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Chapter One
Eleven Dollars and Twenty-Seven Cents
Toronto, July 2026
The first thing Ted noticed when he woke up was the heat.
The second was the erection. Neither was particularly unusual for a Tuesday morning in July, although at least one of them could be blamed on the weather.
He lay on his back, naked except for the sheet tangled around one ankle, and stared at the ceiling fan turning lazily above him. It was doing very little to move the thick summer air around his bedroom. Through the open window came the familiar sounds of downtown Toronto. Traffic along Wellesley Street echoed between the buildings to the north, creating a steady wash of white noise he had long since stopped noticing. From somewhere to the south came the distant rattle of a streetcar, and someone having what sounded like a deeply personal disagreement with a garbage truck.
Ted stretched then reached for his phone, and squinted at the screen.
09:17 a.m.
He switched off Do Not Disturb, watching the irritating little crescent moon disappear from the screen.
Three notifications popped up.
One from his bank.
One from Marcus.
And one from a man whose name he had saved as Alex Gym, despite having absolutely no recollection of which gym Alex belonged to.  Ted’s Greatlife membership gave him access to several locations across the city, and he regularly visited three of them.  That made identifying Alex considerably more difficult than it should have been.
He opened the last notification first.
ALEX Gym: Had fun the other night. You disappeared on me.  😉
Ted frowned.
The other night?
He clicked the profile picture.
Ah. That Alex.
Broad shoulders. Dark beard. Lovely ass. He remembered the ass considerably better than he remembered the conversation.
TED: Haha! Sorry Stud. Got distracted.
He added a wink because it seemed appropriate, then opened his banking notification.
Available balance: $11.27.
"Well, that's fucking tragic."
He dropped the phone onto his chest.
Eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents.
At twenty-five years old.
With a university education.
And rent is due in less than three weeks.
He had spent the previous evening telling himself that things weren't actually that bad. He wasn't in debt to anyone dangerous, wasn't facing eviction, and wasn't entirely without prospects. He had finished his degree, and there was a possibility of finding something in an office somewhere, perhaps one of those jobs where people wore lanyards, took several trips to the local coffee shops and talked about deliverables. The trouble was that none of those possibilities had yet produced a paycheque.
His phone vibrated again.
MARCUS: Bitch are you alive?
Ted smiled.
TED: Unfortunately.
MARCUS: Trinity Bellwoods this afternoon? Danish's coming. Few others maybe.
TED: I'm poor. Also, who is Danish?
MARCUS: You've been poor since graduation.
TED: And yet you continue to discriminate against me.
MARCUS: I'll pack you a beer. Stop being dramatic. I’ll introduce you when you get here.
Ted considered his options.
He could stay home, stare at his laptop, and apply for jobs he didn't want.
Or he could go to the park, drink someone else's beer, and spend the afternoon surrounded by attractive men in shorts.
It wasn't a difficult decision.
TED: Fine. What time?
MARCUS: Two-ish.
TED: Define ish.
MARCUS: Just get your ass out here.
That was Marcus.
Ted had known him for several years, long enough to understand that punctuality was a concept Marcus considered more of a suggestion than a requirement. They had met through Toronto's gay nightlife, at a birthday gathering where neither of them knew the birthday boy particularly well. By the end of the evening, they'd bonded over a mutual dislike of the music, an appreciation for the bartender, and the discovery that they lived within walking distance of one another.  They later discovered that they attended the same university, although in different programs. What started as an unlikely encounter between two slightly drunk strangers developed into a genuine friendship.
Their friendship had survived a number of drunken nights, questionable hookups, and one particularly unfortunate incident involving a borrowed Halloween costume.
Marcus was the sort of friend who could be counted on to show up when it mattered, even if he couldn't be counted on to arrive on time.
Ted valued that.
He also valued Marcus's willingness to supply him with beer.
Especially today.
∞
Ted finally dragged himself out of bed shortly before ten.
The apartment was small but comfortable, and he had made a reasonable effort to keep it looking like an adult lived there. A low, boneless sofa, more oversized cushion than actual furniture, occupied most of the living room, resting on a thin but surprisingly fluffy carpet. Both had been ordered from Amazing.com, a website Ted considered one of humanity’s greatest achievements. A television sat opposite the couch, connected to a gaming computer he'd assembled over several years and now regarded as one of his more sensible investments.
There were plants. Some were alive; others were generally declining in quality of life.
The kitchen was clean, mostly because he hadn't been able to afford enough groceries to make much of a mess.
He opened the refrigerator.
Half a cucumber, a container of yogurt, three eggs, a bottle of hot sauce, and a carton of milk that had begun to smell like it was developing political opinions.  The cupboard was equally depressing.  Several tins of sardines stared back at him, some from the Philippines and others from Morocco. According to social media, sardines were practically a miracle food, although nobody seemed able to agree on which variety was best.
Ted had been eating them religiously for weeks.
His skin was almost as soft as the rug in his living room.
He credited the sardines.
He closed the cupboard door.
"Breakfast of champions."
Unwilling to introduce the smell of dead fish into an already unpleasantly warm apartment, he made coffee instead.
While it brewed, he looked at the piece of paper sitting on the kitchen counter.
It was a flyer he'd picked up a few nights earlier on Church Street.
THE LANTERN
Now Hiring — Bartenders
Energetic personalities wanted. Experience preferred, not essential.
Weekend availability required!
Beneath the heading was a photograph of the bar, all amber lighting, dark wood, and attractive men pretending not to notice one another. An unnecessarily large QR code occupied the bottom corner of the flyer, spoiling an otherwise attractive ad.
Ted knew the place.
He'd been there several times, usually with Marcus and the boys, occasionally with a date, and once alone on a Friday evening that had turned into a surprisingly enjoyable disaster.
It wasn't the largest gay bar in the Village, but it had a reputation for being a little less chaotic than some of the others. The drinks were strong and cheap, the clientele was a mixture of regulars and casual visitors, and the bartenders seemed to know how to flirt without appearing desperate.
Ted admired that skill, though he wasn't entirely certain he possessed it.
His usual flirting strategy involved making a slightly inappropriate joke and hoping the other man had a similar sense of humour—testing the reaction, then pulling back just enough to leave the other man wondering.
It worked more often than it probably should have.
He picked up the flyer, studied the email address, and put it back down.
Bartending.
It wasn't what he'd gone to university for.
Then again, he wasn't sure what he'd gone to university for anymore.
He had enrolled at nineteen, changed his focus partway through, worked intermittently to cover expenses, and finally completed a commerce degree after six years of increasingly complicated scheduling and occasional academic indifference.
Six years.
He’d watched friends graduate, find jobs, move into condos, get engaged, get married, have children, break up, and occasionally get engaged again.
He didn’t lack ambition. He just couldn’t imagine spending the better part of his adulthood sitting in a cubicle, discussing quarterly projections with people he barely liked. Or maybe he could? His classmates certainly seemed enthusiastic about the prospect. An assortment of pale, flaky-skinned number-crunchers who, despite their potential for wealth, would probably still be living with their parents at forty-five.
Ted supposed there were worse things than financial security.
He just wished it came with more interesting company.
Meanwhile, he'd been writing papers about organizational management while wondering whether he was even remotely qualified to manage himself.
His parents had been supportive, although their questions had grown increasingly pointed as graduation approached.
So what happens after university?
Have you started applying anywhere?
Have you thought about accounting?
Accounting.
The word alone made him feel tired.
He wasn't stupid--Far from it. He was reasonably intelligent, quick with numbers, and capable of learning most things if he had enough interest.
The trouble was that interest had become a scarce commodity.
He wanted to do something.
He just didn't know what.
Ted took his coffee into the living room and opened his laptop.
There were fourteen browser tabs open.
Three job websites.
Two news articles.
A recipe for chicken karahi.
A video about building a gaming computer.
And several X-Hamstring tabs, which he closed quickly. Out of habit, he glanced over his shoulder, checking for anyone who might have seen.
Nobody.
Of course.
He lived alone.
He opened the first job site.
Junior Business Analyst — Entry Level
Minimum three years' experience required.
He stared at the listing.
"Entry level, my ass."
The next posting offered a salary barely sufficient to cover rent.
The one after that asked for advanced Excel skills, fluency in French, and a willingness to travel internationally.
That last part caught his attention.
Travel.
He clicked.
The position turned out to involve selling industrial packaging supplies across Ontario.
He closed it.
"Absolutely fucking not."
His phone buzzed.
Alex Gym had replied.
ALEX GYM:  You should come over again sometime.
Ted smiled.
At least somebody wanted him.
TED: Careful. I might actually do that.
He put the phone down and returned to the job listings.
For another forty minutes, he applied for positions he wasn't particularly excited about, editing the same résumé until every sentence sounded like it had been written by an exceptionally boring version of himself.
At eleven thirty, he closed the laptop.
Enough.
If adulthood required this much pretending, he was beginning to understand why so many people drank.
∞
By one thirty, the temperature outside had climbed well above thirty degrees.
Ted stood in front of his bedroom mirror wearing a pair of fitted shorts and a light sleeveless shirt.
He turned slightly, examining himself from the front, then turned the other way to inspect his backside.
Not bad.
He was tall, lean, and naturally athletic, with broad shoulders and the kind of narrow waist that made certain shirts look considerably more expensive than they were. He worked out regularly, not with any particular obsession, but enough to enjoy the results. There was a certain pressure to look good among gay men, particularly in Toronto’s Village, and Ted wasn’t oblivious to it. His self-esteem had never been particularly fragile, but he saw no reason to let things slide.
He also knew there was a difference between enjoying attention and needing it.
At least, that was what he told himself.
A few months earlier, a man had stopped him on Church Street just to say he was handsome.
Ted had thanked him.
Then he'd spent the rest of the afternoon in an excellent mood. A little compliment could go a long way, and Ted made a point of offering one himself whenever the occasion felt right.
He was not above vanity.
He checked his phone, slipped his wallet into his pocket, and left the apartment.
Toronto greeted him with a wall of heat, the sort that hit you stepping off an aircraft somewhere tropical.
Ted loved it.
Summer was the one season when he felt completely at home in his own skin.
The sidewalk shimmered. Trees along the residential streets cast patches of welcome shade, and the smell of warm pavement rose beneath the traffic fumes.
As he walked west, he passed the empty schools where groundskeepers were taking advantage of the summer holidays to catch up on landscaping. Several people stood folded almost impossibly forward on the sidewalk, a sight that had become an unfortunate reality of downtown life. Delivery cyclists wove through traffic, while outside a convenience store, a group of young Latino construction workers sat sharing a cigarette.
