apologize, your regal and august highness. Football. What were your plans in the absence of a great football career?


  Writing. I had great plans to be Britains next big novelist. Still did, in the dark little corners of his heart. Wasnt exactly the way to pay rent, though.


  Why didnt you go to school to do that instead, then? Writings very different than advertising.


  My parents werent really interested in funding the noncareer of Britains next big nobody. Basically I was told to pick a practical degree, and so I did.


  You could be an amazing writer. Tristan liked how Henry put so much faith in someone he barely knew. Maybe someday soon, you can go back to it.


  Sure, if you want me to sell you some starlets perfume, I can write. Other than that, Im a bit useless.


  Dont put yourself down. Henry looked up from his cookies. Im not exactly at the Four Seasons, am I?


  You went to culinary school to be one of the fancy chefs like what they have at the big hotels? Tristan couldnt picture Henry somewhere like that, all miles of stainless steel and towers of unrecognizable fish body parts and weird vegetables.


  Yeah, I did, Henry said. But this makes me happier.


  Tristan scooted closer to where Henry was filling the sandwiches with glossy frosting. He didnt want to get in his workspace, but he wanted to be as near to him as he could.


  Here, Henry said. Try this. He handed Tristan one of the violently pink-and-purple ones. Its cassis and blackberry. Its much better than it looks.


  Tristan took a bite, and his mouth was filled with intense, dark, fruity flavor. It was unique, a little floral, sweet but unexpected. Sophisticated, his advertising copywriters vocabulary decided. Teenagers like these things?


  When hed turned thirteen, hed served a bowl of crisps, some fizzy drinks, and a few pizzas at his party.


  These arent normal teenagers. Theyre probably having something like coq au vin or sole meunière for dinner.


  Whats that?


  Henry laughed. Dont worry about it. He cocked his head and gave Tristan a searching look. What on earth do you eat?


  I found a curry shop nearby. Pizza. Burritos. I really like burritos. Sometimes I grab a Chinese. That and the odd hamburger were his favorite things so far about living in the US.


  


  


  TRISTAN STAYED through the rest of the macarons, helped Henry box them and place them in the refrigerator to wait for the next afternoon. He felt accomplished, and he hadnt done anything other than sit and watch for most of the time. Hed smiled more in the past few hours than he had in months, though, and flirted and laughed and even snuck in a few surreptitious touches. But it had to be close to dawn, and Tristan was getting sleepy. He was a little worried about trying to find his flat, but he needed to go to bed soon, or else hed end up doing a face-plant on the concrete somewhere. Tristan needed his rest. Especially if he was going to help Henry later.


  You look like youre getting tired, Henry said.


  Yeah. Im shattered.


  Shattered, Henry mimicked. He smiled to himself.


  What?


  Henry shrugged. I just like the way you talk. Its cute.


  Piss off, he retorted with a smile.


  It was different than when the guys at work copied him, though. A lot different. Tristan couldnt help feeling the warmth spread in his belly.


  So is this the part where I ask for your phone number? Henry looked hopeful. As if Tristan had any intention of not giving it to him.


  So I can help you later? he tested.


  Well, yes. But even if you change your mind, Id like it anyway.


  I think we can do that. His phone had long since died, but he pulled a receipt out of his wallet and jotted his number down with a pencil he found on the counter. He handed it to Henry. Call around four?


  Henry nodded. I cant believe youre actually going to help me. He ripped the receipt in half and wrote his name and number on the blank piece. I so owe you dinner.


  I think we can do that too.


  TRADITIONAL FRENCH MACARONS


  


  These delicate beautiful treats are sure to impress!


  They can be filled with nearly anything you can think of.


  


  
    	3 egg whites


    	¼ cup white sugar


    	1⅔ cups confectioners sugar


    	1 cup finely ground and sifted almonds or store-bought almond flour

  


  


  Macarons are tough customers, but a few quick tips will help you on your way to chewy, tender perfection. Honeyfly Bakery recommends starting with uncolored macarons, then using gel food colors (not liquid) once you get the basics down.


  First, line a baking sheet with a silicone baking mat or parchment paper and thoroughly wipe out your mixing bowl. Any fat or oil will ruin your batter.


  Beat egg whites with a whisk attachment until whites are foamy; beat in white sugar and continue beating until egg whites are glossy, fluffy, and hold soft peaks. When you lift your mixer out of the egg whites, they should make little peaks that flop over. If no peaks form, keep beating, but make sure to stop before the peaks are too hard to flop over!


  Sift confectioners sugar and ground almonds in a separate bowl, and quickly fold the almond mixture into the egg whites, about thirty strokes by hand. This step is called macaronage.


  Youll want to check the batter here. It should be just liquid enough to make a ribbon that falls off your spoon and melts back into the batter in the bowl after about 10 seconds. If it doesnt, stir a few more strokes at a time until it does exactly that. Stop at that stage. Further mixing will make the batter too liquid.


  When batter is mixed enough, spoon into a pastry bag fitted with a plain round tip or a plastic bag with a corner cut off. Pipe the batter onto the baking sheet in rounds, leaving space between the disks. Let the piped cookies stand out at room temperature until they form a hard skin on top, about one hour.


  Preheat oven to 285°F.


  Bake cookies until set but not browned, about 10 minutes; let cookies cool completely before filling with flavored buttercream frosting, Nutella, or even fruit jams.


  Chapter 4
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  HENRY FELT completely faded by the time he made it home, but it was a good kind of tired, the kind that came from hard work and something done right. Henry had always liked feeling like hed managed something worthwhile. Might have come from growing up in a world where everything that was accomplished was intangiblea charity donation, organizing something. There werent any dirty hands, no tired muscles. Henry had learned early on to enjoy those feelings. The kind of tired that came from wrestling with his parents, making small talk at the few social events he had to attend, or dealing with paperwork? He didnt like that very much at all.


  The walk was only a few blocks from the bakery on Bleecker to his quieter, tree-lined corner of Waverly Place, but it felt like every step took forever on heavy, sore feet. Tired as he was, though, he couldnt quite manage to wipe the smile off his face. He couldnt forget his odd perfect night with adorable Tristan from England. Tristan, with his sweet voice and fluffy hair and big, melty blue eyes. Henry reached into his pocket and felt the little scrap of paper with his number on it. Delivery partner or not, he planned to use it. Soon.


  Henry had just finished loading the trays in the front of the shop when Millie had come in. Despite his lack of sleep, hed waved happily and given her a kiss on the cheek in return for his daily latte. Millie had given him a few suspicious looks, and then shed shrugged and shooed him off to get some sleep before he collapsed and scared the customers. Henry had gladly obeyed her.


  He could already tell it was going to be another hot day. He felt the humidity rise by the minute, heavy and somehow a little sweet under the green canopy of the trees, of course with the typical city fragrance notes of garbage, dirt, and exhaust hed come to love. Buildings passed in a sleepy blur of stone and little courtyards surrounded by wrought-iron fences peeked out in the early morning light. Henry nearly tripped once or twice on a section of sidewalk that had been pushed up by old roots and not yet repaired. He managed to stay on his feet, though, and smile at the early morning joggers and people out for their coffee and Saturday newspapers.


  The long, steep stoop on his building was daunting, as was the walk up to the fourth floor, but he managed to make it up both, barely. Hed been smart enough to open his windows before hed left the night before too, so his apartment felt breezy and comfortable, with the muffled sounds of birds and cars and people floating in. Perfect to pass out in. Henry poured himself a glass of juice and wandered over to his bed, where he stripped down to boxers and threw himself down face-first.


  He took a moment to set his alarm so hed have time to clean up and get to the bakery. And call Tristan. Yes. Tristan. He leaned over his bed and dug into his jeans pocket, pulling out the little slip with Tristans number. Hed already programed it into his phone, but he still smoothed the paper out and put it under the corner of his phone as a reminder. Call Tristan. Not that he thought hed forget. He only lay in his bed for a few moments, eyes closed, with the faint noises of the city washing over him, before he was drifting off to sleep. Itd been a good night. He hoped he had another coming his way.


  


  


  BY THE time Henrys alarm went off, he felt drugged. Hazy and sluggish and dizzy, not at all the same floaty, happy, drunk-on-new-attraction kind of tired hed been earlier. Henry tried to clear the fuzz out of his head. The early morning breeze had died, leaving his apartment heavy and hot. His curtains, which had been billowing about earlier, hung limply from their rods all the way to the floor. Henry could almost see the heat shimmering in the air, floating on little motes of dust, reflecting the intense afternoon sun. He fanned himself off with his hand as he dragged his tired body out of bed.


  Henry closed all the windows that had let in a lovely, refreshing breeze earlier, and switched on a few of the various AC units that were perched in the other windows. Henry didnt like air conditioning, but he needed to sleep when he got home. There was no way he could do that if his place felt like the inside of an oven.


  He showered and dried his hair, brushed it into a neat, short stub of a low ponytail that would last until he got out into the humidity and it started waving all around his face. Then he put on his nicest jeans and newest button-up with a bright white T-shirt underneath it. There wasnt much he could do about the tired shadows under his eyes, other than down a few cups of coffee and a green smoothie or two.


  He texted Tristan on the off chance hed already stumbled out of bed and did, in fact, want to help still. He was mildly but very pleasantly surprised when Tristan texted back immediately, and said hed meet Henry at the bakery by four. He was about to leave by foot when his overworked brain remembered he needed transportation. The van. Cant believe I almost went all the way to the bakery to deliver to a client without the freaking van. What was I going to do? Walk?


  Henry sighed for a moment, then took a cab to the storage garage where he kept the somewhat worn but meticulously cared-for white van hed bought a few months before, and plastered the bakery logo on. He realized he was getting the van out more and more for these uptown delivery clients Trixie kept shoving his way, and decided he might need to find a closer place for it. It was probably time for a nicer one. Hed had the money for a brand-new van, of course he had, but it had seemed like a waste back when hed barely ever needed it. That was certainly before he was driving up to the Upper East Side every other weekend, delivering party treats to Trixies thoroughbred friends.


  


  


  BY THE time Henry got to Honeyfly, Tristan was waiting in the main room, talking to Millie and eating a cupcake. Tiny bits of chocolate cake and pale green frosting stuck in places to his pink lips, his sandy hair was flipped off his forehead like a prep school boy, and hed dressed up in khakis and a nice button-up as well. Henrys stomach swooped. Hed forgotten how adorable Tristan was in the time between dawn and now. Tall and sandy haired, broad shouldered, pale skinned, freckly, and so very not American. He hadnt been so attracted to a guy in longer than he could remember. He caught Millie giving him a knowing look, and schooled his face into something that hopefully looked platonic.


  Hey, Henry said with a wave. Casual. Totally. Henry couldnt remember being so casual.


  Okay, really, he couldnt remember being so unsure of himself, not since he was seventeen and had no idea how to pick out other boys like him, ones who probably wouldnt punch him if he tried to kiss them. He didnt think Tristan would punch him, but he wasnt completely sure if he was actually interested either, or just charming and British. Henry didnt quite know how to act after the perfect night theyd had together. By the time the sun rose, he and Tristan had been so comfortable with each other. But that had been hours ago, and maybe Tristan had decided he was crazy to hop in a van with some guy he barely knew after their immediate connection faded in the light of the day. That wouldnt explain his big sweet smile, though. Henry had reason to hope, it seemed.


  Hi, mate, Tristan said back. He brushed his hair off his face. It looked so soft and fluffy compared to Henrys thick waves. He wanted to touch it. Hed wanted to touch it for most of last night as well. Tristans hair, his peaches-and-cream skin, his big, slim-fingered hands. Henry gripped his hand into a fist to keep from doing anything dumb. These cupcakes are brilliant. I could eat ten of them.


  Thanks. Super cool, Henry. Say something else. Now. Um, I have the boxes in the fridge. You want to help me load them into the van?


  You have a van? Tristan asked. He looked impressed, by his face. Henrys awkwardness broke into a smile.


  Yeah. We have a van. Its in the alley. Even has a refrigerated section. Top of the line.


  Really?


  Henry chuckled. Van, yes. Top of the line, no. That was a lie. Come on. Lets grab the macarons.


  Henry couldnt help but notice the look Millie gave him as he escorted Tristan back into the kitchen. Probably because she pinched him really hard when he passed. He tried to glare at her so shed keep her mouth shut and not torture him for his obvious and rusty flirting. Not likely to work for any length of time. He was surprised she wasnt already texting Trixie. She probably would, the moment they pulled away. Henry was too happy to be back in Tristans company to even care.


  


  


  TRISTAN WASNT quite sure Henry was real. Even in broad daylight, grumbling at New York traffic, he still seemed a bit like an apparition, something Tristans sad little attention-starved psyche had procured out of nothingness to save him from his pathetic life. Please. Youd never be able to imagine a guy this fit. He probably wouldnt have. Hed never seen one, for sure. Not a drop of hyperbole either. Henry was literally the hottest guy Tristan had ever seen. By far. For the life of him, he hadnt a clue why Henry was paying attention to him.


  Have you spent much time on the Upper East Side? Henry asked.


  Tristan wasnt very familiar with the parts of the city that didnt contain his flat, his office, or the curry takeaway hed practically moved into. He shook his head. I did a bit of sightseeing when I first arrived, and Ive been to Central Park a couple of times, but I dont really know my way around my own neighborhood. I didnt want to wander too far.


  Its a different world, Henry said. The people are….


  Well-off?


  Thats a word for it, Henry replied. Tristan thought he might hear a little bit of bitterness in his voice.


  I mean, Ive seen it in films. Looks a bit stuffy. Too posh for me.


  At that Henry smiled. Too posh for me too.


  Are you mimicking me again? Tristan asked. His belly warmed at the thought of Henry teasing him.


  Maybe a little. Are you going to tell me to piss off again?


  Maybe a little.


  They were quiet after that. Tristan watched block after block pass, numbered streets getting higher, buildings getting taller. Hed always liked the buzz of the big streets of New York. London was big and busy too, but it never felt quite the same, like there was this current of energy pushing the whole place along and everyone with it. He supposed it was easy to get lost in the shuffle, to forget yourself in the crowd. Hed been doing that for weeks, slowly blending into the scenery until there wasnt much of him left. Hed felt a little of himself coming back after the previous night. Maybe, at least.


  You said this woman is friends with your sister? he finally asked. Theyd made it through what he knew to be midtown. The buildings were slowly pulling apart, not as squished, not as tall or crowded. He thought they might be getting close.


  She is friends with Trix. Im not sure how close they really are. Trixie tends to collect a lot of frenemies. This Poppy woman might be one of them. Honestly, Id never heard of her until the other night. That doesnt mean much, though. I tune Trix out a lot when she starts on her friends.


  Why?


  Henry looked uncomfortable. Not really my scene.


  I get it. Who is your scene, then?


  That got a smile. I have some really good friends who I went to culinary school with. Im a little older than them. They all went right after high school, and I wasted four years at college first. I think youd like them. Great people. They all love food.


  Tristan chuckled. He liked the idea that Henry wanted to introduce him to his mates. Id love to meet them, he said.


  They were quiet a little longer, letting the navigator perched on the dashboard lead them through block after block of tall, looming buildings, a mix of brick and stone and glass. Finally, the rather intimidating voice informed them their destination was on the right. Tristan gawked at the huge stone townhouse. They pulled around back to the alley entrance where Henry said Poppy had instructed him to go.


  Seriously? This is where she lives?


  Henry sighed. Seriously. He looked like he was psyching himself up to go inside. Tristan couldnt blame him. Were dropping the macarons off, doing a little setup, grabbing a check, then leaving. Our mission, if you choose to accept it, is to get out of here as quickly as possible.


  Tristan looked at the resignation on Henrys expressive face. Why do I have the feeling thats not going to happen?


  Because it usually doesnt. Were going to make it happen, though. In their short-lived time together, Tristan hadnt seen Henry look so determined. He must really not like his sisters friend.


  Mission accepted, he replied with a serious face. At least he made Henry smile.


  I like you, Henry said. Im glad youre with me.


  He reached out and brushed gentle fingers along the top of Tristans wrist. The touch seemed tentative, as if he werent certain how it would be received. Tristan wanted to tell him to touch more, touch as much as he wanted, whenever he wanted. It probably wasnt the time for that. If Tristan had his way, theyd already be kissing. Probably not something Henry wanted to do right in front of one of his clients houses.


  I am too, he decided to say. Talking was better than doing what he wanted to do. At least at the moment. And he was telling the truth. His short time with Henry was the best Tristand had since he moved away from London. By far.


  


  


  THERE REALLY were no adequate words to describe the inside of Poppy St. Clairs townhouse. Tristan, who described things for a living, had nothing. It was the stuffiest, most elegant, most beautifully unwelcoming place hed ever been, and one of his uni friends had been ridiculously well-off and had taken Tristan to meet his parents in their massive Belgravia mansion. Even that house had nothing on the museum-level decor in the St. Clair townhouse.


  Theyd been ushered into the back hall with their boxes of macarons by this whirling dervish in a bright pink dress and matching sweater and heels. It was a lot of pink and perfume and hair. Lots of hair. Tall, puffy hair. The woman, probably Poppy, had grinned. Her smile had been more calculating than welcoming, toothy judgment hidden under a peeling veneer of restrained graciousness. Tristan didnt like her. He understood why Henry wanted to get out as soon as possible.


  Hello, sugar, shed said to Henry. Her smile had turned warm and gooey when shed looked Henry up and down in his smart, body-hugging jeans and that blue shirt that did amazing things for his dark eyes and hair. Tristan wasnt stupid. He knew why she smiled the way she did. Then shed taken a long look at Tristan as well, her smile growing, if anything. And who do we have here? she asked. Im Poppy.


  Um, hullo. Tristan. He stuck out his hand, unsure if he were even allowed to touch the likes of Miss Poppy. Ive lent Henry a hand for the evening.


  She took his hand and shook it daintily. Well, arent you too cute! We have a boy who sounds just like you on the derby circuit. His father raises some beautiful steeplechasers. I do love an English accent.


  Tristan wanted to run away already. Shed been nothing but polite, more than, but he was unnerved by her perfect, gigantic hair and flawless dress and clickity-click heels. He got the sense that if he turned away from her long enough, she might take the opportunity to bite his head off like some sort of praying mantis. He saw Henry watching both of them closely.


  Well, come, darlings, I have a place ready to set up the macarons. She opened one of the boxes and giggled, pressing her fingers to her collarbone. Well, those are bright.


  Just like you asked for, Henry said. He had a tiny bit of steel in his voice underneath the politeness. Probably reminding her hed done exactly what she wanted, and bitching would not be appreciated.


  That I did. Im sure theyll be wonderful. Follow me.


  They followed, as commanded, in silence, through to an elaborately decorated living room at the front of the huge house. The overwhelming color was white. White everything, in varying shades and textures: pale pinkish white on the walls, champagne-colored carpets all over the floors, opulent, ornate, satiny white furniture. An explosion of sophisticated blankness that didnt exactly suggest this magazine-ready house was as homely place for a teenager.


  For the party, the white had been overlaid with kitschy bunting in different fabrics, garish colors that matched the biscuits theyd been up all night making―well, Henry had, at least. The centerpiece of the room was a huge round table where piles of gifts, all elegantly wrapped, bordered the space Tristan guessed would be for the macarons.


  Can you set up here? Poppy asked, gesturing to the table.


  Henry nodded. No problem.


  Excellent. Ill leave you to do what you do, if thats okay. Plenty still to organize!


  She shot them a sunny if slightly terrifying grin before clipping away through the house.


  Im scared to breathe, Tristan said in a low voice, leaning into Henry. I might get something dirty.


  Henry snorted and took Tristans arm, leading him back outside to the van.


  Wait till the kids arrive. Then itll be even worse.


  How can it be worse than all that white?


  Girls. Screeching girls. Henry made a face.


  Tristan shuddered. Id like to avoid the screaming teenage females if at all possible.


  Dont worry. Ill protect you. Henry winked.


  It was a throwaway comment, but Tristan grinned to himself, stupidly happy to be there, even if it did mean interacting with a level of society he never thought hed be exposed to, never even wanted to be exposed to. Really, he wasnt sure hed ever really thought about how these sorts of people existed. Yorkshire and the common, normal folk he knew seemed a really, really long way away.


  They carried the pastry boxes from the van into the house stacked up in their arms, and Tristan started piling his on the floor while Henry got to arranging. It didnt take too long to unload the van, and once they were finished, Tristan wasnt really sure what to do with himself. He went out to the alley, locked the van up using the keys Henry had given him, then ambled slowly back through the big house, trying not to look too much like a country bumpkin who had wandered in off the street and didnt belong. He didnt belong. That much was certain.


  Hows it going? Tristan asked when he returned to the room of mind-numbing whiteness.


  Henry was piling macarons onto stands in the middle of the table, all two hundred of them. The Honeyfly Bakery boxes were rapidly emptyingit seemed Henry worked quickly. If anything, the super-bright macarons helped the room, made it look more like somewhere actual humans would be welcome. Tristan was tempted to filch a few of them for the ride home. The black licorice. And passion fruit. Hed really liked that one as well. He could almost taste them, plump and crunchy in his mouth, dissolving into sweet nothingness. Maybe Henry would have a few extras.


  Not bad, Henry said, shooting a grin over his shoulder. Hey, could you grab some of my business cards for me? Theyre in the glove compartment in the van.


  Sure.


  Pleased to have another task so he didnt have to stand around like a halfwit, Tristan quickly made his way back to the van and dug through the mess until he found a small box with a stack of business cards inside. They were nice, Tristan thought. Simple but effective, the color of honey, with Henrys logo on them and the bakery name in a good, clean font. Tristan told himself to stop doing his day job and do what he came here for.


  He grabbed a few of the cards, not sure how many Henry wanted, and was just straightening up again when a soft female voice said, Hi.


  Bollocks, Tristan muttered, banging his knee from straightening up too quickly. Oh. Um. Hi.


  A girl stood in front of him, next to the bumper on the van. She had very long, very dark hair, tasteful makeup, and a pretty dress that covered her from her collarbones to her midthighs. The birthday girl? Tristan wasnt sure. If she was Poppys daughter, she didnt look much like her. Both hands were clasped behind the girls back, and she was thrusting her chest forward. Tristan thought she might be trying to make up for the dress, which was high cut enough that it looked like her mother picked it out. He really wasnt interested in what she had to show him. For so many reasons.


  Did you make the cookies? For my party?


  Her voice was light and slightly flirtatious, but mostly polite. So this was the birthday girl, then. She seemed harmless enough compared to her tightly restrained viper of a mother.


  Tristan locked the van and shook his head. Not really. Well, I helped.


  Oh. Thank you, then. She smiled hesitantly.


  Youre welcome, Tristan said, feeling extremely awkward. He wasnt great with women at the best of times, let alone small ones with whom he had nothing in common. I, uh, need to take these inside, he finished lamely, holding up the business cards.


  The girl nodded, and he felt heat rise in his cheeks. For fucks sake. Tristan stomped off in the direction of the house without a backward glance. The day he got flustered by a kid just because she lived in a nice house was probably the day he needed to quit life.


  You okay? Henry asked when Tristan almost barreled into him.


  Yeah. Fine. Couldnt find them at first, Tristan said tersely.


  Henry gave him a funny look and took the cards, then gestured to the grand display of macarons. What do you think?


  It looks amazing, Tristan said honestly, shoving his hands deep in his pockets.


  Henry had set up the stands so there were alternating rows of colors on each level, the pinks, blues, greens, and purples clashing delightfully with each other, riotous and cheerful against the white, white, white of the living room. It was the burst of color Henry had promised back in the bakerywhat had he called it? Like the eighties had exploded. Well, something surely had. Anything would be an improvement over the severity of the room before.


  Seemingly happy with the praise, Henry gave Tristans arm a quick squeeze before leading them through the house.


  Do you know where youre going? Tristan asked, keeping his voice low again.


  Not really, Henry replied in another soft whisper. But all these houses are set up pretty much the same. Kitchens are at the back, out of the way, where the staff live.


  Tristan wasnt sure if Henry was joking or not, and gave a weak smile in response. He couldnt imagine having staff, although he knew people whod grown up with them. It seemed preposterous to have servants waiting on him hand and foot. It probably seemed preposterous not to have them to these people. He tried not to be disgusted by that fact.


  Sure enough, there was a large, open kitchen at the back of the house behind the staircase, where Poppy was drinking something fruity from a martini glass. The place had been meticulously updated, so everything was top of the line but blended in with the rest of the house. Tristan bet she was rarely in the kitchen other than to pour herself some wine every once in a while or maybe grab a midnight snack, though. Poppy St. Clair didnt seem the sort for cooking. It was almost surprising to see her drinking like a normal human.


  Youre done already? she trilled. Her cheery crust only barely stretched, cracking, over a sharp edge of stress that had clearly already been dulled by vodka. Tristan was more than ready to get out of there.


  Yup, Henry said, giving her a winning grin. He held out the business cards. Would you mind taking these?


  Of course, Poppy said, and tossed the cards carelessly on a counter. You know I already recommended you to all the girls, darling. You really do need to set up a shop in a more convenient location.


  She said the word convenient like it meant acceptable. Tristan watched the exchange in silence, noticing how Henrys smile became a little more strained as the conversation went on. Apparently, Henry was more than ready to get out of there too.


  Were going to head out, Henry said, ignoring her subtle barb about his locations suitability. Good luck with the party.


  Oh, youre not staying? I told Marissa youd be here. She was hoping to talk to you about doing her granddaughters wedding cake. Its in September of next year, so youve got plenty of time to plan around it.


  Sorry, he said, standing his ground. Tristan was proud of him. It would be easy to let these women steamroll right over any protestations. I need to prep for the rest of the week. Could you give her my card? Im happy to take her call.


  Poppy nodded. She looked vaguely annoyed in a reined in sort of way, but she let them leave and waved them off anyway with a red-lipped smile from the front doorway of the house. As Henry turned the corner, Tristan caught sight of a dark-haired girl watching them leave from the living room window. Poor kid. She looked a little like a prisoner, maybe in her own life. There wasnt anything either he or Henry could do about it, though, so there wasnt much point in worrying.


  It was only when Henry pulled onto Park Avenue that he let out a heavy breath.


  Okay? Tristan asked.


  Henry laugheda full belly laugh that stretched his lips into a wide smile. He looked over at Tristan and squeezed his knee.


  I am now, he said. God, that place was awful.


  Youre telling me.


  GRASSHOPPER CUPCAKES


  


  Whats better than moist chocolate cake with piles of lush, minty frosting? Not much! Coffee brings out the flavor of the chocolate in the cake, and pretty green frosting is great for spring.


  


  Cake


  
    	1 cup all-purpose flour


    	¼ cup dark chocolate unsweetened cocoa powder


    	¼ teaspoon kosher salt


    	½ teaspoon baking soda


    	½ teaspoon baking powder


    	¼ cup brewed coffee, strong


    	¼ cup buttermilk


    	¼ cup butter, softened


    	¾ cup granulated sugar


    	1 egg

  


  


  Frosting


  
    	¾ cup heavy cream or whole milk


    	8 ounces cream cheese


    	8 tablespoons butter


    	½ cup powdered sugar


    	½ teaspoon mint extract


    	1 to 3 drops green food coloring (optional, depending on desired color)

  


  Chocolate syrup and chocolate mint candies to garnish


  


  For the cakes, mix flour, cocoa, salt, baking soda, and baking powder in small bowl. Set aside. Mix brewed coffee and milk. Set aside. In a large mixing bowl, beat butter and sugar for 5 minutes until fluffy. Add the egg and beat again. Slowly add in dry ingredients, alternating with milk mixture until its fully incorporated. Pour into lined cupcake pans and bake in a 350°F oven for 15 to 18 minutes. Remove and cool completely before frosting.


  For the frosting, beat cream, butter, and cream cheese for 3 minutes until fluffy. Add in mint extract and powdered sugar and color, then beat an additional 3 to 5 minutes. Pipe frosting onto cupcakes from a plastic bag with a corner cut off, or a pastry bag with the wide tip of your choice. Garnish with drizzle of chocolate syrup and a chocolate mint!


  Chapter 5
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  HENRY DIDNT know why he was nervous. Hed been raised for the exact purpose of entertaining, being a good host, knowing what to do in the precise situation he found himself in. Sort of. Except the exact situation he found himself in was that he was very, very attracted to one sweet but sarcastic beanpole of a British guy who had soulful baby blue eyes and the ability to make Henry turn into a pile of adolescent giggles. Henry had not been trained for that. No manners could really mask blatant and quite ridiculous infatuation. And thats what he was in the thrall of, no doubt about that. Two long nights togetherone in his bakery, one dealing with venomously vapid socialites and flirty teenaged girlshad taught him he wanted to know a lot more about Tristan. Tristan, who was on his way over.


  He wanted to know about his childhood in England, what he did every day in the city, how he smiled when he was happy or embarrassed, what he smelled like in the morning, how he kissed when he really, really meant it. Henry wanted to know it all. Already. Infatuation. It was a serious bitch.


  Henry jogged through his apartment, tossing things away into his laundry bin or various drawers, straightening piles of magazines, making sure his bed was made because, hey, you never knew what could happen even if that wasnt the plan, it might happen, and he wouldnt say no if Tristan wanted it to happen, andknock it off. Youre freaking out.


  Yeah, he was freaking out. Tristan was adorable and he made Henry awkward, and hed be there in less than an hour. Ostensibly, it was for a thank-you dinner, one Henry had been quick to offer in exchange for Tristans services, aka self-sacrifice at the altar of drooling teenaged girls and Pernicious Poppy the evening before. But it wasnt just that. It was a date, and they both knew it. There was pretty much zero chance Tristan had missed the less-than-subtle vibes Henry had been throwing his way. Zero.


  It had taken them until nearly the end of the night to get to the question, the one where Henry figured out for sure Tristan was a lot like him in the lack of interest in the female sex, and maybe, just maybe, feeling exactly the same way Henry did, which was overwhelming, ridiculous, take-your-clothes-off-now attraction. That same moment where he knew if he invited Tristan over for dinner, it wasnt just to eat. Henry smiled. Then he worried at his lip.


  Chill. Out.


  He showered quickly when his place was clean enough to be presentable. Then he threw on some faded jeans that were better than the ones he baked in, but far less than anything hed wear to see his parents, and an old soft Henley that was dark green, showed off his collar bones, and which Trixie had once said made him look sexy. He hoped she hadnt been lying.


  The heat had broken a bit, and the crisp hint of fall was in the air. Pasta. That would be perfect. He figured hed make something simple, something Tristan could identify with. It would be too obvious and make him look a bit sad if he whipped out one of his fancy culinary school meals. Maybe spaghetti and some bread and salad, nothing fancy. No showing off.


  He started the dinner and put on some music. Then turned it off. Too much of a seduction scene, right? No, put it back on. His apartment was too quiet without it. Good Lord. Chill. For real. He kept the music on because he figured hed spin out of control without it. Henry got to work and was just spooning his pasta into the simmering sauce when he got a text from Tristan saying he was downstairs.


  It was time.


  


  


  HENRY BUZZED Tristan in with a whole herd of giant atlas moths flopping around in his belly and told him to trek it all the way to the door at the end of the hallway on the third floor. Henry took one more look around his place. Clean. And big. Henry always forgot just how big his apartment was until he was about to show someone new into it. He realized an entire floor of a West Village townhouse didnt exactly match his job description, and he figured theyd get into it eventually. Just not yet.


  Henry knew Tristan was there before he even knocked. He galloped down the short flight of stairs to the door to let Tristan in.


  Hey there, he said, going for casual.


  Hi, Tristan answered. His voice was quiet. Shy. Henry felt shy too. Hed thought theyd gotten past that the night before on the way back from Poppys townhouse, or in the coffee shop theyd sat in until Henry had to go home and go to sleep. He guessed distance had made them unsure of each other again, and he tried to overcome it with a huge, friendly smile.


