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Chapter Five
House Rules
Toronto, summer 2026
By Friday morning, Ted had developed a personal relationship with his building's intercom.
It had been a difficult relationship, mostly because the intercom refused to ring.
He checked the delivery tracking page for the fifth time. His new air conditioner was apparently out for delivery, a phrase that could mean anything from approaching his building to spending the afternoon in a warehouse contemplating its existence.
“Come on,” Ted told his phone. “I've committed emotionally.”
The intercom buzzed.
Ted was on his feet so quickly he nearly knocked over his coffee.
Twenty minutes later, a large cardboard box occupied the middle of his living room, and the delivery driver had vanished before Ted could ask whether lifting eighty pounds counted as a bonding experience.
Ted circled the box.
Eight thousand BTUs. Quiet operation. Three fan speeds. Somewhere in the fine print, the promise of happiness.
“Hello, beautiful.”
He fetched a knife, cut the tape and discovered that manufacturing a climate was going to require more assembly than he'd anticipated.
The building had approved his window unit, but the approval came with rules about securing it properly and keeping the window arrangement safe. Ted read the instructions twice. He measured the opening again, even though he'd measured it on Monday, and spread the mounting pieces across a towel so he wouldn't lose anything important.
The first bracket went in easily. The second required a screwdriver, an instruction diagram that appeared to have been translated from a language nobody spoke, and an interval of swearing.
He was tempted to call Marcus. Marcus had strong opinions about everything and a remarkable ability to disappear when furniture needed lifting.
Instead, Ted took his time, got the unit seated and secured as required, then gave the installation a cautious inspection.
It stayed put.
There was, however, one thing Ted hadn't measured.
The fucking power cord.
“For fuck's sake.”
He stared at the plug, then at the nearest visible outlet. Too far. There was another one, though, hidden behind his boneless couch—the enormous, shapeless cushion he insisted on calling a sofa.
Sweat trickled down his forehead.
“Aha!”
He considered borrowing the extension cord from his television, but the installation instructions had been annoyingly clear about that.
Apparently, manufacturing cuddle weather wasn't worth burning down the building.
Ted wrestled the boneless monstrosity away from the wall. Sure enough, the forgotten outlet was within reach. He plugged the air conditioner directly into it.
“There. Happy?”
He switched it on.
A low hum filled the room. Cool air rolled across his forearm.
Ted closed his eyes.
“Oh, you magnificent bastard.”
He stood there long enough for the machine to make a small but meaningful difference. His apartment, previously a terrarium with better furniture, was beginning to resemble a place a human being might live.
He took a photograph and sent it to Marcus.
TED: Climate control has entered the chat.
MARCUS: So you're finally admitting the apartment was a swamp.
TED: A luxury swamp.
MARCUS: Proud of you. Please don't drop it onto a pedestrian.
TED: Your concern is touching.
MARCUS: You might want to take the plastic off.
TED: Oh shit.
He put the phone away and started peeling away the sticky plastic that covered all of the shiny parts of the new unit.
“That’s better.”
He checked the time.
There were still two important things to do before his shift at The Lantern: acquire trousers that did not belong to the restaurant industry, and return the ones that did.
He looked at the clean grey-pinstriped pair hanging over the back of a chair.
The trousers were an extraordinary garment. They made his ass look like it had been sentenced to community service.
His own tailored graduation trousers were still in Vikram Sethi's possession. Ted had no idea where they'd gone after Thursday's wardrobe emergency, and Sofia had never promised to retrieve them.
He could, in theory, ask.
He could also, in theory, win the lottery.
For now, he needed something he could work in.
∞
The replacement trousers were affordable, black and, from a reasonable distance, respectable.
Ted tried them on in the shop, turned sideways, then inspected the rear view in the mirror.
“Functional,” he told his reflection. “Tragic, but functional.”
The salesperson glanced over. Ted smiled as if he hadn't just insulted the merchandise.
He paid, took them home, and changed. The cut wasn't as flattering as his graduation pair, but he could bend, reach and move without worrying that a seam might choose the middle of a shift to resign.
He folded the chef's trousers into a paper bag.
His phone buzzed while he was checking that his wallet, keys and Smart Serve card were where they belonged.
DANISH: Surviving the heat?
Ted glanced at the machine humming peacefully in the window.
TED: I've installed eight thousand British thermal units of personal growth.
DANISH: That sounds serious.
TED: You can bring a sweater to my place now. Might even need socks.
DANISH: Romance isn't dead, then.
Ted smiled.
Danish's name on his screen had been doing that to him lately. It was irritating, given that Ted had other things to worry about. He liked their conversations, the easy teasing, the way Danish actually listened. None of it required promises about what they were becoming.
There was, however, one promise Ted did want to make properly.
TED: About that actual date you asked me on. I'm free Tuesday evening.