One of them looked up as Ted passed.
Their eyes met.
The man smiled.
Ted smiled back.
A moment later, he caught the man glancing over his shoulder.
Ted kept walking.
It was a small pleasure, being noticed. Ted wondered whether the man was gay, curious, or simply enjoying the scenery.
When in Rome?
He liked the possibility contained in a look between strangers.
Sometimes it led nowhere.
Fine.
Sometimes it led to a conversation.
Great.
Sometimes it led to a night that ended with Ted searching for his underwear in somebody else's apartment.
Even better.
He wasn't especially interested in judging which outcome was preferable.
As far as he was concerned, sex was one of life's more enjoyable conveniences. He liked men. He liked their bodies, their attention, their different personalities, the subtle negotiations of attraction.
And he liked freedom.
That last part mattered.
He had watched enough friends become miserable in relationships built around jealousy, suspicion, and the exhausting management of one another's behaviour.
Ted wanted affection.
He wanted intimacy.
He sometimes wanted someone to wake up beside.
But he couldn't imagine giving up the pleasure of meeting someone new simply because he cared about someone else.
Perhaps he'd eventually meet a man who understood that, but there was certainly no rush.
For now, he was perfectly happy being single.
∞
By the time Ted reached Trinity Bellwoods Park, the back of his shirt was damp with sweat.
He'd walked the entire way, partly because the weather was beautiful and partly because spending money on transit when he had eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents seemed like an extravagance best reserved for emergencies.
The park was crowded.
Groups of friends occupied blankets beneath the trees. Dogs chased one another through the grass. A young couple argued quietly over the assembly of what appeared to be an unnecessarily complicated picnic tent.
Somewhere nearby, a portable speaker played music that Ted recognized but couldn't name.
He took out his phone.
TED: Where are you guys?
The response arrived almost immediately.
MARCUS: By the big tree.
Ted looked around.
There were approximately six hundred trees.
TED: Brilliant. Very helpful. Which big tree?
MARCUS: Near the tennis courts.
Ted spotted him waving frantically.  
Marcus was sitting on a blanket beneath a maple tree, wearing sunglasses, an open short-sleeved shirt, and the expression of a man who had already decided the afternoon would be considerably improved by alcohol.
Beside him sat another man.
Ted assumed this was Danish.
He was a slim and broad-shouldered South Asian guy, with dark hair cut short at the sides, a neatly trimmed beard, and a sleeveless black shirt that did absolutely nothing to conceal the fact that he spent time in a gym.  
Well, hello.
Marcus spotted Ted approaching.
"Look who survived the wilderness."
Ted stopped in front of the blanket.
"Do you have any idea how many fucking trees are in this park?"
Marcus grinned.
"Did you get lost?"
"No. I conducted a comprehensive botanical survey."
"Very productive."
"Unlike you, apparently."
Marcus laughed and stood to give him a quick hug.
"Ted, this is Danish. Danish, this is the disaster I was telling you about."
Danish stood.
Up close, he was even better-looking. He smelled ridiculously good– a mixture of sandalwood, fresh grass, and a hint of cardamom.  Ted found himself wanting to lean a little closer. His eyes were a warm brown that appeared almost amber in the sunlight. He had an easy smile and the sort of relaxed posture that suggested he wasn't particularly concerned about impressing anybody. A thin gold chain rested against the dark hair on his chest, visible above the neckline of his shirt.
"Nice to finally meet you," Danish said, extending his hand. His soft Punjabi accent was endearing. 
Ted shook it.
"Finally?"
Danish laughed.
"Marcus talks about you."
"Oh, Jesus."
"Don't worry. Mostly good things."
"Mostly?"
Marcus reached into a cooler.
"Beer?"
Ted looked at him.
"You're changing the subject."
"Yes."
"Because you've been talking shit about me."
"Also yes."
Danish laughed again.
Ted decided he liked that laugh. His head flung back and revealed the perfect arc of his upper teeth. 
Marcus handed him a cold can.
Ted examined the label.
"Imported? Look at you."
"I brought you a beer," Marcus said. "Consider it humanitarian assistance."
Ted settled onto the blanket and popped the tab.
"How touching."
"I was going to sponsor a starving child, but then I remembered you."
"I'm twenty-five."
"Exactly. The situation is getting desperate."
Marcus started laughing at his own joke, loudly enough to turn a few heads nearby.
Ted took a sip and adopted the solemn voice of a charity spokesperson.
"For just two dollars a day, you too can help a young gay man achieve brunch."
Marcus threw his head back.
"Oh my GOD. Not brunch!"
"Your donation includes quarterly progress reports."
"And a photograph of you looking sad beside an empty refrigerator!" Marcus added, barely getting the words out before laughing again.
"That's an invasion of my privacy."
Marcus doubled over. Danish was laughing now too, although he'd only just met the supposed beneficiary.
"I'm serious," Ted continued. "I expect a certain level of dignity from my sponsors."
"Dignity?" Marcus wheezed. "Bitch, you're drinking charity beer!"
"And it's delicious. Thank you for your service."
Ted tried to keep a straight face, failed, and started laughing with him. That was how it usually went with Marcus: one of them threw out something ridiculous, the other made it worse, and eventually neither could speak.
Danish sat opposite him, stretching his legs out on the grass.
"So Marcus says you just finished university."
Ted took a drink.
"Allegedly."
"Allegedly?"
"I'm still waiting for the university to confirm they haven't invented another course I need to take."
"What did you study?"
"Commerce."
Danish nodded.
"Nice."
"Is it?"
"Well, it's useful."
"That's what they kept telling me."
Marcus laughed.
"Ted thinks every job is beneath him."
"That's not true."
"You rejected a job because the office was in Mississauga." Mississauga wasn’t especially far from Toronto on a map. Without a car, however, the commute might as well have been an international expedition. 
"That is an entirely reasonable objection."
Danish smiled.
"What's wrong with Mississauga?"
"Nothing. Lovely place. I'm sure the people are very happy there."
Marcus raised an eyebrow.
"But?"
"But I'm not spending two and a half hours a day travelling to a business park to discuss spreadsheets."
Danish laughed.
"Fair enough."
"What about you?" Ted asked. "What do you do?"
"Hospitality, mostly. I supervise shifts at a hotel restaurant and help organize some private events in the village."
"That sounds suitably vague."
"It's not nearly as interesting as it sounds."
"Good. I was getting worried."
Danish smiled.
"I moved here from India about four years ago. I'm from Punjab. Worked in restaurants back home, too."
"Do you miss it?"
"Sometimes. My family. The food. The nightlife."
"The men?"
Danish looked at him.
A small smile appeared.
"Some of them."
Marcus groaned.
"Oh, for fuck's sake."
Ted turned toward him.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Are we not allowed to have a conversation?"
"You're allowed. I've just heard that tone before."
"What tone?"
"The one you use when you want somebody to take their shirt off."
Danish burst out laughing.
Ted put a hand against his chest in mock offence.
"That is a terrible accusation."
"Is it?"
"Absolutely. Sometimes I want them to take their pants off first…Maybe suck their ass."
Marcus shook his head as Ted dipped his chin and looked at Marcus through his eyelashes, giving him that familiar expression that could make practically anything sound indecent.  Marcus knew the look all too well.
Danish laughed hard enough to spill a little beer onto his shorts.
Ted handed him a napkin from the picnic bag.
"Sorry, darling."
"Don't apologize," Danish said, still laughing. "That was good."
Ted smiled.
Oh, this one might be fun.
∞
By three o'clock, the conversation had wandered through jobs, dating apps, terrible landlords, and the steadily rising cost of living in Toronto.
Marcus was telling a story about a man he'd met at a party who had apparently spent twenty minutes explaining his investment portfolio while simultaneously attempting to grope him.
"Was he at least attractive?" Ted asked.
"Very."
"Well, there you go."
"What does that mean?"
"It means you should have paid attention. You might have learned something."
Danish laughed.
Marcus pointed at Ted.
"You're such a slut."
"An educated slut, thank you."
"Recently educated."
"Still counts."
They clinked beer cans.
The afternoon unfolded comfortably.
Every so often, someone Marcus knew stopped to say hello. A couple of men joined them for a while, then moved on toward another group near the tennis courts.
Ted recognized one of them from Church Street but couldn't remember his name.
The man gave him a lingering hug.
"Looking good," he murmured.
"Likewise, handsome."
When the man wandered off, Danish glanced at Ted.
"Friend of yours?"
"I have no idea, to be honest."
Marcus made a noise.
Ted looked at him.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Marcus."
"I'm just enjoying my beer."
Ted turned back to Danish.
"I guess we have met before."
Danish nodded, apparently satisfied.
Then, after a pause, he said, "You've met a lot of people, haven't you?"
Ted grinned.
"I try to be sociable."
"Clearly."
"Is that a problem?"
Danish shook his head.
"Not at all."
His answer came easily enough that Ted believed him.
That was refreshing. 
“I think we’ll get along,” Danish said with a grin.  
There were men who enjoyed hearing about other men's experiences, and men who began mentally calculating whether those experiences posed some sort of threat.
Ted had little patience for the second category.
"So," Danish continued, "are you seeing anybody?"
"Not seriously."
"By choice?"
"Mostly."
Marcus tilted his head back toward the sky. He was turning red already from the three sips of beer that he had.
"Oh, here we go," Marcus muttered.
Ted ignored him.
"I like having someone around. Just not necessarily all the time."
Danish smiled.
“So you like having a boyfriend, but you also like having a front door.”
Ted laughed.
“Exactly! Preferably one I can close whenever I want.”
“Very romantic.”
“And apparently very committed to personal space.”
“You have no idea.”
Marcus raised a finger.
"Actually, he has plenty of room for visitors. It’s the permanent residents he has a problem with.”
Danish burst out laughing.
“Jesus Christ, Marcus.”
“What? I’m helping you explain your housing policy.”
Ted took another drink.
“Look, I like relationships. I just don’t particularly enjoy being managed. Where are you? Who are you with? Why didn’t you answer your phone? Why were you looking at that guy?”
Danish considered that.
“Well, looking is one thing.”
“And?”
“And I suspect you’re not particularly interested in stopping there.”
Ted grinned.
“You’re very observant, Sherlock.”
“I’ve been told.”
Marcus leaned toward Danish.
“He’s basically a Golden Retriever with a Grindr account.”
Ted nearly choked on his beer.
Marcus immediately lost control of himself, laughing so loudly that a couple sitting nearby turned to look.
“Hey, you know I can’t stand those apps. IRL, boo.”