  Come in. Ill show you around, and then we can eat.


  Tristan followed him in. Henry saw him glancing around, a little wide-eyed. Probably wondering what a baker was doing with an apartment like his. He didnt say anything, though. Just smiled.


  So, uh, I thought we could eat outside. Its going to be a great night for it.


  Outside? Tristan asked.


  Yeah. Henry smiled and gestured to an old wrought-iron staircase in the corner of the living room. He felt a little sheepish sometimes, when he brought his chef friends over, or guys hed known in college. At least, the ones who lived in the city and knew what his apartment was worth. Maybe Tristan didnt have enough experience yet to realize his place came with a multi-million-dollar price tag. This apartment came with exclusive roof access. I dont have a lot of free time, but Ive been slowly turning it into something cool.


  So, the roof is… yours?


  I dont own the whole building, of course, but Im the only one with access, so I suppose so. I have to let the maintenance guys up there every once in a while, but mostly, its mine.


  Tristan giggled, a little nervously. This flat is amazing.


  Henry hoped he wanted to spend more time there. A lot more time. Let me get everything ready. I usually use a picnic basket to haul it all up there.


  He wandered back to his kitchen, which was separated from the rest of the open floor by an island and a hanging pot rack filled with gleaming copper cookware. Hed gotten some containers out, ready to box their dinner for the roof, but Tristan came over before he could put any of the food into them.


  I think, with the two of us, we can manage without you having to dirty more dishes. He stuck out his hands. Here. Let me carry that.


  Tristan took the pasta with an oven mitt and a heat pad, and the salad. Henry managed to squeeze everything else into the basket so hed have an open hand to get the door. Follow me, he said with a smile.


  Henry jogged up the stairs and opened the door for Tristan, ushering him out onto the rooftop, which Henry had turned into a sort of small park. Sometimes, when he got too busy, he forgot to appreciate how beautiful it was and still had the potential to become. Hed decorated it with potted trees and herbs he used in his cooking sometimes, a big picnic table to eat dinner with friends, and a smaller seating area near a charcoal fireplace that was perfect for two. The whole sky had turned pale and pinkish, and the Village spread out around them with only the wall of the taller townhouse behind him blocking the view from that side.


  This is amazing. I cant believe you live here. I cant believe I know someone who lives here.


  It didnt look like this when I bought it. It was just an empty roof with a few old beer bottles. The apartment needed work too. Its been a long haul getting them to look the way they do.


  Still, the flat, this roof. I hate to ask, but….


  He knew it was coming. Everyone thought it. Its not the bakery. I wish it was, but alas. He laughed a little. My family, well, you saw my sisters friends house, right? Thats the neighborhood I grew up in.


  Jesus.


  Yeah. I know. I like it a lot better down here. I was just lucky enough that I could afford to do it this way.


  So, your parents didnt…. Tristan hesitated. Cut you off or something?


  Not at all. Henry did laugh at that. Were civil and polite, I go there for dinner a few times a month and I have my trust fundhe rolled his eyes a little at thatwhich I havent touched other than to buy this and Honeyfly. Theres no drama there, just your typical Upper East Side glacier.


  O-oh.


  Is your family okay? he asked. You know, with everything?


  Tristan grinned. Theyre great, about that and everything else. It wasnt an issue at all for my parents. A bit of a hot topic in town at first, but my mum shut that down faster than youd even believe. She hates that Im here, though. Didnt really like it when I was in London either, but this is worse. We Skype at least once a week.


  Of course they did. Somehow, Henry could already picture Tristans rowdy, close-knit family and nosy neighbors. Hed long ago accepted his family situation for what it was and how it couldve been a lot worse, but he was jealous of people who had it like Tristan did.


  Cmon. Ill light a fire in the fire pit and we can eat over here. Itll be nicer than the hard table.


  Henry led them over to the squashy orange-cushioned chairs in the corner that had a small glass table between them, and another table close by with a cluster of citronella candles. Tristan sat down the salad and pasta pan, and Henry pulled out wine, garlic bread, and their plates and glasses. He lit the fire pit and the candles, and decided that was good enough. Hed installed more lighting a few months back, but he didnt want Tristan to feel like he was in the middle of an interrogation. Firelight was nice.


  I cant tell you how much Ive been wanting something like this, Tristan said. Just home cooked and good. I miss it. Tristan eyed the dishes appreciatively, like he wanted to dive right in and start inhaling. Henry only wished hed look at him like that sometime soon. He decided hed better talk before he did some diving himself. Like across the small table that divided them and into Tristans lap.


  I havent cooked for anyone in a long time. Not since his last relationship had failed spectacularly. Brian had met Henrys family and run for the closest set of hills he could find.


  You do it every day, Tristan said, scrunching up his eyebrows.


  You know what I mean. Like this. Not the baking. Just, you know, us. Normal dinner.


  Tristan took a bite. Well, it tastes fantastic, whatever youve done, he said.


  Henry tried not to stare or say something dumb like so do you.


  This all smells amazing as well, Tristan said. Im starved.


  Me too. Lets dig in. I had the longest day at the bakery today. Did you get to relax at all? Henry served Tristan pasta, bread, and salad, and a very generous glass of wine.


  A little. I think I was still recovering from yesterday. Tristan leaned on the table and watched Henry, like he had the entire first night theyd been together. It was, well, Ive never met anyone like Poppy. She was… a force of nature. He hadnt said much about her when theyd left. Henry could tell hed been a bit shell-shocked by the whole experience. He probably wouldve been too, if it werent all so unfortunately familiar.


  Thats a nice way of putting it, Henry said with a snort. Force of nature was about the nicest words he could think of to describe most of Trixies friends.


  She was nice. Right?


  Poppy? I think youre mistaking nice for her hitting on you. Shes just a bit less obvious about it than the little girls wouldve been.


  He looked surprised. That was flirting?


  That was flirting. Henry chuckled.


  Did that bother you? When she hit on me? Tristan asked.


  Henry decided to be honest. Yeah. It did a little. I mean, I dont have the right to be bothered. Not yet. But I got annoyed.


  Can I confess something?


  What?


  Tristan reached across the table and brushed his thumb across Henrys hand. Henry shivered from the tiny contact. One of the first touches theyd shared that had been purposeful. Leading. It bothered me when she flirted with you too. Especially when I still thought you might be interested.


  Henry nearly choked on the sip of wine hed taken. Interested? In a woman? Not since I was fifteen. Probably not even then. I just tried to make it happen.


  Me too. I think I was even younger than that, though. I remember watching the girls with my mates and thinking, What are they looking at? Now, Robbie Carson from the local colleges rugby team. That I understood. Tristan mock swooned. He even had a car.


  Henry found himself wishing he couldve seen sweet, prepubescent Tristan. Of course, then hed have been one of the boys at the college, and that wouldve been on the very side of wrong. Probably best to wait until now to meet.


  Tristan took a big bite of his garlic bread. So, I have a question.


  Yeah?


  What on earth does Honeyfly mean? Where did you get it?


  Thats an easy one. Henry grinned. You want the whole story? Its actually kinda dumb.


  Of course I want to hear it now, he said. I doubt its dumb.


  I promise. Henry shook his head, wondering for the millionth time why hed decided to give his bakery such a cutesy name. Not exactly impressive to the boys. Here goes nothing. So, when I was a kid. Its a little embarrassing. But my mom had hired an au pair to watch Trixie and me. She used to take us to the park, right? And sometimes wed bring picnics, and of course the flies would want to get into it. And Petra, the au pair, she was great with us, but she was still learning English too, so one day when I saw a bee, I asked what it was. She couldnt remember the word. All she could think of was that they were like flies, but with honey. I swear, I walked around calling bees honeyflies for at least a year after that. It kind of stuck. Henry shrugged.


  Tristan chuckled. Thats adorable.


  Please dont call me adorable.


  Why?


  Adorable is for people you have zero intention of sleeping with. Ever. The second it came out of his mouth, Henry felt a jolt of panic. Why did I just say that? Hes going to run away now. Nobody says that on a first date. Henry waited for Tristan to bolt. He didnt.


  Cheeky was all Henry got in return. Well, that and a sly grin.


  What?


  I take it back. Youre definitely not adorable.


  Henry nearly choked on his bite of salad. Say something. Now. Talk. Um, so, Tristan. Yes, thats his name. Good work. Excellent observation. Where exactly are you from?


  England?


  Henry chuckled. Yes. I got that part, thanks. Im trying to place your exact accent.


  Ah, thatd be Yorkshire. Henry loved the way he said that. Small town in North Yorkshire, to be exact. Im quite sure youve never heard of it.


  Henry decided then and there that he needed to spend more time in Yorkshire. Yorkshire. Thats the accent. I shouldve recognized it.


  Please dont say Downton Abbey, Tristan muttered. I cant tell you how many times Ive heard that since I moved here.


  Secret Garden. It was my favorite movie when I was a kid. Tristan stared at him blankly, like hed never heard of it. Lemme guess. Bend it like Beckham was your favorite?


  Guilty. Tristan leaned forward and took a long swallow of his wine. Henry wondered if he was nervous. He hoped he didnt make him nervous. Well, that and every superhero film ever. Ill watch them all, even if theyre pants.


  So, New York? Howd that happen?


  I came here for work. Like I said.


  It has to be a big change from a small town.


  It is. Like, I lived in London for four years, just about, but even London never felt like this. Maybe because I was in school for most of it and spent a lot of my time on campus.


  Probably. Its hard to be somewhere like this on your own. Daunting.


  Yeah.


  


  


  THEY WERE quiet for a little while after that. Henry hoped he hadnt inadvertently ruined the night by grilling his date. It didnt feel like that, though. Tristan seemed happy and calm. Just quiet. He finally put his fork down.


  You know what? he asked. He looked almost thoughtful.


  What? Henry wondered what could possibly be about to happen.


  The whole time we were in your kitchen, then last night, and since I got here tonight, Ive been thinking something.


  What were you thinking? Thudthud. Henrys heart clenched a little in his chest. He leaned closer.


  Ive been thinking that I want to kiss you.


  Henry nearly choked again. Tristan had a way of catching him off guard. Really? You want to kiss me?


  Mmhmmm.


  Henry dropped his fork onto his plate. All thoughts of garlic bread and the dessert hed planned for later flew out of his head. He stood and walked over to where Tristan was sitting. Like, now?


  I dont know about you, but now works for me.


  Tristan put his hand in Henrys. Henry pulled him up so he was looming over him. Henry looped his arms around Tristans wide shoulders. Yes. It hadnt been very long, but Henry felt like hed been waiting for this kiss forever. At least since that first moment when hed watched Tristan take an appreciative bite of his first macaron and lick his lips. Damn. Tristan leaned over and brushed his lips across Henrys. It was soft at first, sweet, but like he knew what he was doing. It was good one of them did, because Henryd pretty much forgotten everything hed ever learned. Ever.


  You taste like wine, Tristan murmured.


  So do you.


  Tristan didnt talk anymore. Just rested his hands on Henrys hips and leaned in for another kiss. They kissed for a long time, soft and deep and slow on the roof in the low-lit evening. It was exactly how Henry wanted to be kissed. Always. Tristan was amazing at it; he paid attention to Henrys breath, the way his hands clutched at Tristans shoulders. He sank his tongue in gently at exactly the right time, drew back, and nipped at Henrys lips when he needed a break. It was perfect.


  Youre… damn, Tristan finally said. His breath bathed Henrys mouth. I shouldve known.


  What?


  Just. Its you. I shouldve known kissing you would be like this.


  Like what? Henry didnt know why he was talking when all he wanted to do was kiss more and longer and all damn night if he could.


  Tristan rubbed his thumb across Henrys cheekbone. Again. Perfect. I think you know.


  He did. He wasnt going to play coy. Like weve been kissing forever.


  Exactly. But like it never got old.


  Henry leaned in for another. He didnt think hed ever want to stop.


  How do you feel about dessert? Henry asked against Tristans mouth.


  Tristan raised one sandy eyebrow. Dessert? Or are we talking sweets?


  Well, that too, maybe. Henry couldnt help chuckling, even if it sounded breathy and crushy and a little ridiculous. But I actually meant cake. Real cake with, like, ingredients. You just sounded so cool, its amazing hes not already naked. Would you like some? Cake, that is? And then maybe dessert.


  Oh Jesus Christ.


  Always, Tristan answered. Lead the way to the cake. And the dessert.


  So, um, I havent made it yet. I thought you could help me, Henry said. He gave Tristan his best charming grin to make up for the lack of available cake and his blatant loss of any sort of suaveness.


  Im hopeless at baking. I thought I told you that already. Tristans sweet little face was twisted up and concerned, like he thought Henry would actually care if he were a good baker. Henry only cared that he was adorable and seemed like the sweetest, most sarcastic guy Henry had ever met. And the way he kissed. Moan sigh. There would have to be more kissing. Very soon. Dessert. Tristans baking skills were nowhere near the top of his care list. Henry could bake enough for the both of them.


  


  


  TRISTAN SAT on the thick stone slab counter in Henrys very posh kitchen in his huge, posh flat. He wondered if it was going to become some sort of tradition with them, Tristan watching Henry bake, salivating over gorgeous smells and a beautiful man. That would be quite alright with him, thanks.


  Tristan already liked it in Henrys flat. Sure, it was a bit intimidating, so grown-up and decorated in a casual, comfortable, masculine way. But still, very grown-up. Henry didnt have posters left over from uni, or some leftover sofa his friends moms aunt didnt want after she got rid of all her vintage florals. It all looked so much like him. Three walls were this color between green and blue, pale but still noticeable, and his sofa brought out colors in the huge exposed-brick wall that went all the way along the far end of the massive room. His floors were wooden and pale, and the windows went from knee high all the way to the ceiling, which had to be close to ten feet. Tristan could imagine how beautiful theyd be in the morning, letting in lots of light through the long, gauzy white curtains Henryd hung.


  You think youd be able to manage the apples? Henry asked.


  Tristan was skeptical, but he didnt want to look like an incompetent mums little baby. What exactly would I need to do with them?


  Henry chuckled. That low, sugary laugh did things to Tristans insides. Things. Peel them.


  Oh. That was easy enough. Even he had peeled some things at home before. Yes, Tristan said with a slow, growing smile. I think I can handle at least that much.


  What about grating them when youre done? Just try to keep the seeds out of it. And your fingers.


  I think I can do that too.


  Tristan had to slither off the counter to deal with the apples. Too bad, really, because he liked to watch Henry work. Instead, he got Henrys lovely hands at his hips and a soft, brushing kiss across the back of his neck. It was rather familiar for people whod only kissed for the first time only half an hour before, two people whod just met, really, but it felt good to Tristan. He liked having Henrys nimble, graceful hands on him, and he liked the thought of Henry guiding him around and giving him intimate kisses and just being in his space.


  I could get used to this, you know. I like having you here, Henry said. I probably shouldnt have said that, he muttered after. He looked down at the ground for a moment. Beautiful Henry with his gorgeous bakery and perfect flat, Henry who had nothing at all to be insecure about, looked at the ground like a shy year nine with a crush. Tristan was hopelessly endeared.


  I like being here, if that makes you feel any better, he said, crowding into Henrys space a little. I could probably get used to it too. Really easily.


  They kissed again, but kept it light. Tristan thought he might like the little familiar kisses just as much as the hot, gut-pounding ones. It wasnt the same, of course; it didnt get his heart spinning out in quite the same way, but it just felt good. Like hed said, Tristan could get used to it.


  He dealt with the apples, peeling and grating, probably quite lucky he didnt manage to shave off bits of his fingers along with the fruit despite Henrys warning because he couldnt quite manage to keep his eyes off of Henry. Couldnt stop watching him for a single second. There was something about him when he cooked, something about the sway of his hips when he danced around the island or the way he held the spoon when he stirred the batter; it was mesmerizing. Tristan pictured those hands on him, kneading and touching, peeling his clothes off layer by layer like he was unwrapping some delicious treat to eat. He wanted to touch and kiss back, feel Henrys soft bits and the places where he was wiry and strong. Tristan couldnt help it any longer.


  He cupped a hand around Henrys jaw, sticky apple juice fingers and all, and went in for a kiss. It had been long, long minutes after all, and Tristans lips had gotten lonely. Henry sank into the kiss with a smile and a shiver. Tristan smiled in return. He loved kissing Henrythat much hed figured out in about two seconds flat up on the roof, although he was more than happy to do some more research into the subject. He loved how Henry got into kissing, seemed to lose focus on everything else around him, closed his eyes and reveled in the scents and sounds and feelings of it.


  Henry bit at Tristans lower lip. Its not time for dessert yet, he muttered.


  I think it is, Tristan answered. Cake was nice. Henry was a lot nicer.


  Mmm, come here. Henry turned in Tristans arms, keeping them wrapped around his waist. He leaned his head back against Tristans chest for a moment. Tristan couldnt help himself. He leaned forward and nipped lightly at Henrys neck. Stop that. We have a cake to finish.


  Henry kept Tristans arms secured around his waist with one hand, as if Tristan were even considering letting go, and he dumped the grated apple in with the other before he stirred the whole thing together.


  Is it done? Tristan asked.


  Yep. We just have to put the batter in this pan and into the oven. The whole apartment will smell amazing soon.


  Tristan leaned forward and sniffed at Henrys neck. Smells pretty amazing in here already.


  Henry giggled and leaned back into Tristan. That tickles.


  Tristan did it again. He sniffed at Henrys neck, then nibbled and kissed it until he had Henry shivering against him. His belly melted, and he pulled Henry closer until they were plastered together. Henrys spoon clattered to the counter, and he wound his arm backward around Tristans neck.


  Put the cake in the oven, Tristan murmured. I want to kiss you.


  Well have about forty minutes until its done, Henry said as he picked up the glass baking dish with shaky hands and slid it into his hot oven.


  Barely enough time.


  


  


  HENRY HAD been right. Soon, the flat filled with gorgeous wafts of vanilla and cinnamon, baking apples and spice cake. It formed a backdrop, in a way, infused their kisses with the scents of autumn and sweetness. Theyd lain out on his sofa; Tristan had thought it might be too soon to fall into bed, but bed or not, it didnt matter. He had Henrys kisses, and his skin where Tristan had slipped his hand underneath annoying fabric. It was everything he wanted in that moment. Hed have been happy to kiss Henry forever.


  Tristan groaned when the oven timer went off. Henry stumbled to his feet, glassy-eyed, with puffy red lips and finger-combed hair. Tristan wanted to drag his clothes off bit by bit until there was nothing but lovely skin and limbs and touching. It was too soon. It had to be too soon.


  Ill be right back, Henry muttered. He swayed a little when he turned toward the kitchen. Tristan watched him walk, graceful and leggy for his height, to pull his cake out of the oven. He was only gone a minute. Soon he was sinking back onto the sofa and running seeking, shivery fingers up under Tristans shirt.


  N-no cake? Tristan asked.


  Well, Henry grinned. It really is best the next morning. He shrugged and tried to look innocent. Tristan smiled back.


  Am I going to get to taste it, you know, in the morning? Tristan hoped Henry had been offering what he thought.


  I think that can be arranged.


  COUNTY KERRY APPLE CAKE


  


  A Honeyfly Tradition, our apple cake is fragrant and tender.


  Its perfect on its own or with cream cheese frosting for extra sweetness. Delicious fresh out of the oven, even better the next day.


  


  
    	4 cups grated apples (Golden Delicious are the best for this cake)


    	3 eggs


    	2 cups white sugar


    	1 cup vegetable oil


    	1 teaspoon vanilla (extract, not flavoring)


    	2½ teaspoons cinnamon


    	1 teaspoon baking soda


    	½ teaspoon salt


    	2 cups flour

  


  


  First, peel and grate four large apples to make the four cups of grated apple. It might take five apples. Youll want to err on the high side. If you have a little bit too much apple, no ones going to complain.


  After you have your apples peeled and grated, its time to start the batter. Mix the eggs and the sugar together. Then add the oil, vanilla, and cinnamon. Sift the baking soda, salt, and flour into the batter while stirring slowly until incorporated. Last, add the grated apple to the batter and mix that in as well. Make sure you scrape the sides of the bowl to catch any dry ingredients.


  Pour the batter into a buttered baking dish. Once the batter is in the pan, youd bake it at 350°F for 55 minutes. Check the center with a toothpick to make sure its done. If the toothpick comes out with batter stuck to it, you have to leave it in just a little longer. Remove the cake and let it cool.


  Chapter 6
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  EVEN THOUGH he hadnt had had much sleep in days, Henry walked to work Friday feeling lighter than he had in a very long time. Sure, it was ass thirty in the morning as he plodded through the streets of the Village, but he crossed West Fourth with a spring in his step all the same. Henry hummed to himself as he made his way through his neighborhood. Even at this time of morning, there was a buzz in the airmore than summer bugs, it was the energy of New York itself, teeming with life even under the quiet, deserted, tree-lined solitude of early morning.


  He unlocked the door to the bakery and threw the lights on. Henry breathed in. Hed always appreciated the smell of clean counters in the morning. They said something about hard work or industriousness. He wasnt sure what it was he liked so much. But cleanliness and the warm, sunny color of the walls always made him smile. Hed picked yellow on purpose. Hed wanted the bakery to be a bright place where he could work and where people would feel welcome to sit and talk with their friends over pastries and coffee, a bit of sun even when it got bitter and cold in the city during the winter.


  Henry opened the blinds so the sun could peek in as soon as it rose, lending a glow to the whole place, and then got to work prepping the pastries for the morning. It didnt take long for him to get the ovens going and to start pulling bags of flour and sugar onto the counter like some sort of mad scientist with a vision in his head that changed constantly.


  One of Henrys favorite things about owning his own bakery was getting to choose what he made each day. Even though there were always the basicscinnamon rolls, black-and-white cookies, muffins, breads, cupcakes, and croissantshe liked to mix it up every now and then and try out new recipes. It meant that even his regulars had the chance to try something different from time to time.


  While he rolled out, cut, and shaped the dough for the regular items, Henry hummed along to The Head and the Heart on his sound system and thought about what he might try that would be different, something to liven up his shelves.


  His mind wasnt completely focused on work, thoughhow could it be? Henry inadvertently shivered. The week hed had with Tristan had been more than he could have hoped for. Hed been so amazing at Poppys party. Dealing with any of his sisters society friends was almost a foregone disaster, but Tristan had handled with it with the sort of grace and charm Henry had come to expect of him. And then after….


  Every day, Henry learned a little bit more. More about his kisses and his personality, more laughs and smiles and long conversations. Everything Henry learned made him like Tristan even better.


  There was a part of him that hoped things between the two of them were heading in a more serious direction, even so soon. So far, theyd kept their interactions light and easygoing, long nights of kissing and talking aside, and although that was good, Henry wanted more. He liked waking up to Tristans sleepy face, even if the rest of him was still fully clothed and only half-awake most mornings when Henry woke him in the dark. He liked winking and offering him free pastries on the way to work along with a lusty kiss good-bye.


  Tristan….


  Inspiration struck in a flash, and Henry grinned to himself, wondering why he hadnt thought of it sooner. While the first batch of sugar cookies baked, he pulled his iPad out of his bag and flicked through a few of his favorite baking recipe sites, searching for traditional British cookies. There was no way of knowing whether Tristan would take him up on his offer to stop by on the way to work, but that almost didnt matter.


  When he saw the recipe for something called jammie dodgers, he laughed aloud and decided immediately this was definitely what hed make for the customers. It sounded delightfully British, kind of weird and old-fashioned and like something his patrons would love to order out loud for a laugh. Plus, he could make them easily with the ingredients he already had in the kitchen. Perfect.


  In between batches of his regular cookies, Henry went about customizing the recipe, changing it to American units and tasting as he went along to make sure he was on the right track. The picture hed found on the Internet showed two cookies sandwiched together with a layer of bright red jam between, and a heart shape cut out of the top cookie to reveal the jam inside.


  He didnt have a heart-shaped cutter small enough on hand so used a star instead, setting a hundred and fifty round discs of dough on sheets to make seventy-five of his newest creation. If they were as popular as he hoped, hed try it again. If not, well, he had a lot on hand to send home with Millie for her kids and their classmates. It was fun to create new things, no matter the reason, and the ingredients were cheap enough that it wasnt a big loss either way.


  By the time Millie arrived at seven, the cooling racks were full of the first batches of their usual fare: croissants, muffins, and cookies frosted and ready to go into the display cabinets. He had a tray of his jammie dodgerssnickerready to go too, all round and golden, with pretty raspberry jam-colored stars.


  My, my, someones been busy this morning, she said as she turned the coffee maker on and started to fix two mugs. Henry wasnt very good with the coffee maker. He tended to make do with instant crap if he needed it while working, or he locked up and ran to the Starbucks on the next corner once they opened. Once Millie was there, though, he was juiced up for the morning.


  Yeah. Ive got a good amount done, Henry said. The displays are looking good this morning.


  He wiped his hands and leaned back against a counter, stretching his back. It ached from being hunched over piping for the past half hour, and it felt good to straighten up. His fingers were numb too, and his wrists hurt, but he wouldnt complain. He was doing exactly what hed always dreamed of doing.


  Youre mighty perky for this time of the morning too, Millie teased. It couldnt have something to do with a charming young British chap, could it?


  Your accent is terrible. Henry rolled his eyes. Please stop before you hurt yourself.


  Oh, and all of a sudden, youre the expert? Have we been spending even more time with him than I thought?


  Henry decided to say nothing, and accepted his mug of coffee with tons of sugar and a good inch of cream with a silent nod of thanks that Millie knew him so well. She started to poke through the trays, taking a look at the different shapes and colors hed picked when baking through the early hours.


  What are these? Millie said, pausing at the trays of sandwiched cookies. Theyre cute.


  Um, jammie dodgers, Henry said, feeling his face heat. To distract himself, he pulled the elastic band from around his wrist and scraped his hair back into a tight nub. Hed pulled it out for a few minutes when his scalp had started to ache, but he needed to finish the rest of his morning trays. He secured it with the band and appreciated the cool waft of air across the back of his sweaty neck.


  Jammie what? Millie snorted.


  Dodgers. Jammie dodgers.


  What does that even mean?


  I dont know, Henry admitted with a shrug, and sipped his coffee. I found the recipe online and thought Id give it a go.


  You know, Millie said slyly, Jammie dodgers sound suspiciously British to me.


  She said British like it was some sort of tricky sex position, and gave him a tongue-in-cheek grin.


  They might be, he said. He tried to sound casual. It almost worked.


  Millie snorted. Youre so obvious. Dont try to pretend youre not into Tristan. Hes been in here nearly every day this week, and I see your face. The NASA astronauts probably see your face from wherever theyre hovering.


  Shut it. I like him, Henry said. I dont care what anyone thinks, really. Hes sweet and nice and fun.


  Is that it? Im sure his dreamy accent and big blue eyes and gorgeously toned shoulders dont have anything to do with it. Zero.


  Were just hanging out, Henry said and dumped his near-empty coffee mug in the sink to cover the fact that just the thought of Tristan and the hours of kisses made Henry blush. Can you get to loading that last rack into the display case, please? Were opening in fifteen minutes.


  It was a clear dismissal, and Millie took it with good grace, grinning at him before wheeling the tall cooling rack into the main part of the bakery with a bit of a sassy trot. Henry figured hed be hearing from her again before the morning was over. Especially if he got a visitor later. Which he hoped he would.


  


  


  TRISTAN WAS on his lunch break when his phone buzzed with a message. He dumped the messy club sandwich back in its paper wrapper and went to wipe his hands on his trousers, then thought better of it, taking a napkin instead and unlocking the phone.


  Made you something special today.


  From Henry. He felt bad that he hadnt stopped by on his way to work that morning, but he had fallen back into bed when he got home, overslept, and was running very, very late. And hed even texted to say why he couldnt make it, so there was that. Tristan grinned to himself and wondered if it was too early in their relationship to text back with something dirty. Probably. Theyd still mostly stuck to snogging and a little bit of grabby hands. Not exactly dirty text territory yet.


  Oh?


  It seemed innocent enough. Tristan resumed eating his sandwich and waited for the next message. It came only moments later.


  Youll have to stop by the shop to see for yourself. Too bad you werent here this morning.


  Tristan grinned.


  I already said sorry that I missed my alarm. Ill stop by later. Im leaving work early anyway. xx


  


  


  THEY HAD been texting most days since their first date at Henrys place, and theyd managed to see each other during the day if Tristan stopped by the bakery, and at night a couple of times too. Because of Henrys odd schedule, working from early in the morning to midafternoon, napping, then getting up again in the evenings for a few hours before he went back to bed, it was sometimes difficult to arrange a good time for them both to be together, but theyd managed.


  Tristan had started passing out at Henrys flat, then dragging himself to his own place for a few hours before getting up early so he could take the long route to the subway station. If that meant he just happened to pass Honeyfly on the way, well, that was a nice coincidence, wasnt it? He knew Henry wasnt sleeping nearly as much as he used to so he could hang out with Tristan at night. So both of them were missing a little sleep. Not exactly a problem. As far as he was concerned, it was so very worth it.


  Work was still tense and pressured and stressful, but that was advertising, and Tristans experience from working at the London office meant he was used to dealing with the day-to-day highs and lows, as long as everyone behaved themselves and tried not to act like flaming arseholesespecially Jordan. The perfume ad had been launched with a few test audiences, and the feedback from Charity Parkers marketing team had been good; they had already agreed to let Blanchard and Starr lead their next campaign. It had meant a small but not insignificant bonus for Tristan, who had squirreled the money away in his savings. New York was expensive. Never knew when hed need it.


  


  


  THAT EVENING, as he was walking home, Tristan got out at the subway station and took a deep breath of the marginally less stuffy air. The early fall in New York turned the air into something thick and cloying after a few days of reprieve, like the atmosphere was something solid he had to fight through. It was nothing like the light, windy Septembers he knew from back home. Even on the warmest days in Yorkshire, there was still a bit of a chill in the air. The warm, heavy humidity was killing him.


  Maybe he needed a trip out to the coast, stay for a day or two on the beach and sleep in a bed-and-breakfast. He wondered if there was any way Henry could take time off from the bakery. The thought of Henry in a fluffy bed in a cabin on the beach, sleeping in…. Tristan decided hed better not continue his train of thought in public. Still, it was a thought. A thought he had a lot. Maybe after he and Henry knew each other a little better. Sadly, even sexy Henry couldnt completely distract him from his discomfort.


  Ugh. Hot.


  As he walked up the block to the bakery, Tristan held his shirt away from his back and hoped he didnt have sweat patches. Nothing like sweaty pits to turn a guy on. Sometimes he wondered why Henry gave him the time of day.


  At this time in the evening, the crowd in the Village was different to the early morning crowd; still busy, still expensive, but a little more chill. People had crowded the restaurant patios for after-work drinks; it was far too early for fashionable dinner. They chatted under umbrellas, trees, and designer sunglasses, looking like theyd been born to sit on those corners and talk about things Tristan wasnt quite cool enough to understand. He wondered if hed ever feel like he fit in.


  When Tristan pushed open the door to Honeyfly, there was only one other couple ahead of him in line, a pair of lovely young university-aged girls who snuggled close together as they waited for their order to be filled.


  While he waited, Tristan looked around. There wasnt nearly the amount of pastries as the bakery typically had earlier in the day, piled in bright-colored pyramids and shoved merrily onto the trays. The display was quite a bit sparser, and what was left looked a little more… sophisticated? Instead of row upon row of brightly colored sugar cookies, cinnamon rolls, and cupcakes, the display case was filled with macarons, chocolate-covered bars, delicate pastries, and evening desserts rather than breakfast and lunchtime treats. Tristan wasnt a businessman, probably never would be, but he noticed things, and decided Henry was really very clever. He obviously changed things up during the day, and kept people coming in his doors from early morning to late in the afternoon.