A pause.
DANISH: Tuesday works. Seven thirty? There's a little place on Queen I've wanted to try.
TED: You're picking the restaurant?
DANISH: I take food seriously.
TED: I've witnessed this.
DANISH: And I have work commitments before then, so no last-minute disappearing acts.
Ted laughed aloud.
TED: Tuesday. 7:30. Queen. I will appear in trousers.
DANISH: Your own trousers?
TED: Look at you, setting impossible standards.
DANISH: I'll send you the address.
He put the phone in his pocket.
A proper date. An actual plan. He was looking forward to it more than he'd expected.
But first there was Friday.
He glanced at his reflection one last time. Black shirt, black trousers, slightly less anxious expression than last Thursday.
“Employable,” he said.
This time it felt a little less like an optimistic guess.
∞
The Lantern smelled of citrus, old wood and whatever was coming out of the kitchen.
Ted had been there as a customer often enough that he knew what the place felt like after dark. As an employee, he was discovering a different geography: the narrow space behind the service counter, the shelf that held extra napkins, the places where people left clean glasses and the places where they left a mess for somebody else.
Sofia was checking a delivery against a list when he arrived.
“You're early again.”
“Trying to establish a deeply misleading reputation.”
“Good. Keep it up.”
He held out the paper bag.
“Your chef trousers. Laundered, folded, and emotionally restored.”
Sofia looked inside. “I was wondering when those were coming back.”
“They've had a difficult week.”
“So have I.”
“Mine was mostly wardrobe-related.”
She took the bag and set it aside.
“Thanks for washing them. The uniform company takes care of that for us. Either way, your new ones are better.”
“There's a ringing endorsement.”
“They're black and they fit. That's the requirement.”
He followed her gaze toward the floor, where Noah was setting up for the evening.
“Two paid shifts, Ted. Tonight and tomorrow. I want to see what you remember from last week.”
“I remember a surprising amount.”
“That's not how memory works.”
“Let me have this.”
Her mouth twitched, but she pointed him toward the register.
“Start there.”
The first hour went well enough.
Ted checked an order before ringing it in. He wiped down a sticky patch of bar instead of stepping around it. He asked Noah where a bottle belonged before putting it on the wrong shelf.
At one point he found himself carrying three drinks while remembering which table had requested extra lime.
This, he decided, was competence.
It was less glamorous than making someone laugh, but people seemed to appreciate receiving the drinks they'd actually ordered.
Noah joined him at the service counter.
“Table six needs their second round. Table nine's food is coming. And don't tell the woman in the green shirt that her fries will be ready in five minutes.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“You were thinking it.”
“I was considering a reassuring estimate.”
“Don't. You know the rule.”
“Never promise something I can't control.”
“Look at that. One week and you're almost house-trained.”
“Do I get a treat?”
“You get paid if you finish the shift.”
Ted pressed a hand to his chest. “The generosity.”
Noah grinned and returned to the floor.
The room filled steadily. A group by the front windows kept ordering food. Two men at the bar were apparently having the same argument they'd had the previous weekend, judging by Noah's expression. Someone wanted a cocktail with three substitutions and described it as simple.
Ted kept moving.
He liked the pace. He liked the way the noise settled into distinct things he could do rather than one enormous demand for attention.
Around ten, Noah let him handle a run of orders without hovering.
Ted looked up afterward, expecting a comment.
Noah nodded once.
It wasn't much, but Ted felt absurdly pleased.
He was beginning to understand that being useful meant noticing things before someone asked.
That was why he noticed the man at the far end of the bar.
He was somewhere around thirty, with close-cut dark hair, strong shoulders and a quick, crooked smile that appeared whenever somebody made him laugh. He wore a shirt with the sleeves pushed up and seemed completely at ease among the regulars.
Ted had noticed him earlier, though he had been trying to make a professional habit of not staring at attractive customers.
The habit was going badly.
The man was sharing a table with friends and had apparently bought a round for them. Food, drinks and assorted extras had been going onto his tab. He had an easy way of leaning toward people when they spoke, as if what they had to say might actually be interesting.
At that moment he was laughing at something one of his friends had said.
Ted caught a glimpse of his smile.
Well. Hello.
The rush took Ted away before he could form any more thoughts about it.
∞
Later, Noah took stock of the far end of the room and decided that the man had had enough alcohol for the night.
He went over himself. Ted was fetching clean glasses and didn't hear the conversation, but he saw the man listen, give a short nod, and turn back toward his friends.
There was no argument.
A few minutes later, Noah was called away to deal with a problem near the kitchen.
His friends had since left, and the bill for their table was already sitting in front of him. He remained at the far end alone, apparently in no hurry to settle it.
Ted was clearing empties when the man lifted a hand.
“Hey champ. Any chance of one more?”