“OH MY GOD,” Marcus gasped. “I’m sorry, I just pictured him chasing tennis balls in the Village.”
“You’re dumb,” Ted said, laughing despite himself.
Danish was laughing too. Eventually he looked back at Ted.
“So you wouldn’t want to be exclusive with someone?”
“Not necessarily. I wouldn’t rule anything out. I just don’t understand why caring about someone automatically means you have to stop enjoying other people.” 
Danish nodded.
“I get that, I don’t think I’d want someone telling me who I could talk to, either.” 
“Exactly.”
“Although,” Danish added, smiling, “I’d probably want to know where I stand.”
Ted looked at him.
“Of course.”
“I mean, if I’m seeing someone, I don’t want to be guessing what we’re doing.”
“Neither do I. That's what talking is for.”
“Well, that makes two of us.”
Marcus glanced between them.
“Wonderful. You’ve negotiated an international peace agreement. Can we get something to eat?”
Ted smiled sweetly.
“Don’t be jealous, sweetheart.”
“I’m not jealous, I’m fucking starving.”
They all laughed.
Danish checked his phone.
"Actually, that reminds me."
He looked at Ted.
"Didn't Marcus say you were looking for work?"
Ted nodded.
"Desperately trying to become a productive member of society."
Danish smiled.
"Have you ever bartended?"
"No."
"Worked in restaurants?"
"Yeah. A couple of summers."
"Serving?"
"Mostly. Some hosting. Occasionally being screamed at by people who apparently believed a restaurant closing at ten was a personal attack."
Danish laughed.
"Then you've got experience."
"Experience being screamed at?"
"That too."
He turned his phone around.
A message was open from someone named Sofia.
SOFIA: Still need another bartender for weekends. If you know anybody decent, send them my way. Preferably somebody who can actually show up on time.
Ted read it.
"That's oddly specific."
"We've had staffing problems."
"Where?"
"The Lantern."
Ted stared at him.
"You're kidding."
"What?"
"I've got their hiring flyer sitting on my kitchen counter."
Danish smiled.
"Seriously?"
"Picked it up the other night."
"Well, there you go."
Marcus leaned forward.
"See? The universe is telling you to get a job."
"The universe could send me a cheque too."
"Take what you can get."
Danish slipped his phone into his pocket.
"Sofia's the manager. I help her with some of their events. I could introduce you."
Ted considered it.
He had been planning to send an application.
Eventually.
Probably tomorrow.
Or perhaps Thursday. He paused to think some more. 
"Do you think she'd hire someone without bartending experience? I certainly have drinking experience. I know what’s in a drink."
"Maybe. They're looking for personality as much as experience. You can teach almost anyone to make the more complicated drinks."
"Can you teach them personality?"
"Not easily."
Ted smiled.
"Fortunately, I'm overflowing with it."
Marcus snorted.
"That's one word for it."
Danish looked at his phone again.
"She's there tonight, actually."
Ted raised an eyebrow.
"Tonight?"
"Yeah. I could ask if she's got a few minutes."
Marcus pointed at him.
"Do it."
Ted glanced down at his clothes.
"Like this?"
Danish looked Ted over, his gaze travelling from Ted’s shoulders down to his shorts and lingering just long enough for Ted to notice. When their eyes met again, Danish smiled without the slightest embarrassment.
"I think you'll survive."
Ted smiled and blushed.
"Was that a professional assessment?"
"Entirely."
"Good to know."
Danish typed a message.
A minute later, his phone buzzed.
He read it and grinned.
"She says come by around five thirty."
Ted blinked.
"Wait. Seriously?"
"Seriously."
Marcus burst out laughing.
"Oh, this is excellent."
Ted looked between them.
"I was not planning to attend a job interview today."
"Welcome to adulthood," Marcus said.
"Apparently."
Danish stood and brushed the grass from his shorts.
"You don't have to come."
Ted considered the offer for approximately three seconds.
Then finished his beer.
"Oh, fuck it. Why not? Seriously, you are amazing, thank you!"
Ted turned to Marcus.
“We can walk you home, Marcus.”
Marcus zipped up his cooler.
“Oh, gee, I have an entourage. So blessed. But yeah, sure.”
Marcus picked up his blanket, still chuckling, and the three of them started walking east toward the village.
∞
The boys walked Marcus to his corner and parted ways. By five thirty, Ted and Danish were standing outside The Lantern, looking through the front windows at the bar he'd visited so many times as a customer.
It felt slightly different knowing he might soon be employed there. The previous bartenders seemed to have it under control, but summer brought more business, naturally.
"You nervous?"
"No."
Danish looked at him.
"Really?"
"A little."
"Good."
"Good?"
"Means you care."
Ted laughed.
"That's a very generous interpretation."
Danish pulled open the door.
"Come on."
Inside, The Lantern was preparing for the evening.
Whoever designed The Lantern had apparently never heard the words less is more. Mismatched fixtures cast amber light across spotted granite surfaces, while splashes of colour bounced around the room in a strangely beautiful chaos. Behind the bar, rows of bottles glowed beneath illuminated shelves. 
Music played quietly through the speakers.
The room smelled faintly of citrus, cleaning solution, and the lingering evidence of the previous night's customers.
Two bartenders were stocking refrigerators.
A man near the back was arranging chairs.
Ted recognized one of the staff from previous visits.
The bartender looked up.
"Hey, handsome."
Ted smiled.
"Hello, darling."
Danish glanced at him.
"See? You're practically staff already."
Ted laughed.
A woman appeared from a doorway behind the bar.
She was perhaps in her late thirties, with a short mushroom cut and an expression suggesting she'd already dealt with several irritating people that day.
"Danish!"
She gave him a quick hug.
"How are you?"
"Good. Sofia, this is Ted."
Her eyes moved toward him.
"So you're the candidate."
"Apparently."
She smiled. 
"Apparently?"
"I only found out I was being interviewed about an hour ago."
Sofia gave him a crooked smile. Ted could already tell she was chill, but possessed a dry sense of humour without room for bullshit. Her short brown hair framed her face perfectly and she wore just enough makeup to make her look good under the array of wild lights. 
"At least you're honest."
"I try."
She gestured toward a small table near the windows.
"Give me five minutes. Want some water?"
"That'd be great, thanks."
She disappeared behind the bar.
Ted turned to Danish.
"Well?"
"What?"
"How am I doing?"
"You haven't offended anyone yet."
"Excellent start."
Danish grinned.
"I'll be at the bar."
"You're abandoning me?"
"Professionally."
"Heartless."
Danish squeezed his shoulder briefly before walking away.
Ted watched him go.
Nice arms. And that ass...Woosh
He took a seat.
Sofia returned carrying two glasses of water and an iPad.
She sat opposite him.
"Danish says you've worked in restaurants."
"A few summers, yeah."
"Where?"
Ted explained his previous jobs. His parents used to own a restaurant in Muskoka where he grew up. He worked there in the evenings and summers during high school, though he never considered it a real job seeing as his boss was his dad.  
She asked about dealing with difficult customers, working in busy environments, and handling situations when several people needed attention simultaneously.
He answered naturally.
Most of the experiences were ordinary enough.
A customer who had refused to pay because his steak wasn't sufficiently hot.
A large group that arrived ten minutes before closing and expected a full dining service.
A woman who had once demanded to speak to the manager because the ice in her drink had melted.
Sofia laughed at that one.
"How did you handle her?"
"Offered fresh ice."
"And?"
"She complained that there was too much."
Sofia covered her mouth.
"Oh, God."
"Exactly."
She tapped something into her iPad.
"Have you got your Smart Serve?"
"I did it when I worked with my parents a few years back. I'd need to find the certificate and confirm it's current."
"Okay. We'll need that verified before you're serving alcohol."
"Fair enough."
She studied him for a moment.
"Why do you want to work here?"
Ted paused.
There were several possible answers.
Because he needed money.
Because the clientele was attractive.
Because bartending sounded considerably more entertaining than writing reports about quarterly earnings.
He decided to combine honesty with a reasonable degree of professionalism.
"I like people," he said. "I like the atmosphere here. I've been coming for a while, and it always seems like the staff are actually enjoying themselves."
Sofia raised an eyebrow.
"Sometimes."
Ted smiled.
"I've worked in restaurants. I know how it goes."
"And what do you do when you're not enjoying yourself?"
"Keep calm, and do the work.”
"Good answer."
She leaned back.
"Do you know anything about cocktails?"
Enough to order them, he thought as he smiled to himself. 
“The summers back home were always busy with the bar at the restaurant, so I had some fun with it.  We’d drink after work on the closed patio at one in the morning, and the staff would demand that I round up the drinks. We used to joke about how if the boss's son was serving, the staff wouldn’t get in trouble for enjoying a few bevvies on the house.  My Dad was chill, though.” 
Sofia laughed. 
"Well, that's a start."
"I'm a quick learner."
"Everybody says that."
"Well, some of us are telling the truth."
“Look, Ted, I don’t care how popular you are when you’re standing on this side of the bar. When there’s forty people waiting for drinks, nobody gives a shit how charming you are.”
Ted nodded.
“Understood.”
“You’ll be cleaning spills, collecting glasses, restocking beer, and dealing with drunk people who think they’re the most important person in the room.”
“Sounds a lot like Christmas at my parents’ restaurant.”
Sofia studied him for a moment. Then she laughed.
“Alright, that one was good. You're confident.”
"Usually."
"That can be useful here. It can also get you into trouble."
Ted glanced toward the bar, where a handsome customer had just arrived and was leaning over the counter speaking to one of the bartenders.
"I can imagine."
Sofia followed his gaze.
"Oh, yes. You'll get plenty of attention."
"Terrible."
She laughed.
"Just remember you're there to work."
"Understood."
"And some customers will confuse friendliness with an invitation."
Ted looked back at her.
"I've had some experience with that."
"I'm sure you have."
Her smile suggested she understood considerably more than she was saying.
Sofia switched her iPad off.
"Look, I'm not going to pretend we're not short-staffed. We need someone who's reliable, comfortable with customers, and willing to learn. We also clean our own toilets."
Ted nodded.
"I can do that."
"Glad to hear it. Danish says good things about you."
"That's concerning. We've only known each other a few hours."
Sofia laughed.
"He says you're funny."
"That part's true."
"And probably trouble."
"That part's exaggerated."
"Of course."
She considered him.
"Here's what we'll do. If your Smart Serve is valid, come in Thursday evening at seven. We'll pay you for a training shift, see how you work with the team, and go from there."
Ted stared at her.
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
He smiled.
"That's fantastic."
"Don't thank me yet. Thursday nights can be busy. We pool the tips, and everybody does their part."