  Hi, a woman said with a sunny grin, beckoning him forward. Millie, he thought. Hed met her the day of the birthday party and once or twice after, but hed been so nervous about being near Henry that hed barely remembered his own name, let alone another face or name. The bell over the door chimed as the girls left with their bag of treats, fingers twined together and giggling. Welcome to Honeyfly. What can I get you?


  Uh, Tristan stuttered. Henry?


  The woman laughed. Im not sure hes on our menu, sweetie.


  Sorry, Tristan said, flushing hard. Im Tristan. Henry said to stop by.


  I know. Hi, Tristan, the woman drawled. Ive heard a lot about you. Henry just likes to hide you away when you come in. Im Millie, but Ill go get him.


  She ducked into the kitchen, and Tristan kicked one of his feet against the other, muttering stupid, stupid, stupid under his breath.


  Tristan?


  He looked up and saw Henry watching him.


  Stupid.


  Hi, he said with an awkward wave. Then dropped his hand, feeling even stupider.


  Did you see?


  See what?


  Henry came around the side of the counter and directed Tristan in front of the case, pointing out the tray underneath a gold sign that read Special.


  Are those….


  Jammie dodgers? Yeah. I found the recipe online.


  Henry looked so adorably pleased with himself Tristan couldnt help but laugh. On impulse, he turned and pressed a quick, soft kiss to Henrys cheek.


  Thats amazing, he said softly. I havent seen these since I left the UK.


  You wanna try some? Ive never made them before, so I have no idea how close to the original I got, but theyve been flying off the shelves. This is my third batch today. Henry leaned over and whispered. I think people just like to say the name.


  Tristan giggled. Wow. And yes, please. Id love to.


  As Henry ducked back behind the counter, Tristan dug in his pocket for some change, but Henry waved it away when he tried to pay.


  Its a thank-you, he said as he handed over the cookies in a paper bag. For the inspiration.


  


  


  HENRY WATCHED in rapt interest as Tristan pulled the cookie out of the bag and took a hearty bite. He chewed thoughtfully for a minute.


  Its really good, he said after swallowing. The ones we get at home are a bit chewier, but these are nicer. Theyre like posh jammie dodgers.


  Henry laughed. I can live with that high praise. He rolled his shoulders and smiledTristan was examining the cookie like it was about to bite him back. Have you had dinner yet?


  No. I was just going to get a takeaway on the way home.


  Ive already eaten, but I can direct you to some good places if you like?


  Yeah. Tristan smiled. That sounds good.


  Okay. Let me lock up.


  The kitchen was already clean and Henry had gotten a head start prepping for the next day, so he didnt feel too bad about closing up a bit earlier than usual. Millie gave him a very knowing look as he crossed through the kitchen and started to bolt the door, checking that all the fridges were on and the ovens off.


  Hes sweet, she told him with a grin, hoisting her huge purse up into her elbow. I like him.


  Yeah. Im going to close up now. Henry felt his cheeks heat. He really wanted to avoid the boyfriend talk with Millie. Or anyone.


  Henry. Millie stopped him with a hand on his arm, and he startled, then looked at her. Really looked at her. I dont want to complain, because God knows Im grateful to have a job right now. But Ive worked eleven hours today on my feet, and Im exhausted. Can you please, please get me some help?


  Oh. That. To be honest, hed take the boyfriend talk back. Guilt gnawed at Henrys stomach and he felt like a complete and utter asshole. He really, really had meant to deal with it.


  Yeah, he said. Of course. Im so sorry. Ill get something worked out tomorrow.


  Thanks, Millie said, and gave him a grateful smile. She left, ducking into the dark street, and he contemplated the shadowy circles under his friends eyes, the tired hunch of her shoulders, and felt awful.


  Is she your friend? Tristan asked as Henry turned the sign on the door to closed and they paused on the street outside to allow Henry time to lock up.


  Henry hummed in agreement and steered Tristan down the street by his elbow. After a few paces, he dropped the hold, unsure of how comfortable Tristan was with public displays of affection.


  Millie has been working with me pretty much since I opened, he said as they walked up Bleecker. Shes amazing at all of the stuff Im terrible atpromotions and interacting with customers and getting people to keep coming back. Oh, and upselling. Shes great at talking extra pastries into peoples bags. He took a big breath and let it out messily. We need more help. Im working the poor girl to the bone.


  Well, I suppose its good that youre busy.


  Oh yeah, Henry agreed. Its amazing. I love being busy. But its getting really hectic, and shes my only front-of-house person at the moment. Henry felt a hand on his arm.


  Hey. Where are you taking me? Tristan asked with a laugh as they turned once again.


  You said you like Chinese food, Henry said. So Im taking you to the best place outside China to get some. At least, according to me.


  Is that so?


  Henry thought he could live off the small smile on Tristans faceit gave him energy. And he was pretty sure Tristan wouldnt know this takeout place. It was one of New Yorks gems; hidden away on the second floor, you needed to know which doorway to duck into and trudge up an incredibly steep flight of stairs, carefully avoiding where the carpet tiles peeled up from the floor. The treacherous journey was worth it. It was the most beautifully prepared Chinese food Henry had ever tasted, hidden behind cheesy plastic plants, peeling paint, and old linoleum.


  I feel like Im heading for a drug deal, Tristan hissed. Not getting my tea.


  Your tea? Henry asked teasingly.


  Dinner. Tristan rolled his eyes. Whatever.


  Grinning, Henry pressed his palm flat against Tristans lower back and guided him through to the small, pale pink waiting room. There were three huge boards on the wall, white with red writing that clashed with the pink décor.


  So, whats good? Tristan asked as they waited in line behind a group of college kids and a bedraggled-looking man in a pinstripe suit.


  Everything, Henry said emphatically. But he talked Tristan through the menu, pointing out his own favorite dishes.


  The woman who took their order, translating it onto a scrap of paper in spidery hanzi, wore her blue-black hair scraped back from her face in a severe bun, with an oversized Carrie Underwood T-shirt and a pair of hot pink Crocs. They waited next to an unnaturally green plastic potted plant, and Henry smiled to himself at the familiar way Tristan groped his ass absentmindedly. It didnt take long for their order to be called, and Tristan seemed surprised at the size of the huge white bag that was handed over.


  They walked slowly back through the Village to Tristans place. He felt like a total sap, but Henry wished Tristan lived further away so they could drag out the walk home together.


  Are you sure you wont come in? Ive got enough for us both. Maybe Millie too. He made a show of hefting the huge bag.


  Maybe another time, Henry said. He looked up at Tristans building and smiled. Dinner had been way too short, but he was about to pass out. I need to get some sleep tonight, and Ive got a feeling if I come up, sleeping wont be on the agenda.


  He loved watching Tristans creamy-pale cheeks flush with color, and leaned in to press his lips to one.


  Another time, then, Tristan said. Henry nodded. When will I see you again? he asked in a rush.


  Whenever you like. Henry wanted to see Tristan all the time. If he werent dead on his feet, hed have jumped at the offer of dinner.


  Im free on Sunday.


  On Sundays, Henry often got summoned to brunch or cocktails with his parents. He declined more often than he acceptedit really wasnt his scenebut there was always the possibility they would just send a car and expect him to show up.


  Fuck it.


  Sunday sounds great. How aboutHenry reached up and brushed Tristans silky fair hair back from his faceI come over with some ingredients after I get the bakery opened up and you can show me how to make propah English biscuits.


  That was your worst attempt at my accent yet. Absolutely pathetic. Tristan snorted. You may as well give up. Youre never going to get it.


  It was amazing. You just dont understand my theatrical genius. So, biscuits, England style?


  Henry… I burn toast. I cant boil an egg. I have trouble heating water without something going disastrously wrong.


  Henry laughed, feeling his face crease into a genuine smile. Okay. Ill cook, you can watch. Or I could teach you? Im an excellent teacher.


  You could try, Tristan said doubtfully.


  Ill talk to you soon. He reached out and touched Tristans arm again, and then, when Tristan didnt seem to mind, leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips. And Ill see you on Sunday.


  Great, Tristan said. He looked a little dazed, and visibly shook himself before turning and walking up to the front door of his building. Henry watched for a moment, then headed back down the street.


  


  


  ON FRIDAY afternoon, he met Trixie in Washington Square Park with her Boston terrier, Dolores, whom she called Lolly for short. Trixie had wanted to meet in Central Park, near the Met, which was closer for her. Henry had bitched that she never came down to his neck of the woods, and shed relented.


  There was a breeze that day that brought the temperature down enough for him to be able to bear being outside in the barely wavering early October heat. Henry wore khaki shorts and a pale blue shirt rolled to his elbows, and Wayfarers on his face to take the edge off the suns glare. For dog walking, Trixie had chosen a mint-colored tailored dress, a light cardigan, and wedges. Shed pulled her glossy dark hair into an intricate knot at the nape of her neck, and one of her typical scarves was wrapped around her head and flowing out behind her. Henry wondered if she even owned a pair of yoga pants, or maybe a nice warm-up suit. Some running shoes? He doubted it.


  So, how are things with you? Trixie asked as Dolores sniffed at a bush that obviously had caught her notice.


  Good, he said. He hadnt talked to his sister nearly as much since Tristan had waltzed into his life. He could tell she was a little annoyed but trying to hide it. Henry wondered if a dinner date with just the two of them and maybe a new Louis Vuitton would work to soothe her. Assuming there even was one she didnt already have.


  And the bakery? Henry hadnt been imagining it. There was a tiny bit of tightness in her voice.


  Ive just hired a new front-of-house person. Her names Rose.


  Rose, Trixie mused. Shes either an octogenarian who wants to be your grandmother, a Jewish mother of six, or some hipster kid from NYU.


  Henry laughed and pushed Trixies shoulder, just gently. None of the above. Well, actually….


  Wait, wait. Im going with option three.


  Rose had a nose ring and waist-length dreadlocks she tied into a knot on the top of her head. One whole arm was covered with tattoos, and she had more rings than she had fingers. Shed had several stacked one on top of the other the day Henry met her. But shed been impeccably dressed when shed turned up for the interview, had good experience, and wanted to move into catering management. Henry thought if he decided to expand that area of his business, doing more events and parties and weddings, Rose could actually be an asset. Hed hired her on the spot. After a couple of days, it felt like shed been there forever.


  Shes not at NYU, Henry said. And I think if you called her a hipster, shed punch you.


  I love being right, Trixie said with a little self-satisfied sigh. What about your love life? Dating anyone? Trixie already knew that answer. Henry lied anyway.


  No.


  That means yes. Tell me everything.


  Trixie looped her arm through Henrys and let Lolly lead them through the park, sniffing the ground and wagging her tail. Trixie had always been very interested in Henrys happiness, according to her, at least, and she took the opportunity to grill him about his love life as often as possible. Sometimes he thought she might take a little too much interest in his love life. It was probably easier than thinking about her own.


  Trix, Henry sighed, trying to get her to back off. No dice. She wasnt about to let this one go. The fingernails digging into Henrys arm told him as much.


  Like ripping off a Band-Aid, she said comfortingly. Tell me everything.


  His name is Tristan, hes from England, and he works in advertising, Henry said in a rush. Hes very good-looking and his accent is adorable. I like being around him, and Im seeing him again on Sunday.


  There. Trixie patted his arm gently. Isnt that better now?


  He laughed, but it wasnt funny. Just the thought of Trixie meddling in this one made his heart palpitate. She was sweet but intense. Henry wasnt sure Tristan was ready for his sisters brand of intense. Sometimes he wasnt sure if he was. If you say so. Tell me whats going on with you.


  Oh, you know. She waved one hand demonstratively. The usual.


  Henry did know, and nodded sympathetically, making humming noises in the right places as she filled him in on all that was important on the Upper East Side. Boyfriend of the moment, fabulous trips with fabulous people to places where everyone was, you got it, fabulous. It all seemed so shallow, but apparently it made Trixie happy. To a point, at least. Every time he listened to one of her chattering, one-sided conversations, he got a little bit more grateful he was as out of that loop as possible. It annoyed his mother and sister both, but he wasnt going to change his mind anytime soon. Hed go to functions when he absolutely had to, show up at dinner when they asked, and absolutely never allow his name to turn up in the gossip rags.


  Trixie, however, was of course still right in the thick of it. Although she moaned and groaned about needing a break, Henry was starting to think she actually liked seeing her name in the society pages. It was too bad. Almost everything that was written about her was speculation and bullshit.


  Is that…. Henry pointed to a man wearing a black polo shirt and dark jeans, slightly overweight and holding a long-lens camera.


  Ugh, Trixie said. Yeah. Bastards.


  It was strange to think his sister was being stalked by paparazzi, and Henry immediately switched to her other side to try to mask her the best he could.


  Doesnt it bother you?


  Not really, she said. Ever since I broke up with Rocco, theyve been all over the both of us.


  Rocco was the latest macho asshole ex-boyfriend who had called Henry fag at every opportunity, which thankfully wasnt many. Hed done a lot of side-eyeing Henrys ass when he wore the tightest jeans he owned to brunch one Sunday. He was also a billionaire heir to some shipping line. Henry had pegged the guy as a closet case within a few hours of meeting him and hadnt exactly been a shrinking violet with this opinion. It had caused tension between him and Trixie for a while, especially when it looked like they were about to get engaged.


  Trixie was everything a guy like Rocco wantedshe was pretty and well educated, not likely to ever have a real job, but intelligent enough to be able to hold her own in conversations about politics and world events. She was borderline anorexic, which was pretty much all anyone cared about, as far as Henry could tell. He blamed her friends for the obsession Trixie seemed to have about her looks. They, too, seemed to hop from manicure appointment to hair appointment to cocktails at the Four Seasons and purging afterward without anything meaningful to fill their lives. He hated it for his sister, but at the same time, doubted shed ever change. Henry wasnt going to try to force her.


  


  


  A FEW days later, the pictures of Henry, Trixie, and Lolly appeared in the Daily News. Henry only knew because Trixie had a copy couriered to him, the pages folded back to the right page so he couldnt miss it.


  He scanned the first few lines of the article, then threw it into the trash in disgust. They had so little information about Henry to go on that they thought he was her boyfriend. He couldnt wait to explain that to his mother. Fantastic.


  JAMMIE DODGER


  


  A favorite from across the pond,


  and one of Tristans favorites as well :)


  


  
    	1¾ cups unsalted butter


    	1¾ cups fine sugar


    	1¾ cups plain flour


    	3½ tablespoons cornstarch


    	Seedless raspberry jam (thicker is better)

  


  


  Sift flour and cornstarch together. Cream the butter and sugar together until pale and fluffy, then stir in flour and cornstarch to form a dough, adding more flour if necessary. Chill the dough in plastic wrap for 12 minutes, then roll out to about 5 mm thick (I find it easier to do this between two sheets of plastic wrap or greaseproof baking paper).


  Cut out twelve rounds (about 2½ inch diameter). Then cut a smaller heart shape (or circle if you cant find a cutter) in the center, about 1 inch in size. Reroll dough if needed using the scraps to make twelve more 2½-inch rounds.


  Bake for 8 to 10 minutes at 350°F, then cool on a wire rack. When cooled, sandwich together with a little bit of warmed jam and sprinkle with a bit of sugar, if you like.


  Chapter 7
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  ON SUNDAY, Henry arrived at Tristans townhouse, arms full of baking ingredients. Hed probably gone overboard…. Okay, he had gone overboard. It was probably a good idea to buy everything, anyway. He didnt know what Tristan kept in his pantrymost likely not a lot, since he seemed to live on takeout.


  The day was warm but breezy, lifting the dark hair out of Henrys eyes without permission and blowing it into something that probably looked like a huge ball of cotton candy. Henry half-wondered why hed decided to wear it down. Probably because every time they saw each other, Tristan managed to take his hair out of whatever was holding it back so he could play with it. Henry knew he was in trouble. The best kind, though. He didnt even feel like fighting it. It had been a long time since anything had felt this good. Since he didnt know which apartment Tristan lived in, he dumped the canvas grocery bags at the foot of the stoop and pulled his phone out of his back pocket.


  Hey. Im outside, he said when Tristan answered.


  Okay. Ill buzz you in. Im on the second floor, first door on your left.


  The door didnt actually buzz, but Henry heard a lock click, and rushed to get through it before it locked again. Inside, it was dark and cool, the floor covered with cracked tiles. A lot of the buildings in the village looked like that in the hallways, old and a bit run-down. Once you got into the actual apartments, theyd all been remodeled and fixed up. Henry always wondered why they didnt bother with the common areas. There wasnt an elevator, so Henry trudged up the stairs, thankful for all the time hed spent beating eggs and whipping batterat least his arms werent straining from carrying the groceries.


  At the door, Tristan greeted him barefoot, wearing jeans and a simple T-shirt. Henry paused to grin and kiss him on the mouth before stepping past him into the apartment.


  It was a nice place, if a bit small; open, with high ceilings and clean, bright walls other than the tall ubiquitous expanse of exposed brick. The kitchen was down at the front, nearest the street, and an open window let in the sounds of the city beyond.


  A breakfast bar separated that space from the main living area, which contained a trendy but uncomfortable-looking dark blue couch, a stark coffee table, and a big flat-screen TV.


  Tristans bed, covered in dark red sheets, was tucked away against the back wall in an alcove made by the space the bathroom took up. It wasnt very personal, but it was clean and nice. Especially for a twenty-three-year-old in an expensive neighborhood.


  Great place, Henry said. He meant it too.


  Its nothing compared to your flat. Tristan rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously.


  Henry dumped the grocery bags on the breakfast bar and crossed back, drawing Tristan into a slow, searching kiss. Tristan immediately relaxed in his arms, smiling against Henrys lips and flicking his tongue out, silently asking for more. This wasnt what Henry had planned, but he was more than okay with the turn of events. As Tristan wound his arms around Henrys neck, Henry found a place for his hands tucked into the back pockets of Tristans jeansa tight fit, but a great place to rest his hands.


  They kissed slowly, their tongues carefully sliding together and their bodies pressed close. It was intimate and strangely fun just to kiss. Henry hadnt gone so slowly, physically, in years. He didnt know what it was that made him want to take it slow with Tristan, but he liked it. Henry bit at Tristans pouting bottom lip, stretching it with his teeth until Tristan whimpered. Then he kissed it better.


  You smell good, Tristan said in a low voice.


  Yeah? Henry asked with a laugh.


  Mm. Like… vanilla. Sugar. And…. He buried his nose in the crook of Henrys neck, which tickled, but he didnt mind. Im not sure. Something woody? Not food. You usually smell like food.


  Henry smiled against Tristans neck. Ive got a few different bottles of cologne. I cant remember which one I put on this morning, but I actually did, for once.


  Its good. A little different than usual, but I like it.


  Tristan carefully worked through Henrys hair, untangling the messy strands. Henry had let it grow out recently, and it actually brushed against his jaw when he didnt have it tied back. His mom hated itshe took every opportunity to let him knowbut he kinda liked it, especially when it was wavy and thick and falling in his face. It made him look a lot cooler than he was. For a while, hed considered getting it cut. Now that it could be tied back in a ponytailalbeit a very short oneit was easier for work. And if Tristan kept doing that thing with his fingers, then Henry would never cut it again.


  Leaning in even closer, Tristan nudged Henrys nose with his own, then kissed him again, softly, softly. Lips closed, gentle brushes that sent shivers down his spine.


  I came here to cook, not spend all day kissing you, Henry whispered. You know, not that Im complaining or anything.


  Tristan pouted, then laughed a little and reluctantly let Henry go. Okay. I spoke to my mum last night and she e-mailed some recipes over. Ive got a conversion thingy on my phone so you can translate it into something that makes sense for you. If you need it. Youre probably super baker anyway, right?


  Yes. Its my hidden ninja power. I will probably use the chart on your phone, if you dont mind. Henry ran his hand once more down the length of Tristans arm and squeezed his hand. Are you ready to get to work? You can be my sous chef today.


  Tristan pointed a thumb to himself. Burns water, remember?


  Oh, Im sure I can get you to do something useful.


  His mind was immediately filled with dirty thoughtshe could make Tristan very useful indeed. Later. Baking first.


  Tristan had an iPad and pulled up the e-mail from his mother, which contained several recipes all written into the body of the message. Henry leaned on the breakfast bar to read.


  It must have taken her forever to do this, Henry said softly as he scanned through the lists of ingredients and directions.


  She doesnt mind, Tristan said. Mum loves to bake, and she and her friends share recipes all the time. He rested his hand on Henrys lower back, and leaned forward to rest his chin on Henrys shoulder and watch as he scrolled through the iPad. I told her about you, you know.


  Henrys belly fluttered at the thought of someones mom in another country knowing how much he liked her son. Yeah? What did she say?


  Not much. She always wants to hear about New York. I think shes pleased Ive finally met some people outside of work.


  Met some people? What exactly did you tell her about me?


  Tristan laughed. Well, I didnt go on and on about how hot of a kisser you are, if thats what you mean, but she knows were seeing each other.


  Henry nuzzled Tristans head with his own. Tristan turned to kiss him on the cheek.


  Bakewell tarts, Henry read. He scanned the ingredients and the directions. They didnt seem very complicated. I think I can try those. Well need to go and get some almonds or almond flour ideally, but theres a place on the corner that should sell it.


  I love Bakewells, Tristan said with a dreamy sigh. So good.


  Okay. Give me a few minutes, and Ill be back.


  You dont want me to come with you?


  Henry shrugged. He did, but…. Ill only be gone a few minutes. Why dont you just relax? E-mail your mom and say thank you for me, maybe.


  It was hard to explain how the people in the food world were more family to him than his own family, and taking Tristan around to his typical haunts would be like bringing him home to meet the parents. Hed met Millie a few times. That was enough pressure for now.


  


  


  HENRYS FAVORITE little specialty baking shop right off of Eighth had the almond flour Tristans moms recipe called for, and he grabbed two bags, just in case. He forgot how much the recipe called for, and he didnt feel like making another trip later. He waltzed back to Tristans, barely able to keep himself from grinning openly at nothing and looking like a nutjob.


  Back in Tristans kitchen, he dumped the supplies out of his grocery bags and set the iPad propped up against a bag of flour so he could read the instructions. Tristan immediately wrapped himself around Henry when his hands were empty and plastered his face with slobbery kisses. Henry laughed and pushed at him halfheartedly.


  Youre like a big puppy, arent you?


  My mum says hi. She says you should teach me how to cook so I dont starve to death on takeaway.


  Henry smiled. Im trying, although I dont think dessert is what she had in mind.


  I like dessert. Tristan leered at him.


  I think weve established that.


  Im ready to learn. For real. Tristan gave him an adorably sweet, sincere look. Henry had this moment where he pictured Tristan as a boy, and wondered how his mother had ever said no to him. He figured she rarely did.


  Okay, lets take a look at this recipe. He scanned over it again. This really doesnt look too bad. We can start with the pastry. Tristan gave him a blank look, and he laughed. Okay, come on. I promise, its easy.


  


  


  EVEN THOUGH Tristan had warned Henry how awful he was at cooking, Henry had thought in the back of his mind that Tristan couldnt possibly be as bad as he claimed; he had to be exaggerating because, really, how hard was it to simply follow a recipe? Apparently, very hard. Tristan was absolutely, unequivocally terrible.


  Henry thought his instructions were fairly clearcut the butter into small cubes, then rub it into the flour. Henry did all the measuring himself, weighing the ingredients to make sure the recipe was followed correctly.


  And still, Tristan ended up with butter in his hair and a streak of flour across his cheek.


  Oh, sweetheart, Henry laughed, wiping the offending smudge away from Tristans face. How did you manage that? Tristan was so cute it wasnt annoying. But he was going to have to remeasure the butter.


  I told you, Tristan said with a pout. Im really bad at this.


  Henry quickly washed and dried his hands, then stood behind Tristan, pressing their bodies close together.


  You want to push the butter into the flour, he said, his chin propped on Tristans shoulder. His hands reached around and guided Tristans, working a new batch of cold butter chunks into the flour. I usually start by squishing each of the cubes down. Then just rub the butter between your thumb and fingerslike that! And use the flour to stop it sticking to your hands.


  From this close, Henry could smell the stuff Tristan used on his hair and the very faint sweat at the nape of his neck. It was nice, a clean, manly sort of smell. He also couldnt help but notice how well his hips fit against the curve of Tristans ass, even if he could barely reach his chin over Tristans slouched shoulders. Very nice indeed.


  Just making the pastry took nearly thirty minutes due to frequent, and necessary, kissing breaks and lots of tickling. Of course, Tristan didnt have any cookie cutters, and seemed disproportionately impressed when Henry shrugged and used a wine glass to make the round discs instead.


  You really are good at this, he said.


  Thanks. Hey, theres a muffin tin in one of those bags, could you grab it for me?


  Henry gave Tristan the task of spreading butter in each of the indents on the tray, something he couldnt possibly mess up.


  Okay. It doesnt look like we need to blind bake these, which is good, because I dont have any baking beads.


  I didnt understand a single word of that, Tristan mumbled, and wiggled his greasy fingers in Henrys direction. Hey, did you ever see Last Tango in Paris?


  Henry snorted. Yes. And youve got a dirty mind. Go wash your hands.


  The rest of the recipe was fairly straightforwardmixing up a sweet, almondy batter, layering first jam, then the almonds into the cases and sticking them in the oven to bake. After a few moments, a delicious smell started to fill the kitchen.


  Tristan hoisted himself up into one of the high stools at the breakfast bar and sighed dramatically.


  Baking is tiring, he said.


  You made a dozen tarts, Henry said with a laugh. I make about five hundred cookies a day. More on the weekend.


  Baking is very tiring, Tristan said emphatically. He blew his hair up out of his face. His forehead was sweaty, although for the life of him, Henry didnt know why. It was too adorable to be irritating.


  Come here, you lazy ass, and help me do the dishes. You made a huge mess.


  Washing up is even more tiring, Tristan groaned, but slid down from his perch and took over the task of drying the bowls and utensils as Henry passed them to him.


  Instead of taking a break, Henry immediately started work on his next creationsalted caramel macarons, to use up the rest of the almond flour and stop it from going to waste. And because they were his favorite. While he worked on the notoriously tricky macarons, Tristan made them tall glasses of lemonade, then took his seat again, watching Henry work.


  When the tarts came out of the oven, Henry decided they looked pretty damn good, and had to smack Tristans hand away when he tried to take one straight out of the hot tray.


  Leave them to cool down. They need to be decorated.


  Henry. Tristan gave him a despairing look. Im going to eat the whole lot. You dont need to decorate them.


  Im a perfectionist. It comes with the territory. Sit down.


  Tristan did as he was told, and with a little prompting, started a story about his childhood in Yorkshire. It was something Henry was desperate to know more about, though he didnt want to push too hard. Their relationshipor whatever this waswas still in its early days. Talking about families and histories seemed almost too intimate. He still wanted to hear everything about Tristan.


  Maybe someday soon, Tristan would hear everything about him too. He wasnt quite ready for that yet. Henrys family needed a bit of warm-up before they were sprung on some poor, unsuspecting guy. Even with warm-up, it hadnt ever turned out well. Henry decided it was probably better to wait. Maybe forever.


  While Tristan chatted, Henry experimented with different decorations to go on top of the Bakewells; flowers seemed too time-consuming, a simple dusting of confectioners sugar not enough.


  In the end, he piped a simple zigzag design on top of each tart, and took a photo with his phone so he could replicate it in the bakery if they tasted as good as they looked. And smelled.


  Please, Tristan said, leaning over the table and clasping his hands together. Please let me have one. Ill do anything. Please.


  Sure, Henry said, laughing, and pushed the tray across.


  Tristan shoved half a Bakewell in his mouth at once and groaned in pleasure. Sgood, he mumbled. Tastes like my mums.


  Henry took a bite of anotherthey were good. Sweet and sharp from the jam, a little chewy from the almonds. His chefs mind was already churning with the possibilitiesas well as the raspberry jam variety, he thought blackcurrant would work well, maybe blueberry too, or apricot.


  Really good, Henry agreed.


  Good enough for Honeyfly?


  Oh, for sure. Tell your mother I said thanks.


  Shell be chuffed to bits, Tristan said. One of her recipes used in a swanky New York bakery? Shell love it.


  Henry was grinning as he leaned over and kissed Tristan, licking a speck of icing from his lips as he went. What exactly does chuffed mean? He asked.


  Tristan sighed. Pleased. Really happy. She wont be able to believe it.


  Youll have to take pictures. Henry smiled. If you dont mind, I can even put your moms name on the card in the display case.


  Tristan chuckled. Shell probably faint on the spot.


  


  


  THE MACARONS needed time to cool down before he could do anything with them, so Henry set the trays of freshly cooked shells on a counter and let Tristan lead him to the couch. Hed been itching to get his hands on him all morning, even if they had been doing a fair amount of underhanded groping. It still wasnt the same as when he got to put his full attention to it. Henry leaned forward and gave Tristan a long, deep kiss. Tristan sighed when they pulled apart.


  I really like you, he said. Its probably not very cool to say it, but I do.


  You can say it. I dont mind. More than didnt mind. Henrys whole body reacted to that one little statement. I really like you too. And people who try to be cool are boring. Henry blew a raspberry into Tristans neck until he giggled.


  It felt right to stretch out on the couch and make out while the scorching afternoon drifted into hazy early evening, fingers and lips exploring while the sweet treats sat forgotten on the bar. When Henry tugged Tristans shirt up, up, and off over his head with his exploring fingers, neither of them seemed to mind. In fact, it seemed particularly right for them to be shirtless, and Henry wasted no time in pulling his own off too.


  Tristan ran his hands over Henrys chest, lightly exploring the planes of muscle and soft, dark hairs. One fingertip caught against Henrys nipple, and they both gasped softly.


  You want? Tristan asked.


  Henry caught a wrist and brought it down to his crotch, pressing the palm against the firm bulge in his pants. Yeah, he said with a laugh. Id say I do.


  Tristan tugged him to his feet and led them to the bed. It was cooler back here than in the kitchen, and Henry couldnt help but admire Tristans creamy, soft skin dusted lightly with freckles. He seemed so much more laid back than most guys in New YorkHenry would bet hed never gotten his eyebrows waxed or spent a hundred dollars on a haircut.


  There were no nerves when Tristan reached for Henrys belt, unbuckling it and pushing the jeans down over Henrys hips. They fell to the bed in a tangle of bodies, laughing and kissing and touching, and it was really, really good.


  Henry kissed down the soft expanse of Tristans white belly, trim but not gym toned, and hesitated at the band of Tristans black boxers.


  Is this okay?


  Yeah. Of course. Please.


  He peeled the tight shorts off slowly, and Tristans heavy cock sprung back against his belly with a soft thud. Tristan grinned like a cat and stretched his arms up over his head languidly. Like this, Henry could see all of him: soft belly, tight, pink nipples, the light hairs that covered his legs from ankle to midthigh.


  Id forgotten. Youre Henry swallowed hard and rubbed his thumb just under the head of Tristans cock. Not cut.


  Hm? No. Hardly anyone in the UK is.


  Oh. I think I knew that.


  Does that matter?


  Of course not. Henry carefully pinched the extra bit of skin between his thumb and forefinger and rubbed it gently. You should know, though, that Im gonna spend hours playing with this.


  Tristan laughed, then groaned, then squirmed as Henry cupped his balls. I think Im okay with that.


  Although Henry was convinced hed never get tired of playing with Tristans foreskin, he gently tugged it back and caught the head of his cock between his lips. Tristan groaned, and Henry felt like a god.


  He was good at this, liked it too. There was something very empowering about making another man feel good, and there was nothing that made a man feel powerful like getting a really good blow job. Henry applied himself to the task, stroking and groping and squeezing the flesh that didnt fit in his mouth. He flickered his tongue over Tristans thick shaft, and he bucked his hips a few times against the soft sheets, seeking out his own friction.


  Tristans precome was a steady trickle as Henry sucked, and he swallowed it down eagerly.