Up close, he was even better looking. The man’s eyes were tired; he’d clearly had a few, but his smile came easily.
Ted gave him the kind of grin he'd always relied on.
“I'll see what I can do.”
“Cheers.”
Ted set down the glasses and headed toward the service counter.
When Noah returned, Ted caught him.
“Guy at the end asked for another. Can I get him something?”
Noah stopped.
“The one with the rolled sleeves?”
“That's him.”
“I cut him off.”
Ted blinked. “Oh.”
“Just now. He'd had enough. No more alcohol for him tonight. He was getting a bit sloppy with the last round.”
“Right. Got it.”
Noah studied him.
“What did you tell him?”
Ted felt the warmth drain out of his face.
“I said I'd see what I could do.”
Noah gave a small sigh. “He probably heard that as a yes.”
“Go back and tell him we can't serve him any more tonight. I'll be at the bar if you need me.”
Ted nodded.
He knew before he crossed the floor that this was going to be unpleasant.
The man looked up when he approached.
“Any luck, sexy?”
“Sorry. No more alcohol tonight.”
The smile vanished.
“What?”
“The bartender already made that call. I didn't know when you asked me.”
The man glanced toward the bar. “You said you'd get me another.”
“I said I'd see what I could do. I checked, and the answer's no.”
“Same fucking thing.”
“Not quite. But I get why you're annoyed.”
“You don't get anything.” His voice rose, sharp enough that the nearest table went quiet. “I ask one person, he says no. I ask you, you say yes. Now you're telling me no again?”
“I didn't say yes.”
“You might as well have.”
A couple of faces turned.
Ted's first instinct was to make light of the situation. It was what he always did when a conversation slipped out of control: find the joke, get everyone breathing again, make the awkwardness somebody else's problem.
Nothing suitable arrived.
“I'm sorry I gave you the wrong impression,” he said. “We're not serving you another alcoholic drink.”
The man shook his head, muttered something vicious, and pushed back from the table.
“Fuck this place.”
He headed for the door.
Ted looked at the unpaid billfold on the table and moved after him.
“Hey. Your bill.”
The man didn't turn around.
“Your bill,” Ted called again, a little louder.
The door swung shut.
For a moment, the only sound Ted could really hear was the bass from the speakers.
Noah reached his side and looked toward the street.
“Don't go chasing him.”
Ted stopped.
“His tab—”
“I know.”
Ted walked back to the table and opened the billfold. The total was just over a hundred and fifty dollars.
“Well,” he said faintly, “that's one way to avoid the tip screen.”
Noah didn't smile.
Ted wished he hadn't said it.
∞
Sofia waited until the immediate mess had been contained and another employee was handling the floor before she spoke to him.
She wasn't loud. Ted still felt his stomach tighten.
“Tell me what happened.”
Ted did.
He explained the request, his response, the conversation with Noah and the customer's reaction. He didn't edit out the part where he'd made the promise-shaped remark before checking.
Sofia listened without interrupting.
When he finished, she looked down at the unpaid tab.
“You didn't hear Noah cut him off?”
“No. I saw them talking, but I was fetching glasses.”
“But you checked before serving him?”
“Of course.”
“Good. That's what matters.”
Ted looked at the unpaid tab again.
“What about his bill?”
“We'll deal with the bill. Just tell me—you didn't pour him anything else?”
“No.”
“Then you handled the important part correctly.”
Noah stood nearby, letting her handle it.
“The guest leaving without paying is on him,” Sofia said. “We'll deal with the account. You didn't undermine Noah—you asked before serving another drink. Just be careful with ‘I'll see what I can do.’ To someone who's been drinking, that can sound like a promise.”
Ted looked at the total again.
“I can cover it.”
Sofia's expression changed.
“No.”
“I just don't want you thinking I cost the bar—”
“Ted, he chose to walk out. You're not paying his tab.”
“Still. A hundred and fifty dollars.”
“That's his bill. Yours is a little more care with the wording next time.”
He knew that made sense.
It hadn't been his decision to leave without paying.
He just wished the whole room hadn't watched it happen.
Ted nodded.
Sofia leaned back against the counter.
“Next time, just say ‘Let me check,’” Sofia said.
“Understood.”
“Good.”
Ted stayed where he was, waiting for the rest.
Perhaps she would cancel tomorrow anyway. He was new, and he liked this job more than he'd expected.
Instead, Sofia glanced toward the floor.
“You're still on tomorrow. Right now, I need you back out there.”
Ted blinked.
“That's it?”
“That's it. Unless you have another question.” She headed back to the office.
He found Noah by the glass washer a minute later.
“Sorry about the scene,” Ted said.
Noah looked up.
“I didn't know you'd cut him off. I wasn't trying to get around you.”
“I know.”
“I thought ‘I'll see what I can do’ was vague enough.”