"I'll have to manage."
"We'll see."
She stood and extended her hand.
"Nice meeting you, Ted."
"You too, Sofia."
"And wear something black. Nothing too fancy."
Ted looked down at his sleeveless shirt.
"Are you saying this isn't appropriate?"
She regarded him for a moment.
"Let's just say I can already predict which customers will be asking for your section."
Ted laughed.
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"You would."
She smiled and her eyes wrinkled. 
“I look forward to having you come in on Thursday.”
She turned around and headed back behind the bar, grabbing an empty glass swiftly as she made her way around.
Danish was waiting at the bar when Ted returned.
"Well?"
Ted tried to maintain a serious expression.
"Terrible."
Danish frowned.
"Really?"
"Awful. She said I was completely unsuitable and asked me never to return."
Danish looked genuinely concerned.
Then Ted grinned.
"Thursday. Seven o'clock."
Danish swatted his shoulder.
"You asshole."
Ted laughed.
"Got you."
Marcus had sent two messages in the meantime.
MARCUS: How's the interview? Did they hire you?
MARCUS: If you get fired before your first shift, I want details.
Ted showed Danish the screen.
"Your friend is exhausting."
"He's your friend."
"Unfortunately,” Danish said with a grin. “But he’s a good one to keep around."
Danish smiled.
"Want to stay for a drink?"
Ted hesitated.
He glanced at the prices behind the bar.
Danish noticed.
"Relax. I've got it."
"I can't keep letting everyone buy me drinks."
"Why not?"
"Because eventually I'll have to buy one back."
"That's generally how friendship works."
Ted considered that.
"Sounds expensive."
Danish laughed.
"One drink."
"Fine. But I'm putting you on a payment plan."
They took seats near the end of the bar, mildly out of sight of the staff.
Ted ordered a glass of white wine.
Danish ordered the red.
For a while, they watched the room slowly fill. Ted disappeared to the toilet and returned to see his wineglass had been refilled.  Danish said nothing.
“Aw, you goose. I won’t say no.”
“I’ll add it to your tally.” Danish gave him a sideways smile. 
They lingered over their drinks. A few men had arrived straight from work, still wearing dress shirts and office trousers. Others were dressed for an evening out, exchanging greetings with the bartenders and settling into familiar spots.
One man caught Ted's eye from across the bar.
He was older, perhaps in his forties, with silver at his temples and an expensive-looking watch.
He smiled.
Ted smiled back.
The man raised his glass.
Ted returned the gesture.
Danish observed the exchange.
"Do you ever turn it off?"
Ted looked at him.
"Turn what off?"
"That."
"What?"
"The flirting."
Ted laughed.
"I wasn't flirting."
"Of course not."
"He smiled at me."
"And you smiled back."
"Would you prefer I insult him?"
Danish shook his head.
"No. I think it's charming."
Ted turned toward him.
"Do you?"
"Yeah."
There was something different about the way Danish said it.
Less joking.
More deliberate. Ted held his gaze.
"Good."
Danish took a sip of his wine.
For a moment, neither spoke.
Then Danish smiled.
"You know, Marcus warned me about you."
Ted laughed.
"Did he?"
"He said you're a handful."
"That's a terrible thing to say about a person."
Ted put Danish’s hand on his leg.  Halfway up the thigh. Danish squeezed his leg while he cocked his eyebrows once.  
"Is it inaccurate?"
Ted pretended to think while moving Danish’s hand quietly up higher on his thigh.
"Depends what kind of handful you're looking for."
Danish laughed softly.
"See? There you go again."
Ted guided Danish’s hand against his bulge. Danish didn’t pull away. Instead, he squeezed the meat between his fingers while he met Ted’s eyes with that same unflustered smile, apparently content to let Ted set the pace. 
"Can't help myself."
He was enjoying this.
Danish was attractive, certainly. But more importantly, he wasn't easily flustered. He understood Ted's humour and seemed perfectly capable of giving it back.
That was rarer than Ted liked to admit.
∞
By eight o'clock, they had left The Lantern.
The sun was beginning to settle behind the buildings, but the city still held the heat of the afternoon.
They walked north along Church Street, passing restaurants preparing for the evening rush, groups of men gathering outside bars, and pedestrians taking advantage of the remaining daylight.
Danish had plans later in the week.
Ted had a job to prepare for.
Neither seemed particularly eager to end the conversation.
"So what are you doing tomorrow?" Danish asked.
"Probably recovering from my incredibly demanding afternoon."
"Hard life."
"Terrible."
"Anything else?"
"Looking for work. Apparently one job isn't enough to make me a responsible adult."
Danish smiled.
"What would you actually like to do?"
Ted considered the question.
He'd been asked versions of it repeatedly over the past several months.
By his parents.
By friends.
By people conducting job interviews.
Usually, he offered some carefully constructed answer about business development or management.
But Danish didn't seem particularly interested in a rehearsed response.
"I'd like to travel," Ted said.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. See more of the world. Meet people. Not spend my life sitting in an office. I want to party around the world. I want to see things that may not exist for much longer."
"Then do that."
Ted laughed.
"Great. Problem solved."
"I'm serious."
"So am I. Travelling costs money."
"Then find a job that lets you travel."
Ted looked at him.
"Such as?"
Danish shrugged.
"Airline. Cruise ship. Something international."
"Airline?"
"Why not?"
Ted pictured himself in an aircraft cabin, serving drinks to passengers while flying somewhere warm.
It was an amusing thought. He imagined working on a ship, in a golf shirt with a rectangular name tag, but then his thought turned to him on his knees scrubbing a toilet in a cramped cabin. Nope. 
Then he considered it a little more seriously.
"Maybe flying could be fun."
Danish smiled.
"You'd be good at it."
"You've known me for six hours."
"I've seen enough."
"That's either flattering or deeply concerning."
"Take it as a compliment."
Ted grinned.
"I usually do."
They reached the corner of the village where Ted turned to head towards his building. It was three blocks to the east.
He stopped.
"Well. This is my turn off."
Danish looked down the street toward Ted’s building.
"Nice area."
"Expensive area."
"Toronto."
"Exactly."
They stood facing each other.
The conversation had reached one of those moments when both people knew a decision was approaching.
Ted could say goodnight.
Danish could leave.
The afternoon would become a pleasant memory, and perhaps they'd see each other again on Thursday.
Or—
Danish smiled.
"What?"
Ted raised an eyebrow.
"What?"
"You're looking at me."
"Am I?"
"Yeah."
Ted considered denying it.
Instead, he smiled.
"You're very observant."
Danish stepped a little closer.
"So are you."
Ted felt the familiar pleasant tension of mutual attraction.
He liked this part.
The brief uncertainty.
The possibility that neither man had entirely decided what happened next.
"So," Danish said.
"So," Ted replied.
"Are you going to invite me over so I can get a better handle on that package you introduced me to?"
Ted laughed.
"That's very forward."
"You've spent the entire afternoon flirting with me."
"I flirt with everybody."
"I noticed."
"And yet here you are."
Danish smiled.
"Here I am."
Ted glanced toward the building.
Then back at him.
"Well, I should warn you."
"About?"
"My apartment is not particularly impressive."
"I don't care."
"My refrigerator is almost empty."
"Not hungry."
"And I have a rather questionable collection of sardines."
Danish burst out laughing.
"Jesus Christ."
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Are you coming over or not?"
Danish smiled.
"I thought you'd never ask."
They walked down the street and approached the building. Ted opened the door of the lobby and went in.
And Danish followed him inside.
The door of Ted’s apartment clicked shut behind the two men, and Ted didn’t bother with the lights.
Danish glanced around the darkened apartment.
“So where's this scandalous sardine collection?”
“That's a second-visit privilege.”
Danish grinned. “Oh, so you're planning a second visit?”
“Don't flatter yourself.”
Danish laughed, then stepped closer.
“For the record, I've been wanting to kiss you since the park.”
Ted raised an eyebrow.
“You could've said something.”
“I thought I was being obvious.”
“You were,” Ted admitted.
Danish tilted his head, still smiling.
“I should warn you about something.”
“Oh, God. Please don't tell me you're allergic to sardines.”
“No. I like it when a man takes charge. I can be a bit submissive.”
Ted’s smile widened.
“Is that so?”
“Sometimes. Doesn't mean I'm shy.”
“Good. And for the record, I like taking charge, but I'm just as happy letting someone else lead.”
“Really?”
“Depends on the mood. And the man.”
Danish smiled. “Well, tonight I wouldn't mind letting you lead.”
“And if you change your mind?”
“I'll tell you.”
Ted grinned. “Perfect.”
Danish stepped closer. “Then what are you waiting for?”
Ted closed the distance, kissed him, then grabbed Danish by the front of his shirt and walked him backward until his shoulders hit the wall hard enough to make a framed photo rattle. 
“Fuck,” Danish breathed, already smiling, already hard. His accent made the word sound thicker and dirtier in Ted’s ears.
Ted couldn’t help but notice Danish’s perfect lips as the F sound escaped between his bottom lip and his upper teeth. 
He didn’t answer with words. He shoved two fingers into Danish’s mouth. Danish opened for them like he’d been waiting all day, tongue sliding wet and eager around the digits while Ted pushed them deeper, fucking his mouth slowly and deliberately. Spit ran down Ted’s wrist. Danish’s eyes stayed locked on him the whole time, dark and hungry.
Ted pulled his fingers free with a wet sound and wiped them across Danish’s lips, then down over his chin. 
“I hope you washed your hands today,” Danish said, trying to be funny.
“Get on your knees,” Ted responded, now invested.
Danish dropped without hesitation. The second his knees hit the hardwood, Ted had his cock out—thick, already leaking—and dragged the head across Danish’s open mouth, smearing precum over those full, perfect lips. Danish tried to suck him in. Ted held him back by his hair, just rubbing the wet tip over his tongue, teasing. 
“Beg for it.”
Danish’s voice came out rough. “Please let me suck your cock. I want it down my throat. Want you to fuck my face until I’m choking on it.”
Ted couldn’t help but throb even harder. Danish’s accent really turned him on.
Ted fed it to Danish in one small thrust while he gagged hard, eyes watering, but he didn’t pull back. He pushed forward, taking more, throat fluttering around the head. Ted held him there, hips rolling in short, mean strokes, using Danish’s mouth like a warm wet hole. Spit poured down Danish’s chin and soaked the front of his shirt. Every time Ted pulled back far enough for Danish to breathe, Danish chased the cock with his tongue, desperate, filthy sounds spilling out of him. 