  Shit, Tristan gasped.


  Henry moaned. His fingers pressed back behind Tristans balls and petted the sensitive skin there. A few moments later, with the combination of pressure from his tongue and fingers, Tristan bucked and came, spilling into Henrys mouth.


  Breathing hard, Henry pressed his cheek to Tristans hip and shoved his hand into his own shorts. He squeezed his dick hard, thumbing under the head and grunting as he spilled into his own fist.


  Holy shit.


  Tristan laughed and brushed his fingers through Henrys hair. With supreme effort, Henry dragged himself up to rest his head on Tristans stomach.


  I would have returned the favor, you know, Tristan said as Henry caught his fingers and brought them to his mouth for a kiss.


  I know. Next time.


  The thought that there would be a next time filled him with a new kind of warmth.


  As night crept into New York, Henry kicked off his underwear and cleaned himself up quickly before resuming his place on Tristans chest. There was something particularly delicious about lying naked on soft sheets as the air around them cooled, drying the sweat on their bodies.


  It was late, really late, when they finally rolled out of bed, and Henry finally returned to finish the macarons. He ended up staying the night, sleeping in Tristans bed, in Tristans arms. The cookies made an excellent breakfast.


  


  


  TRISTAN STARTED making it a habit to stop in at Honeyfly for a coffee and a muffin most days on his way to work. Sure, it meant leaving the house a few minutes earlier than he was used to, and then a few minutes earlier again when he started taking the time to stop and talk to Millie or Rose.


  He always paid for the coffee and pastry before ducking into the kitchen at the back of the bakery to say hello to Henry; Henry, who let him poke through the trays of cookies, and wouldnt let Tristan leave until hed sampled at least one. Most days, he left with another two or three tucked into a paper bag to eat at lunch or with his habitual afternoon cup of tea.


  Taking the stock made Tristan feel a bit awkward, which was why he always paid before going to see Henry. He wasnt a freeloader, even if Henry was mind-bogglingly rich.


  The jingle from the bell over the door was welcoming, and Tristan took a deep breath of the cool, sweet, air-conditioned air as he ducked into the shop. At this time of the morning, most of the patrons were business people or students, and they were all after coffee from the huge machine on the back wall as much as the sweets.


  Rose lifted a hand in greeting and finished serving before leaning on the counter to grin at him.


  So, what will it be this morning, then, Mr. Green?


  Um…. Tristan scanned the display cases, and smiled. A croissant? Please? And a latte.


  No problem. He handed over a crumpled five-dollar bill and waited for her nod before ducking behind the counter. Ill get this made up for you.


  Thanks, Rose, he said with a smile.


  In the kitchen at the back, Henry was humming along with the radio, piping swirls of thick paste into dainty pastry shells.


  Are those Bakewells? Tristan asked, coming up to stand behind Henry and resting his hand on Henrys upper back.


  Yup.


  Henry stretched into the touch and kept his hands still as he tilted his head for a kiss. Tristan obliged with enthusiasm and rubbed comforting circles between Henrys shoulders.


  Since the weekend, things had changed subtly between them. They still spoke and texted as often as they had before, it was just that now things seemed a little more solid. Secure. The big boyfriends talk hadnt come up yet, though when it did, Tristan knew what he wanted to ask for.


  Henry grinned, his face giddy. The first four dozen tarts sold out in an hour, Tris. People are going crazy over these things. Ive got raspberry and blackcurrant ones on the go at the moment, and I think Im going to start playing with other flavors later in the week.


  Sounds good to me.


  As Henry continued to pipe the almond paste on top of the jam, Tristan stood behind him and rubbed his shoulders, feeling tight knots under the surface. Probably due to all the hunching over Henry did, he thought.


  The tarts looked like Henry had refined them since their first attempt on the weekend; the pastry now had a neat, scalloped edge around the top of the shell, and Henry was applying the almond topping in a neat swirl instead of just dolloping it on top.


  Do you want to get dinner in the week? Tristan asked.


  Sure. Ill take you somewhere nice.


  You dont have to do that.


  Sure I do. Whats the point of having a hot English boyfriend if I dont get to show him off?


  There it was. The B-word. He tried not to let the happy shivers show. Tristan just grinned and kissed the back of Henrys neck again.


  I need to get off to work. Ill let you figure something out and give me a call, yeah?


  Yeah, of course.


  Henry twisted for another kiss, and was already piping the next line of tarts, singing and wiggling his butt, when Tristan headed back into the shop.


  BAKEWELL TARTS


  


  Theres no set way of making Bakewells; individual tarts, large round tarts cut into portions, and large square versions are all equally common, and equally delicious!


  


  Pastry


  
    	1½ cups almond flour


    	¾ cup butter


    	Pinch of salt


    	Splash of water or milk to mix

  


  


  Filling


  
    	1 egg, beaten


    	1 cup ground almonds


    	1 cup fine sugar


    	½ teaspoon almond extract


    	1 cup melted butter


    	1 tablespoon raspberry jam

  


  


  Start by making the pastry; rub flour into butter until it resembles breadcrumbs. Add the salt. Add a splash of water or milk at a time and use a knife to bind the dough together. Knead lightly until the dough is smooth, and leave in the fridge for an hour or so to rest.


  Roll out the dough and cut into rounds. Grease a muffin tin and set each pastry round in the bottom. Place the tray in the oven on a low heat while you make the filling, just to start baking and drying the pastry out.


  (You can also skip this step by buying a ready-made pastry shell!)


  Stir the egg, ground almonds, sugar, and almond extract into the melted butter until it forms a thick paste. Add a dollop of jam to the bottom of each pastry shell, or if youre using a premade shell, cover the bottom with a generous layer. Add the almond mix on top. An ideal ratio is 1 part jam to 3 parts almonds.


  Bake in a 400°F oven for 20 to 35 minutes, depending on the size of your tart (bigger tarts will take longer to bake). Theyre cooked when the top springs back when pressed. Allow to cool, then decorate.


  Chapter 8
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  TRISTANS SUNNY mood evaporated the moment he stepped into the office. It wasnt that any one thing in particular happenedjust the feel of the place, the people and the atmosphere and the stark white walls seemed to zap him of the high Henrys kisses had given him.


  Oh, well. He had to work; there was no two ways about it.


  With a sigh, Tristan wandered through the rows of desks to his own and powered up his computer, idly wiggling the mouse back and forth until the screen glowed to life. He almost jumped out of his skin when Shatara sat down on the edge of his desk with a thunk.


  Good, youre here, she said quickly.


  Tristan glanced at the clock. It was only eight thirty. Im not late, am I?


  No, no. I just wanted to talk to you. New project.


  She always spoke in short sentences, leaving out any words that she thought of as unimportant. Tristan recognized that side of her after hed gotten to know her a little better. She was always busy or had something much bigger than him on her mind. He didnt really mind, he wasnt exactly there all the time mentally. Especially since hed met Henry.


  Great, Tristan said, trying to summon some enthusiasm.


  Jordan will be over to tell you about it.


  Even his fake enthusiasm deflated the moment she said that name. Jordan?


  Yes. Hes been angling to get onto something new with me for a while, and to be honest, if youre there to pull him up, I trust him a lot more. Dont let me down, Tristan.


  I wont, he said faithfully. He really wanted to tell her to fuck off for sticking him with Jordan and expecting him to pull double weight, but of course he wouldnt do it. I just….


  Whats wrong?


  Tristan sighed. It really wasnt on to tell Shatara all about his problems with Jordan. He just didnt want her to expect too much. Jordan and I havent always had the best relationship. Im sure you saw that at the Charity Parker meeting.


  Shatara nodded. I did.


  But youre still going to have me work with him? Tristan was puzzled.


  Heres the thing, Tristan. The people at offices like this work exactly the same way. Its just like… like high school, really. You have to be the one holding the cards they want.


  I already am. This job. That didnt exactly make me popular.


  She thought for a moment. Let me try again. You have to be holding the sharable cards they want. If you can be in a position to help only some of them, theyll all be clamoring to be your best friend.


  How the bloody hell was he supposed to do that? Okay, he murmured.


  Im sure youll come up with a way, Shatara said. She smoothed down her crisp navy pencil skirt and straightened her equally crisp white blouse, and nodded to him before clicking away on her very high shoes.


  With nothing better to do, Tristan pulled up his e-mails and started to weed through them, flagging those that looked somewhat important and deleting anything he didnt want to deal with. He had a feeling it wouldnt be long before he was entertained with Jordans presence, and although he could think up a hundred different ways of hiding or just going somewhere else, he didnt want to delay the inevitable.


  It was almost an hour later when the smooth Hey, Jolly, distracted him from his e-mail deleting and Tristan leaned back in his chair.


  You should know Im starting to lose any will to stay in this fucking job, he said easily. It was a lie; the thought of leaving Henry made him feel sick, but Jordan didnt know that. So if you want to keep taking the piss out of me, go ahead. But Ill throw you to the fucking lions on this project.


  It was the first time Tristan had really stood up to Jordanreally stood up to himand it felt amazing. Something was making him brave these days, and he had a feeling that something was a tall, dark-haired New Yorker who had a very sweet tooth.


  Jordan blinked a few times, then launched into what sounded like a ready-prepared pitch for the account they would be working on. How he knew enough to put a pitch together was anyones guess; Tristan had only known about it for an hour or so, but he let Jordan talk himself hoarse before adding his own two cents.


  He got a raised eyebrow.


  Tristan stood his ground.


  Okay, Jordan said, apparently not caring which agency they used to create their pitch boards. Since Tristan had developed a good relationship with Royal Blue, he wanted to keep using them.


  Did you ask to be put on a project with me? Tristan asked, apropos of nothing, narrowing his eyes at Jordan.


  What? No. For a moment, Tristan said nothing. Seriously, Jordan added.


  Okay. Well, weve got a week to pull this together. Ill book a meeting room and we can start to brainstorm, Tristan said. And I mean we, not me.


  For the first time ever, Jordan agreed with him.


  


  


  AS WITH most of the bigger accounts Tristan had worked on, the project hed started for the high-end lamp-making company Shatara had hooked them up with seemed to grow in scope and scale as the week progressed. The already long hours Tristan worked got progressively longer, and he fell into bed most nights gritty-eyed and desperate for a warm body to curl around.


  He sent messages to Henry as often as he could, which wasnt as often as he was used to, but theyd managed one decent phone conversation where Tristan had explained the project and what it could mean for his career, so Henry understood. Or at least, Tristan hoped he did.


  Despite the odds, he and Jordan were actually working well together. When he wasnt being a total dickhead, Jordan actually came up with some good ideas, and Tristan was convinced they were going to put in the best possible pitch. He hoped they got it. They had to get it.


  The next morning, Tristan took time to stop by the bakery, time he didnt really have, and spent fifteen minutes kissing Henry into oblivion before they finally pulled free of each other. Tristan left with a knot in his belly, full of promises that theyd spend more time together when the project was out of the way. Being so close for a while, only to have to leave so soon, was almost worse than not seeing Henry at all.


  Almost.


  Where were you? Jordan demanded as Tristan walked into the meeting room that had been their base of operations all week. It was only a few minutes before eight oclock.


  Sorry, Tristan said. I had to do something this morning.


  Jordans demeanor immediately changed. Something, or someone? he asked with a knowing grin.


  Although he didnt answer, Tristan was sure his blush spoke for him.


  Shit, Jordan drawled. I didnt know you were dating.


  Im….


  Tristan was going to say Im not, but he didnt want to reduce Henry to a side note, even with his colleague.


  Yeah, he said eventually.


  Spill, Jordan demanded, leaning against the edge of the table, fingers gripping the edge. Whats her name?


  His name, Tristan corrected, is Henry. He owns his own bakery.


  Nice, Jordan said with a grin, not commenting at all on Tristans correction. Have you been seeing him for long?


  A little while. Hes nice. We usually try to hang out during the week, but Ive been so busy with this Ive barely seen him.


  It was a smooth way of transitioning back into talking about work, rather than Tristans personal life, and he appreciated Jordan not pressing for more details. Hed talk about Henry willingly, but it was all still a bit shiny and new, for now. And even if he was being surprisingly human, Jordan was still Jordan.


  The pitch was on Thursday afternoon, and after spending most of the morning doing final prep, they made their way across town during the lunch rush to get to the client on time. It went as well as Tristan could hope for, and by three, they were back at the office.


  In the lunchroom, there was a small crowd gathered around a sports game on the TV. It had to be a rerun; his knowledge of American sports was small, but he didnt think anyone played baseball on a midweek afternoon.


  Hey, Jordan, called one of the other jockish guys who had never bothered to speak to Tristan. Guess whos got a shot at Project Indigo?


  Psh. Youll never get it.


  Tristan set down the two mugs of coffee hed made and slid into the seat next to Jordan. Whats Project Indigo? Hed heard some of the pitches being color coded in the past before the details could be released into wider knowledge. A lot of the time they worked under nondisclosure agreements.


  Its a department store uptown. Very old, very exclusive, very expensive.


  What, a clothing department store? Tristan asked.


  Designer clothes, gifts, homewares. Typical department-store stuff. Ridiculously expensive.


  Around him, Tristans colleagues were nodding as if they knew just what Project Indigo actually was. Not being a native New Yorker put him at a disadvantage more than hed expected.


  Theyre expanding into new markets across the US, Connor added, apparently deciding if Jordan was now talking like a civil human being to Tristan, he could too. Weve been trying to get shortlisted to pitch for the ad campaign. Blanchard and Starr has wanted to land these guys forever.


  And were not likely to now, Darrell, who was one of Connors regular partners, added. Rich, entitled white man asshole owner. We could spend thousands wining and dining this guy, and hed still go with Watson Buck. Theyve run his ads for years.


  Privately, Tristan agreed with Darrell. When hed been working in London, hed been involved in some of those shoot for the stars pitches, and they were mostly a waste of time. The old, established brands liked to stick to what they knew. A company like Blanchard and Starr could spend plenty in resources on a pitch like this; not just money, but the time and effort of their staff, which could probably be put to better use elsewhere. Still, if it was what the big bosses wanted, some poor sod like Connor got to put it all together. At least the responsibility didnt fall on Tristans shoulders.


  He spent the rest of the afternoon catching up on everything that had been pushed to one side when the new project came in. It wasnt that there was a lot to do, just that what there was was deathly boring, and Tristans mind wasnt on his job.


  Come to think of it, Tristans mind hadnt been on his job for a while now. It wasnt that Henry had come into his life like a whirlwind, stealing attention from a career that Tristan loved. Hed been falling out of love with advertising for some time now. It was a fast-paced, cutthroat industry, and he wasnt really cut out for what that meantin New York, at least. Even his coworkers were out to get him.


  What Tristan really wanted was to downscale again, go back to working for the sort of intimate, family-run company hed started out in when hed worked part-time at university. That had felt like a good job, at the time, to get his foot in the door. These days, he missed the camaraderie and fun that job had been, even though the little place in Manchester would never have gotten clients anywhere near as big as Tristan had now.


  Going back to that sort of environment would feel like failing, though. Hed worked hard to climb the ladder, moving from home, to London, to New York. At one time, hed thought about going to Hong Kong next, a real challenge, but his heart wasnt in it anymore. That realization was depressing. For his whole adult life, Tristan had worked to get exactly where he was now. A desk in a huge, international advertising agency.


  It sucked to discover it wasnt where he wanted to be at all.


  


  


  THEYD BEEN promised a decision from the lamp-making company by midday on Friday, so when one oclock ticked over, then two, Tristan started to worry. Hed spent all morning worrying, knowing there was nothing more he could do but going over and over the pitch in his head, wondering if he should have done something different.


  Shatara didnt know anything either; she was pacing the office on her clicky high shoes, giving terse instructions to anyone who dared to make eye contact with her. Tristan seemed to be on the receiving end of most of her glaresclearly it was all on him. If theyd fucked it up, it was going to be his responsibility, despite the fact that Jordan was the more experienced exec here.


  At two thirty, Shatara answered a call on her BlackBerry and disappeared into her glass office to discuss, which usually meant it was confidential. A few minutes later, she reappeared and waved at Tristan. He grabbed Jordan on his way in.


  Congratulations, guys, she said as soon as Jordan shut the door behind them. It sounds like you did a fabulous job.


  Jordan whooped; Tristan managed a small grin.


  Great, he said.


  They were particularly impressed with the phased stages you presented….


  As Shatara went into the details and the next steps for the campaign, Tristan let himself relax. With this pitch under his belt, hopefully things would be smoother sailing from now on.


  


  


  A FEW hours later, his concentration was starting to wane, so he was easily distracted when a familiar someone stopped in front of his desk, hands on hips, groin thrust forward as he demanded, Come out with us tonight.


  It was gone six in the evening, and Tristan was tied up in putting the plan theyd pitched into action. The company wanted to get things moving immediately, and although the timeline theyd put together looked fine on paper, now they had to implement it, Tristan was starting to feel the stress.


  He looked up into Jordans smug, grinning face. The other guy had already lost his tie, the top buttons of his shirt undone and the cuffs rolled up.


  Were gonna go celebrate at a sports bar down the street, he added.


  I dont think so, Tristan said carefully. Ive got a lot to do here.


  Aw, come on, Jolly. Gotta get involved, man!


  It was part of the job Tristan had always hated. He worked long hours with these people, and the last thing he wanted to do was spend his social time with them as well. Not that he was surprised or anything, but it looked like his going-better relationship with Jordan had gone down the pan now the pitch was over. Hed been pulled back onto his regular work, and it was Tristan whod been asked to take the project forward into the implementation stages. Apparently, that had grated on Jordans pride.


  Give me five minutes? Tristan said, hating himself. Hed prefer to be here, working, than out socializing with a bunch of people he didnt like. Hed prefer to be somewhere with Henry than here. But sometimes, sacrifices had to be made.


  Like the others, Tristan took off his tie and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. He tucked his tie into his messenger bag and splashed some water on his face in the bathroom before deciding he looked like one of them, and didnt that just make him feel like shit. The small crowd of people was obviously waiting for him outside the lunchroom, and he mumbled and apologized and felt himself turn red as they turned and headed out the door.


  Tristan found himself at the back of the group, tagging along rather than leading the bunch. He doubted he would ever be a leading-the-bunch type of guyprobably not, when Jordan and his alpha-male friends were around.


  The sports bar was predictable. Large TVs showing a number of different games all at the same time, all with the sound on, so it was almost impossible to follow a single game. Beer served in jugs, food you had to eat with your fingers. Tristan ordered a bottle of Heineken and leaned back against the bar to drink it, wondering when it would be safe to sneak off.


  Easier said than done. Every time Tristan tried to go anywhere, whether it was to the bathroom or to get another drink, someone was at his elbow, wondering what he was doing or where he was going. It was like there was some conspiracy to keep him out tonight. By the time he finally did slip away, it was nine thirty, hed drank four beers, and wanted nothing more than to go and see Henry.


  It was probably the fourth beer that convinced Tristan that going to see Henry was, in fact, an excellent idea. Even though his rational brain told him Henry had other friends and was probably out seeing them on a Friday night, the fourth beer told him to head down to that corner of the Village anyway. It would be a romantic surprise.


  The subway ride and walk to Waverly went most of the way to sobering Tristan up, so by the time he leaned against the railings outside Henrys apartment, he had convinced himself his boyfriend would be out.


  Henry answered on the second ring.


  Tris?


  Yeah. Whatcha doing?


  Tristan liked to think he could hear the smile down the phone as Henry stretched. It sounded quiet, wherever he was.


  I am sprawled on my sofa, the cold remains of the best pepperoni pizza in the city on the table, my second beer almost finished, missing my boyfriend and watching Criminal Minds. How about you? How did the pitch go?


  We won the account, Tristan said with a smile, rocking from one foot to the other. The guys I work with dragged me out to celebrate.


  Congratulations.


  Thanks. Im now standing on the street, looking up at your flat, wondering if its too late to come and knock on the door.


  There was a rustling noise as Henry obviously rolled to his feet and moved through his apartment, then leaned against the windowsill. Holy crap, you are.


  What, did you think I was joking?


  Yeah. Come on, Ill buzz you up.


  Tristan was about to protest, but Henry had already rung off and he didnt want to be an idiot. So he pushed the heavy front door open and jogged up to the door to the flat, where Henry was leaning against the open doorframe looking far too sexy for a man in Batman pajama bottoms and a black tank top. Tristan found himself being dragged into a slow, lazy kiss, and while his eyes were closed and his fingers occupied with the skin on Henrys sides, the door thudded shut behind him.


  Sorry, I shouldnt be calling this late.


  Tristan, its barely ten, Henry said with a laugh. He pressed another kiss to the corner of Tristans mouth. And besides, Ive missed you this week.


  I know. Im sorry. Work has been insane, and I couldnt get out of the project… mmph.


  His apologies were stifled with warm kisses, and he couldnt help but smile against them. He had no clean clothes, nothing to wear in the morning, and that didnt matter at all. Staying the night here was all he wanted in the whole world.


  You dont mind me interrupting your evening, then? Tristan asked as Henry kicked the door closed behind them.


  Youre not interrupting if I was secretly hoping youd come over anyway.


  Oh.


  There really was a half-finished pizza on the table, and the evidence that Henry had had a few beers too. The pristine, perfect apartment apparently housed a secret: its inhabitant was a man after all.


  Henry let go of Tristans shirt and wandered through to the kitchen. From one cupboard, he retrieved two short tumblers, from another, a bottle of expensive-looking whiskey. Tristan knew it was expensive because he didnt recognize the label, and the bottle was made of thick, square glass.


  My dad always celebrates big successes at work with whiskey, Henry said. I think we should continue the tradition.


  Tristan nodded. Sounds good to me, he said with a grin.


  He watched as Henry expertly poured a generous measure into each glass, then pushed one toward Tristan and raised his own.


  To… success, Henry said, a slow grin stretching his dark pink lips. Forging new relationships. To getting on in life. A leg up.


  A leg over, Tristan added. Henry snorted.


  Later. To being with someone on a Friday night when theres no one else youd rather turn up on your doorstep, a little drunk and bedraggled but still adorable.


  Ill drink to that.


  He did.


  The whiskey was warm and rich, and Tristan wished he knew a bit more about the stuff so he could properly appreciate it. On a good day, he could just about tell the difference between Jack Daniels and Glenfiddich, but thats about as far as it went.


  He set the glass back on the marble countertop and leaned in for a whiskey-flavored kiss. Henrys tongue stole into his mouth, and Tristan hummed, appreciating the taste of fine liquor much more when it was licked from his lovers mouth.


  One of Henrys hands wrapped around the back of Tristans neck, and the other reached down and grabbed a solid handful of ass cheek.


  Can I get you anything else? Henry asked in a low voice, rubbing their noses together.


  Blow job?


  I have to stop saying the first thing that comes into my head, Tristan berated himself internally. Henry kissed the soft arch of Tristans Adams apple.


  Hmm. Im sure I can manage that.


  Actually, Id really like a shower.


  Henry drew back a little and rubbed the back of Tristans neck. Long day?


  The longest. Im probably disgusting right now. Sorry.


  You dont need to apologize. Help yourself. Ive got some clothes you can change into.


  Tristan leaned in and laid a grateful kiss on Henrys lips. Thank you.


  No worries. Ill watch the end of my show, then we can put a movie on, if you like.


  


  


  PERFECT, HENRY thought to himself as he unpaused the TV and kicked his feet up onto the coffee table. He could just about hear the sounds of Tristan clattering in the shower, and an errant thought about Tristan moving in floated through his head. Not yet. Maybe one day theyd be ready for that, but for now, it was just a nice fantasy.


  Henry was only five minutes from the end of the show. He relaxed and watched the ending. Tristan was still in the shower when the end credits started to roll, so Henry cleaned up the remains of his dinner and stowed the pizza in the fridge for later, then went into his dresser to find some lounging-around clothes for Tristan.


  What he was not prepared for was Tristan emerging from the bathroom completely naked, whistling softly to himself, rubbing his hair absently with a towel.


  What? Tristan asked, a laugh in his voice when Henry stopped and stared. Youve seen me naked before, Henry.


  I know. This is just… an unexpected treat. Henry crossed the room and fit his hands around Tristans hips. The skin was still warm and slightly damp. I like the way youre put together.


  Im only six feet away from your bed. You hardly need to talk me into it.


  Henry licked his way into Tristans mouth. The towel fell to the floor with a damp thud.


  There was something very erotic about Henry being clothed and Tristan naked like they were. It meant when their erections rose, Henrys cock pressed against the thin fabric of his pants, and Tristans was free to thicken until it was standing almost vertical, sandwiched between his belly and Henrys.


  Since Henry had promised a blow job, he dropped to his knees and sucked the warm, sticky head of Tristans cock into his mouth. He could taste salt beneath the clean soap and he burrowed his tongue in the tiny hole, hoping to find more flavor there.


  When Tristans knees buckled, actually buckled, Henry felt very pleased with himself, and pulled away enough to look up into Tristans eyes.


  Will you fuck me? he asked, his voice low as his thumbs skimmed slowly over Tristans hip bones.


  Yeah.


  As Henry rolled to his feet he kicked his pants off, then let Tristan tug the shirt up, off over his head. They crashed to the bed in a tangle of limbs, mouths fused together. While Tristan was doing his best to drive Henry insane, petting the soft skin behind his balls, Henry reached over for his nightstand and fumbled blindly until he found first lube, then a condom.


  Please dont tease me, Henry begged as Tristan uncapped the lube and smeared some on his fingers. I dont want to wait.


  It was true, but he wasnt normally this wanton. The days since theyd seen each other last had stacked up quickly, and Henry hadnt let himself think about how much he missed seeing Tristan all the time.


  There would be time for responsible conversations about sex later; right now, all Henry wanted was the very raw, very real and primal need in him to be sated.


  Please, he begged again, then sobbed as Tristan pinned him to the bed with a hand in the middle of his chest and used two fingers to press back against his hole.


  Like this? Tristan demanded.


  Yes. Yes.


  It was almost too much, the wickedly twisting fingers and sudden emergence of Tristans dominating side, and Henry wanted to whimper in relief when those fingers found his prostate and rubbed it hard. Henry thought he might have to beg again, and then Tristan pulled back and fumbled with the wrapper on the condom, eventually fishing out the latex and rolling it down his cock.


  Instead of asking or offering anything, Tristan used some more of the lube on himself, covering the condom until it was slick and shiny. He cocked an eyebrow, waited for Henrys nod, then caught Henrys knees in the crook of his elbows and folded them together.


  Fuck, Henry groaned as the blunt head of Tristans cock kissed his hole. Fuck.


  Okay?


  Yeah. Oh my God.


  Tristan grinned, then caught his bottom lip between his teeth like he was concentrating hard. It was strangely hot, the way Tristan put so much effort into everything. Henry reached for his cock and gave it a few hard tugs as Tristan slowly pushed inside.


  It had been a while since Henry had last been in this position, and a very long time since he was last with someone who had made him feel so good. Tristan was slow and sure, taking his time until Henry was beggingagainfor more.


  When he leaned in close enough to share kisses, Henry thought he might lose his shit and it would all be over way too soon. Instead, he wrapped his free hand around the back of Tristans neck, keeping their faces close together as Tristan picked up the pace.


  From this close, Henry could see and feel and hear everything. They kissed, sloppy and needy as Tristan angled his measured thrusts and found Henrys prostate each time.


  I just… need…. Henry grunted and Tristan seemed to understand. Just a little bit more, and Fuck, yes. There. Oh God.


  Tristan. Henry groaned the name, dragging out the sound as his spine arched and his body came undone and his cock sprayed hard all over his body.


  Tristan came silently, eyes screwed tightly closed as his body trembled and shook and Henry kissed him through it.


  Fuck me, Tristan said when he was done. Henry laughed breathlessly and helped untangle themselves from each other, stretching languidly as Tristan tossed the condom. They rolled back together, and Tristan pushed Henrys hair out of his eyes.


  You okay?


  Yeah. Good. Really good.


  Good, Tristan echoed, and leaned in for another, slower kiss.


  AMARETTI COOKIES


  


  Honeyfly Amaretti Cookies are deliciously crisp and nutty,


  perfect with a cup of strong black coffee.


  


  
    	3 cups blanched slivered almonds


    	1½ cups white sugar


    	3 egg whites


    	1 teaspoon almond extract

  


  


  Preheat your oven to 300°F and line baking sheets with parchment paper.


  First, youll want to grind the almonds in a food processor until fine. Add sugar and blend for another 15 seconds. Add egg whites and almond extract and continue to blend until the dough starts to form around the blade.


  Use a teaspoon to round dough into balls and place on the baking sheet at least 1½ inches apart.


  Bake in the oven for 20 to 30 minutes or until golden brown. Allow the cookies to cool completely on the sheets before removing.
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  I DONT want to leave….


  Henry stood under the warm, sluicing showerhead and stretched his neck from side to side while the conditioner rinsed out of his hair. Hed wrenched something dragging a heavy tray of cinnamon rolls out of the oven earlier. Must be getting old. Sometimes it was hard not to feel a little old with Tristan. It wasnt that he was so young; it was more that there was something about him, like he hadnt quite grown out of that gawky, coltish adolescent phase. He was still all long limbs and dorky enthusiasm. Henry loved it, but he wondered if Tristan wouldnt be happier with someone more like him.


  Whats up, babe? Tristan murmured. He stepped into the shower behind Henry and slipped his arms around Henrys middle. Henry tipped his head back against Tristans shoulder and reveled in the closeness of warm skin, water, and soft, springy muscle. Tristan squeezed him closer. It was impossible not to relax into his embrace. Tristans body had felt more and more like home lately, like the place he came back to at night when hed had a long, annoying day. Like the place he wanted to wake up in every morning for as long as he could.


  Nothing. Just been a long day, and I dont really feel like going to my parents house.


  After Tristans surprise visit on Friday evening, he hadnt left. Instead of going home, hed borrowed Henrys clothes, which didnt really fit, but neither of them cared, and helped out with the early morning duties at the bakery. With two pairs of hands instead of one and some serendipitous foresight the day before, when hed done a ton of advance prep work, Henry managed to get enough stock made to last the day. They left early, just after the bakery had opened, and gone back to Henrys apartment and back to bed.


  Tristan turned Henry around and plied him with a long, steamy kiss. Henry moaned into it and pushed closer. He let Tristan tug on his hair. The kisses multiplied, like they usually did, and turned into touches and the two of them panting and moaning under cooling water.


  Hey, Ive gotta go, Im going to be late. Henry wriggled in Tristans arms. He laughed breathlessly.


  Of course theyd been in the shower far longer than hed meant to be, which seemed to be a theme of his life lately, along with being in bed longer than he planned, taking longer to bring trays from the back room when he had a certain visitor…. Henry was quite okay with it. Extra time for kissing was becoming a way of life, which was perfect except when his entire family was probably already sitting in his parents drawing room waiting for him.


  Their skin slipped together, slick with soap residue and water. Henry really didnt want to leave. He tipped his face back for another kiss.


  I thought you had to go, babe, Tristan said. He had a dirty grin on his face that made Henry want to start all over. He wiped the glass partition on his shower and looked at the wall clock. Arent you going to be late?


  Fuck, fuck, fuck. I dont want to.


  Tristan nuzzled into the wet part of his neck hed obviously found that turned Henry into a pile of mush. What do you want to do instead?


  Eat dinner with you in bed, Henry grumbled. And pretend to watch a movie while we fool around.


  Tristan looked crestfallen. And why do you have to go to your parents place?


  Henry grumbled. Because I got out of it the last two times. At least this dinner will have a purpose. I get to tell my mom I have a super-hot boyfriend who I have lots of hot sex with so she stops trying to hook me up with society guys named Rolf and Byron.


  Byron, even?


  Henry couldnt help but chuckle at the mock horror on Tristans face. Yes. That one breeds Arabians and has an estate in Connecticut and a pedigree longer than any of his horses.