“Not to him, apparently.”
Ted let out a breath.
Noah loaded a rack of glasses.
“He was looking for an argument. You were just unlucky enough to be standing there.”
“Yeah.”
“And quit offering to pay his tab. He's the one who walked.”
Ted winced. “Sofia told you?”
“Walls aren't that thick.”
“Excellent. My humiliation has excellent acoustics.”
This time Noah almost smiled.
“One angry customer doesn't make you bad at the job.”
“Could you tell that to my stomach?”
“Have some water. Then get back to it.”
Ted almost smiled himself.
He went back to work.
He checked orders, kept an ear on the floor and tried not to flinch whenever a customer raised his voice. It helped when the next three people wanted nothing more complicated than their drinks.
At closing, he stayed until the jobs assigned to him were done. By then, no one else seemed to be thinking about the walkout. Ted was less successful.
Outside, Church Street was still noisy with people who had made more optimistic plans for their Friday night than he had.
He walked home with the peculiar exhaustion of a bad night he hadn't entirely caused and couldn't quite stop replaying.
His apartment greeted him with cool air.
The new unit hummed steadily in the window, unconcerned with the complexities of customer service.
Ted kicked off his shoes and stood in front of it.
“Nobody ever asks you for one more,” he told the machine. “Lucky bastard.”
He thought of the man's angry face, the nearby tables going silent and the unpaid tab. Sofia had been fair. Somehow, that hadn't made it any less embarrassing.
Then he thought of tomorrow.
He still had another shift.
He still had a chance to show himself he belonged there.
For once, that seemed more useful than a clever response.
∞
Saturday began with Ted discovering that a person could be nervous about a job they technically hadn't been hired for yet.
He checked the time, checked it again, and then made himself breakfast.
On the counter, his phone displayed the small budget he'd been keeping since the university refund arrived. The money was still there, less the things he'd actually bought. Rent remained in its own protected category. The air conditioner had been a purchase, not a new economic philosophy.
Two shifts at The Lantern were helpful. Two shifts were not a salary.
He closed the budget.
Today, he decided he would concentrate on having a good shift instead of spending eight hours arguing with yesterday in his head.
He reached the bar early.
Noah spotted him from behind the counter.
“Look who survived the night.”
“Barely. I had a long conversation with my air conditioner.”
“Did it give you any advice?”
“Mostly to chill.”
Noah groaned.
“I am begging you not to do that again.”
“Noted. This is a workplace with standards.”
Sofia glanced up from a clipboard.
“Are you two finished?”
“Never,” Noah said.
Ted went to work.
He made himself useful before the doors grew busy: restocked napkins, filled the ice wells where Noah asked him to, checked the glasses, learned which orders were waiting and which had already been delivered.
When a table asked for a second round, Ted glanced at the open tab and confirmed it with Noah before speaking to the guests. When somebody wanted to know how long the kitchen would take, he found out rather than guessing.
None of it was heroic.
That was the point.
By nine, Sofia had stopped hovering.
By ten, Noah had left him to manage a stretch of service on his own, with the occasional quick check.
One couple wanted to move tables and keep their tab open. Ted checked which server was taking over, told them what was happening, and watched the transfer get entered properly.
A group at the bar needed water and a break from alcohol. Ted got them water, cleared the empties and didn't try to make a joke about it.
At one point he caught himself about to tell a customer her food would be up any second.
He stopped.
“I'll check for you.”
It was a simple answer. That was probably why it worked.
She thanked him.
Nobody shouted.
An astonishing result.
Sofia passed behind him as he returned with the answer.
“Good call,” she said quietly, and kept walking.
He stood still for half a second, then went back to his orders.
He hadn't realized how much he'd wanted Sofia to notice the ordinary things going right.
Apparently, they counted.
∞
By one in the morning, the Saturday rush had begun to thin.
The room was still lively, but the fierce, compressed energy of the earlier crowd had eased into conversations, half-finished drinks and people negotiating who was going where next.
Ted was wiping down the service counter when Sofia came up beside him.
“Got a minute?”
His stomach dropped.
He set the cloth aside.
“Of course.”
She led him toward the quieter end of the bar.
For a moment, Friday's unpaid tab flashed through his mind. Then he reminded himself that Sofia had already settled the matter.
She folded her arms.
“You worked well tonight.”
Ted waited.
“You communicated with Noah. You handled your own section. You asked when you weren't sure.”
“It's been a wild evening of basic competence.”
“Don't ruin the moment.”
He shut his mouth.
Sofia studied him with an expression he was beginning to recognize. She was measuring whether he belonged here, not weighing him against a customer's temper.
“Friday got messy,” she said. “You handled what you could, and you didn't let it rattle you tonight.”
“It rattled me a bit.”
“That's allowed. What matters is how you work when it does.”