Ted finally put his hand under Danish’s chin and pushed his head back off of his dick. A thick string of spit connected Danish’s swollen lips to Ted’s cock. Danish’s face was a mess—tears, spit, precum. He looked wrecked already, and they’d barely started. 
Ted dragged him up and kissed him hard, tasting himself on Danish’s tongue. Then he turned him, shoved him face-first against the wall, and yanked his jeans and underwear down in one rough motion. Danish’s ass was smooth. His butt muscles were so tight. He had the kind of ass that made Ted’s cock throb just from looking at it. The curve of Danish’s ass flowed into the small of his back, where the muscles along his spine became more pronounced as he arched. Ted spat between Danish’s cheeks and rubbed the spit in with his thumb, pressing against the tight hole until it gave a little. 
“I didn’t douche yet,” Danish said in a raspy voice. “But it’s usually OK.”
“I don’t care. You’re hot and I want in,” Ted replied. After all, how can you be spontaneous if you have to worry about the details? 
“Look at that pretty hole,” Ted muttered, pushing one spit-slick finger in. Danish moaned and pushed back immediately, greedy. Ted worked a second finger in, scissoring them open, then a third, stretching him while Danish panted against the wall and cursed under his breath in Punjabi, “Wadh de.”
Ted had no idea what he was saying, but it turned him on even more. He pulled his fingers out, lined up, and shoved into the hilt in one long stroke. 
Danish’s cry was half pain, half pure need. Ted pulled out and tried to adjust. Danish let out a moan of pure pleasure. Ted started fucking him hard and deep, hips slamming against his ass. The wet slap of skin filling the dark apartment. Every thrust punched a broken sound out of Danish. Ted reached around, grabbed Danish’s cock—impressively hung, thick, and uncut, already dripping onto the floor—and stroked him in time with the fucking, tight and now more tender.
“You take cock like you were made for it,” Ted growled against his ear as he slowed to a relaxing deep stroke. “This tight little ass was built to get ruined.”
Danish was babbling now, a mix of English and Punjabi, begging for harder, deeper, more. Ted gave it to him. He sped up and started to fuck him like he was trying to leave bruises, one hand braced on the wall, the other still working Danish’s cock. When Danish started shaking and clenching down hard, Ted didn’t slow again. He kept pounding him through it, feeling Danish’s hole spasm and milk his cock while Danish came all over Ted’s fist and the wall, moaning out of control.
Ted wasn’t far behind. He pulled out, spun Danish around, and shoved him back to his knees. “Open.”
Danish opened. He stuck out his tongue and made an obedient, willing “ah” sound. Ted stroked himself once, twice, and came across Danish’s tongue and lips in thick, heavy ropes. Danish took it, swallowed what he could, then leaned in and cleaned the rest off Ted’s cock with long, filthy licks, sucking the sensitive head until he hissed and had to push him away. 
They stayed like that for a moment—Danish on his knees, face shiny with spit and cum, Ted still half-hard and breathing hard above him. 
Ted dragged his thumb through the mess on Danish’s lower lip and pushed it back into his mouth. Danish sucked it clean without being asked.
“Good boy,” Ted said quietly.
Danish looked up at him, eyes dark, mouth still open, already looking like he wanted more. 
Ted pulled Danish up slowly from his elbows and held him close for a couple of moments. They kissed deeply as the sexually charged energy dissipated. They rested their cheeks on each other's shoulders.
“Wow,” Ted exclaimed as Danish grunted and chuckled at the same time. 
“Wow, I definitely didn’t expect that.” Danish stared into Ted’s eyes while smiling with disbelief.
“Me either. I hope we can do that again.” 
Danish's smile widened.
“You say that like you're going to have to convince me.”
Ted laughed.
“Well, I do have a commerce degree. I'm prepared to negotiate.”
“Is that what they teach you in university?”
“Six years of advanced persuasion techniques. Very expensive.”
Danish burst out laughing and pulled Ted closer for another kiss.
For a little while, neither said anything. They simply stood there, arms around each other, enjoying the unexpected comfort of someone they'd known for less than a day.
Eventually, Danish glanced toward the clock.
“Shit. I should probably get going. I've got an early shift tomorrow.”
“Already abandoning me?”
“You've known me for eight hours.”
“And look how much we've accomplished.”
Danish laughed again.
A few minutes later, they were standing by the apartment door. Danish had his shoes on, although he seemed in no particular hurry to leave.
“So,” Danish said. “Thursday?”
“Seven o'clock. Black shirt. Apparently I'm re-entering the hospitality industry.”
“You'll be good at it.”
“You don't know that.”
“I have a feeling.”
Ted smiled.
“Well, you've demonstrated some excellent instincts tonight.”
Danish shook his head, laughing, and kissed him once more.
“Goodnight, Ted.”
“Goodnight, handsome.”
Danish stepped into the hallway. Ted watched him walk toward the elevator before closing the door.
He stood there for a moment, smiling to himself.
Well. That was unexpected.
∞
It was almost eleven when Ted found himself alone in the apartment again.
The evening had turned out rather differently from what he'd expected when he woke up that morning.
He smiled to himself.
Not a bad Tuesday. Fuck, he is cute. That hole. Damn.
His phone lay on the kitchen counter.
A message from Marcus had arrived twenty minutes earlier.
MARCUS: Well?
Ted stared at it.
He considered several possible replies.
Finally, he typed:
TED: Got the job. Sort of.
MARCUS: Excellent. Drinks on you.
TED: Absolutely not.
MARCUS: How's Danish?
Ted laughed.
Of course.
TED: Lovely.
MARCUS: Oh god.
TED: What?
MARCUS: Nothing. Behave.
Ted grinned.
TED: Too late. He just left my place.
He put the phone down before Marcus could respond.
There were some conversations best left unfinished.
He poured himself a glass of water, then wandered into the living room.
His laptop was still open on the coffee table.
The job listings from that morning remained on the screen.
He looked at them.
Junior business analyst.
Sales coordinator.
Operations assistant.
Industrial packaging representative.
The same uninspiring possibilities.
Ted sighed.
Then he remembered something Danish had said.
Find a job that lets you travel.
It was such a simple suggestion that he'd almost dismissed it.
But why not?
He sat down and opened a new browser tab.
Typed a few words.
Flight attendant jobs Toronto.
A list of results appeared.
Several airlines were hiring.
One advertisement caught his attention almost immediately.
NORTHSTAR AIRWAYS
Cabin Crew Recruitment — Toronto Base
He clicked.
The page opened with a photograph of an aircraft flying above a bright blue coastline.
Ted leaned forward.
The airline was expanding its operations and recruiting new cabin crew members. The position offered paid training, travel privileges, flexible scheduling, and opportunities to work on domestic and international routes.
He read through the requirements.
Customer service experience.
Strong communication skills.
Ability to work irregular hours.
Comfortable working with diverse groups of people.
Willingness to travel.
Ted smiled.
Well, fuck.
He scrolled farther.
The salary wasn't spectacular.
The schedule sounded unpredictable.
Some shifts started before sunrise.
Others ended well after midnight.
There would be weekends, holidays, long days, and plenty of passengers who regarded the purchase of an airline ticket as an invitation to behave like royalty.
But there was something about it.
Something he couldn't quite dismiss.
He remembered being younger, looking out of an aircraft window as Toronto disappeared beneath him.
He'd loved that feeling.
The moment when the ground fell away.
When all the familiar streets and buildings became tiny shapes far below.
When, for a few hours, the ordinary rules of daily life seemed to loosen.
He'd always loved airports, too.
Not necessarily the queues or security checkpoints, but the movement. The people. The confusion.
The departures.
The arrivals.
The knowledge that somewhere beyond the windows was another city, another country, another possibility.
He clicked Apply Now.
The application was longer than expected.
Naturally.
He uploaded his résumé.
Entered his education.
Listed his previous employment.
Answered questions about customer service, difficult situations, and his ability to work as part of a team.
Then he reached the final question.
Why do you want to become a member of the Northstar Airways cabin crew?
Ted stared at the screen.
He could write something about his passion for customer service.
His commitment to excellence.
His enthusiasm for representing a respected Canadian airline.
All the usual bullshit.
He started typing.
Deleted it.
Started again.
Eventually, he settled on something closer to the truth.
I enjoy working with people, adapting to new situations, and being part of a team. I've always been interested in travel, and I'm looking for a career that challenges me, allows me to develop new skills, and gives me the opportunity to experience more of the world.
He read it.
Not bad. 
Perhaps a little earnest.
But honest enough.
Damn, I sound so good on paper. I’d hire this guy, twice. 
He clicked the Submit Application button.
A confirmation appeared.
Thank you for applying to Northstar Airways.
Your application has been received.
Ted leaned back against the sofa.
He looked around his apartment.
The inexpensive furniture.
The gaming computer.
The plants, several of which were still valiantly resisting death.
The kitchen cupboard was full of sardines.
The life he'd been trying to organize for the past several years.
That morning, he'd woken up with eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents, no job, and very little idea what he wanted to do with himself.
Less than fourteen hours later, Ted had secured a chance to work at a gay bar, applied for a job that could take him around the world, and met a man who’d made an impression on him. And judging by the evening’s activities, Ted had certainly made an impression in Danish.
None of it was guaranteed.
The bar might not work out.
The airline might never call.
Danish might turn out to be one of those men who were considerably more appealing during the first meet and hookup.
Ted knew better than to assume otherwise.
But he'd made a few decisions.
He'd done something.
For once, his future didn't seem like a problem he was simply postponing.
His phone vibrated.
A message from Danish.
DANISH: Home safe?
Ted smiled.
TED: I live here, remember?
DANISH: Smartass.
TED: You like it.
A moment passed.
DANISH: Yeah. I think I do.
Ted looked at the message.
Then replied.
TED: Goodnight, handsome.
DANISH: Goodnight, trouble. See you Thursday.
He set the phone aside.
Thursday.
The Lantern.
His first real opportunity to work somewhere that might actually be entertaining.
He glanced at the Northstar Airways confirmation still glowing on his laptop.
Then he closed it.
Outside, Toronto continued its noisy summer evening.
Ted stretched out on the sofa, feeling pleasantly tired.
He had no idea where any of this was going.
But for the first time in a long while, he was looking forward to finding out.
And if adulthood was going to be this unpredictable, perhaps it wouldn't be so terrible after all.
Eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents. 
Chapter Two
The Trial Shift
Toronto, Thursday, July 2026
By six o’clock Thursday evening, Ted had changed his shirt three times and was considering a fourth.
The Lantern had asked for black. Apparently black came in several varieties, including funeral, nightclub, and something that suggested he was about to explain an expensive wine list.