  Tristan fake shuddered. Ooh. Connecticut, pedigrees, how awful.


  Bugger off.


  Did you just say bugger off to me? Seriously?


  He hadnt even meant to. Henry laughed and shoved at him. Shut up. Its your fault.


  Tristan tickled him. Youd better get out of the shower if you dont want to miss your car, he giggled.


  Then stop touching me. Henry still leaned forward for another long, breathless kiss. Im getting out of the shower. Now. Stay in here until Im dressed but be naked when I get home, okay? He really had zero willpower when it came to miles of beautiful milky white skin right there, waiting to be touched.


  I think I can handle that. Tristan grinned at him and wiped a tendril of hair from Henrys face. I was going to make some cupcakes, though. I need the practice. Should I be naked when I bake them as well?


  Henry couldnt help it. He saw a naked Tristan in his kitchen with an apron and cupcakes and frosting. I hate you.


  


  


  HENRY WAS literally running by the time he made it out of his apartment. He took the steps two at a time and made it down the stairs on the stoop just in time to catch Ollie. His hair still dripped down his collar, and his mother would most likely be annoyed by the lack of thought that went into his clothing choices, but at least he wasnt as late as he couldve been. Henry shuddered at the memory of Tristan strolling out of his bathroom, naked and damp, just as he pulled on his shoes. Hed wanted to say screw it to the whole night and spend the rest of it licking that damn frosting off his skin.


  Ollie pulled over and stepped out to open the door. Evening, sir.


  Hey, Ollie. Hows it shakin?


  Ollie gave him a fond head shake. Im well, sir.


  Henry slid into the interior of the car without any further comment. He looked up at the windows of his apartment and thought of Tristan up there, finishing toweling off and sliding into his bed for an after-work nap. And then frosting. Fuck. Henry tried to push the pictures out of his head. There was no way hed manage to make it through the dinner unless he got his mind out of bed and onto his family.


  His happiness from earlier slid away as the car weaved through traffic toward uptown. It wasnt that he was particularly unhappy at his childhood home, he never had been; he just wasnt happy. Wasnt where he wanted to be.


  


  


  THE CLOSER he got to his familys townhouse, the more he tensed up. Henry felt his shoulders pulling closer to his ears, caught himself grinding his jaw, and tried to freaking relax. He knew it was impossible. Everything that stressed him about his family seemed to amplify about a million percent whenever there was another person in his life who could be affected by them and their world. It hadnt ever gone well. Henry wanted to keep Tristan away from it for as long as possible. Trixie had already asked a few very pointed questions. He didnt think he had much of a chance of keeping the distance for a whole lot longer.


  Henry took a deep, fortifying breath when Ollie pulled up to the house. It looked the same as always. Pale stone, ornate metal awning, wrought-iron fencing, and just about zero inviting warmth or charm. Hudson had opened the door for him already, and he stood there still and silent like some sort of aging gargoyle standing guard in front of his castle.


  Hey, Hudson. Henry tried to keep his voice light. Where he typically got fond but exasperated smiles from Ollie, from Hudson it was all stoic-mannered silence.


  Good evening, sir. If youll follow me.


  Henry rolled his eyes and followed Hudson to the same damn room he followed him to every single time he came for dinner. The formality always made him uncomfortable and he typically tried to fight it, but Henry wasnt in the mood. It still annoyed him that he had to be led around the house hed grown up in like a guest, but he just let it go. Hudson wasnt going to change, his parents werent going to change; he just wanted to get the damn dinner over with and get back to Tristan.


  His family was seated in their usual spots, with their usual cocktails and their usual expensive clothes. Trixie, as always, bounded over and gave him a big hug and a kiss like they hadnt spoken for weeks, when she was the only one he ever saw outside these painfully formal dinners.


  Hi, Trix. How are you tonight?


  Good. I just spent the weekend at the spa with Felicity Harcourt. Do you remember her? Shes Darren Harcourts wife, from Charlies in the Hamptons two summers ago?


  Henry didnt know why she kept asking. Of course he didnt remember. He never remembered any of her vast revolving circle of acquaintances.


  Im glad you had fun was all he chose to say.


  Hows Tristan? Trixie asked. Henry had to give her credit. She always remembered the names of everyone in his life. Since he could count most of them on two hands, that wasnt nearly the same feat. Henry wasnt quite ready to bring Tristan up yet. He wanted to savor him for just a few minutes more.


  Hes good, Henry said quietly. He gave Trixie a look that said not to push it. She nodded.


  Shall we go through to dinner? his mother asked after Henry greeted her and his father. Henry still thought the whole process was ridiculous, always had, always would, but he nodded his assent and let Hudson lead them into the dining room.


  


  


  DINNER WAS mildly pleasant, delicious, and still slightly uncomfortable like it always seemed to be. Trixie and their mother made light, polite conversation about people they both knew but Henry and his father didnt really care much about. Henry mostly sat quietly, not really worried that he wasnt participating. He mostly fantasized about what was waiting for him at home.


  Henry, darling? He realized his mother was talking to him.


  Hmmm?


  Trixie said youve met somebody? She asked.


  Was I that out of it that I didnt notice them talking about me? Henry felt a bit sheepish. It was time, he supposed, as much as he didnt want to get his family involved in his relationship. Yes. I have. His name is Tristan. Hes from England.


  How did you meet him? His mother had long since perfected the socially interested look. She probably cared who Henry was dating, to a point. Other than potential embarrassment if the man was totally unsuitable, it really didnt make any impact on her life.


  He stopped by the bakery. We got to talking and ended up getting along really well. He left out the part about how itd been the middle of the night. He figured that wouldnt sound very good. Plus, his mother really didnt like reminders of that fact that Henry worked all the time. At least it had gotten a little better since Rose came along.


  Thats nice, dear. Maybe youll have to bring him for dinner the next time you come.


  Mmm hmm. Henry tried to sound as noncommittal as possible. It was inevitable, especially if he and Tristan really became something real, but he wanted to put it off.


  You really should! Trixie was as enthusiastic as always. Henry wished the table werent so massive. Hed kick his damn sister if he could reach her. I cant wait to meet him.


  Next time, he murmured. He shot Trixie a look, which she clearly chose to ignore. Instead, she took a pointed bite of her frisée with raspberry balsamic, and grinned impudently at him. Hes still getting settled in his job.


  They ate quietly for a few minutes. Salad was removed for soup, then the main course of cheese soufflé, autumn vegetable gratin, and roast squab. Henry did what he always did and let his familys chatter wash over him and contribute when he had to. His father spoke of some drama with the company, how theyd been having a hell of time finding the right firm to take their advertising to a larger market. Henry didnt care. He never cared when his dad went on about Livingstons. He was quite sure his father wanted him to care; thats probably why he brought it up on a regular basis when Henry was there. It wasnt ever going to work. Instead of getting involved, he let his mind wander to where it usually dida constant rotation of baking and Tristan. He was quite alright with that.


  Henry was relieved when dinner was over and he could make a quick exit. Of course, he didnt bet on Trixie following him out to the car and sliding in with him.


  Whats going on? He asked her.


  Trixie grinned. I wanted frozen yogurt. I dont care what Mom says. Fruit and cheese will never be dessert. She leaned over the seat. Ollie, can you take us to Pinkberry?


  Trix, Ive gotta get home.


  Please. I just want a cup of yogurt with some mochi and marshmallows, and then you can go back to your hunk of burning British man love.


  You didnt just say that.


  I totally did.


  Henry groaned.


  She sat back in her seat with a smug smile for a few minutes. Henry watched as the lights went by, wishing the car were heading back to the village instead of on one of Trixies whims.


  You know, she said after a block or so. Henry nearly cringed. He knew that voice. You should try harder with Mom. She wants to know you better.


  Henry sighed. He and Trixie had been having variations of the same conversation since hed gotten back from college. Even longer, probably. Usually she wasnt quite so blunt about it. Maybe hed gotten even worse lately at communicating. What little patience hed had for their whole world had completely gone down the drain when it meant losing precious Tristan time.


  Mom and I dont have much in common. You know that. Im never going to fit in with the social crowd, and I dont really want to. Shed never fit in at the bakery, and I think Id keel over in shock if she ever tried. Its better the way it is.


  Millie said you were working on hiring a new baker. Maybe if you do, then we can all go skiing this winter. Telluride is beautiful at Christmas.


  Trixie, he warned.


  What? You could even bring Tristan. Im sure he skis.


  Henry highly doubted it, to be honest. Tristans not like that. Hes… different. Besides. Henry was hoping Tristan would want to take him somewhere for the holidays. Like home to meet his family. It was way too soon to be thinking those things. But he was.


  You should see your face when you talk about him. I need to meet this guy soon. Hes turned my brother into a sap.


  Henry swatted at his sister. See if I ever bring him up here now.


  She scoffed at him. Like you were going to.


  Ollie pulled the car over in front of the frozen yogurt shop. Just pull around the block. Ill be quick, Trixie promised. You want anything, bro?


  No, thanks. Im good.


  


  


  TRISTAN WAS asleep when he got home. Naked, like hed asked, with a tray full of lopsided but very tasty cupcakes on the bedside tableHenry had to try them, of coursebut asleep. Henry smiled, probably quite a bit too fondly, and pushed his sandy hair off his forehead. He stripped out of his dinner clothes, tossed them on top of his dresser to deal with in the morning, and crawled into bed behind Tristan, snuggling into his warm skin and springy, muscled body.


  Henry? Tristans voice came out as a thick, hoarse whisper. Henry kissed the back of his neck.


  Go back to sleep, babe.


  I didnt mean to fall asleep. I made cupcakes.


  Henry held back a chuckle and brushed another kiss across the back of his neck. Shhh. I know.


  Tristan mumbled something else that was unintelligible, then wriggled back into Henrys lap. Henry groaned, frustrated after a night of picturing a very different scene when he got home, and rubbed Tristans hand. Night. See you tomorrow, he whispered.


  


  


  HENRY HAD been rushing back and forth all morning, ferrying new racks of croissants filled with squishy chocolate, little autumn-themed petits fours, pumpkin-shaped cookies, pumpkin, zucchini, and gingerbread muffins, and thickly frosted cinnamon date rolls he couldnt seem to keep on the shelves. Rose and Millie were bustling about, filling orders and counting change. Still, the line grew, and he could barely keep up with the demand.


  Okay, thats it for today. Just sell out whatevers left. Henry felt like hed been in a triathlon all morning, running around and spinning his wheels.


  Babe, you need to hire another baker, Rose clucked at him when he came to the front with a heavy tray of cinnamon date rolls. If he were lucky, he wouldnt drop them by the time he got to the display case. Apparently, Rose had been taking lessons from Millie.


  Is that new ink? Henry asked, pointing to a cluster of aster flowers coming out from underneath her T-shirt.


  He didnt think hed seen it before, but who knew. Besides, it was a diversion. Millie had helped him deal with finding Rose, who had turned out to be a gift from some other benevolent universe. Finding another baker? One who did things his way and could function without Henry breathing down his or her neck constantly? That would be a nightmare. He was so picky about flavor and texture and presentation. That was the reason his crowds were growing by the week. Just following his recipes wasnt going to be enough for him. He didnt even want to think about it.


  Rose is right, love, Millie chimed in.


  They always used pet names when they were about to start bullying him. Millie and Rose hadnt been a team all that long, but theyd bonded scarily fast. They used all that combined power against him whenever they could. Henry hadnt had much practice, but he was onto their little tricks.


  Hiring a new baker is going to be a nightmare, and you both know that. Ill start looking into it. I promise. He also promised to be a seriously picky pain in the ass when it came to finding someone. He just wasnt going to tell them that.


  Another hour, and two batches of special-order fall-themed cookies for a midtown book club meeting had just come out of the oven golden and buttery soft. Henry was about ready to collapse, but he wasnt done yet…. He could leave soon, when the leaf-shaped cookies were frosted in orange, yellow, brown, and green and dusted with colored-crystal sugar. Nearly finished.


  He stood and got bowls out to start mixing colored royal icing when he noticed Trixie at the doorway. She rarely came back to the kitchen, preferring the prettily decorated and furnished front room. She mustve been watching him for a little bit before he noticed. Rather than her typical flurry of brightly colored scarves and expensive shoes and bags, she was still. Pensive.


  You okay, Trix? Henry asked. He walked around his island and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


  You look worn out, bro. I feel like I should be the one asking if youre okay.


  Henry shrugged. Business is good, I just keep running out of product hours before the bakery is due to close. I cant keep up.


  Rose and Millie said you were looking into hiring a second baker.


  Henry sighed. I am, but it cant just be anyone. You know what happens when a restaurant gets a new chef and things arent the same.


  Widespread revolt. Scathing reviews in the Times. Trixie nodded knowingly.


  Exactly, and Honeyfly might not be scathing-review worthy yet, but Ive got a growing customer base, and they like what they like. Which is me.


  Trixie shrugged. So you hire someone green and make sure you train them to be your little clone. No diva attitude and lots of enthusiasm.


  Easier said than done.


  I can do it for you, if you need me to. Ive never hired a baker, but Ive interviewed caterers lots of times, and I know how to find good help. Trixie flipped her hair. Its probably not a skill to brag about in normal crowds, but its something I can do and do well. You know that.


  Henry knew she was right. Trixie, along with shopping, lunching, socializing, and getting her way, was amazing at finding people to do things to her exact specifications.


  Lemme see if I cant find the right fit, and if not, I might put you on it.


  Always ready to help, H. She looked down at the cookies. Can I have one of those? Im on a splurge day.


  Henry rolled his eyes at her never-ending diet circle. Do you want to wait until Ive frosted them? Itll add more calories, but itll be better.


  Trixie grinned. Yes, please. She hopped up on the counter and swung her booted feet back and forth. Sometimes Henry could tell the seasons by Trixies clothes. Fall meant riding boots and tailored jeans and cozy scarves. Summer was long dresses with decadent ropes of designer jewelry, in the spring, flowers seemed to sprout everywhere all over her clothes, and winters were tailored jackets, thicker boots, and an array of hats. It was comforting, in a way, to know that some things didnt change much.


  He and Trixie chatted while he frosted and sprinkled cookies. She ate one, then caved and had another before she told him to cut her off. It seemed like Trixie was coming to his bakery more and more often lately. Henry didnt mind. He liked his sisters company. He just wondered what the reason for it was. Maybe she was getting tired of the social merry-go-round uptown just like he had years ago. He didnt blame her, if that was it.


  Henry, are you back here?


  Tristan. Henry had almost forgotten he was coming to the shop after work to grab the keys to Henrys flat. Hed promised to start dinnerchicken parmesan and roasted potatoes, one of the few things he said he couldnt screw up. Tristan stuck his head around the corner of the doorway and smiled. The poor guy looked totally deflated, probably from a long day like Henryd had.


  Hey, b Tristan mustve caught sight of Trixie because he went silent. Um, hi, there.


  Lets see, tall, adorable, amazing accent…. You must be Tristan. Henrys sister hopped down from the counter and reached for a fashionable kiss. She was substantially shorter than Tristan, but he leaned over and exchanged a cheek kiss. Henry hadnt realized he was holding his breath until they both pulled back.


  Its lovely to meet you, Tristan said. The way he stretched out his O sound always made Henry smile. Obviously it worked on Trixie too, because she giggled.


  Lovely to meet you, She replied.


  Aw, Jesus, is she going to mimic me too? Tristan asked Henry.


  Probably.


  Trixie came over and laid her head on Henrys shoulder. Good work, bro, she said. She didnt even try to keep it down. Tristan blushed, the pink flush creeping up his pale skin. How old are you? she asked. You look like youre just out of college.


  Twenty-four next month, Tristan said. He got pinker, if anything.


  Trixie grinned up at him. Henry knew what was coming. Seriously. Good work, bro.


  What? Im only twenty-seven. Please dont make me sound like a cradle robber.


  Sometimes I forget that Im the older one. She sighed. Must be my youthful glow.


  Or the fact that all of your friends are mentally still in prep school.


  Trixie elbowed him in the side. She hadnt taken offense at that. They barbed each other constantly about shallow friends and angsty hipster tendencies. It wasnt mean; it was just the way they were.


  Hey, when are you bringing this one home to meet Mom and Dad? Trixie asked.


  No, no, no. I was trying to avoid that. Um, we hadnt really discussed it, why?


  Because you have to, obviously. I mean, how long has it been since you two met?


  Not very long in the grand scheme of things, really. It was weird that, after only a month or so, Henry couldnt imagine his life from before he and Tristan had been together, and he didnt even want to think of the possibility of an after. Tristan had seeped into every crack and crevice of him, from the bakery and his apartment to the neighborhood and his plans for the future. Crazy, right? Henry couldnt seem to help it.


  You totally need to come to dinner at the house, Tristan. My mom will love you, Trixie went on. Henry wondered when shed started doing hallucinogenic drugs. It wasnt that Tristan was inherently unlovable or even someone his parents wouldnt approve ofit was just that his mother didnt ever love anyone. Especially not in the all-encompassing, adoptive way Tristans exuberant parents seemed to love, according to everything Henry had heard so far.


  Tr


  Sure, if you wouldnt mind. Tristan looked sweet and shy. Henry wanted to shield him from the world hed grown up in.


  Fantastic! Well, I really do need to go. Im having tea with Cornelia. How continental of us. She giggled, kissed both of them on the cheek, and was off in her typical blur of fabrics and handbags and loud shoes.


  Your sister is…. Tristan looked like he didnt know quite what to say.


  Henry laughed softly. I know. Gotta love her, though.


  Tristan nodded. She seems lovely.


  Yes. Lovely.


  Tristan elbowed Henry. Quit copying me.


  Never.


  BANOFFEE PIE


  


  Bananas, toffee, and a chewy graham-cracker crust


  Its a treat kids cant resist from our friends in the UK.


  


  Crust


  
    	1½ cups graham-cracker crumbs


    	10 tablespoons butter, melted

  


  


  Filling


  
    	2 (14-ounce) cans sweetened condensed milk


    	3 large bananas


    	1½ cups heavy whipping cream


    	⅓ cup confectioners sugar


    	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

  


  


  Preheat oven to 350°F.


  First, the crust. Mix graham-cracker crumbs with melted butter and press mixture into 9-inch pie plate. Bake for 5 to 8 minutes.


  Lower the oven temperature to 300°F for the toffee filling. To create toffee filling, youll need to turn the sweetened condensed milk into toffee or dulce de leche. Pour the condensed milk into a 9- by 12- by 2-inch glass baking dish. Cover with foil and place dish inside a larger pan. Add water to pan until halfway up sides of baking dish. Bake for 1½ hours.


  Once both the crust and filling are cooled, spread half of the filling inside crust. Slice the bananas and layer on top of filling. Pour remaining half of filling over bananas, spreading evenly. Whip the cream with the confectioners sugar and vanilla and spread on top of toffee filling and bananas.


  Easy as pie!


  Chapter 10
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  TRISTAN SIGHED and squinted, leaning in to better peer at his computer screen. He was fiddling with backgrounds in InDesign, something he normally hated doing, but that day it was the perfect, mindless task.


  His mind kept wandering, all the way back uptown through the streets of Soho, right into the West Village and into Henrys bedroom. There, his imagination took over, filling his minds eye with the sight of Henry sprawled naked on expensive sheets. Or Henry naked, water sluicing over his gorgeous, even skin. Or Henry in the kitchen, naked but for an apron, flipping pancakes on a hot griddle.


  Tristan had been forced to explain about the pancakes his mum made every year on Shrove TuesdayPancake Day, for most of Britainwhich were more akin to thin, papery French crepes than the thick breakfast treats that were served on this side of the Atlantic. At home, they ate pancakes liberally doused in lemon juice and sprinkled with sugar. Henry covered his with butter and strawberries. Tristan wasnt yet sure which version he liked better.


  The task at hand meant moving images by impossible margins and changing colors by the tiniest variation of hue, as if the consumer would absolutely not buy the damn brand of glassware unless his blue was the absolute perfect shade. That was absolute rubbish, and everyone knew it, but the client got what the client wanted, and what they wanted was for Tristan to develop a permanent squint.


  Hey, Tristan. A smooth, familiar voice disrupted his work.


  Im busy, Jordan, he said, his voice monotone and expression grim.


  Didnt you hear? he continued, ignoring Tristans protests. We just won another account. A big one.


  Great. Hed tried to sound enthusiastic but the word fell flat.


  Im sure youre a shoo-in to be involved.


  Tristan looked up then to the smarmy git who had been making his joband therefore his lifean utter misery. For some reason, though, now that he had Henry and everything that came with a new relationship, the people here didnt seem to be able to hurt him anymore. Not really.


  He grinned widely, showing off because he could, even though he never normally would. Jordan was a special case. Im sure I am too.


  


  


  THAT NIGHT, Tristan had a Skype date with his parents. They caught up fairly regularly, chatting for a couple of hours one night in the week, then again on the weekend if they had time. Since Tristan had become more involved with Henry, hed missed one or two of the dates, and he felt wretchedly guilty about it.


  Because of the time difference, Tristan waited until five until he turned his laptop on, when he knew his parents would be settling in for the night, about to go to bed. The little icon for Mum and Dad glowed green, and he hit the call button, stupidly excited to see them.


  Tris! his mom crowed when they finally connected.


  Hi, Mum, he said, throat suddenly thick.


  Tristans mother still worked at the primary school where she had been a teacher since before he was born. Although shed moved around some over the years, teaching different age groups and taking on responsibility for different thingsmost recently, the school choirthere had never been any danger of her leaving the profession. The local school where she worked had always been sought after for the excellent teaching standards and small class size. And for Mrs. Green, who was patient and kind and made learning fun.


  Your dad got caught up at the pub with the boys, she said. He told me to tell you he loves you and hell catch you on the weekend.


  Tristan nodded, disappointed but understanding. His dad worked in a local building firm as a project coordinator and contractor. Often, when builds ran over schedule or over budget, he got caught at the office trying to settle disagreements between the different parties. Typically, those nights, he ended up getting roped into going to the pub after and wouldnt pour himself into bed until nearly midnight.


  Okay. Tell him I love him too.


  Will do. How are things?


  Good, Tristan said automatically, then leaned back against the wall and grinned. Really good.


  Oh? I dont suppose this has anything to do with this Henry?


  Hed already told her the basicsthat he was dating someone called Henry, who was lovely. That was usually all he would say about boyfriends when it came to his mum. She didnt have any problem with whom her kids dated, male or female, but they werent the sort of family that overshared about their sex lives.


  Henry, yeah. Hes really brilliant, mum.


  Her face flushed pink with happiness. Is he really?


  Yeah. One night, Ill get him to come over, and you can talk to him.


  That would be nice.


  They talked about everything and nothing during these conversations. Life back home was slow, it always had been, the reason why an eighteen-year-old Tristan had been itching to get away. Things didnt change from one week to the next, but his mum still filled him in on the hatches, matches, and dispatchesbirths, marriages, and deaths, to everyone else. He didnt really care that Donna from work was now a grandmother for the third time, but he liked listening to his mum talk, so he let her chatter on about things in the town.


  Hearing a familiar voice was a soothing balm on the jagged edges of Tristans day, and he leaned back, content to listen to his mums broad Yorkshire vowels rounding out all her words. She reached and touched the screen, probably to his cheek.


  I miss you, sweetheart.


  Miss you too, Mum. Ive got holiday time coming up, Ill try to get back home and see you.


  Well, me and your dad were talking, and I thought we could come out to you too. Do some Christmas shopping in New York.


  That would be amazing, Tristan enthused. Theres not a lot of room here, but I can make space for you, so you only need to get flights. And you can fly direct from Birmingham and Manchester these days, theres no need to go all the way down to London.


  Well sort something out, she said gently. Maybe we could meet your Henry.


  That would be good. Christmas was a long time away, but something instinctive told Tristan that Henry would still be around in a few months time. Maybe for even longer than that. Oh! I almost forgot to tell you. Henry made Bakewells from your recipe, and now hes selling them in the bakery. Theyre really popular too. He put your name on a little card and everything. I need to send you a picture.


  Really? Imagine that.


  He could tell she was pleased as punch with her name in a fancy, big-city bakery.


  Hes messing about with flavors and stuff. But yeah.


  They talked for nearly an hour more until Tristan was yawning a little and his mum was making noises about doing some tea for his dad, and they said good-bye with real regret. It was only when Tristan closed the laptop down that he saw the missed call from Henry. Only ten minutes ago.


  Hey, Tristan mumbled when Henry answered.


  You okay?


  Yeah. Was just talking to my mum. Are you getting ready for bed? I forget if this is an early night.


  I slept for a couple hours this afternoon, Im fine. The warm voice was as soothing and comforting as his mothers, just in a completely different way. Hows your mom?


  Good. Shes good.


  The homesickness was a hot twist in his belly, and Tristan felt tears pricking at the corners of his eyes.


  Babe?


  Sorry, he sniffed. I just miss them.


  Ill be there in ten minutes.


  Tristan huffed a laugh. You dont have to do that. Im okay.


  Five minutes.


  And he rang off. Tristan couldnt be bothered to go around the flat and tidy up; instead he quickly used the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and was just changing into his pajamas when the buzzer went off.


  Henry arrived looking like the cavalry. Warm. Soft. Safe.


  Hey.


  Like he was taking care of an actually sick person, Henry guided Tristan to bed and started to strip off his own clothes, sweatshirt and jeans and socks, then crawled into bed behind Tristan wearing a T-shirt and boxers.


  You didnt have to come over.


  I know, Henry murmured. His lips were close to Tristans skin, a puff of warm air over the back of his neck.


  Thank you for coming over.


  Anytime, baby.


  


  


  THEY SLEPT until Henrys alarm went off at four, and then he slid out of bed, leaving Tristan with warm kisses on his shoulder before slipping back into the cool predawn.


  There was something to be said for being someones comfortnot just a fun person to date or a really awesome fuck buddy, but meaning something to a person who meant something to him. It felt like they were building the very strong foundation for a relationship, a real romance that would last, well, longer than his previous romances.


  That morning, Henry worked without the usually familiar sound of the radio playing music for him to sing along to. He would never achieve complete silence, not in the middle of the city, but he actually embraced the noise of an awakening New York as he worked.


  The back door to the kitchen was propped open, providing the soundtrack to a morning that Henry spent in his own head, thinking about things. When his phone rang at nine, he answered to his sister, only then realizing hed been frowning hard. His forehead ached.


  Hi, Trix.


  Hello, darling. I have an appointment this morning in your neck of the woods. Will you still be at the bakery at, say, eleven?


  Almost certainly, he said with a laugh, and made a tentative date to see his sister for lunch. Trixie hardly ever made anything more than the lightest of pencil marks in her diary; of course, there was no way of her knowing what better offer might land on her lap in the next couple hours.


  He worked on a batch of Moravian spice cookies, fiddling with a recipe and adding flavors until he was happy with it, then shoved the first two dozen into the oven. Theyd be ready for the lunchtime rush, but hed have to rely on Millies feedback from the customers since hed be gone by the time they started selling.


  When hed finished the rest of the cookie dough, Henry made a batch of Bakewells just to fill up some time. Hed only do the one batch todaywhen they were gone, they were gone.


  Knock, knock!


  Trixie stood in the doorway that led to the kitchen, a bright pink, half-eaten macaron in hand.


  You better have paid for that, Henry muttered.


  Im a backer.


  Henry snorted. You are not. Unless youd like to pony up.


  I never said financial backer. Im an emotional backer.


  You are that, he said, relenting, and crossed to give her a hug. I even changed for you. Where are we going?


  Oh, I just thought wed grab a sandwich somewhere.


  Works for me.


  Hed be back later to start on the doughs for the next day, so Henry didnt shut the kitchen down completely like he did at the end of the day. It was warm enough still, at least on some days, that Henry didnt need a jacket. Trixie was wearing a gauzy cream-colored dress, another flowy scarf, and her fall bootscompletely impractical, but that never seemed to stop her.


  So, hows your boyfriend? she asked, looping her arm through his as they walked up through the Village in the direction of the park.


  Hes good, thank you, Henry said. He didnt acknowledge the boyfriend comment at all, which caused Trixie to stop dead in the middle of the sidewalk.


  Henry Livingston, she said dramatically, her hand at her chest. You havent had a boyfriend in forever.


  Jeez, thanks, Trix. Wanna shout it a bit louder? There are folks in Jersey who didnt hear you.


  When are you bringing him to brunch? Dinner? Cocktails?


  She started walking again, and it was Henrys turn to drag his feet.


  Um, the Sunday after for-never, Trixie.


  Henrys sister gave him a pointed look. Hes a nice guy. You know Mom and Dad will want to meet him.


  Because thats turned out so well in the past. Look, I like Tristan a lot. I dont want to expose him to the asshattery that will surely occur if I bring him to any Livingston social occasion. Hes too nice for them.


  You should give him more credit, Trixie said airily as they crossed over Seventh. Sure, hes got that sweet charm about him, but I bet hes got balls of steel.


  Can we please not discuss my boyfriends balls?


  Can we please? she said, flipping Henrys words back on him. Im always up for details.


  Henry elbowed her. I plead the fifth.


  Oh jeez, bro. Youre no fun.


  


  


  HENRY TURNED up at Tristans apartment with flowers. They were just street-cart roses, nothing special, but it made him feel special to have someone to take them to.


  After talking to Trixie at lunchtime, Henry had sent Tristan a message asking if he could take his dashingly handsome boyfriend out to dinner. Hed scored a reservation at the Waverly Inn and wanted to show off a little.


  When Tristan opened the door to his apartment, Henry had his arm twisted behind his back, hiding the flowers, then unfurled his elbow dramatically to thrust them into Tristans face.


  These are for you.


  The color rose in Tristans cheeks, the sweetest pink, and Henry just had to lean in to kiss it.


  Thank you. No one ever bought me flowers before.


  Henry immediately vowed to do it more often.


  He followed Tristan into the apartment and waited while Tristan stuck the flowers in a tall glass tumbler filled with a little water. Hed dressed nice: khakis and a dark blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, making his milky smooth skin look even paler.


  You look amazing, Henry said in a low voice. Tristan turned away from the sink with a shy smile, then reached out until Henry walked into his arms.


  So do you, Tristan said. He nuzzled the skin between Henrys throat and neck and kissed the skin there a few times.


  The Waverly Inn was a Village classic. Right next to his building, a little upscale, yet still charming and intimate. Henry had requested a table near the window, giving them a view out over the street and ample opportunity to people watch if conversation drifted off.


  Although the food was goodno, more than good, deliciousHenry spent more time staring across the table at his boyfriend. It felt good to say the word, even if only in his own head. They linked ankles where no one could see and talked about everything from Yorkshire to New York and all the things in between.


  After a shared dessert, Henry took the check before Tristan could even see it and left a generous tip. He let his hand rest at Tristans lower back as they wandered out of the restaurant with full bellies, warm from the wine and attention, and paused on the street outside.


  You wanna come back to my place? Henry asked. You know, since its so far and all.


  Tristan reached up and ran his fingers through the tangle of Henrys hair. Was this the plan? he teased. Take me out for dinner then back to your flat to ravish me?


  Henry hummed low in his throat and pulled Tristan even closer, not caring that they were standing on a street corner. It was New York. Nobody cared.


  You say the word ravish one more time, and I swear, Ill fuck you against that lamppost over there.


  Rrr…. Tristan was grinning like a goofball and rolled his rs as Henry shoved his hands into the back pockets of Tristans pants. Rrrradish.


  Radish?


  Yes. Theyre delicious, peppery root vegetables.


  I know what a radish is, you dork.


  He pulled one of his hands free and laced his fingers together with Tristan, gently tugging him in the direction of his own apartment. There was a cool breeze around, and Tristan pulled his sleeves down to cover his exposed arms.