Ted considered this.
“Then I'm glad I came back.”
She nodded.
“I'd like to put you on the regular schedule. Payroll, ongoing shifts when we need you. I can't guarantee you a certain number of hours yet.”
For a moment Ted didn't answer.
He'd been trying to imagine this conversation for a week. Now that it was happening, his usual supply of smart remarks had deserted him.
“Really?”
“Really.”
“As in, not just two shifts and a hopeful wave goodbye?”
“As in you'd be one of the staff.”
He felt a grin spread across his face.
“That's—yeah. Yes. Absolutely.”
“Good.”
“I mean it. Thank you.”
She held his gaze, then smiled properly for the first time that evening.
“You're welcome. Keep earning it.”
“I intend to.”
“Now go finish your shift. Noah's closing. I'm leaving him in charge.”
It was a little after one fifteen when Sofia collected her things and went home.
Ted watched her disappear through the front door.
Then he looked at Noah.
Noah had apparently seen the whole exchange from the other end of the counter.
“Well?” he asked.
Ted came over.
“I'm on the schedule.”
Noah considered that.
“Terrible judgment on her part.”
“I know. Management is clearly collapsing.”
“Congratulations.”
The word arrived without a joke attached.
Ted blinked.
“Thanks.”
Noah reached for a clean glass.
“Don't make me regret it.”
“There it is.”
“Now help me close like a man who intends to keep his job.”
Ted was still smiling when he picked up the towel.
The relief surprised him. He'd known he wanted the position. He hadn't realized how much he'd wanted somebody to decide he was worth keeping.
Friday had shaken him more than he cared to admit.
He'd come back, done the work, and earned himself a place on the team.
For once, he let himself enjoy that without immediately moving on to the next thing.
∞
At a quarter to two, the front door opened and Friday night's unpaid tab walked back into The Lantern.
Ted recognized the shoulders first.
Then the dark hair, the rolled sleeves, the biceps, the crooked mouth.
The man looked toward the bar and hesitated.
He wasn't weaving or raising his voice. In fact, he looked almost painfully sober.
Noah saw him too.
For a second, neither man moved.
Then the man approached.
“Hey.”
Noah set down the glass he'd been drying.
“Hey.”
The man reached into his pocket and placed a bank card on the counter.
“I came to settle what I owe you.”
Noah gave Ted a quick glance, then brought up the account.
The man looked at the total and winced.
“Yeah. That's mine.”
Ted stood a pace back, letting Noah handle the payment.
The machine beeped. The receipt emerged.
The man took it, folded it and tucked it away.
Then he looked at Noah.
“I'm sorry about last night.”
Noah waited.
“I was out of line. You told me I'd had enough and I should've listened. Walking out without paying was a shitty thing to do.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “It was.”
The man nodded, accepting it.
He turned toward Ted.
“And I shouldn't have gone off on you.”
Ted met his eyes.
“I shouldn't have made it sound like I could get you something.”
“No.” The man gave a small, embarrassed smile. “But that didn't give me an excuse to act like an asshole.”
The apology didn't come with any expectation attached. He wasn't smiling to get another round, and he didn't look as if he wanted Ted to tell him he was secretly charming.
That made it easier to answer.
“Apology accepted,” Ted said.
The man exhaled.
“Thanks.”
For a moment they regarded one another, each remembering Friday from a different angle.
Then the man tipped his head toward the nearly empty room.
“Am I allowed to buy a beer, or have I been permanently exiled?”
Noah looked at him, assessing.
“Yeah, you've got about fifteen minutes.”
“Understood.”
Noah got him a beer.
The man paid for it immediately.
Ted noticed that, too.
As Noah walked away, the regular lifted the bottle a little in Ted's direction.
“See? Model citizen.”
“It's a remarkable transformation.”
“I'm working on it.”
“Apparently so.”
The man smiled.
It was the same smile Ted had noticed Friday, before everything went sideways.
There it was again: the little tilt of the mouth, the warm eyes when he wasn't angry, the rather unfair shoulders.
Ted looked away before his appreciation became a workplace incident.
The man settled at the far end of the bar with his beer.
Nothing was arranged between them. They hadn't even had the kind of conversation in which two people might plausibly decide to see each other later.
Still, Ted caught him looking over once.
He looked back.
The man grinned into his bottle.
Ted found himself grinning at a stack of napkins.
Noah materialized beside him.
“You've got an interesting expression.”
“I have many.”
“That one's new.”
Ted glanced toward the end of the bar.
“He's kind of cute, actually.”
Noah followed the look.
“He is. He's also got a temper when he's had a few. You saw that last night.”
“I noticed.”
“Just making sure.”
Ted raised an eyebrow.
“I'm not proposing.”
“Good. You only just got hired.”
Ted laughed.
Noah nudged a tray toward him.