He settled on a fitted short-sleeved shirt and the trousers he’d worn to his university graduation. The trousers were good. Sofia had said nothing too fancy, but Ted had bought them on sale and had them altered to fit. They were expensive enough to remember.
He inspected himself in the mirror.
“Employable,” he announced.
He opened an old email from Smart Serve. He’d originally taken the course while working at his parents’ restaurant in Muskoka, but fortunately, he’d renewed his certification the previous year.
One less thing to worry about.
Danish and Marcus had texted that afternoon.
DANISH: Good luck tonight. Try not to get fired.
TED: That’s a lovely thing to say to someone.
DANISH: I believe in you. Mostly.
Ted scrolled down, switching to Marcus’ incoming text.
MARCUS: Good luck tonight Teddy, I hope it all goes well at the bar!🍻
TED: Thanks Marc.  Catch up soon boi ✌🏼
Ted smiled and slipped the phone into his pocket.
Outside, Toronto remained stubbornly hot. Even the Wellesley Street breeze felt reheated. He walked west toward Church, thinking about the application he’d submitted to Northstar Airways on Tuesday night. No response yet, beyond an automated acknowledgment.
Of course not. It had been two days.
He checked his phone anyway.
Nothing.
“Your loss,” he muttered to the airline.
At six forty-five, The Lantern’s front windows glowed amber against the late-afternoon light. Several of the windows stood open onto the patio, where a couple of regulars sat nursing their beers. Just beyond the patio barrier, two men stood smoking on the sidewalk, close enough to continue chatting with the people inside. Inside, glasses chimed and a bass line thudded beneath conversations. From the small kitchen came the smell of frying onions and hot oil. The Lantern wasn’t fancy, but its burgers, fries, and late-night appetizers kept the cook busy. The room also smelled of citrus, furniture polish, and somebody’s aggressively expensive cologne.
Sofia stood at the end of the spotted granite bar with an iPad.
“You’re early.”
“I was aiming for responsible.”
“Good. Keep aiming.”
She looked him up and down, stopping briefly at his trousers.
“Those are a little fancy, but they’ll do just fine. You can put your things downstairs. Then come and find me.”
Not a compliment, exactly. Ted would take it.
∞
The first hour was a surprisingly detailed education in how many ways a person could be useless in a bar.
Sofia introduced him to Noah, the bartender who’d called him handsome on Tuesday. Noah could pour drinks, answer questions, and judge people without missing a beat.
“Never promise a wait time you can’t control,” Noah told him. “Never leave a spill sitting. Never argue over a tip. And one more thing: don’t spend twenty minutes flirting with a customer when there’s a lineup at the bar.”
“What if he’s really attractive?”
“Especially then.”
“Jesus. This place has terrible working conditions.”
Noah shook his head, but Ted caught the smile.
Sofia showed him the point-of-sale system, had him ring a practice order, and then made him reverse it. She explained how the tip pool worked, who collected cash, and where the towels lived.
“You can charm the pants off every man in this bar, Ted. But if you can’t make a decent drink, they’ll put them right back on,” she said.
Ted nodded.
He agreed with the principle.
By eight, the place was busy enough that he stopped thinking about being watched. He pulled draught pints under Noah’s eye, carried water, cleared empties, ran drinks, and learned the names of regulars who’d assigned themselves permanent seats.
Danish arrived briefly, caught Ted carrying a tray, and gave him an exaggerated thumbs-up.
“Look at you,” Danish said, grinning. “Practically a professional.”
“I’ve been here an hour. Give me time to ruin something.”
“See? Thursday, like I promised.”
“You came to check on me?”
“Maybe I just wanted a drink.”
Ted raised an eyebrow.
“Fine,” Danish admitted. “Both.”
Danish ordered from Noah and left Ted to work.
At a high-top near the front, an attractive man in a white linen shirt caught his eye.
“New guy?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“You’re still smiling.”
“Give me another hour.”
The man laughed. He had dark, curly hair and a quick, crooked grin. A paperback protruded from his bag.
“What are you reading?” Ted asked.
“A book about restoring old paintings.”
“That sounds suspiciously educational.”
“It’s my job. I restore them.”
“Really?”
“Really. I’m Thiago.”
“Ted.”
Ted caught the lilt of his accent. “Brasileiro?”
Thiago smiled. “Você fala português?”
“Not really. That’s about the extent of it.”
“Well, you got that part right.” Thiago grinned. “Toronto’s home now, but I’ll talk about Brazilian food, music, and art all night if you let me.”
Ted smiled. “Careful. I might actually let you.”
“Well, Ted, if you survive your shift, come say hello again.”
“Is that encouragement or a threat?”
“Professional curiosity.”
Thiago wrote his number on a receipt. “For after work. No pressure.”
Ted folded the receipt, slipped it into his pocket, and moved on, smiling despite himself.
Then he saw the large table at the back.
Eight guests, several bottles of wine, expensive watches, and the effortless volume of people accustomed to being heard. One guest wore a ridiculous silver birthday hat, complete with a little elastic strap beneath his chin. When he tried to remove it, the man at the head of the table gave him a mock-stern look.
“Absolutely not. I dug that thing out of the depths of my party closet just for you. You’re wearing it until midnight.”
The birthday guest laughed and settled the hat back on his head.
The man at the head of the table was tall, with darkly tanned skin, salt-and-pepper hair, a neat beard, and a pale beige suit that looked as though it had never encountered public transit.
He was handsome in a severe, meticulously maintained way. Late forties, perhaps. Fit beneath the jacket. The sort of man who looked freshly showered even after three hours in a crowded bar.
“That’s Vikram Sethi,” Sofia said quietly, appearing beside Ted. “He’s been a regular here for years. Tonight he’s hosting a birthday party for a friend. Be attentive, not theatrical.”
“Me? Theatrical?”
She walked away.
Fair.
Ted approached Vikram’s table with another bottle of red wine. The guests were laughing at something the woman in emerald earrings had said.
He leaned forward to refill her glass, carefully navigating the crowded table.
As he shifted his weight, his shoe caught awkwardly against a chair leg.
His elbow clipped a nearby wineglass.
The glass tipped, sending red wine across the polished tabletop like a spectacularly expensive crime scene.
For one horrible second, nobody spoke.
Then the woman in emerald earrings lifted her napkin out of the way.
“Well,” she said, “I suppose the table was thirsty.”
“I’m so sorry,” Ted said immediately. “No one’s been splashed?”
Everyone shook their heads. Ted set the bottle down, righted the glass, and grabbed two clean napkins from the table. He pressed them against the spreading wine before it could reach anyone’s lap.
Once the spill was contained, he fetched clean towels from the service station and carefully wiped the tabletop dry, working around the glasses.
“Again, my apologies,” he said, offering a reassuring smile before resuming service.
The party resumed its conversation.
Mostly.
As Ted stepped behind the service partition, he heard Vikram addressing Sofia.
“He’s a pretty young thing,” the man remarked, voice low but perfectly clear. “I assume that’s why you hired him. It doesn’t seem to have been for his skills.”
Ted stopped.
The heat in his face had nothing to do with the weather.
Sofia answered evenly. “He’s on a trial shift, Mr. Sethi.”
“Then I hope he improves.”
Ted kept walking.
If Vikram had been some stranger passing through, Ted might have laughed it off by closing time. But Sofia knew this man, and clearly valued his business. The thought that he might have made her regret giving him a chance stung worse than the insult itself.
And, irritatingly, he wanted to prove Vikram wrong.
He wanted to turn around and point out that nobody had died, nobody had even gotten wet, and the table was cleaner than it had been before.
Instead, he found another cloth and wiped a perfectly dry counter.
Noah watched him for a moment.
“Bad table?”
“Apparently my face is doing all the work.”
“Lucky face.”
Ted gave him a look.
Noah shrugged. “Let them talk. There are forty other people who need you.”
There were, unfortunately, closer to sixty.
Sofia sent Ted behind the bar for the next stretch of the evening. Whether this was part of his training or a polite attempt to keep him away from expensive wine, he wasn’t entirely certain.
Noah glanced at the incoming orders.
“Two spicy margaritas. Sugar on one rim, salt on the other.”
“One sweet rim job, one salty,” Ted said, reaching for the glasses. “Got it.”
Noah grinned. “Put that on the menu and we’ll never get this place emptied at closing.”
“I’m trying to build a loyal customer base.”
“Good. Now build the cocktails. I’ll check your measurements.”
Ted prepared the glasses, coating one rim with sugar and the other with salt. He sliced a little jalapeño into the shaker.
Noah eyed the pepper. “Easy on the jalapeño. We want spice, not a lawsuit.”
“A little heat. These are margaritas, not a personality test.”
Noah laughed. “You’re going to fit right in.”
Ted muddled the jalapeño, then measured enough tequila, orange liqueur, and fresh lime juice for two margaritas.
He’d mixed the occasional cocktail while helping out at his parents’ restaurant, although he’d never officially worked behind the bar. He certainly couldn’t remember anyone watching his measurements quite so closely.
Noah checked the proportions and nodded. Ted filled the shaker with ice, shook the drinks, strained them over fresh ice into the prepared glasses, and set the margaritas on the service counter.
“Not bad,” Noah said. “Two highballs next. Rye and ginger, gin and tonic. And a glass of white wine for Vikram’s table. One of his guests has had enough red.”
“My favorite table.”
“Just pour it, Ted. Don’t go introducing yourself to the furniture again.”
Ted snorted, made the highballs, added the garnishes, and poured the wine. Another server collected the three drinks from the service counter.
Noah nodded at the next order slips. “See? You’ve got this.”
“I’m practically indispensable.”
“Obviously. Now make yourself indispensable to table seven.”
∞
By ten-thirty, The Lantern was loud enough that conversations blended into one continuous sound. Ted had spent much of the evening behind the bar, and Noah had gradually stopped checking every drink he prepared. He’d learned where to stand so the barback could pass, which customers needed extra patience, and which empty glasses belonged to people who had simply gone to the washroom.
Sofia had also made him redo a cash transaction because he’d nearly entered the wrong tender amount. She hadn’t scolded him. Somehow that made him concentrate harder.
When the rush eased, Sofia sent him back onto the floor.
At a quarter to eleven, Vikram rose to propose a toast to his friend in the ridiculous birthday hat. The table erupted in laughter as someone raised a phone to capture the moment. Vikram turned slightly toward the room.
Ted noticed the mark immediately.
A dark brown stain stood out against the pale fabric at the back of Vikram’s trousers.
Ted looked away so quickly it almost hurt his neck.