  We could hit a bar first, if you like, Henry said, passing the courtyard of a corner pub and taking a vague interest in a heated conversation between a woman in thick-framed glasses and a man with a designer handbag to rival anything Trixie ever carried.


  Thats okay. Ive never really been into bars.


  You just want to get home for that… radishment, dont you?


  Tristan snorted, then stole a quick kiss. They almost didnt miss a step.


  


  


  IN HIS apartment, Henry turned a few lamps in the bedroom on low and closed the window while Tristan used the bathroom. They were going to have sex. Again. That much he was sure of.


  For weeks now, Henrys nightstand had been stocked, waiting for this moment. It seemed like forever since the last time theyd both been free and not exhausted. He rubbed his hands on his jeans nervously, trying to dissipate some of the clamminess that had gathered there. When Tristan emerged from the bathroom, Henry smiled at him across the room and offered his arms as a safe space for Tristan to come into.


  Hi, Tristan said, nuzzling at the sweet spot at Henrys collar.


  Their kiss was slow and full of longing. Tristan opened his mouth and his heart, letting Henry steal inside as he pushed his hands under the hem of Tristans shirt. After a few minutes of delicious kisses, Henry rocked his hips, dislodging the knot that was settling in his back, and stretched.


  You ready for bed? he asked, elbows pointing to the ceiling as that knot was worked out. He grinned at Tristan and adored the cheeky smile he got in return.


  They undressed themselves for no reason other than it was quicker. Having seen Tristan naked already, Henry thought he might be prepared for the creamy skin to be exposed again… but nope. His erection throbbed in his boxers when Tristan pushed his own underwear down and off.


  Scooting back on the bed, Henry pulled the comforter back to give them both space to snuggle beneath it. Tristan was immediately in his arms again, hands exploring carefully as his lips pressed down Henrys neck, over his collarbone, and down his belly.


  Tristan….


  Henry wasnt quite sure what he was trying to say, which was probably a good thing since Tristan was ignoring him anyway. With sure movements, he gripped Henrys cock and stroked it firmly, then lowered his head to lick and kiss and suck at the hardened flesh.


  Oh fuck, Henry groaned, and he definitely meant to say that.


  For a few minutes, he lay back and enjoyed the pure bliss of a warm mouth on his cock. Tristan was good at this and seemed to enjoy it, which made it all even better. The sight of Tristans head bobbing up and down, silky golden hair rumpled, was almost too much. Henry closed his eyes and threw an arm over them for good measure.


  When Tristan started to gently knead his balls, Henry pulled back with a start.


  Sorry, he said, touching his thumb to the corner of Tristans mouth. I was about to embarrass myself.


  Tristan grinned again, a cheeky sinner, and rubbed at his damp mouth.


  I would have been okay with that.


  Still might happen, Henry said tightly.


  Clearly pleased with himself, Tristan kissed back up Henrys body and finished with three soft, quick kisses on Henrys mouth.


  Do you have a preference? he asked. Top or bottom, I mean. Like, last time we….


  I know what you meant. And no, not really. I like it both ways.


  Me too.


  Henry ran his arm up and down Tristans a few times, a warm gesture. In response, Tristan reached up and pushed Henrys hair out of his eyes.


  Can I have you tonight? Henry asked, his voice low and full of promise.


  Yeah. Of course.


  Henry wrapped his hand around the back of Tristans head and drew their mouths together. He was ready to take control. He wanted the night to be something to remember.


  He slowly rolled them together, reversing their positions and pinning Tristan to the bed with the weight of his body. The way Tristan immediately became compliant and submissive was almost too erotic; Henry groaned and bit his neck.


  With Tristan whimpering beneath him, Henry took his time teasing the soft, warm body beneath his, wanting to get Tristan right on the same edge hed been on a few minutes earlier. His slick fingers caressed down behind Tristans balls and slowly, carefully worked inside.


  Tristan looked incredible.


  The shy, softly spoken man was gone, all inhibitions carried off with the wind as he groaned and twisted and arched into the pleasure Henrys fingers were bringing him. When he started to beg, murmuring, Henry, please, over and over, all of Henrys resolve cracked.


  Henry rolled a condom on with gently trembling fingers and Tristan flipped over onto his belly, pulling a pillow down from the pile at the head of the bed to hug to his chest. Apparently deciding Henry was taking too long, he wriggled his hips suggestively. Henry slapped his ass in response.


  Wouldnt do that if I were you, Mr. Livingston, Tristan said, and Henry could hear the amusement in his voice. I might like it.


  You might kill me, Henry muttered, and shifted closer until he could halt those still-swaying hips with his own firm hands. Hold still, would you?


  Tristan stopped and buried his face in the pillow or his arms, Henry wasnt sure which.


  After licking his bottom lip, then catching it between his teeth, Henry used his thumb to angle the head of his cock against Tristans hole. Once lined up, he waited, holding painfully still as Tristan whimpered and moaned for something he couldnt, or wouldnt, ask for.


  With a teeth-aching pop, he pushed inside and felt Tristan gasp for breath.


  Youre okay, Henry murmured, running his hand up and down Tristans flank. Let me know when youre ready.


  He was determined to do this right. When Tristan gave him the cue, Henry pushed in a little further, making his entry into his partners body slow and sure and careful.


  Once hed bottomed out, Henry leaned forward and spread his legs a little wider, pressing their chests together and lying almost completely over Tristans back. It was strangely intimate like this, especially when Tristan twisted his neck for a kiss over one shoulder.


  Go slow, he begged.


  Sure thing.


  He went slow, kissing the back of Tristans neck and adoring the little breathy moans until neither of them could take it anymore, and Tristan was begging for hard and fast. Then Henry replaced the kisses with licks and nips and bites, marking his boyfriend possessively as he took over the task of pleasuring them both.


  When he was almost too close to see straight, Henry pulled them both up and back until Tristan was kneeling over his lap. Like this, he had access to Tristans chest and cock, and while Tristan bounced up and down, chasing both their orgasms, Henry teased and stroked his cock.


  One of Henrys arms wrapped around Tristans chest, anchoring them together. It landed in the perfect position to tease at Tristans nipple, and it seemed to be that tiny stimulation that tipped him over the edge.


  Oh fuck me, Tristan groaned and spilled hard over Henrys wrist.


  With his forehead pressed between Tristans shoulder blades, Henry snarled and growled possessively as he snapped his hips and let go at the deepest point he could reach.


  Time, noise, and sight all disappeared for a few moments, and then Henry crashed back to earth. His chest was heaving, breathless, and his heart beat a rapid tattoo against his ribcage. Tristan swatted Henrys hand away from his cock, giggling a little, then leaned forward onto his hands so they could extract themselves from one another.


  Jesus, Henry said, still not sure all his internal organs had restarted again.


  Yes? How can I help?


  Tristan flopped forward onto his belly, then rolled onto his back and stretched languidly. He winced a little, then grinned widely.


  Did you just make a joke? Henry demanded. How the fuck do you have the brain power to joke? I swear I just killed about a hundred brain cells.


  I have an uh-uh He yawned widely. Extraordinarily large brain.


  Henry made quick work of tossing the condom in the trash, then used his previously discarded boxers to wipe his hand andcarefullyhis cock.


  Clean, or as clean as he was going to get, Henry lay down next to Tristan, staring up at the ceiling. After a moment, sure fingers searched for and eventually found his own hand on the bedsheets. Henry let Tristan hold his hand and squeezed it gently.


  Henry?


  Yeah? His heart pounded hard in his chest. Boom-boom. Boom-boom.


  I think I spunked on your sheets.


  Silence hung between them, then Henry snorted. Youre forgiven.


  More time passed, and Henry ran his thumb back and forth over the delicate skin at Tristans wrist.


  Henry?


  Yeah?


  I dont think Ive ever been radished that good before.


  Tristan?


  Yeah?


  Shut up and go to sleep.


  With a big, heaving sigh, Tristan rolled onto his side and made Henrys chest his pillow. Henry kicked up the thin summer comforter and covered them both to the waist, then wrapped his arms carefully around Tristans back. He carefully pressed his lips to Tristans golden hair and followed his own advice.


  CHOCOLATE CHIP CREAM CHEESE

  WHOOPIE PIES


  


  Squishy and chocolaty and delicious,


  the couture version of a packaged classic.


  


  Chocolate Cake


  
    	1 cup sugar


    	6 tablespoons vegetable oil


    	2 eggs


    	2 cups all-purpose flour


    	½ cup cocoa


    	1 teaspoon baking soda


    	½ teaspoon. salt


    	4 tablespoons sour cream

  


  


  Cream Cheese Filling


  
    	4 tablespoons sour cream


    	4 tablespoons cream cheese, softened


    	3 to 3¼ cups confectioners sugar (to taste)


    	¼ teaspoon vanilla extract


    	1 teaspoon of milk (if needed)


    	1 cup mini chocolate chips (optional)


    	Raspberry or orange extract (optional)

  


  


  Preheat oven to 425 °F.


  Lightly coat cookie sheets with nonstick cooking spray.


  


  Chocolate cakes


  Beat sugar and oil until crumbly. Add eggs and beat well.


  In separate bowl, mix flour, cocoa, baking soda, and salt. Gradually add the dry mixture into the wet. Add sour cream and blend until incorporated.


  With lightly floured hands, roll dough into small balls about 1½ inches in diameter. Place balls 2 inches apart onto cookie sheets. Flatten balls slightly with bottom of an oiled glass. Bake at 425°F for 5 to 6 minutes or until tops are cracked. Cool for 3 minutes before removing to wire racks to cool.


  


  Filling


  In a mixing bowl, beat together cream cheese, sour cream, and confectioners sugar. Add vanilla extract and beat until fluffy. Add milk if the mixture is too thick. Should be easy to spread. If you wish, you can mix in mini chocolate chips here. Spread filling on one cookie and sandwich another on top of it!


  Alternative: Raspberry or orange flavor instead of vanilla extract.


  Chapter 11
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  GOOD MORNING! Tristan called when he walked into the bakery. He didnt get much of a reply other than one very harried look, but it was easy to see why.


  Millie was off for the day, and Rose was red-faced and bustling around, helping far too many customers. She was talking a mile a minute like she typically did, bouncing between the cash register and the pastry display, bagging treats and counting change in a colorful pierced cloud. Her line was immense, though, even if she was practically moving at the speed of light, so rather than sitting at his typical table for tea and some lovely pastry Henry brought him, Tristan washed his hands off, tied an apron around his waist, and got to work.


  Hed never worked in retail before, but hed spent enough hours in the bakery to know how it worked. At least, to a point. He could easily maneuver a pair of tongs and slide peoples orders into bags and boxes so Rose could ring them up with her sunny, lip-ringed smile. It wasnt complicated work, but it wasnt easy either. Tristan couldnt remember the last time hed hustled so quickly, other than once or twice when hed been late for his train.


  By the time the before-work crowd cleared, they were both hot and sweaty, and Tristan was decidedly late for his own job. The kind of late where he wasnt sure if he was even going to bother at all. Hed texted his boss to say he had a bit of a fever but would try to make it in after lunch. He was starting to think he might not even do that.


  The shelves were nearly cleared; only a few crumbs of croissant were left, one or two black-and-white cookies, a cupcake, and some plain vanilla macarons. Henry had already started refilling the displays for lunch. He looked like his own brand of exhausted. In the past few months, according to him, his sleepy bakery had turned into a hub of customers and orders. It was way more than hed expected, and from the looks of things, he could barely handle it.


  Tristan hoped he managed to hire himself a second baker soon, but he also had figured out fairly quickly during their weekly baking lessons just how unreasonably picky Henry was. If things had to turn out perfectly when he was baking, quite often half-naked, with his boyfriend, Tristan couldnt imagine what hed be like with an employee.


  Henry chuckled as he slid a tray of golden baklava into the display. They smelled amazing, like nuts and cardamom and warm honey. Tristans belly grumbled. Whatre you still doing here, babe?


  Tristan shrugged. Rose was slammed and, well, here I am.


  What about work?


  I skived off? He grinned sheepishly.


  Henry glanced at the door to check for customers, then slid his arms around Tristans waist and rubbed a kiss into the side of his neck. Arent you going to get into trouble?


  Tristan coughed. Luckily, he didnt actually have to convince Henry of anything. I think one sick day isnt going to cost me my job, he said. He decided then and there that the rest of the day was his. He didnt feel like dealing with Jordan or even Shatara. Let me just call in. But be quiet. I have to sound pathetic. Tristan pulled his phone out to ring Terry, who was still technically his boss, even though it felt like he mostly worked for Shatara ever since the perfume campaign.


  Henry tickled his sides and made him laugh. Stop, that doesnt help. Tristan was in the middle of a laugh that turned to a cough when Terry picked up. The cough actually helped his case.


  Hello, Terry. I was just letting you know Im still not feeling quite up to it. Tristan waved his hand at Henry, who was grinning at him. He was tiptoeing threateningly closer with the one remaining cupcake from the morning. I should be right as rain by the morning, though.


  Thats fine, Tristan. You havent missed a day since you got here. Terry sounded stressed as usual, but not angry. Feel better, and well see you tomorrow.


  Tristan just managed to hang up when Henry squished the cupcake into his mouth. At least, mostly.


  Mmmph you absolute cock. It was impossible not to laugh. Really. Tristan ran off after Henry into the kitchen, where he proceeded to rub his frosting-covered face all over Henrys. It was probably a good thing there were no customers at the moment.


  Rose was grinning when Tristan made his way back to the front with a cleaned face and a full tray of macarons. Thank you so much for helping, Rose said. I cant imagine how Millie did this before I was around. One person back here is insane.


  Henry came wandering in from the kitchen with another beautiful tray of baklava. Tristans fingers ached to take one. Go ahead, Henry said. I owe you a whole box of these for helping this morning. He gave Tristan a familiar kiss, this time on the mouth. Tristan returned the kiss happily. Then he used the tongs to dish up one of the pastries onto a plate. He took a big bite and let pastry and nuts and thick honey syrup melt into his mouth.


  This is so good, He said.


  Havent you had baklava before? Henry asked.


  Well, yeah. But it didnt taste like this. There was a tiny hint of orange, he thought. And the honey and spices were intense. It was divine.


  Henry brushed another kiss over Tristans lips before he licked his own. Of course it didnt, he scoffed. Of course.


  Tristan wolfed down two of the baklavas and followed Henry into the kitchen for another kiss before he stared at his watch and sighed. Its only eleven oclock. What am I going to do all day, now that Im no longer working?


  Why dont you go hang out at home?


  Tristan thought about it, then shrugged. I suppose I could. After all, I am feeling awful poorly. I think I need bed rest. He wiggled his eyebrows. Youll be done here soon enough, so you can come take care of me, right? Bring me soup and plain crackers.


  Henry rolled his eyes, snorted, and scoffed all at once. Quite the feat, if you asked Tristan. I highly doubt thats what you need.


  What do I need, then? Tristan wound his arms around Henrys waist and nipped at his neck. Ive heard radishes are good for all sorts of illness.


  Stop it. Henry chuckled. You might be skipping out, but I have to work here. You want to stick around for a little while?


  Tristan couldnt think of anything else hed rather do. So he pulled his tie loose and shoved it in his bag, then propped himself up on what hed started thinking of as his counter to watch the master at work.


  


  


  HEY, TRISTAN, do you have those layouts for me? Shatara asked.


  Hed done such a good job with the perfume account and the couple shed handed him afterward that Shatarad had him running art for the past week on her latest athletic shoe campaign. Tristan liked working for Shatara. Hed honestly have liked to transfer up to her floor full-time and get away from Jordan and his barbs and snarky looks. It had been torture to come into work after his amazing day off. The rest of the week dragged like no other. But at least it was Friday. After he made it through dinner, he had a whole lovely weekend with Henryat the bakery, at home, in bed. Tristan hid a smile.


  I was just about to e-mail you the proofs before I left for the weekend, he said.


  Shatara looked at her watch. I remember seeing you in here until eight or nine on Friday nights. Before. The word before was implied. Things had changed a lot since he met Henry. Most nights since then, Tristan couldnt wait to get out of work.


  Um, I met someone. Im actually going to dinner at his parents place tonight. I cant be late.


  Shatara cracked a smile, which wasnt common for her. She was fair, but not what Tristan would call friendly. Maybe his new romance was enough to bring out the softie in her. You never could tell what peoples buttons were.


  Are you worried about it? she asked. You shouldnt be. Theyll love you.


  Tristan shrugged. Its just that theyre a bit posh, um, well-off. Very well-off, actually. Tristan cleared his throat. Im intimidated, you could say. I havent spent much time on the Upper East Side with people like that.


  All of a sudden, he felt like half the floor was staring at him. Is his family, like, society? one of the women asked. Her name was Cassie, Tristan thought. They hadnt exactly spoken very many times. Or ever.


  Yes. I think so. Trixie looked like shed fit into that crowd, at least. Tristan had really liked Trixie. He knew better than to think Henrys parents would be as warm and welcoming.


  Trixie Livingston? Cassie muttered. Is that who youre talking about?


  You know who she is? Tristan wasnt a moron. The society princesses had graced the papers back in London as well. Hed probably be able to pick Alexa Chung or Camilla Al Fayed out of a lineup, but Trixie was just Henrys sister. Hed never considered her that way. He knew they were rich, but were they like that?


  Everyone knows who she is. That would mean youre with the brother….


  Henry. Tristan felt a little weird talking about it with people at work, people he didnt really even know. It made him a little sick to his stomach. Brought things to the surface, reminded him there was a lot more to Henrys life than his idyllic bakery and beautiful flat Tristan had already made himself home in. Im with Henry, he said again, quietly. All of a sudden, he went from wanting to get home to just plain wanting to get out of there. He practically felt the waves of whispers that swept through the office.


  Anyway, Shatara, the proofs are in your inbox, and I need to go get ready for dinner, so I hope you have a lovely weekend. He stood and shoved his papers into his bag and slung it across his body. He waved to the people who were all staring at him. Uh, night, everyone. Have a great weekend.


  Get out of here. Get out of here now.


  Tristan breathed a sigh of relief when he got to the main doors of the building and pushed through to the outside.


  


  


  TRISTAN STILL hadnt shaken the weird feeling two hours later. He was freshly showered and just about ready to go. Hed worn his best button-up and sweater and the nicest trousers he owned. For nowhere near the first time, Tristan wished he could fit his huge shoulders and monkey arms into Henrys beautiful designer shirts and jackets. He might not feel like quite as much of the poor relation if he hadnt bought most of his outfit from the sale rack.


  You look adorable, Henry muttered. He came up behind Tristan and adjusted the collar of his shirt and helped him into his blazer.


  Not exactly an ego boost. Adorable. Not quite the word I hoped to hear from the guy who had three of my fingers in him just thirty minutes ago and his d


  Henry choked and flushed visibly. I take it back. Not adorable. At least not then.


  How did I look? he asked. Tristan tried to keep an innocent face, but even he remembered Henry perched on the edge of the counter, cream cheese frosting smeared down his stomach, sweat gleaming on his skin.


  Fuck. Youre gonna make me hard and Ollie will be here in five minutes.


  Oops, Tristan said with an unrepentant smirk. Thats what Henry got for calling him bloody fucking adorable. Adorable…. At least teasing Henry made him feel a little bit better.


  So, Ollie is one of my oldest friends. Hes been working for my parents since I was a mere chap.


  Tristan groaned, even though Henry had been getting better at his accent. Still. Chap? Good God. Please tell me you didnt just say chap.


  Young lad?


  Better. Youre never gonna pass, though. I dont know why you bother trying.


  Because its fun. Henry grinned. Are you saying that when you take me to meet your parents, Im going to be the obnoxious American everywhere I go?


  Tristan smiled too. He couldnt pretend his stomach didnt warm at the thought of Henry visiting home with him. At the thought of Henry wanting to visit home with him. He might not come from a palace in the middle of Manhattan, but he thought Henry would like his family, at least.


  Yes, youll be the obnoxious American. The adorable obnoxious American.


  Henry attacked Tristans neck with tickling, biting kisses. They were both a bit red in the face and laughing by the time Ollie buzzed from downstairs.


  


  


  THEY LAUGHED all the way to the car and smiled huge smiles through Henrys introductions to the family chauffeur. Ollie seemed like a good guy. He talked familiarly with Henry but seemed insistent on calling him sir, which made Tristan want to giggle all the more. The thought of Henry as a sir was ridiculous to him. The thought of Henry as anyone other than his Henry from the bakery who teased and laughed and wore ratty Converse and band T-shirts was still something Tristan was getting used to.


  The Livingston town car was luxurious, to say the least. The interior was cool and dark from the tinted windows. It was refined. Expensive but not ostentatious. Tristan understood. He knew these people. Maybe not these exact people, but hed met ones like them. Old money, not flashy. Conservative. He thought he could handle it. Hed done it before.


  He and Henry talked on the way up to the Upper East Side. Their typical jokey banter had quieted, though. Tristan wasnt sure if it was the car or some vague overtone of apprehension he felt and figured Henry felt as well.


  He nearly choked when they pulled up in front of what mustve been Henrys parents house. Tristan hadnt seen it, never even asked after he quickly realized how much Henry didnt like spending time there. Hed known the place was going to be insane. It was.


  You ready for this? Henry asked.


  Not exactly, Tristan answered. His heart raced and he felt sweaty and clammy. He thought he might already feel the disapproval coming from inside the mansion. Yes, hed met people just like these before, society-page, marble-façade-in-the-most-exclusive-neighborhood type of people, but hed never met them as their sons boyfriend. Itd never mattered so much before what people thought of him.


  The door opened before they were even at the first step. A butler right out of one of his mothers novels stood at attention, ready to invite them in, take their nonexistent coats…. Tristan wasnt quite sure, actually.


  Hudson, Henry murmured.


  The butler looked surprised by Henrys greeting. Tristan wondered if he and Henry usually interacted differently.


  Evening, sir. He nodded at Henry. Good evening. He nodded at Tristan.


  Tristan swallowed hard.


  They followed Hudson into a room right off the main hall. Each item in the room was probably worth more than Tristans flat. The walls were painted a subdued Tiffany blue, the furnishings a mixture of gold and plush champagne. It was like Poppy St. Clairs living room but ten times more intimidating.


  Henry! Tristan!


  Tristan breathed a momentary sigh of relief at the familiar voice.


  Hey, sis. Henry kissed Trixies cheek and then passed her to Tristan for hugs and mannered cheek kissing.


  Mother, Father, this is Tristan.


  Henrys parents stood from where theyd been hidden behind two massive wing chairs. His mother was a bit shorter than Henry himself, slim, hair a mix of brown and iron gray. His father was taller and broad shouldered, dressed impeccably and quite possibly the most intimidating person Tristan had ever encountered.


  Lovely to meet you, he said quietly. He held out his hand to Henrys father.


  Bradford. Good to meet you. Tristan got the typical strong handshake from him. He tried to shake back without squeezing too hard. He knew there was an art to it, not too overpowering, never weak. He hoped he passed.


  Henrys mother held her hand out gracefully. Please call me Ophelia.


  


  


  THEY STOOD for a few more minutes, talking, he supposed, but a polite sort of social talking. Henry had warned him it wouldnt feel like the kind of family Tristan was used to. He sure as hell was right. It was so awkward. At least, it felt awkward to Tristan. He was used to his boisterous family, with parents who would hug someone before they even knew their name and an older brother and little sister who didnt know the meaning of the word stranger, friends and neighbors whod come over to see the guest.


  Dinner is served, Hudson the butler announced after a few minutes. Excruciating minutes.


  Tristan was very happy to go sit and have something to do with his mouth other than stick his foot in it a million times in a row trying to come up with witty, intelligent cocktail talk. Tristan had never been one for the elegant repartee. Give him a beer and a pub any day. Luckily, Henry was the same. He looked a little bit more comfortableit was his family, after allbut still he didnt seem like real Henry. More like show Henry.


  Tristan was quiet through the soup and salad courses. He offered a few comments but mostly let Henry and his family speak. Well, his family, to be honest. Trixie and Ophelia chatted on about their social group and Bradford interjected here and there, but Henry was mostly quiet. Tristan wasnt surprised. Nothing Henry had told Tristan about himself wouldve ever led him to believe New York society was Tristans scene.


  What do you do, Tristan? Bradford asked. Tristan was surprised he was being included. It was nice.


  Im in advertising. I do a lot of the artwork for our various campaigns and some of the copywriting as well.


  An adman? Tristan honestly couldnt tell if Bradford was impressed or not. Done anything weve seen?


  Not yet. Tristan blushed. Im fairly new to the company. But Charity Parker, shes a singer, has a fairly large fragrance campaign coming out soon. I did most of the artwork for that one.


  Bradford and Ophelia nodded. Trixie giggled. I like her music.


  Id never heard it. I listened to a few tracks when I was working on the ads. Not exactly my style. Tristan shrugged.


  Henry looked perplexed. Should I have heard of her?


  Probably not. They dont typically play her on the same stations as Death Cab For Cutie, Tristan teased.


  Trixie rolled her eyes. Angsty hipster shit.


  Christina! her mother gasped.


  Henry only chuckled. Okay, Miley. He reached over and poked her.


  Bradford and Ophelia watched the two of them tease each other without even cracking a smile. Tristan thought of home again. It was so hard not to compare. He and his siblings would typically be fighting over the radio station at the top of their lungs while his mum went on and on about that lovely Robbie Williams and his dad tried to read the paper. Tristan felt a sharp pang, one he hadnt felt when hed first moved to London for uni, but had been feeling more and more often when he wasnt with Henry.


  Where are you from, dear? Ophelia finally asked. I have some friends with property in Cheshire. Are you near there?


  Tristan shook his head. Not really. I suppose in US standards, I am, but its a good two hours drive into Cheshire from where I grew up. Ive not ever made it before. Im from North Yorkshire. I went to school in London, though. It made my accent a lot lighter.


  I need an English boy, Trixie sighed.


  I have a brother, Tristan teased. Hes a right catch. Only snores a little.


  Trixie giggled, Henry smiled fondly at him, and their parents… didnt. Tough crowd.


  


  


  TRISTAN MAINLY listened through the main course and dessert, which was nowhere near as good as anything Henry made. He decided it was probably best not to share that information. Instead, he exchanged looks with Trixie, who made a face when she bit into the cake and mouthed, Henrys is better. Tristan just nodded. He really liked Trixie. It was impossible not to. When dinner was over, they said their good-byes. Henry turned down cocktails back in the huge stuffy parlor, and they got polite good-byes from Ophelia and Bradford and big hugs and promises to visit from Trixie. He was glad to get out of there. Judging by the look on his face, so was Henry.


  BAKLAVA


  


  Nutty, sweet, and spicy, this gooey treat is both exotic and comforting. Always a favorite in the fall.


  


  
    	1 pound chopped nuts


    	1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


    	½ teaspoon ground cardamom


    	1 (16 ounce) package phyllo dough


    	1 cup butter


    	½ teaspoon orange zest (optional)


    	1 cup water


    	1 cup white sugar


    	1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    	½ cup honey

  


  


  Preheat oven to 350°F. Butter the bottoms and sides of a 9- by 13-inch pan.


  Toss the nuts with cinnamon and cardamom and set them aside. Unroll your phyllo dough and cut whole stack in half to fit the pan. Cover the phyllo with a dampened cloth to keep from drying out as you work.


  Place two sheets of dough in a pan. Butter thoroughly. Repeat until you have eight sheets layered. Sprinkle 2 to 3 tablespoons of nut mixture on top. Top with two sheets of dough, butter, and nuts, layering as you go. The top layer should be about six to eight sheets deep.


  Using a sharp knife, cut into diamond or square shapes all the way to the bottom of the pan. You may cut into four long rows, then make diagonal cuts. Bake for about 50 minutes until baklava is golden and crisp.


  Make the sauce while the baklava is baking. Boil sugar, orange zest (optional), and water until sugar is melted. Add vanilla and honey. Simmer for about 20 minutes.


  Remove baklava from oven and immediately spoon sauce over it. Let cool. Serve in cupcake papers. This freezes well. Leave it uncovered, as it gets soggy if it is wrapped up.


  Chapter 12


  [image: img15.png]


  


  IT WAS quiet in the car on the way back to his apartment. Henry didnt say much; there wasnt really anything to say. He simply held Tristans hand, watched the streets go by, and hoped like hell that his family wouldnt make Tristan run away like they had with the few people hed brought home before.


  Dinner had actually been quite a bit better than the usual family-boyfriend encounters had gone in the past. Trixie clearly loved Tristan, and his mother had been won over by his accent and self-deprecating charm and was nearly friendly, at least for her. His dad was… his dad. Hed been stoic and self-interested, but that wasnt anything new, and it certainly didnt say anything bad about Tristan. Over all, the evening hadnt been a failure, far from it. Henry just wasnt sure Tristan would see it that way.


  From what hed heard, Tristans family was warm and all-encompassing, adopting all his friends and boyfriends without question or pretense, pulling them in, making them part of the circus. Henry would kill for a family like that. At least he had a fraction of one. Hed never be able to say how grateful he was for Trixie. She might be flighty and shallow sometimes, and hed never understand her lifestyle, but Henry had never wondered if his sister loved him, and he hoped Trixie felt the same way. Their relationship was the only thing that made him feel like he hadnt been raised by some sort of benevolent but exacting corporation.


  He pulled Tristan closer and tugged his hand onto his lap. You did really well tonight, babe. I think Trix is going to try to steal you from me.


  Tristan smiled. His smile was still shaky. Nervous. I like your sister. Shes sweet.


  Henry smiled back at him. You dont have to say anything else. I know how my parents are.


  Yeah was all Tristan said in response.


  They rode quietly for a while, in the serene, shadowed interior of his parents town car. Henry wasnt comfortable, even though Tristan was familiar and the car was the same as the cars hed been in the back of for longer than he could remember. Something about the combination of them, plus the night theyd just had, was unsettling. The further they got from the Upper East Side, the better he started to feel. He rubbed his thumb across the back of Tristans hand comfortingly, but he wasnt quite sure whom he was supposed to be comforting.


  He didnt breathe quite right until they were back in the Village. Even though hed grown up on the Upper East Side, the Village had felt like home right away. He still remembered the day hed signed for his apartment, twenty-three and just about to start culinary school, and he hadnt known what he wanted to do or become. Hed spent four years at college and a year getting to know the kitchens in the city. None of it had made him happy, but his home had. It had been his favorite place in the world since the first moment hed walked into it, and it still was. There was just an addition to it, now.


  Tristan never felt like someone who didnt belong, never felt like a guest. Hed spent nearly every night there for weeks, probably had more belongings with Henry than in his own place and possession of a freshly cut spare key. It just seemed right. Again, Henry pushed some silent plea out into the universe, for whomever might be listening, that his family didnt make Tristan flee to keep his sanity. Henry nearly opened his mouth and promised they wouldnt have to see them much. It was true; with the exception of Trixie, he rarely saw his family. Something about saying it out loud didnt feel right, though.


  Hey, were almost home. You want to tackle cannolis tonight? Some of Henrys favorite times were in his kitchen, music playing, him and Tristan joking and touching and kissing over whatever baking lesson was on for the night. He thought maybe chocolate chips and mascarpone would erase the weird aftertaste of his parents palatial mausoleum of a house, that music and laughter would make Tristan forget how unwelcoming it was.


  Sure, Tristan said. His voice was still quiet, but he sounded more like himself. Maybe the Village had that effect on him too.


  Henry squeezed his hand and tried to convey how much he felt for Tristan, how perfect he felt when they were together. It hadnt been long, but Henrys mind and heart had already gone crazy places, the kinds of places where hed go with Tristan to England to meet his family, where hed ask Tristan to move into his apartment. Those kinds of places. Henry didnt know if he should be more thrilled he was feeling it, or terrified it was the worst idea ever.


  


  


  THEY THANKED Ollie for the ride once he pulled up to Henrys building, trotted across the sidewalk, and walked up three flights of stairs, fingers loosely curled together. Henry wasnt quite ready to let go of Tristan yet.