“Go be employed.”
∞
By two, the last guests were leaving and the bar had settled into the peculiar silence that followed a crowded night.
Without the conversations, Ted could hear the refrigeration units humming and the distant sound of traffic beyond the doors. The cook was working a grill brick across the hot flat-top. Ted knew that coarse scraping sound. It took him back to childhood, to sizzling oil spattering his forearms and the tiny, painful blisters it left behind.
He wiped the last of his area, checked the restock list, and put away the things Noah had asked him to finish.
“Anything else?” he called.
Noah was working through the final cash-out.
“Your section done?”
“Clean. Restocked. No unidentified sticky substances.”
“High praise.”
“I can stay and help with the rest.”
Noah looked up.
“There's nothing left for you. I've got cash-out and lockup.”
“I don't mind.”
“I know. Go home.”
Ted hesitated.
“Seriously. I can stay.”
Noah pointed toward the door with his pen.
“Ted. This isn't a test. You finished your jobs.”
“All right.”
“You can offer twice without actually helping twice.”
“That feels like a cruel workplace policy.”
“Welcome to permanent employment.”
Ted collected his things.
At the door, Noah called after him.
“Hey.”
Ted turned.
“Good work tonight.”
Ted smiled.
“Thanks.”
“And don't make me say it again.”
“Wouldn't dream of it.”
Outside, the heat met him like an old acquaintance who hadn't learned about personal boundaries.
He started toward home, already thinking about a shower and the cold air waiting in his apartment.
Then he saw the man from the bar.
He was standing a little way down the sidewalk, hands in his pockets, looking at the street rather than the door.
When he noticed Ted, he straightened.
Ted stopped.
“You're still here?”
The man gave a sheepish smile.
“Yeah. I was hoping I'd catch you.”
“Oh?”
“I live just around the corner. I wondered if you'd want to come over.”
There was no swagger in it. No attempt to make Ted feel he'd already agreed by stepping outside.
Just a question.
Ted looked him over.
“That's quite a turnaround from last night.”
“Yeah. I was kind of an asshole.”
“Kind of?”
The man laughed.
“Okay. A serious dick move on my part.”
“At least we're making progress.”
“We are.”
Ted considered him for a moment.
The apology had been real. So had Noah's warning.
He wasn't looking for a boyfriend, and he wasn't interested in pretending Friday hadn't happened. He was simply standing on Church Street after two in the morning, looking at an attractive man who had asked him a straightforward question.
“All right,” he said. “Show me where you live.”
The man's smile broadened.
“It's close. On Alexander.”
“Great, I've been on my feet all night.”
They started walking.
The Village had that slightly unreal Sunday-morning feeling: people spilling out of bars, a cab idling with its signal on, laughter carrying from the other side of the street. The air was warm enough that even the breeze seemed to have given up.
The man told Ted he'd lived nearby for a few years. Ted told him he was new at The Lantern, which the man had undoubtedly worked out already.
“New enough that Friday was a learning experience?” the man asked.
“I'm putting it on my résumé.”
“Please don't.”
“Conflict resolution. Public speaking. Crisis management.”
“Outstanding customer service?”
“Let's not get carried away.”
They laughed.
It was easier than Ted expected. The conversation had no heavy apology hovering over it, but neither of them needed to pretend the previous night had been charming.
A minute later, the man gestured toward the distinctive round residential tower rising above the block.
“Here.”
Ted looked up.
“Vaseline Tower?”
“You know it?”
“Everybody knows it.”
“Good. Saves me explaining the nickname.”
“I was absolutely going to ask.”
“Of course you were.”
They went inside.
In the lobby, the man summoned the elevator. Ted caught their reflection in a polished panel: his own rumpled black shirt, the other man's sleeve brushing his arm, two people who looked considerably more familiar with each other than they actually were.
The elevator arrived with a soft chime. They stepped inside, close enough for Ted to feel the heat coming off him. Neither reached for a floor button.
The man’s eyes flicked to the mirrored wall, then to Ted’s face in the glass. A small, crooked smile pulled at his mouth.
“You always this quiet once the doors close?” he asked, his Spanish accent softening the words.
Ted huffed a short laugh. “Give me a second. I’m calibrating.”
The man moved closer, his hand firm on Ted’s hip. Ted didn’t move away. Then the man dropped to his knees.
He had Ted’s zipper open and cock out in seconds. Cut, thick, already hard. In the summer heat, Ted never bothered with underwear. One less thing to worry about. The man looked at Ted in the reflection. Cocked his eyebrows quickly before taking Ted’s veiny shaft into his mouth in one slow, wet push, tongue working the head, cheeks hollowing as he sucked. Ted’s head tipped back against the mirrored wall. He watched it happen in the glass: the man’s dark head bobbing, lips stretched wide around him, spit starting to shine on his chin and drip down onto the floor. They both admired the show together. The man didn’t stop taking Ted’s cock deep down and past his tonsils when he reached up and hit 28 on the button panel.