Chocolate? A dirty chair? Or perhaps Mr. Sethi had enjoyed a rather enthusiastic afternoon. Whatever it was, Ted had absolutely no intention of investigating.
Someone was still holding up a phone. Another guest was urging Vikram to turn toward the camera.
Oh, Christ.
Ted moved toward Sofia.
“Can I ask you something privately?”
She glanced at his face and led him toward the service corridor.
“What happened?”
“Nothing I did this time.”
“Reassuring.”
He lowered his voice and explained.
Sofia’s expression changed only slightly. She glanced toward the table, then back at him.
“Are you certain?”
“About the stain? Yes. About what caused it? I have a faint idea, but I’m not willing to investigate.”
“Oh, that’s unfortunate.”
“You’re telling me,” Ted said.
“Especially tonight. He mentioned earlier that he has somewhere to be after the party.”
“Another party?”
“He didn’t say.”
Ted glanced back at the immaculate beige suit and its decidedly unfortunate trousers.
“Well, wherever he’s going, I don’t think that’s the impression he wants to make.”
Sofia considered.
“We could offer him a cleaning cloth.”
“For that? He’d need a washing machine. And he’s apparently going somewhere afterward.”
“Then what do you suggest?”
Ted looked down at his own trousers.
A ridiculous idea had arrived fully formed.
“We’re about the same size.”
Sofia followed his gaze.
“No.”
Vikram had been an asshole to him earlier. Ted hadn’t forgotten. But leaving the man to discover that stain in front of his friends seemed unnecessarily cruel.
“Hear me out.”
Five minutes later, he was in the staff washroom, taking off his excellent trousers and putting on a clean spare pair Sofia had found in the kitchen.
The chef’s trousers were black with thin grey pinstripes, shapeless, slightly too short, and equipped with an elastic waistband that belonged on somebody recovering from major abdominal surgery.
Ted examined himself in the mirror.
“Jesus Christ.”
He looked like a substitute dishwasher.
Still, they were clean.
He folded his own trousers carefully and placed them in a plain black carry bag Sofia had found in the office. Then he took a piece of stationery and wrote:
Mr. Sethi,
Please forgive the intrusion. I noticed a mark on the back of your trousers and thought you might appreciate a clean pair. These are mine, and I think they’ll fit.
Please take whatever time you need. I’ll make sure your absence goes unnoticed.
Ted
He read it twice.
No mention of an accident. No speculation. Nothing the man would have to explain if someone glanced over his shoulder.
Good.
With the bag tucked behind an empty serving tray, Ted approached the table. The birthday toast was over, and several guests had drifted away. Four remained at the table, talking over the last bottle of wine.
“Mr. Sethi,” he said quietly, “a small item for you, sir.”
Vikram looked up.
Ted placed the bag beside his chair, discreetly turning the opening toward him. The note lay inside, on top of the folded trousers.
“Whenever convenient.”
Before the man could ask a question, Ted moved to clear glasses from the far end of the table.
He did not watch Vikram read the note.
Not directly, anyway.
From the service station, he saw the man glance downward. One hand lifted the edge of the bag. His shoulders stiffened almost imperceptibly.
Then Vikram rose, excused himself to the others, and walked toward the corridor.
Nobody appeared to notice.
Ted finally breathed.
Noah glanced at his trousers.
“Where the fuck did your ass go?”
“Temporary staffing adjustment.”
“Those pants are a hate crime.”
“I know.”
Noah handed him a tray of fresh drinks.
“Table twelve. And try not to traumatize anyone.”
∞
A little before midnight, Vikram’s party asked for the bill. The birthday guest was still wearing his ridiculous silver hat, apparently resigned to wearing it until midnight, exactly as Vikram had demanded.
Ted asked Sofia to check it first. One mistake at that table was enough.
Vikram had returned wearing Ted’s black trousers. They fit surprisingly well. With his white shirt, pale beige jacket, and Ted’s tailored black trousers, he looked as though he’d planned the contrast all along.
The beige pair were nowhere in sight.
When Ted brought the folder, Vikram looked at him for a long moment.
“Ted, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir.”
Vikram nodded once.
“Thank you.”
None of the remaining guests heard.
“You’re very welcome.”
That was all.
Vikram paid the bill by card. As he stood to leave, he slipped something into the folder and closed it.
“For the staff,” he said.
Ted took it to Sofia, who opened it behind the bar.
Inside were ten crisp $100 bills.
They lay in a neat stack, brown and impossibly real.
Sofia counted them once.
Then again.
“One thousand dollars,” she said.
Noah leaned over. “You’re fucking kidding.”
Ted stared at the notes.
For a brief, beautiful second, he imagined paying rent without counting every remaining dollar. Buying actual groceries. Perhaps even purchasing cheese that didn’t come in individually wrapped slices.
Then Sofia laid the bills beside the tip-pool envelope.
“For everyone,” she said.
Right.
Everyone.
Servers, bartenders, support staff. Everyone who had carried the evening together.
Ted looked toward the door, but Vikram had already gone.
He wondered whether the man had been thanking him for the trousers or apologizing for what he’d said earlier.
Maybe both.
Sofia glanced down at his kitchen trousers.
“You made a good call tonight.”
Ted raised an eyebrow.
“Even with the wine?”
“Especially after the wine. You didn’t let one mistake decide the rest of your shift. And you didn’t make a spectacle of it. That’s worth something in this business.”
She returned to counting receipts.
“And, Ted?”
“Yeah?”
“Those trousers are hideous.”
He laughed.
“Believe me, I’m aware.”
∞
A little after one, the last customers left. Ted stacked chairs, polished tables, and scrubbed sticky patches off the floor.
Sofia checked his hours and confirmed he’d be paid for the trial.
“I can offer you Friday and Saturday next week,” she said. “Perhaps a few more shifts after that. I’m not promising a full schedule.”
Two shifts. Actual paid work.
“I’ll take them.”
“Good. You were useful tonight.”
“Glowing review.”
“Don’t get used to it.”
She smiled briefly.
Outside, Church Street was still awake. Ted found Thiago’s number in his pocket and typed a message. It was late, but perhaps Thiago was still awake.
TED: Survived the shift. Are you still awake?
His phone buzzed a moment later.
THIAGO: I’m at the diner by Carlton. Fancy some herbal tea? Bit late for coffee.
TED: Be right there. Peppermint if they have it.
Ted walked toward Carlton. A few minutes later, he spotted Thiago outside the diner, holding two steaming paper cups and smiling at his screen.
Thiago had even ordered for both of them.
Ted crossed toward him.
“You know,” he said, “this is a very elaborate way to get a bartender’s attention.”
“I’m a conservator. I believe in patience.”
“And preserving things?”
“Among other skills.”
Thiago handed him a cup of peppermint tea.
They walked slowly along Carlton, sipping their tea while Thiago told Ted about a woman who had brought an old painting into his studio.
“She was convinced it was worth thousands,” Thiago explained.
“Was it?”
“It was a reproduction. A very convincing reproduction, but still a reproduction.”
“Oh, that’s heartbreaking.”
“Not particularly. She paid forty dollars for it at a flea market.”
Ted laughed.
“And she was angry when you told her?”
“Furious. Apparently, I should have waited until after she’d told all her friends.”
“I’ve dated men like that.”
Thiago looked at him.
“Worth forty dollars?”
“More concerned about their reputation than their actual value.”
Thiago burst out laughing.
They turned down a quieter side street, where an iron-and-wood bench sat beneath a tree. Its narrow wooden slats were interrupted by strategically placed iron armrests, including one dividing the middle.
“Shall we?” Thiago asked.
Ted examined the bench.
“How romantic. Somewhere between a park bench and a medieval torture device.”
“It’s not that bad.”
They sat down.
It was that bad.
The wooden slats pressed against Ted’s backside, while the iron divider between them seemed determined to prevent any possibility of human affection.
“Toronto really doesn’t want anyone sleeping on these things,” Ted observed.
“Or enjoying themselves.”
“Apparently that’s against municipal policy.”
Thiago laughed, stretching his legs.
They continued talking about terrible dates, favorite restaurants, and the peculiar experience of building a life in a city where almost everyone seemed to be from somewhere else.
Eventually, Ted glanced at the time.
“Jesus. I should probably get home.”
“Probably,” Thiago agreed.
Neither moved.
A moment later, Thiago looked at the iron divider between them.
“I think this bench is trying to tell us something.”
“That the city hates happiness?”
“That we should stand up.”
Ted smiled.
“Now that’s a proposal I can get behind.”
They stood, and Thiago brushed his fingers against Ted’s hand.
“You don’t seem particularly tired.”
“I’m extremely tired. I’m just attractive enough to disguise it.”
“Modest, too.”
“I have many talents.”
Thiago leaned closer, giving Ted plenty of time to decide. Ted kissed him. It was gentle at first, then warmer, more insistent.
Thiago slipped both hands into Ted’s trouser pockets and drew him closer by the hips. Then he paused.
“Do you work in the kitchen, too?”
Ted blinked. “What? No. Why?”
Thiago grinned and jiggled his hands inside Ted’s pockets, making the loose, grey-pinstriped fabric flap around his hips.
Ted looked down. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”
“What happened to your trousers?”
“I gave them away.”
“You gave your trousers away?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“Someone needed them.”
Thiago looked him up and down. “And you were the only person in Toronto with spare trousers?”
“Apparently. And those were my nicest pair, too.”
Thiago raised his eyebrows.
“Wait. You gave someone your best trousers?”
“Well, I wasn't planning on it. But he needed them more than I did.”
Thiago studied him for a moment, his teasing expression softening.
“That's actually really sweet.”
“Please don't tell anyone. I have a reputation to maintain.”
Thiago laughed.
“You're full of surprises, Ted.”
“You have no idea.”
Thiago glanced down at the ridiculous pinstripes.
“Well, at least you've got these.”
“Don't remind me.”
Thiago smiled. “Okay, now I need to hear this story.”
“Maybe next time we meet.”
“I’d like that.”
“Good. So would I.”
Thiago kissed him again, and a passing cyclist rang his bell as he slipped by. They broke apart laughing.
They started walking again, neither particularly interested in saying goodnight.
They made it perhaps twenty feet before Ted stopped.
Ted had intended to say goodnight. He was fairly certain of that. But somewhere between the ridiculous bench and Thiago’s crooked smile, the plan had become considerably less appealing.
Thiago turned toward him.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s a suspicious look.”
“I’ve been told I have one of those.”
Thiago smiled.
Ted stepped closer and kissed him.
This time, neither seemed particularly interested in stopping.