  Everything took another shift for the better when they crossed the threshold of his apartment, then changed into slouchy T-shirts and sweats. Getting rid of the uncomfortable dress-to-impress clothes made it feel more like them. Being in his place, surrounded by his low-maintenance things and watching Tristans stress visibly melt away, helped too. By the time Henry started crowding the counter with cannoli ingredients, he felt normal again.


  Yes. Baking was good. Baking always helped.


  What am I going to do? Tristan had gotten much better over the past few weeks. Hed not had much practice, obviouslyHenry pegged him as someone who got shoed out of the kitchen by his mom on a regular basisbut he wasnt inherently awful. He was a quick learner, and it had gotten to the point where Henry barely had to give him instruction at all on the more simple things.


  Do you want to roll the shells or make the cream filling? Henry asked.


  Tristan grinned at him. Henry knew that smile. It was saucy and comfortable and cute, one of Henrys favorite things. Im awfully good at making cream filling, Tristan said.


  Thank God. They were back to normal, dorky, bad-joke normal. Henry snorted. Thats terrible. Not even original.


  Youre laughing.


  Because youre a dork. I like it, though. Not gonna lie.


  Henry attacked Tristan with kisses to his neck and jaw and mouth, pinned him against the counter, and twined their fingers together. Weeks in, and Henry still couldnt get enough of Tristans kisses. He wanted to kiss Tristan always, every day, every minute. It was hard, sometimes, to get through a day at the bakery without spending the whole time thinking about getting home to Tristans kiss and touch and body. Hed screwed up a number of recipes because hed spaced off daydreaming of the night before, salt instead of sugar, too much butter. Part of him hoped hed get over the initial love-struck haze soon so he could go back to functioning like a normal person, but part of him wanted to stay buried in it forever.


  Tristan laughed softly against Henrys mouth and kissed him deeper. He untangled their fingers and cupped Henrys ass, hauling their bodies close, closer. Henry wasnt sure he was up for baking anymore.


  Hey, um, do you want to do this tomorrow? he asked. He nipped at Tristans lower lip and swiped the area gently with his tongue.


  Why? Im not tired.


  Tristan, Henry moaned.


  You have been promising to teach me cannolis for weeks, you know. Tristan still ground their hips together hard, the damn tease. He leaned over and sucked a light bruise into Henrys neck. Henry planted his palms on the counter and pushed back with his hips.


  You sure about that?


  Mmmhmmm. Time to bake.


  Henry took a deep shuddery breath and stepped back. You suck, he muttered.


  Later, Tristan whispered with a wink.


  Henry didnt know why he even liked him.


  


  


  IT WAS really late by the time they made it to bed, too late to start any of the things Tristan had promised earlier. Henry was trying to pretend he didnt have to get up in four hours to bake. Hed had a hell of a lot of painful mornings ever since Tristan had crashed into his life. He had no regrets, though. Besides, he could always wake Tristan up in the morning. Tristan owed him a few hours of help to repay all of the distraction hed caused.


  Hey, Henry said quietly. You did really well on the cannolis. They were fantastic.


  Think you could sell them in Honeyfly? Tristan asked. He looked hopeful, although he had to already know the answer.


  Henry smiled. By taste? Absolutely. He kissed Tristan on the nose. Were still going to have to work on the presentation a little bit. He thought of the pile of lopsided cannolis with filling squishing out the sides and chocolate sloshed all over the edges. Millies sons would still inhale them, because they did taste fantastic. Looks would come in time.


  They were quiet after that. Henry wasnt really tired. Nights with his parents left him both exhausted and wired, typically. This one was no different. Plus, hed had a truckload of sugar, tasting Tristans creations. He stared at the ceiling and traced a pattern on Tristans pale, smooth back. Tristan tended to flop out on his stomach, head cradled in the crook of Henrys shoulder, hand curled under Henrys thigh. It looked wretchedly uncomfortable to Henry, but Tristan seemed to love it, so he just went with it. Henry just kept stroking his back, up and down, across his shoulders. Hed learned early on it would put Tristan to sleep in a heartbeat. He loved to be stroked, like a big, overgrown kitten.


  Henry? Tristan said quietly long moments later. You up?


  No, Henry chuckled. Im moving my hand in my sleep.


  Tristan turned, sleepy soft, and cuddled up to Henrys side. It could happen. Ive got you fairly well trained, after all.


  Not that well, my darling. Not yet, at least. Cant sleep?


  No. You cant either? He dropped kisses on Henrys shoulder and slid his hand across Henrys belly to cup his hip, fingers slipping under his thin pajama pants.


  I never sleep well after a visit to the homestead. I dont know why. I slept just fine when I lived there. The residual discomfort had faded while he and Tristan baked, but it was still there, lingering in the corners, keeping him awake.


  Its so different here than at that house. Tristan nuzzled Henrys neck. I can feel you everywhere in this flat. No part of that place seems like you.


  Henry couldnt disagree. It doesnt really seem like anyone, does it? None of the main rooms were ever designed to look like an actual home. More like a spread in a design magazine.


  I dont understand that, really. Im glad for you that youre not there anymore.


  I pushed hard when I was there. Henry chuckled. Plastered my room with posters my mother hated, hung out in the kitchen with the cook a lot.


  You mustve driven your mom crazy.


  Only because I didnt really fit appearances. Other than that, we didnt have a lot of contact. I cant explain it to you. I know your family is close. It must sound so alien.


  Nah.


  Tristan kissed his shoulder again. The small kisses made Henry shiver. He ran his own hand down Tristans back until his fingers came across the soft, fleshy rise of his ass. Henry loved Tristans ass, that it was more generous than the typical guys, round and muscular from years of rugby, fun to grab and slap and hold onto. He didnt think hed ever get sick of it.


  I had friends who werent close to their families. Americans dont hold the monopoly on dysfunction.


  Good to know, Henry said with a chuckle.


  You think your dad will ever like me?


  That took Henry by surprise. Nobody had ever asked that before. Not outright. Mostly, the guys would get stars in their eyes when they saw Henrys childhood home and all the trappings that went with it, but the stars would fade when they sat down with his parents and felt the politely glacial chill. Tristan had never seemed impressed with the house, the car, or the glamor of the Upper East Side. But the chill? That was inevitable. Henry hated to think what would happen when the guy he was seeing didnt care about the good stuff and only got overwhelmed with the bad. Might as well come out with it.


  Do you really wanna talk about this, babe? Henry asked.


  It doesnt have to be a big discussion. I was just asking.


  Henry shrugged a little, bumping Tristans head. Probably not, then. But dont take it personally. He barely likes Trix and me. I dont think my dad has time to care about anyone who doesnt expand his bank account. Hes married to Livingstons, and he always has been.


  I get it. Its just hard to be around people like that.


  Henry sighed. Moment of truth. Please tell me if tonight freaked you out and were going to get awkward and then all of a sudden youll forget to take my calls and Ill never see you again. Ive been through it before after a guy met my family, and if its going to happen again, then Id like some warning.


  Tristan sat all the way up in bed, so quickly that Henry barely had time to miss the warmth of Tristans body against his skin. What are you talking about?


  I, uh. Henry didnt know how to continue. My family has been a deal breaker for people Ive been with in the past. The money seems fantastic from a distance, but I guess nobody likes to feel disapproved of, and my parents disapprove of the universe as a rule. Nobody is going to win them over wholeheartedly. Not even their own children. Its not an easy position to be in for a partner who isnt from that world.


  So youve had boyfriends leave you because your dad is a bit of a dick?


  Henry smiled weakly. I guess you could put it that way. Its the simple version.


  Well, Im not going to. No awkward drift, no missed calls. He leaned forward and kissed Henry. I wouldnt do that to you. Dont you know how I feel? I mean, Ive never…. He looked unsure, like he didnt think he had the right to finish his sentence.


  Never what?


  Ive never been in love before, Tristan murmured. Not like this, anyway.


  Henrys heart all of a sudden picked up in his chest, thunk, thunk, pulse racing, head spinning. Tristan had just said he loved him. Henry hadnt been to that place with anyone since the boy hed dated back in college. He sat up in bed as well and wrapped Tristan in his arms. Me too. I mean, I feel it too.


  Jesus. To go from the uncomfortable parent talk to love in under a minute. No wonder his head was spinning.


  I didnt know if it was right to say. Its so soon. But youve turned my whole world upside down, made me want different things, you make me so happy.


  Henry kissed Tristan all over. His neck, his face, his lips all got showered with waves of tiny kisses. You make me happy too. Im glad youre not going anywhere.


  Tristan shook his head and nuzzled Henry back with kisses and nose rubs and little tickles. Dont say that again, he muttered. Im not leaving.


  I wont.


  


  


  ARE YOU sure you cant play hooky again today? Henry kissed him, sucking and nibbling at his bottom lip and trying to work his fingers into Tristans waistband. It would be nice to have you around.


  I wish I could, Tristan groaned.


  Hed never loved going to work and had actively disliked it most of the time since hed been in the US, but that morning, there was nothing in the universe he wanted to do more than stay with Henry, cozied up in his warm, golden kitchen, and watch him bake, maybe even help him a little bit. Kiss, touch, walk home hand-in-hand. It seemed like such a fantasy, one that a day at Blanchard and Starr would effectively kill, drain the lifeblood out of, and pound into the ground for good measure. Tristan leaned back against the butcher block and contemplated any and every excuse he could think of for why he shouldnt have to go to work.


  Im drawing a blank. I really need to go in. Fuck, I dont want to. Im so tired of the games and the constant jockeying.


  You can stay here. Just say you dont feel good. Maybe whatever you had last week is making a comeback?


  You, sirTristan poked at Henrys chestare a bad influence. Id really like to take you up on it too, but I need to go over these layouts with Shatara and make sure theyou know what? My job is boring. I wont torture you with it.


  Its not boring. Henry had always done his best to act interested in what Tristan did. Tristan didnt blame him for not being very enthralled.


  It is. Listen, why dont I try to get out early so we can go out and grab a bite to eat before you have to get to bed?


  You think you can do that?


  Tristan grinned. Probably not, but hed make it happen. Even if he had to haul his whole desk home and work late into the night after Henry fell asleep, hed make it happen. No problem, he said instead.


  Henry plucked a huge blueberry muffin from the rack next to them. You need to go. Wouldnt want to be late. They might not let you leave if you piss them off.


  Is that for me? Tristan eyed the muffin. Henry broke off a piece and popped it in Tristans mouth, then leaned in for a kiss.


  Ill put the rest of this in a bag. You need to go.


  Tristan was about a heartbeat away from whining before he realized that was supremely unattractive and he could suffer in silence. He still didnt want to go to work. Shocker, that.


  Muffin in hand, Tristan gave Henry one last lingering kiss, then made himself walk out the door before it became impossible.


  


  


  OKAY, TEAM. Lets do the Monday rundown.


  It was the same every Monday morning. Theyd all gather together with the department heads and go over their accounts, the ones they had, ones they were trying to win, ones they wanted to try to win. Mostly, Tristan didnt listen. When he was assigned to a team, he did his best job to make sure everything went well. Until then, he didnt have anything to do with the process.


  He really only wanted to think about Henry, anyway. After the weirdness of the dinner Friday night, theyd had such a magical weekend, and he felt like an arse using that word, but how else could he describe it? Theyd been glued to each others sides all weekend. Tristan had gone to the bakery to work on his laptop, theyd made dinner, spent hours in bed. It had been perfect. He wasnt in the mood for reality to intrude just yet. He could still taste the muffin Henry had given him less than an hour before. Probably wasnt a good sign that Tristan was done with work for the week by Monday morning, an hour after he got there.


  Tristan heard his name and looked up. It was Terry, Tristans direct boss, speaking as usual. He seemed to like the sound of his own voice.


  … the team did a great job. After our success with the Charity Parker fragrance, weve been branching into the teen market more. We want to tackle more fragrances, some of the teen clothing lines.


  Richard, who was Terrys boss and someone Tristan rarely, if ever, saw, spoke up. And then theres project Indigo, as our team here affectionately dubbed it. Richard chuckled. It looked about as forced as anything Tristan had ever seen. Im sure a few of you have heard that theres been talk of Livingstons department store looking for new representation for their expansion ad campaign. The company is going national. Im sure you know theyre high-end, theyre exclusive, and theyre a very big fish that we have little hope of even getting near. But theyre also shopping around and looking for new blood. If we could land them, it would raise our profile astronomically, so any connection, no matter how tiny, could potentially help put us on their radar.


  Tristans heart started to race immediately. It wasnt just the name, although he was so deep that any mention of Henry or his family tended to make Tristans body stand on edge, little feelers all over ready to grab any small detail. It was the fact that his bossno, his bosss bosswas standing up there wanting any tiny chance their company had to get near Henrys family.


  And he was right. An ad campaign as big as the one they could potentially do for Livingstons would completely change the profile of Blanchard and Starr. And most likely the career of whomever brought it to them. It could be really exciting work. A game changer. But still, another, far larger part of him felt really weird hearing about Henrys family from anyone but Henry himself. Like, Richard was talking about Henrys father, the man whom hed sat across from at dinner on Friday night. It was uncomfortable to think of him in a business way. Of course, he was quite aware of who they were and


  Tristan knows the family, nosy Cassie from Friday said.


  Jesus bloody Christ on a bloody fucking stick. Tristan was brought out of his internal debate. He really hadnt planned on saying anything. At least, he thought he hadnt been. Right? It would be weird to ask Henry for a meeting with his father. Henry had nothing to do with that part of his family and he was so iffy about it to begin with, and things between him and Henry were so amazing. Tristan cleared his throat. Everyone looked at him again like they had on Friday when hed been talking about going to dinner at their house. Except this time, it was four times as many people peering at him curiously.


  He thought of what Shatara had said a few weeks before. Hold the cards. Share the cards. This could be his way in if he wanted to take it.


  You have an in with the Livingstons… Tristan, is it? He knew he wasnt imagining the look of incredulity on Richards face. Since when did nobodies from a village in the middle of nowhere, England, have connections to society-page royalty? Probably never, except this one time.


  Tristan felt a weird combination of gratified, smug, and supremely uncomfortable. Im, um, seeing Bradford Livingstons son, Henry. So, yes. I do know them.


  Another wave of whispers, much like the one from Friday, swept through the room. Tristan cringed.


  Fantastic, corner-office Richard said. Work with Terry to set something up. Id like to meet with this Henry and see what we can do.


  Henry doesnt work for the company. Tristan felt like it was the right thing to do. Also, a big part of him wanted to get out of the whole thing.


  Thats fine. Hes still by far the best connection we could hope to get. Richard waved him off. Just talk to Terry. Well make it nice and social.


  Tristan tried to ignore the pit in his stomach and focus on the happy and jealous looks everyone on the floor was giving him. Maybe if he played this right, he could make everyone at work happy and manage to not piss Henry off as well.


  Maybe he was a flaming moron.


  CANNOLI


  


  Shells


  
    	3 cups all-purpose flour


    	¼ cup white sugar


    	¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon


    	3 tablespoons shortening


    	1 egg plus 1 egg yolk


    	½ cup sweet marsala wine


    	1 tablespoon distilled white vinegar


    	2 tablespoons water


    	1 egg white


    	1 quart oil for frying, or as needed


    	Cannoli tubes

  


  


  Filling


  
    	1 (32 ounce) container ricotta cheese


    	½ cup confectioners sugar


    	1 cup chopped candied citron


    	4 ounces semisweet chocolate, chopped

  


  


  In a medium bowl, mix together the flour, sugar, and cinnamon. Add in small bits of shortening and mix until it is in pieces no larger than peas. Make a well in the center and pour in the egg, egg yolk, marsala wine, vinegar, and water. Mix with a fork until the dough becomes stiff, then finish it by hand, kneading on a clean surface. Add a bit more water if needed to incorporate all of the dry ingredients. Knead for about ten minutes, then cover and refrigerate for 1 to 2 hours.


  Divide the cannoli dough into thirds and flatten each one just enough to get through the pasta machine. Roll the dough through successively thinner settings until you have reached the thinnest setting. Dust lightly with flour if necessary.


  Place the sheet of dough on a lightly floured surface. Using a cutter or large glass bowl, cut out 4- to 5-inch circles. Dust the circles with a light coating of flour. This will help you later when you go to remove the shells from the tubes. Roll dough around cannoli tubes, sealing the edge with a bit of egg white.


  Heat the oil to 375°F in a deep fryer or deep heavy skillet. Fry shells on the tubes a few at a time for 2 to 3 minutes until golden. Use tongs to turn as needed. Carefully remove using the tongs and place on a cooling rack set over paper towels. Cool just long enough that you can handle the tubes. Then carefully twist the tube to remove the shell. Using a tea towel may help you get a better grip. Wash or wipe off the tubes and use them for more shells. Cooled shells can be placed in an airtight container and kept for up to 2 months. You can fill them immediately or as much as 1 hour before serving.


  To make the filling, stir together the ricotta cheese and confectioners sugar. Fold in the chopped citron and chocolate. Use a pastry bag to pipe into shells, filling from the center to one end, then doing the same from the other side. Dust with additional confectioners sugar and grated chocolate for garnish when serving.


  Chapter 13
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  TRISTAN, DID you get everything all set up for tonight? Terry asked. He looked a bit like a shark sometimes, Tristan thought, with his eyes on the sides of his head and that look like he was circling his prey scenting out blood. In this case, Tristan wasnt sure if Henry was the prey, or if he was. He supposed it was too late to think much about it.


  He adjusted his suspenders and nodded. He couldnt believe hed been talked into it. Easily, at that. They were luring Henry in, using him, and if all went well, Henry would set up a meeting with his father. And hopefully not kill Tristan in the process.


  Its all set up. Henrys agreed to come, and Ill make sure you get the opportunity to talk to him about setting up a meeting.


  Youre a team player, Green.


  Tristan hated when people called him by his last name. It was so sporty chap and not his style at all. He tried not to flinch when Terry clapped him on the shoulder.


  Thanks, sir.


  Call me Terry.


  Oh, its Terry, now? I do one thing to try to ingratiate myself at this damn place, and all of a sudden, were on first-name basis. If I bring in another client, will I be invited to dinner with the wife and kids?


  Tristan was starting to get a really bad feeling about the party. He didnt have much time to think about it. Instead, he was busy all day with a slew of perfume layouts Shatara slid his way. Everything had gotten so busy since theyd landed the account. The company had decided to roll out a whole package of different ads for different publications, and Shatara had Tristan on the layouts for all of them. That didnt make Jordan a happy camper. Of course. Jordan was still being nice to him a lot of the time, almost creepily so, but Tristan could feel the animosity. Maybe if he spread the work out a little.


  Hey, Jordan, Tristan called.


  Whats up, teachers pet? It was an improvement on Jolly. That was for sure.


  Im swamped. You want to take over the double-page spread for the Seventeen magazine ad? I know youre not on the Charity Parker team, but Shatara just approved you for it. She hadnt, but Tristan was hoping Jordan pulled through enough that she loved it so much it didnt matter in the end.


  You sure you want to give that up?


  Yeah. Its fine. The projects yours.


  Tristan hoped that bought him a little more good grace with Jordan. He thought for a moment what animal Jordan would be. If Terry was a shark, restlessly circling in hopes of stray bits of prey, Jordan would be a cheetah, lazily sunning himself until the opportunity came to strike. Tristan still wanted to be on Jordans good side. Everyone wanted to be on Jordans good side.


  Tristan spent the rest of his day finishing work and hoping everything went well. He knew Henry didnt always get along with his father. Hell, Tristan had met Bradford, and he got it. The guy was terrifying. But he figured it wouldnt be a big deal. All they wanted was a chance to talk, right?


  Tristan already knew he was wrong. He shouldnt have set up the party. He shouldnt have said he knew Henry. Even if everything went well, he was still mixing Henry and everything they had together with a place he didnt like and didnt have good feelings for. It was a mistake. But hopefully a mostly harmless one. Tristan couldnt wait to get the night over with.


  Hed packed a garment bag with clothes to wear that night. He wanted to get ready at Henrys flat. Most of his bathroom things had migrated over there, anyway.


  Henry wasnt home yet when Tristan walked in with the key hed gotten a couple short weeks before. The place was quiet, but not really empty. It never felt empty. Tristan could look around and see the places theyd kissed, where Henry had slid gentle fingers around his hips when he was awkwardly whisking his first batch of whipped cream, the bed where theyd spent so many hours, sometimes just talking until one of them finally passed out. Tristan smiled. He tossed his garment bag over the back of Henrys sofa and ambled over to drop onto his bed. It was the same squashy, perfect cloud of blankets and feathery duvet it had been since the first night. Tristan closed his eyes for a short nap.


  His stomach felt queasy when he woke up. Henry had obviously come home and slid into the bed behind him. Henrys wiry arms, strong from hours and weeks and years of working with dough and heavy pots and pans, were wound around Tristans midsection, and he felt the gentle puff of Henrys breath against his neck. It was only six. They still had two more hours until the party started. Tristan covered Henrys hand with his own and tried to relax.


  Hey, Henry muttered. You awake?


  Its okay, babe. You dont have to get up yet. We still have a while.


  Good. I was going to try to stay up. Get some accounting done. Your nap was contagious.


  Tristan chuckled around the weird pit in his belly. Im sorry I pulled you away from your work. Hey, if you have too much to do, we can stay home tonight. I can always say you felt poorly on Monday.


  Henry squeezed Tristans belly. No, its okay. I know this party is important for you. Im going.


  I wouldnt mind, Tristan said. He was about a half a second away from insisting they stayed home. The lump in his belly wouldnt let him relax.


  I would. Can we sleep a little longer, though? Im beat.


  Yeah. We can get another hour. Close your eyes. Ill set an alarm.


  Tristan felt Henry slowly relax around him. He closed his eyes too and didnt bother to set an alarm. If they managed to sleep through the entire party? Oh, well. That was quite alright with him.


  


  


  HENRY JERKED awake when he realized it was dark. Shit! What time is it?


  Mmph? Tristan asked.


  I thought you were setting an alarm. The party starts in ten minutes.


  We can skip it. Its just work.


  No way. Henry shoved at Tristans shoulder. Were not skipping the party. Get your adorable ass in the shower.


  


  


  HENRY DIDNT understand Blanchard and Starr. No, that wasnt true. He understood the world just fine. What he didnt understand was Tristan in it. The room was filled with designer clothes and expensive accessories, probably bought on consignment just to show who was best. Everyone measured each other with glances and calculating stares. Who had the best clothes, the best position in the room, who was the closest to the most desirable guests. Henry knew exactly what was going on. Hed lived it for more years than he wanted to count. Blanchard and Starr was its own little Upper East Side, and the name of the game was power and opportunity. The oddest part was that the opportunity seemed to be him.


  More than once, while he was wandering around with Tristan, and even more noticeably since Tristan went to get them more drinks, he noticed people sidling up to him, trying to get closer. Hed gotten a few awkward conversation starters, smiles more brilliant than necessary for a junior ad guys nobody date. Henry was starting to get suspicious.


  Are you enjoying yourself?


  There was another one. Expensive suit, barely but just a touch ill fitting, shiny shoes that almost went perfectly, gelled-back hair, smarmy smile. This guy would be eaten alive by Trixies friends. Here, he most likely slipped by on slick smiles and slimy charm.


  I am. The office is lovely.


  Lovely. He smiled. Let me guess, youve been hanging out with Tristan?


  Henry nodded. I have. Im here with him.


  And that would make you Henry Livingston.


  That would also explain an awful lot about the brilliant smiles and the attempts to draw him in. They knew who he was. All of them. And his status as the Upper East Side prince in a Soho office made him the biggest social catch in the room. Henry wanted to grab Tristan and get the hell out. Hed spent enough years as Ophelia Livingstons prime catch of a son before he came out. He didnt want to be that ever again. It wouldnt pay to be rude, though.


  Yes, Im Henry. Nice to meet you….


  Jordan.


  Jordan. The name sounded somewhat familiar. He knew Tristan wasnt overly fond of a lot of the people in his office. But he vaguely remembered hearing about him going to eat with someone named Jordan. Maybe this guy wasnt as sleazy as he seemed.


  Are you having a nice night? Henry asked. He had to be polite.


  Of course, its great. Thank you so much for coming. This is a huge coup for Blanchard and Starr.


  Excuse me? Henry was confused. Mostly he just wanted to get Tristan and get out of there. Enough party, already.


  Oh, like I said, getting a meeting with Livingstons is a huge deal for a firm our size. We were all really impressed when Tristan told us hed been working on setting up a contact in your company for a month or so. Took a lot of initiative for the kid. Hes so new.


  Working on… contact… Livingstons? But Tristan had seemed so sincere. Hed acted like he had no idea who Henry was. How was it even possible? Thats not possible.


  What do you mean? Jordan looked perplexed. Confused. He came to your bakery to talk to you about the account, didnt he?


  N-no. Yes. Henry didnt even know how to answer. Tristan. He wanted to find a wall and collapse against it.


  He saw a tall, sandy-haired body coming their way. The mound of hors doeuvres in his stomach coagulated in an instant. Tristan had been using him. Fucking hell. Hed thought Tristan was different, hed thought they were different. How could he have been so wrong? Tristan smiled from a distance and waved a little, even with his full glass of champagne. Reflexively, Henry nearly smiled back. But then he remembered. Tristans smile faltered slowly as he drew nearer.


  Are you okay? he asked when he got to where Henry was standing. Henry noticed Jordan shrug and walk away. He wouldnt want to be involved in whatever was about to happen either.


  Did you plan this? Did you plan this whole thing to get to my father? Henry gestured at the room around them. He felt sicker than sick but he couldnt put it off.


  Tristans pale English cheeks bloomed red. He looked at the ground. He all of a sudden seemed so… guilty? Henry couldnt believe it. No. Impossible. But then he remembered how Tristan had wanted them to stay back earlier. Had he been feeling guilty about it for a moment?


  Tristan nodded and Henry felt like he was going to die. Yes. I did it. Im so


  Seriously? All of it?


  Henry wanted the moment to be over, the party to be over. He wanted to pull Tristan close to him and have Tristan tell him it was all nothing like it looked. Please. Please tell me youre not that guy. Hed trusted him. Hed told him he loved him. Sort of, at least, if a me too counted. How could he have been so wrong?


  Did you do this to get me here for a job?


  Yes, Tristan forced out. His voice was a hoarse whisper. Henry had given him two chances to deny it. He hadnt.


  Fuck.


  Henry didnt say another word. He just turned and walked away into the crowded room, feeling like the biggest asshole on the planet. He had to get out and never, ever come back.


  ANISE BISCOTTI


  


  Crunchy, with a mild licorice flavor. Delicious with milk or tea.


  


  
    	2 cups white sugar


    	1 cup softened butter


    	4 eggs


    	4½ cups all-purpose flour


    	4 teaspoons baking powder


    	¾ teaspoon salt


    	⅓ cup brandy


    	1½ teaspoons anise extract


    	1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    	1 cup almonds


    	2 tablespoons anise seed

  


  


  Preheat oven to 350°F and line baking sheets with parchment paper.


  Beat sugar and butter. Add your eggs one at a time, beating well after each is added.


  Youll want to combine remaining wet ingredients in a small bowl and dry ingredients in another.


  Carefully fold a spoonful of dry ingredients into the butter and sugar mixture, then a spoonful of the wet ingredients. Repeat until all are well combined. Mix thoroughly but carefully.


  Drop spoonfuls of the dough onto the baking sheets and then push together so it forms two long loaves. Smooth the dough with a damp finger. Bake for 20 to 30 minutes and allow to cool completely.


  Cut each long cookie on the diagonal into ¾-inch-thick slices (it helps to use a serrated knife). Reduce oven temperature to 300°F and place the cookies on fresh baking sheets, baking again for another 20 minutes until the cookies are dry and slightly brown.


  Chapter 14
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  HENRY WAS gone. Gone.


  He wasnt in the main floor of the office, he wasnt in any of the restrooms, he wasnt outside. He was gone. Tristan felt like an idiot. He was standing there with two flutes of champagne he didnt even want, and no date. Not even an angry one. He shouldve known how it would turn out if he did this. Henry didnt like dealing with his fathers business. Tristan shouldve known. He had known, if he was honest with himself. Hed known from the start.


  Hed felt queasy about this party for hours. Probably longer than that. Probably since the moment it had been brought up at the meeting and he was too big of a chicken to speak up and say no. Too worried what people he didnt care about thought. He wished hed been able to talk Henry out of going. It had been an awful idea. Tristan decided the moment he found Henry, they were out. Hed take him home and spend hours showing him he didnt care at all what Henry could get him at work, that it had been an awful idea and he was more sorry than hed ever been about anything.


  Tristan decided to go to the left first instead of the right, like Henry had gone. Maybe hed just run into him, make him stop. Tell him everything. He wouldnt have left left, would he? Henry had to be aroun


  Ooof. Of course. Instead of bumping into Henry, hed run full stop into Jordan, even sloshing his stupid sodding champagne all over both of them. How was he still standing there? Hadnt he caused enough problems in Tristans life already? Go the fuck away. Now.


  You looking for your friend? Jordan asked.


  No. Of course not. Nothing like that. Im just hanging about looking panicked for no reason.


  There was something about Jordans smarmy voice that got under Tristans skin, something about his smug face. He knew more about what had happened then he let on. He knew something or, no, hed done something. Tristan had known better than to trust their new mini-truce completely, but he hadnt thought Jordan was up to his old tricks again. He shouldve been smarter than to think otherwise.


  Tristan grated his teeth. My boyfriend. Yes. Henry. Have you seen him?


  You mean since that big scene a few minutes ago? You really think hes going to stick around after he found out you used him the whole time just to get to his father?


  Tristan nearly answered before he realized what Jordan had just said. Wait. What did you say?


  You used Henry to get to his father. Thats why you were dating him, isnt it? Or was it more of a fucking with benefits thing?


  Tristan had to physically hold himself against the wall to keep from pounding Jordan to the ground.


  What are you talking about? I didnt even know who Henrys father was until a week or two ago. Ive been seeing him for months.


  Oh, really? Jordan asked. Oops.


  Is that what you told him? You let him…. You know what? Im leaving.


  Tristans throat felt tight, his eyes heavy and watery. Was that seriously what Henry believed? Tristan didnt want to deal with anything other than finding Henry and explaining what had happened, he couldnt deal with anything else.


  He grabbed his coat from the coat check at the front door and took off for the corner at a run. Tristan grabbed the first taxi he came across, which thankfully was quicker than usual. Before he knew it, he was standing in front of Henrys building, key in hand. His fingers were shaking and he nearly dropped it. Only a short hour before, theyd left the flat together hand-in-hand, sleepy but smiling and laughing. Now he had to tell the guy he loved that he had used him for work, but it wasnt as bad as Henry thought. Was there a good way to say that?


  Tristan used his key to open the front door of the building. He trudged up the stairs to the third-floor entry to the flat. He already felt better, in the place where he belonged, but it wouldnt be completely better until he had Henry in his arms and he could explain that he hadnt really meant any harm. It probably seemed like hed pimped him outwell, more than, probablybut it was stupid, and Tristan would make it up to him. There wouldnt be a meeting; he had been stupid to think that was a good idea. There would only be him and Henry.


  When he got to the door of their flat, he used his other key to open the deadbolt. He started to pull the door open, but it caught when the chain Henry never used stopped it from opening all the way.


  Henry? Tristan called. He heard slow footsteps coming down the stairs to the doorway. The door shut, and the chain rattled and it opened again. Henry was standing in the doorway, suit pants and posh shirt off, dressed only in a thin T-shirt and sweats that hung off his lean hips. Tristan reached for him, but Henry stopped him.


  Heres your stuff from the bathroom. Ill get your clothes packed up and text you when we can make a trade for the keys.