Ted then pulled free just long enough to slap the heavy length of his dick across the man’s cheek, once, then again, watching the wet smack of it in every reflection. The man’s mouth stayed open, eyes half-lidded, tongue out. He looked up at Ted and begged without words, saying ah with his tongue still out, waiting. Ted spit directly onto his face—spraying and deliberate—watching it land across his cheek and tongue in the mirrors. The man only opened wider, still looking up, still begging with his tongue out. Ted licked his spit off the now even more eager man’s cheek and circled it around as their tongues married the saliva. The man gooned as Ted held his hair and tipped his head back.
“Look at me. Open your mouth.”
Ted leaned forward and spit again, down the man’s throat. He gooned even harder this time.
Ted fed his cock back into the man’s throat and fucked it in short, controlled thrusts, one hand in the man’s hair, the mirrors showing everything—the stretch of those lips, the way spit trailed down the man’s throat in thick strings, the hungry look on both their faces.
The car slowed. Ted pulled out with a soft wet sound, a thin strand of spit still connecting them for a second. “Good boy,” Ted said as he patted the man’s cheek while holding his thumb inside of his mouth.
“I’m gonna get you back for what you did last night,” Ted teased.
“I’ve been a bad boy. Give me what I deserve.”
Ted grinned. “I can’t wait.”
The man stood and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“This is us,” he said, voice rough.
Ted followed him out. The apartment door was only a few steps away. Keys, lock, the soft click of it shutting behind them.
The man didn’t even turn on a light. “Hey Go-Go, play something good,” he said, accent still thick with want. Low bass and a slow beat filled the living room a second later.
Clothes came off in a hurried scramble. There was a large, sturdy ottoman in the middle of the room which became the only surface that mattered. The man went down on all fours across it without being asked, knees spread and that beautiful ass pushed high and open. Ted dropped behind him, and his hands spread the man’s cheeks wide.
He licked. Long, slow strokes from the tight balls up over the perfect hole, tongue flat and wet. Spit gathered and ran in thick trails. Ted pushed his tongue inside, fucking it in and out, then pulled back just far enough to spit directly onto the hole and spread it with his thumbs. The man groaned, hips rolling back for more. Ted stayed there a long time—tongue deep, spit shining down the man’s crack and dripping onto the ottoman in long strands, the slow beat of the music matching the wet sounds. He worked the hole open until it was soft and glistening and the man was panting, reaching back to hold himself wider, the tight ring fluttering under every push of Ted’s tongue.
Only then did Ted spit one more wad onto the man’s hungry butt lips. He pushed his head in slowly. The man’s slick hole and tight heat took him inch by inch, gripping, stretching around him until he was buried. The man made a low, broken sound and pushed back harder.
“Yeah—like that,” he breathed, accent thicker now.
Ted fucked him deep and steady at first, hands locked on those hips, watching his cut cock disappear into the perfect hole over and over. The slap of skin, the wet sound of spit and precum, the man’s quiet moans every time Ted bottomed out. Then harder. Faster. The sturdy ottoman didn’t move an inch. Sweat slicked the man’s back; Ted leaned down and licked a stripe up his spine, tasting salt, then reached around to stroke the man’s thick, uncut cock in time with the thrusts, sliding the foreskin back and forth over the wet head. The slickness drove Ted crazy.
The man came first, clenching hard around Ted, spilling over Ted’s fist with a sharp cry, thick ropes hitting the ottoman. The sudden tight pulse pulled Ted over right after—he buried himself deep and came with a low groan, hips stuttering, filling him in long pulses while the man kept pushing back, taking every drop.
They stayed locked together for a few seconds longer, both breathing hard, Ted’s forehead pressed between the man’s shoulder blades.
“Stay inside,” the man begged.
They both collapsed onto the ottoman and Ted lay on top of the man with his wet dick still buried inside.
For a little while afterward, neither of them said much.
Outside the apartment windows, Toronto carried on being Toronto. A siren rose and faded somewhere below. Air moved quietly through the room. The man lay under Ted, looking pleased with himself in a way that might have been unbearable on somebody less attractive.
Finally Ted pulled out with a heavy slopping sound and watery cum trailed out and dripped down the man’s taint. Ted moved down and slurped it up with a single sweep of his tongue. He pulled the man’s right arm back, turned him onto his back, and deposited the sloppy taint juice into his mouth, kissing tongues while they both enjoyed the taste of the man’s ass and Ted’s cum.
Ted rolled over and they lay on their backs next to each other.
Ted turned his head.
The man turned his.
“What?” the man asked.
“I just realized something.”
“That sounds dangerous.”