  Tristans whole body went into shock. He felt awful for setting up the party, he shouldnt have done it and itd been shallow and no. Its not what you think! He tried to say it, but the words got stuck in his throat.


  You cant be ending, it, H. Not like this. He angled his body into the doorway and refused to take the bag of supplies Henry was trying to give him.


  What do you mean, not like this? Tristan, you need to go. There isnt another way to end it.


  Not ending it at all would be the way Id pick. Please, babe. I know what I did wasnt very sensitive, but its not


  Stop. I cant do this. He pushed the bag into Tristans arms and backed away. Please dont call. Ill text you when I have all your clothes sorted out of mine. Then you can come by and leave the key.


  Tristan honestly wanted to pass out. To sink down the wall and collapse onto the floor and just fucking pass the fuck out. Cant we talk?


  About what? You used me. The whole time you used me, and I fell for it like a gullible goddamn fool. Henry ground his forehead into his palm. It just felt so real, he said quietly before he backed up and shut the door in Tristans face.


  Tristan heard the chain locking and Henrys footsteps going back up the stairs. He yanked his phone out of his pocket and dialed Henrys mobile. It rang inside a few short times before he was disconnected and everything went silent. He tried again, but it went straight to voice mail.


  Tristan was about a half second away from pounding on the door until Henry let him in, but he didnt want to make him even angrier. He did slide down to the floor, then brought his big long, gangly legs up and wrapped his arms around his knees. Hed wait. Fall asleep in the hallway and wait for Henry to leave in the morning for the bakery. Tristan didnt care if Henrys neighbors thought he was insane. At least Henry couldnt avoid him then.


  


  


  HE WAS still there hours later when Henrys door creaked open. It had to be five in the morning, but Tristans eyes flew open at the smallest sound. He heard Henry sigh.


  Why are you here? Henry asked. I told you to go.


  I just wanted to talk to you, Tristan said. He hauled his stiff body to his feet and reached for Henry.


  I dont understand what you want to talk abouoh. Henrys face dawned with understanding.


  Yes. I


  Stop, Henry sneered. He actually sneered at Tristan. Hed have probably done it down his nose if Tristan werent half a foot taller. Just stop. Im going to work. Dont follow me.


  What did Henry think he wanted? What could make everything go from bad to ten million times worse, judging by the look on Henrys face. Tristan wanted nothing more than to go into Henrys flat and wait it out, lay siege until he got to explain himself and make amends. But before Henry left, he turned and held his hand out.


  Keys, he said shortly. Ill get you your things when I have time to deal with it.


  Tristan figured he didnt have the right to fight for keys to a place he owned no part of. He fished them out of his pocket and silently handed them over. Then he watched while Henry walked away and quite possibly out of his life. He debated following for a few moments. Nothing he did could make it worse, right? Tristan didnt know anymore. He thought maybe it would be better if he let Henry cool down a little. He couldnt imagine how angry he was. If Tristan was innocent of everything, if hed done nothing at all wrong, hed have run after Henry no problem. But he wasnt. So hed give him a day or so to cool off, and then hed try again.


  


  


  HENRY MANAGED to make it down the stairs before he lost his composure. He crumpled, let his face sag, and fought back tears that made him so angry. Why the hell did Tristan get tears? All hed been to Tristan was a job, a rung on a ladder; he hadnt minded stepping on Henrys head and his heart to get higher up. No fucking crying. He refused.


  Still, he almost felt like limping as he walked to the bakery in the chilly predawn. It hurt that bad. Henry was no stranger to being used for his family. Nobody in his position would be a stranger to it. Trixied had her share of boyfriends drawn by the family name. But to plot that carefully? To engineer a meeting, dates, romance, all for access to his father? It made Henry physically ill to think about it. Hed let Tristan in his apartment, his body, his heart. Hed waltzed right in there and made himself at home all for


  Stop it. Henry knew torturing himself wasnt going to make it any better. It wasnt going to make anything any better. All he could do was try to move on, forget that Tristan Green ever existed, and pretend this one time didnt hurt a million times more than every other person whod tried to get close to him because of what he was, not whom.


  


  


  HENRY UNLOCKED his bakery. Hed known he had a late night, so luckily hed done a lot of dough mixing the previous afternoon. Instead of the night hed expected, a party, Tristan dressed up and looking gorgeous, maybe some fun in bed before they passed out, Henry had spent the entire night staring at the wall, trying to figure out when the hell he shouldve known Tristan wasnt who he seemed. Even knowing it, even after he knew exactly what Tristan had been about the entire time, Henry still had a hard time seeing it. He only saw sweet puppy-dog eyes and an adorable grin and ugh. Seriously. Stop it.


  He tried taking his aggression out on the dough, rolling hard and slamming his cutter down with a satisfying clunk. It helped. A little. It helped even more to picture Tristans thunk, head, thunk, on the cutting board, thunk, thunk, thunk, every time he ripped into the dough with the star-shaped cookie cutter. He mustve gotten more into it than he thought, because the next thing Henry knew, the bell overhead was clanging and Rose and Millie were trailing into the store. He wasnt ready to see anyone. If Henry had his way, he wouldnt see anyone ever again. Ever. At least for a few days….


  Hey, sweetie! Millie called. She sounded chipper and ready for their typical morning chat.


  Henry realized that not only was he going to have to talk to humans, which he didnt want to do, he was going to have to talk to humans about why he wanted to stab poor, unsuspecting pastry dough. Violently. Repeatedly. Great. It was bad enough when Henry had to live with it himself; now he had to tell Millie and Rose. And that wasnt a question. It was a statement. Millie wouldnt let him last ten seconds before she realized something was wrong, and shed never let him get away with a manly I dont want to talk about it. She never did. She and Rose were going to want to dissect it with him, figure out when they shouldve known, plan in great detail how they were going to rip Tristans head off. Okay, the last part he could probably stand. The rest of it hurt way too bad.


  Hey, Mills. Henry tried to keep the hoarse, halfway-to-tears sound out of his voice. He wasnt quite successful.


  Whats wrong? Millie asked. She rushed back just in time to watch Henry frosting his star cookies rather violently. At least Rose stayed in the front of the store. Henry really liked her, but hed only known her a few weeks. A huge part of him really needed Millie, though. She crowded close to him. She mustve sensed closeness was in order.


  Its a long story. Not a good one.


  Spit it out, H. Wheres Tristan? Hes usually here by now on a Saturday.


  Id rather not discuss Tristan, if its quite alright with you, Henry muttered.


  Quite alright. Millie snorted. You have been spending a lot of time with him. Did you two get into a spat?


  No.


  Henry, Ive known you long enough to know youll feel better when you spit it out. Just tell me, then you can call Tristan and wake him up, and you guys can go back to being sickeningly in love.


  Love. The word made Henrys skin crawl.


  Not likely, seeing as though this whole relationship was engineered by him and his company to try to get closer to my father.


  Millies face dropped. What? Thats impossible. Tristan would never do something like that. I… just… I cant believe it.


  He admitted it right to my face, Mills. Then he waited by my door all night to ask if Id still get him the meeting with my father.


  He actually asked that?


  Not really. Not in those exact words. Yes. Okay, the rest of it was true. Why else could he have possibly wasted an entire night if it werent to make sure what he wanted ended up happening? Like hell. Henry would rather die than get Tristan his meeting. He never wanted to see him again.


  Im so sorry, Millie whispered. I honestly wouldve never seen this coming. He seemed like he loved you so much.


  Please quit saying that word.


  Millie didnt speak again. She simply held her arms out and let Henry crumple into them. He did that quietly and bit his lip to keep from crying. He hated crying, and certainly hated crying over people who disappointed him. His parents hadnt gotten to him like that in years, and he thought hed developed a thicker skin when it came to men. Apparently, Tristan had gotten under it. Henry needed to get him back out. He let himself lay his head down just a little bit longer on Millies familiar shoulder, and then he pulled himself up.


  Okay, I gotta get the rest of these snickerdoodles in the oven. I have one more batch to get baked before the shop opens.


  Why dont you go home after theyre done, sweetie? Millie rubbed his shoulder. You look like you havent slept at all.


  I havent, but I doubt Id sleep if I went home. Its probably better for me to stay here. Please dont let Tristan come back here if he comes to the shop. I cant deal with him right now. Maybe not ever, but for sure not today.


  I wont. I promise.


  Henry nodded and turned back to the bowl of chilled sugar cookie dough and his container of cinnamon and sugar.


  Thesell be out in about thirty. The rest is ready for opening.


  


  


  MONDAY. ONE week later. It had only been one single week since that office meeting where hed made the biggest mistake he couldve made. Not even that. Where hed let other people make the damn mistake for him. He shouldve said no, said it was inappropriate, that it wasnt worth risking his personal relationships for an account, no matter how lucrative and high profile. Even still, Tristan couldnt imagine having done that in front of the whole office, everyone he knew and didnt know. Maybe this was what being a stupid pushover got him. Hed never learned how to be one of those people who didnt care what everyone thought of him. He could snark all he wanted in his head, but when it came down to it, hed wanted to be liked, and if not that, at least respected. But it hadnt been worth it. Not even a little bit.


  Tristan slouched in his desk.


  Hey, great party on Friday. I didnt get to talk to Henry myself, but Jordan said he ran him through the ideas weve had for Livingstons.


  Fucking Jordan. Of course. Tristan couldnt wait to hear exactly how Jordan had run Henry through their ideas. Probably had a little something to do with why Henry had stormed out of the party and refused to talk to him since. Tristan wasnt a babyhe planned to take most of the blame himselfbut he also knew Henry wasnt that unreasonable. They just had to bloody talk. If Henry would ever let him.


  Tristans e-mail pinged. Shatara. Theyd planned a meeting, of course. He didnt really feel like talking. Tristan dragged his supplies out of his desk and went to leave for the meeting. Before he did, he sent one more pathetic, desperate text to Henry, whod been avoiding his calls all weekend.


  Babe, can we please talk? I didnt mean for it to happen like that. I can explain. Please. xx


  Tristan didnt know how else to say it. Hed tried sorry, hed tried telling Henry he missed him, and he did. Only a couple of days, and it already felt like he had some big, dark hole in his chest, cliché heartbreak and all. Hed do anything to turn back time and tell Terry and Richard no. He wished Friday had never happened. Maybe if it hadnt, hed be looking forward to dinner and sleepy morning sex and inviting Henry home to Yorkshire for the holidays, because hed been about to do that before everything went to God-awful shitting hell.


  The team was gathered in the third-floor conference room by the time he got there. Tristan breathed a small sigh of relief. He honestly liked this team. If every project he did was with them, hed not mind coming to work nearly as much as he did. They smiled at him as he sat.


  Congratulations, Tristan, Shatara said when hed pulled his chair in.


  Tristan winced. Um, thanks. Yes, I quite possibly ruined my chances with the guy I love to advance myself at the job I hate nearly every day. Well done, me. Henrys father hasnt agreed to a meeting yet. Nor would he likely do so, seeing as though Henry wasnt even speaking to him, let alone speaking to his father about him. Tristan didnt even care. Not for a single moment.


  Still, it was a good move. Richard and Terry are both singing your praises.


  Tristan didnt wonder why that made him feel sick. Even to someone as thick as he seemed to be, it was painfully obvious.


  


  


  HE DIDNT give up. Probably annoyed the hell out of Henry, but Tristan wasnt one for throwing in the towel easily. Every day, he tried to contact Henry in some way, leave a note at the bakerywho even knew if Rose and Millie passed them alongtext him, call him, and leave a message. Anything to let Henry know he was still out there and he wasnt giving up.


  It was pathetic, Tristan knew that. He didnt fucking care. Henry had changed him in the short time they were together, cut him apart and sewn him back together so he didnt fit anymore, not without Henrys body and voice and laugh holding him from falling apart. Tristan needed him. He missed him. It had been a week, but he wasnt nearly ready to give up. What was a week, if one of his sad little attempts got through? What was a week, if he got Henry back? Nothing. The answer was a week was nothing.


  So hed keep calling, keep messaging, keep telling Henry hed made a mistake until Henry let him talk. There wasnt another option. There couldnt be.


  NANAIMO BARS


  


  A super-sweet delicious treat that hails from British Columbia.


  Its sure to be a huge hit!


  


  
    	½ cup butter


    	¼ cup white sugar


    	5 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder


    	1 egg


    	1 teaspoon vanilla extract


    	2 cups finely ground graham-cracker crumbs


    	¼ cup butter


    	2 cups confectioners sugar


    	2 tablespoons vanilla custard powder


    	3 tablespoons milk


    	4 1-ounce squares semisweet chocolate, chopped


    	1 tablespoon butter

  


  


  Mix ½ cup butter, white sugar, cocoa, egg, and vanilla extract in a heavy saucepan. Stir mixture over a low heat until everything is blended and thickened. Combine graham-cracker crumbs with the melted mixture. Stir well and press into an oiled 9-inch square cake pan.


  Cream ¼ cup butter, confectioners sugar, vanilla custard powder, and milk. Beat until smooth and spread over melted base.


  Refrigerate until hard.


  Melt chocolate with 1 tablespoon butter and spread over the hardened base to form a thin chocolate layer. Refrigerate again, and once completely solid, cut into square bars.


  Chapter 15


  [image: img18.png]


  


  TRISTAN STARED at the surface of his desk. It had become a habit of his the past few days. Staring. He never really looked at anything when he stared and mostly just tried not to think of Henry. And then trying not to think of Henry always turned into thinking of Henry, and that made him mad at himself. He shouldve known better than to think anything at work was worth testing what hed had. Even if it had been real, even if Jordan wasnt the biggest dick ever who knew exactly how to press Tristans buttons, it still wouldnt have been worth losing Henry. He should have known.


  Tristan felt someones presence at the side of his desk before he bothered to look up. He supposed he should care; it could easily be Shatara or Terry. He looked up. Or not. Fucking hell, didnt you have enough fun at my expense?


  Whats up, buttercup? Jordan said.


  He perched at the edge of Tristans desk and grinned at him. He had his shirt unbuttoned and his jacket over his arm. It was hot in the building. Theyd turned the heat on too early, and the city was still basking in a long-lasting Indian summer. Just because Jordan was human and still got hot didnt mean Tristan had to be civil to him. Sure, hed fallen for whatever it was had turned him into a total insecure mess and hed made his own choice to screw Henry over, but that didnt mean Jordan had to do whatever hed done to make it a million times worse. And Tristan knew Jordan had done something. Tristan just had to get Henry to talk to him so he could figure it out.


  Fuck off. I mean it, Tristan growled.


  He really didnt have the patience for Jordan. He didnt have the patience for any of it anymore. About a million times a day, he thought about how big of a relief it would be to get on a plane home and never see any of these people again. But then hed think of Henry, and his chest would get tight.


  Whats got your Andrew Christians in a bundle? Jordan asked.


  What do you think, Jordan? Use that tiny little brain of yours and ponder for a moment what youve done to make me angry. Think hard.


  Jordan, for the first time since that awful party, scowled. Listen, asshole. Im not the one who threw the party to lure his boyfriend into selling out.


  No, that was my stupidity. But Ill bet that you made Henry think that had been my intention since the night we met. I didnt hear you say it, but I didnt have to. That sounds exactly like something youd do.


  Jordan flicked a nonexistent piece of lint off his jacket casually and yawned. Im bored, he muttered.


  You ruined my relationship.


  I wish I could take all the credit for that, but you did it mostly by yourself. Really. Bravo. Dont worry. Next time, Ill make sure to do all the work.


  Tristan stood and nearly lunged for Jordan before he remembered he was in a room full of his coworkers, and most of them would do anything to take him down. Tristan hated them all. Hed thought maybe he could learn to fit in, but he never would. He wanted nothing to do with the lot of them.


  He glared at Jordan. Get away from me, you dick. Today couldnt get much worse. I might decide that getting fired is worth the pleasure of walloping your sorry arse. Knowing your track record, you probably still wouldnt get my job.


  Tristan smiled his first hint of a satisfied smile when Jordan hopped off his desk and retreated to his own side of the office. Good riddance, twatbag.


  


  


  HE HAD a few layouts to work on for Shatara, and he did them halfheartedly. It had been days since hed really cared what anything on the page looked like. He just moved images around in Photoshop and stared blankly at his computer, just like he stared blankly at his walls and the street and the subway car and everything else in his suddenly gray world.


  Tristan heard the whispers first. He ignored them for a while; people were always nattering about everything and nothing instead of doing their bloody work, so what was the point of getting involved when they did it yet again? That was, until Tristan sensed a presence at his desk. Again. He was face-to-face with a pair of fitted black slacks, creased perfectly and clearly very expensive. They looked awfully familiar. Tristan sighed.


  I wasnt fucking joking, Jordan. Go away.


  Jordan didnt answer. Instead, a folder dropped onto Tristans desk. This is for you.


  Henry? Tristan snapped his head up, and there, in the flesh, was Henry. He didnt look like himself. It was unsettling. He had on those gorgeous but out-of-character trousers, a button-up that was also on the side of expensive, and even a blazer. His hair was smoothed into a low, stubby ponytail. He was posh. Tailored. He was beautiful, but all wrong. Tristan stood and reached out.


  Im so glad youre here. Ive been trying to


  Henry cut him off with a gesture. The details of the meeting are in that folder. I arranged it so the shareholders will only agree to meet with the team if youre the head of it.


  Tristan was speechless. His heart ground to a sad, uncomfortable stop for a second before it slowly started to beat again, picking up speed like an old-fashioned steam engine pulling out of the station. Chug, chug, chug.


  What do you mean?


  Henry looked at him like he was slow. Tristan felt a bit lost, so maybe that was fair. Henry spoke clearly, passionlessly. My fathers shareholders will meet with your team on behalf of Livingstons. Next Wednesday. Youll have half an hour to impress them.


  You did this for me? Tristan barely dared to hope. Henry was there, handing him a professional dream come true, but again, something was off. It was still wrong.


  Its what you wanted, isnt it? Henrys voice was so stiff and cold. Tristan was used to warm and soft. Used to intimate whispers at dawn in Henrys bed and endearments in the shower.


  I dont know how to make it up to you. Tristan stood and walked around his desk. He reached for Henrys hands but Henry pulled back.


  No need. It was a business deal. A simple thank-you will suffice.


  Henry….


  Tristan wanted to touch him so much. He missed Henrys skin, his kisses, the way he smelled in the morning. He wanted him back so much that his entire body ached. Like, literally ached. He felt his hands reach forward and he tried to control them. He couldnt do this in the office, not if he wanted to keep what little self-respect he had. Henry went to leave, though, and Tristan stopped caring. He brushed his fingers over Henrys hand. It felt so good for a brief second until Henry jerked his hand away.


  Ill be going now. Please contact the phone number in the packet if you have any questions about the meeting.


  Henry, wait. Please. He couldnt stand it. He grabbed Henrys cuff and held on. Please. Let me… Ill take my lunch… can we talk? I need to talk to you.


  What for? Its over.


  Henry stood there for another moment or two, then tugged his sleeve out of Tristans grasp and turned to leave. Tristan was stunned. He sank down onto the corner of his desk and stared at the bank of windows on the far wall again like hed been doing all morning. He didnt know what to do or say other than to run after Henry and beg him for another chance. Run. Yes. Run, you fool.


  He stayed, sat there like a zombie for a few more shell-shocked moments before he grabbed the meeting folder and his bag and took off at a run after Henry. He sprinted down the stairs so fast he was shocked he managed to make it to the bottom without a massively humiliating public wipeout.


  He nearly slid on the tiles at the bottom of the stairs, but managed to right himself and sprint out the front doors.


  Henry! he called.


  Henry was just getting into a cab. He had to have heard Tristan. He didnt turn. Tristan started to run. He didnt even consider it. Instead, he took off for the Village, his bag flapping at his back, the folder still clutched in his hand. Tristan ran right past his subway stop and kept going, trying to keep his eye on the cab that had managed to pull further ahead despite the morning traffic.


  Tristan cursed his lack of foresight. He shouldve gotten his own cab. Hed just been so desperate to keep Henry in sight, he hadnt even thought of it. Henrys cab was pulling farther and farther away.


  Maybe he was going home to change before he went to the bakery. Tristan figured he couldnt go wrong with the bakery. Sometime soon, Henry had to show up there. Tristan slowed to a fast walk and kept going, past cabs and subway stations all the way to Honeyfly, where he hoped a second chance might be waiting for him. If not an actual second chance, one where he got Henry back, at least a second chance to explain what hed done and why.


  


  


  TRISTAN WAS hot by the time he made it to the bakery, his dress shirt stuck to his back, his trousers uncomfortable and damp. He didnt care. He walked through the front door of the shop. Millie looked up at him. Glared, actually. Glared was a much more accurate term. Shed always been a bit intimidating, even when Tristan had been fairly sure she liked him. Being on the receiving end of one of her unhappy stares was intimidating.


  What are you doing here, Tristan?


  I was hoping Henry would be back soon, he said. He slumped down on one of the tufted stools.


  Listen, Im an employee, but Im also Henrys friend. As his friend, Im saying you shouldnt be here. As an employee, Im saying you have to buy something if you want to stay.


  Tristan fished three fivers out of his pocket. However many macarons thatll buy me. A mix of flavors. With all the treats hed had in the bakery since hed first come that night, the macarons had formed a special little place in his heart. Just the texture of them brought him back to the first night, and every time Henry brought them for him, he pictured him dancing around, singing, piping filling onto temperamental little rounds Tristan still hadnt quite mastered.


  Millie handed him a carton with two colorful rows of macarons nestled in it. Here you go. And heres your change. Its a lovely autumn day. Perhaps you could enjoy those in Bleecker Park. There are usually a few empty park benches at this time of day.


  Millie. Tristan had paid for the right to his damn stool, and he wasnt leaving until hed downed every last one of those damn macarons. Or gotten the absent Henry to forgive him, or at least hear him out.


  You broke his heart, Tristan. What did you expect?


  I just want to talk.


  She sighed. Well, youre not going to talk to him here. He took the rest of today off. He wont be in until the morning.


  You think you couldve told me that before I spent fifteen dollars on cookies?


  Millie shrugged. She had a little smile on her face. Probably.


  Tristan sighed and shoved the carton of macarons in his messenger bag. He hadnt expected Millie to be so upset with him. He didnt know why he hadnt, though. Millie was Henrys friend first, and hed screwed up big time.


  I guess Ill see you later, Tristan said quietly. And he would. He wasnt ready to give up after one try.


  I dont think Henrys at home, Millie said. Her voice sounded kinder than it had the rest of the time hed been there. He said something about spending the day with Trixie.


  Thanks, Tristan muttered. Henry hadnt been letting him in the building anyway, and it wasnt as if he was going to sit there on the stoop and stalk him. Yet. Tristan figured hed do whatever it took, if it meant Henry would listen to him. Just once.


  


  


  IT WAS a gorgeous November day outside of Honeyfly. The air was crisp, birds were chirping in the trees, a soft golden glow lit up the bricks, and the changing leaves and even the bustling people in their fashionable jackets and scarves and expensive leather boots seemed touched somehow. Happy and warm and glowing.


  Tristan barely saw any of it. He trudged along the streets and remembered that first night when hed gotten lost, when he hadnt known every brick and sidewalk crack and newspaper vendor between his place and the bakery. Hed gone that way so many times by then that he could do it blindfolded, but he missed that night and the promise of something new. He missed every night in between, all the dinners, the baking lessons, the laughing and kissing and hours spent in bed learning each others bodies. Hed never felt it before, that churning physical pain that came with heartache. It was awful.


  When he got to his building, the one hed not quite come to think of as home, he dragged himself up his stairs, and after fumbling with the key in the lock, let himself in. Hed only left his place that morning, small and not yet homely. Hed never decorated it with his things, but rather left the knickknacks laid out by whomever had decorated it for his company. It felt more like a long-term hotel room than a home. Henrys flat had felt like home, every exposed brick and weathered floorboard. The big, fluffy bed and the bright white sheets. All of it was home. It had been the first morning hed woken up there, warm from Henrys arms, unable to keep the ridiculous smile from his face.


  Tristan tossed his bag onto the tiny kitchen island and flopped down on the settee that was lovely and decorative but not very comfortable. He tried to imagine himself there for months or years, lounging or watching football games with friends he had yet to make. He couldnt honestly picture a life there, picturesque as the street and the building both were. He tried not to think it for the millionth time, but it was just as true as it had been ten minutes before, that morning, or the previous night when hed tossed and turned with empty arms and a heavy heart. His life was a few short blocks away, waiting for him to do everything he could to get it back.


  He lay awake all night, trying not to think, which of course led to thinking. Before he knew it, his alarm was going off, and hed not slept a single minute.


  


  


  THE WHOLE walk and ride to work passed way too quickly. It was earlier than he usually went in, so the trains were far less full of commuters with their briefcases and coffees, and the walk went faster with the streets a little emptier. Tristans feet dragged. He didnt want to go back into the office. He had Henrys folder in his hands, the one that could make his career, at least for a few months, until a bigger ungettable get came along, but the thought of using it made him sick to his stomach.


  He walked to his desk and flopped his bag onto his workstation and sat in his chair. The office was quiet with only a few people in. It would be at least an hour before the floor buzzed with the sounds of backstabbing and petty gossip.


  I need to get out of here.


  Clearly, he wasnt quite ready after yesterdays rollercoaster to be back at work.


  Tristan, can I see you in here?


  Fantastic. His direct boss, Terry, usually stayed out of his way. Tristan hadnt even noticed him lurking in his little corner office.


  He stood tiredly and made his way back to Terrys office.


  Can I help you?


  Im glad youre here a little early. Im going to assume you had a family emergency yesterday, because my team members dont take off in the middle of a workday without any sort of notice or explanation. Do you understand?


  My familys in England, sir. He wasnt trying to sound like a sarcastic shit, but his patience for everything at Blanchard and Starr had run out. Maybe it was lack of sleep; maybe it was his broken heart. Tristan didnt give a shit about anything.


  Tristan, I mean it. I like you, but I cant let that slide.


  Tristan lost it in that moment. It was quiet, and Terry probably wouldve never noticed anything off. The sheer doneness just slid through him, icy and certain. He didnt want to be there anymore. Ever. Not in a day or a week or a month. Never again. He didnt like who he had to be to succeed, or what hed been willing to do to fit in to a place hed never fit in. He was… done. Finished.


  It wont happen again, Terry.


  Good. Now do you have those Rolex lay


  No, it wont happen again because Ill be quitting. This office and I arent a good fit.


  Are you sure you want to make that choice?


  Tristan already felt a world better. No job, soon to be no flat, and he felt more like himself than he had in months other than when he was in Henrys arms.


  Im very sure. Ill pack up my desk and be gone within the hour. Thank you for the opportunity.


  He knew he should give his two weeks and do it the right way if he wanted any sort of a reference, but he couldnt do it. The moment he had his few personal items from his desk, he was gone.


  The morning felt like a different world when he walked out of Blanchard and Starr. It was chilly and crisp, overcast and gray, but it was the most beautiful day Tristan had seen in a long time. He couldnt help but to feel optimistic. Henry hadnt listened to him before, but things were different today. He had to listen. He had to give Tristan a chance. He hopped onto the subway with a smile, hoping to catch Henry alone before Millie got there for the day. It was going to go well. It had to. Tristan just felt it.


  


  


  HENRY, TRISTAN said quietly. Hed snuck in the alley door to the kitchen. Not fair, and probably illegal, but Tristan was desperate. He had to get Henry to at least listen. Then, if he shipped himself back to London, jobless and boyfriendless, then hed know hed tried.


  Tristan. You cant be here.


  I have to be here. He angled himself into the corner so even a wily Henry couldnt manage to herd him out the door. I have to explain everything to you.


  I think you did an excellent job of explaining at the party.


  No. No. It came out all wrong. Literally. I didnt mean it how it sounded. I wasnt using you, Henry. I wasnt.


  Henry looked puzzled. And hurt. It was the first time since the party hed seen vulnerability on Henrys face, and it sliced deep. When I asked you if you planned everything to get to my father, you said yes. Now youre telling me you didnt? That doesnt make any sense, Tristan.


  I misunderstood your question. When you asked if Id planned everything, I said yes to the party. I planned the party to introduce you to my boss. It wasnt even my idea and I was so stupid for agreeing to it, Henry. I wish I could take it back every second of every day.


  You planned… the party?


  Yes. Nothing else.


  So us meeting, that wasnt a setup from the start?


  Lord no. Im not smart enough to be that devious, and you know it. Plus, Id never do something like that. I dont care what it got me.


  Henry huffed out a breath and shook his head. I thought Id read you all wrong.


  You didnt. I promise. It was all real. Every minute of it. Im so sorry that I let my insecurities get to me. I just had a moment where I wanted to fit in. I thought maybe then Id be happy at work, but it was never going to happen. I havent fit in anywhere except with you since I moved to this city. I dont even want to. I just want to be with you.


  Wait, you brought me to that party to impress your coworkers?


  I just wanted them to think I was a team player. They found out that I knew you. Tristan blushed, hot and embarrassed. Okay, I told them that I knew you. But only a few days before the party. Other than that, it was all me. All me falling really hard for you. I wish I could rewind time and never agree to dragging you there like a show pony.


  S-so what you told me was real?


  Yes. Yes. Oh my God. I could never say that if I didnt mean it with fucking everything Ive got. Yes. I


  Henry held up his hand. Not quite ready for that.


  Okay. It hurt. He wasnt going to lie. But at least he was getting to talk. That was more than hed had that morning when he woke up. There was a chance.


  Setting that party up without telling me was a dick move, Tris. I wish you hadnt done it. You know how I feel about my dad and that part of my life.


  I know. I wish I hadnt done it too. I dont know how many times I can say that. Ill say it again and again if youll let me.


  Hey, at least it got you some cred at work, right? You got the meeting. Ouch. Too soon to joke about that.


  Actually, I didnt.


  What do you mean?


  Tristan shrugged. I threw it away. I didnt want any part of that tainting us. Even if I didnt get a chance to ever talk to you again, even if you still never forgive me, I couldnt sit in a meeting room with your dads people and try to sell our relationship for a leg up in the business. I didnt want anyone else to do it either.


  Damn. Come here. Henry held out his arms, rueful smile on his face.


  Really?


  Yes. Really. Before I change my mind you, you… wanker.


  Tristan giggled and stepped into Henrys arms. He wrapped his own arms around the lightly muscled body hed come to think of as his. Tristan breathed in Henrys smell. It made his whole body shiver and come to rights. Yes. Thats how it should be. I love you. Even if Henry wasnt ready to hear it aloud again, Tristan could think it as much as he wanted. Henry tugged him down for a kiss, a familiar, deep, so-perfect-it-felt-like-he-couldnt-possibly-be-living-it-again kiss. He decided hed do whatever he could to hold on to Henrys kisses for the rest of his life.


  I still cant believe you just gave the meeting away, Henry finally said when they drew apart. It wouldve been a huge move for your career.


  Ex.


  What?


  Ex-career. Yeah, so, um, I might have a small problem.


  Henry looked up at Tristan from underneath those huge, fringy lashes. His lips were still wet with kisses, and Tristan wanted more. He wanted to kiss and kiss and fall into bed, fall into each other, and above all, Tristan wanted to never wake up from the dream where Henry wanted him again.


  Whats that? I thought we just got rid of the problems.


  Well, Ive just quit my job. Im in the US on a work visa, hence I need to, you now. Work.


  Is that it? Henry nuzzled his face into the crook of Tristans neck. He shivered and nearly lost all trains of thought bound in every direction from his fuzzy brain.


  Yeah.


  Well, I think that problem is solved.


  Really? Tristan smiled at Henry. How so?


  I just happen to know of a place thats hiring.


  Ingredients


  
    	1 quirky independent baker


    	1 shy but sarcastic Brit

  


  


  Combine slowly and let the mixture simmer on low heat until it comes together. You might have to be a little patient, but the results will be worth it. We promise!
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