“I don't even know your fucking name.”
The man stared at him for half a second, then laughed harder.
“You came home with me without knowing my name?”
“You invited a complete stranger upstairs.”
“Fair point.”
“A complete stranger with a record of causing a scene at my workplace, I might add.”
“Please don't put it like that.”
“It's a compelling character reference.”
“I'm not going to win this, am I?”
“Not tonight.”
The man rolled onto his side, still smiling.
“Okay. Introductions. Properly this time.”
Ted offered his hand with exaggerated dignity.
“I'm Ted.”
The man shook it.
“Carlos.”
Ted looked at their joined hands and laughed again.
“Wonderful. Very respectable. We should've started with this.”
“We could start over.”
“Absolutely not. That would involve too much paperwork.”
They talked a little longer, the easy kind of conversation that came after two people had stopped trying to make an impression. He was from Spain, Ted learned, which explained the accent he'd noticed in the elevator. Beyond that, Ted discovered just enough to recognize that the charming version of the man was real, even if Friday's temper had been real too.
Eventually Ted found his clothes and checked his phone.
He was exhausted from a long shift, pleased to have earned his place at The Lantern, and still a little amazed by the turn the night had taken.
At the door, the man leaned against the frame.
“So,” he said. “I suppose I'll see you at The Lantern.”
“Assuming you behave.”
“I intend to.”
“Excellent. We've both got things to work on.”
The man smiled and kissed him goodbye.
Ted stepped into the hallway.
He'd come here because he wanted to. He could leave because he wanted to. There was something uncomplicated about that.
By the time he got back to his own apartment, the streets were beginning to quiet.
He opened the door and walked directly into the cool air he'd spent most of Friday trying to manufacture.
“Oh, thank God.”
He dropped his keys on the counter, stripped naked, then immediately went to the shower. The cool air was even more of a blessing after drying off. Ted drank a glass of water and climbed into bed.
For once, the sheets felt cool.
Ted pulled a blanket over himself and smiled into the dark.
His grand plan for cuddle weather had arrived.
He just hadn't been home to take advantage of it.
∞
Sunday morning arrived at an hour Ted had no intention of respecting.
He woke, looked at the clock, and decided the morning could manage without him for another twenty minutes.
When he finally sat up, sunlight was pushing through the curtains. The air conditioner hummed at the window. His apartment no longer felt like something that should come with a warning from public health.
Ted stretched.
His feet ached. He was hungry. He was employed.
That last fact was still surprising.
He made coffee, found a piece of toast and sat at the counter with his phone.
There was a message from Marcus.
MARCUS: So did you survive the weekend, employee of the month?
TED: Employed, yes. Month is ambitious.
MARCUS: Proud of you.
TED: Keep that to yourself. I have a reputation.
He opened his banking app out of habit. His tuition refund was still a cushion, not permission to spend recklessly. Wages would arrive through payroll. Tips would help. The difference was that he now had a reason to expect more shifts instead of simply hoping for them.
He checked his calendar.
Tuesday. Seven thirty. Danish.
For once, the date was already there, an actual entry rather than a conversation that might happen someday.
His inbox showed a new message near the top.
NORTHSTAR AIRWAYS — NEXT STEP IN YOUR APPLICATION
Ted stopped chewing.
He read the subject again.
Then opened it.
The message was an invitation to complete an online screening assessment as the next step in Northstar's cabin-crew recruitment process. There was a deadline and a link to instructions.
It was not an offer of employment.
It wasn't even a guaranteed interview.
Still.
They hadn't forgotten him.
Ted read the email twice, more carefully the second time. He would need an uninterrupted block of time, a quiet place to complete the assessment and enough focus not to answer everything like a man trying to win a conversation at a bar.
He glanced toward the calendar.
His new job mattered. The schedule would matter when Sofia posted it. Danish mattered enough that Ted had made a plan and intended to keep it.
And now there was this.
He had wanted options when he'd had eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents to his name. Now options were beginning to turn into appointments, shifts and deadlines.
Ted set down the toast and reached for his laptop.
He added the Northstar deadline to his calendar, then blocked off time to prepare and complete the assessment before it was due.
He looked at the two new entries.
An actual date.
An actual next step.
A job that would expect him back.
The screen reflected a man who still didn't know exactly what his life was going to look like a year from now. But he was starting to understand that keeping his options open wasn't the same thing as leaving everything undecided.
His phone buzzed.
NOAH: Forgot to tell you. Sofia wants you to check the schedule when it goes up. Don't vanish.
Ted smiled.
TED: I am a model of dependability.
NOAH: Don't make me regret the compliment.
Ted put the phone down.
House rules, apparently, followed you home.
He opened the Northstar assessment instructions.
Then, with the rather unfamiliar satisfaction of a man doing something before it became urgent, he began.
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