Thiago’s hand was warm at Ted’s waist. A few moments passed before Ted’s hand slipped beneath the waistband of Thiago’s shorts. Thiago moaned quietly as Ted licked his own thumb, then wrapped it around the thick, already-leaking head and smeared the slippery precome in slow circles.
By then the streets were mostly empty. Ted knew the quiet alleyways. The nearest was less than twenty feet away. He pulled Thiago into the shadows and kissed him hard, tongue deep, then dropped to his knees on the concrete.
Thiago yanked his cock free. It swung out heavy and slapped Ted across the cheek, leaving a wet streak. Ted shoved his face into the warm, low-hanging balls, inhaling the thick musky scent, then dragged his tongue over the wrinkled skin and up the thick vein on the underside of the shaft. He opened wide and took every inch in one greedy slide, throat stretching around the fat head until his nose was buried in dark hair and spit ran down his chin.
“Porra, que gostoso!” Thiago whispered.
Ted answered with a choked, wet moan, lips stretched tight around the base. He pulled back until just the swollen head was left between his lips, sucking hard while his hand stroked the spit-slick length, twisting under the ridge. Thiago’s hips jerked; a louder, broken moan spilled out of him.
Ted didn’t ease up. He fucked his own mouth on that throbbing cock, hand and lips working together, spit flying, until Thiago’s thighs trembled.
“Puta que pariu, Ted—gonna cum already—”
There it was again.
Danish had done the same thing Tuesday night, slipping into Punjabi when English apparently wasn’t enough. Now Thiago was doing it in Portuguese.
Ted hadn’t understood Danish then, and he barely understood Thiago now. Apparently, understanding the words wasn’t the point.
He doubled down, stroking faster, sucking harder, tongue working the slit. He felt the thick shaft pulse hard against his palm a second before hot, salty cum flooded his mouth in heavy spurts. Ted moaned around it, gulping greedily, swallowing every thick load without spilling a drop. He kept his lips sealed and sucked the last drops clean, then licked the head and shaft until nothing remained but spit-shine and the faint salty taste on his tongue.
He rested his forehead against the still-hard, glistening cock hanging out of Thiago’s shorts. They were both breathing hard. Then Ted stood.
Thiago stared at Ted, speechless for a moment. He shook his head slowly, then let out a disbelieving laugh.
“Ai, caralho…” He paused, still catching his breath. “That was unexpected.”
“Seriously,” Thiago continued. “I think that was the most mind-blowing head I’ve ever had.”
Ted grinned.
“You’ve got my number.”
“Oh, I’ll use it. Maybe next time somewhere that isn’t an alley.”
They both laughed as Ted studied their surroundings.
He kissed Thiago again and whispered in his ear, “Do you like the taste of your own cum?”
He could feel Thiago’s dick throb again under his shorts.
“Fuck, you are something, aren’t you?”
Thiago glanced down at Ted’s baggy grey pinstripes.
“And you did all that wearing those terrible kitchen trousers.”
Ted grinned. “Imagine what I could do in something flattering.”
They stepped out of the alleyway. The streetlight seemed almost blinding after the shadows. Ted kissed Thiago once more, said goodnight, and headed home through streets now silent.
His phone lit up.
DANISH: How was the first shift, handsome?
Ted smiled.
He thought about the spilled wine. Sofia’s unreadable expression. Noah’s commentary on his ass. Ten hundred-dollar bills he would never forget.
And Thiago.
There was more than one answer to Danish’s question.
TED: Eventful. I’ll tell you about it.
He slipped the phone into his pocket.
Thursday had produced two shifts, one extraordinary tip, and a man who knew how to kiss.
Not bad.
He still had rent to pay. The airline still hadn’t called. And somewhere in Toronto, a wealthy stranger was wearing his best trousers.
Ted began to laugh.
Adulthood, apparently, had a dress code.
And he’d given his away.
Chapter Three
Breathing Room
Toronto, July 2026
By the time Ted opened his eyes, the thunderstorm had moved off into the distance. The rain, however, appeared to be taking its time leaving.
Water dripped from the balcony above his window in a lazy, irregular rhythm. Somewhere below, a car swept through a puddle, followed by an indignant shout. The street was wet enough to reflect the pale afternoon sky, and the air coming through the window was warm, heavy, and almost aggressively damp.
Ted loved this sort of weather.
Toronto summers could make a person feel as though they’d stepped into a tropical greenhouse without the benefit of tropical plants. Today was particularly impressive. His sheets had developed the texture of a damp dishcloth.
There was loving summer, and there was trying to sleep in it.
He reached for his phone.
1:32 p.m.
“Jesus.”
He had no idea what time he’d fallen asleep. He remembered walking home. He remembered taking off the hideous kitchen trousers he’d acquired on Thursday night. After that, his memories became mostly horizontal.
The trial shift. Sofia. The wine.
Thiago.
He smiled into his pillow.
What a fucking Thursday.
He’d gone to The Lantern hoping not to make a complete fool of himself. By the end of the night, he’d survived his first shift, been offered two more, assisted a wealthy stranger with a private wardrobe catastrophe, and spent considerably longer than planned getting to know a handsome Brazilian art conservator.
Not bad for a man who’d spent Tuesday morning wondering whether a university degree could be exchanged for groceries.
Ted rolled onto his back and stretched.
Then he remembered.
“My fucking trousers.”
He pressed a hand to his forehead.
What an idiot.
He looked toward the floor.
There they were: grey pinstripes, elastic waistband, an abundance of fabric arranged in a heap that somehow managed to look unflattering even without a person inside it.
His replacement trousers.
Chef’s trousers, apparently. The sort of garment designed for standing over industrial stoves and never, under any circumstances, being photographed from behind.
He’d given away his best black pants.
Not his second-best black pants. Not something he’d picked up at a discount store and forgotten he owned. His good trousers. His graduation trousers. The ones he’d bought on sale and then paid extra to have tailored until they fit properly.
They were somewhere in Toronto, enjoying the company of Vikram Sethi.
Ted stared at the ceiling.
He could have given Vikram the chef’s pants.
The thought arrived with such perfect clarity that he laughed out loud.
He imagined the man standing in The Lantern’s washroom in his immaculate beige jacket, looking down at grey pinstripes bunching around his ankles. The elastic waistband. The peculiar excess of material. The complete destruction of whatever he paid his tailor to achieve.
Oh, that would have been glorious.
Instead, Vikram had walked away in Ted’s best trousers, looking as though they’d been tailored for him.
And somewhere, probably at the bottom of a garbage bin, lay a pair of beige trousers worth more than Ted’s monthly rent.
Vikram could throw them away without a second thought.
Ted was still mourning his own.
He grinned again at the idea of Vikram in the chef’s trousers.
Then the grin softened.
No. Sofia would have been furious, and with good reason.
Vikram had been embarrassed enough without discovering an enormous stain on his trousers in front of his friends and somebody’s camera. Ted had seen an opportunity to help. He’d taken it. That was the whole thing.
Besides, the man had left a thousand-dollar tip for the staff pool afterward.
That counted for something.
Ted turned his head toward the heap on the floor.
“Still. My fucking pants. Jesus, God damn it.” He laughed aloud again.
With a sigh, he got out of bed and walked into the living room.
The apartment had survived his absence. The sofa still looked as though it had been assembled from an enormous cushion with delusions of furniture. The plants were maintaining their usual range of health outcomes. His gaming computer sat quietly beneath the television, a collection of components he’d put together gradually and would probably defend in court if anyone questioned his priorities.
On the kitchen counter sat a mug he’d forgotten to wash.
“Morning,” he told it.
Technically, it was afternoon.
His stomach didn’t care.
∞
The refrigerator offered very little improvement on Tuesday’s situation.
There was yogurt. There were eggs. The cucumber looked as though it were hanging on out of spite, but the soft, mouldy patch at one end suggested otherwise.
Ted tossed it into the garbage.
“Bon appétit, raccoons.”
He opened the freezer.
Two bagels in a plastic bag, lightly crusted with ice.
He held one up.
It had seen better days. It had probably seen better winters.
Still edible, though. The raccoons weren’t getting those.
Next to the bagels sat a shaker of Parmesan cheese, which he’d stored in the freezer after deciding that a dry dairy product deserved all the help it could get in this heat.
He opened the cupboard and reached automatically for a tin of sardines.
Those he already had plenty of.
Some from the Philippines. Some from Morocco. Ted had developed opinions about both, opinions he recognized most people had absolutely no desire to hear.
He toasted the less alarming of the bagels, opened the sardines, and arranged them across the two halves with the seriousness of a person plating a meal for television. He shook Parmesan over the top.
The cheese came out in an enthusiastic little avalanche.
He placed the cheese back in the freezer and purposefully left the freezer door wide open.
“Excellent,” he said, enjoying the only cool air he could get.
He then took a bite of his breakfast.
It was excellent.
The bagel was slightly dry around the edges, and the Parmesan wasn’t going to win any international culinary awards, but the sardines were good. Salty, rich, satisfying.
A sensible breakfast.
At nearly two in the afternoon.
He was twenty-five, a commerce graduate, and fresh off his first paid shift as a bartender.
Everything was going according to plan.
He ate standing in front of the open freezer door while the dripping outside continued. His phone sat beside his plate.
There were a few messages.
Marcus had sent a photograph of somebody else’s dog wearing sunglasses, accompanied by no explanation.
MARCUS: This is you when you finally get a job.
TED: I have a job.
MARCUS: A trial shift is not a pension plan, sweetheart.
TED: Neither is the career advice of a man sending me dogs in eyewear.
MARCUS: How was it?
Ted looked toward the bedroom and its abandoned kitchen trousers.
TED: I need to tell you in person. It’s a wardrobe emergency.
MARCUS: Are you naked?
TED: No.
MARCUS: Then how bad can it be?
Ted left that one unanswered.
There was also a message from Thiago.
THIAGO: Home in one piece?
It had arrived sometime after they parted.
Ted smiled.
TED: Barely. Still recovering from those ridiculous trousers.
A reply came a minute later.
THIAGO: You were wearing them surprisingly well.
TED: Liar.
THIAGO: Maybe a little. I had fun.
TED: So did I, handsome.
He set the phone down and finished his breakfast.
The kitchen was hot enough to make him consider eating every future meal directly in front of the open freezer.
A window air conditioner.
He’d been thinking about one since the previous summer. Every time he’d come close to ordering it, something more urgent had appeared: rent, groceries, tuition, another expense that considered itself entitled to his money.
He glanced toward his bedroom.
He needed trousers now, too.
Wonderful.
Ted closed the freezer, rinsed his plate, poured himself cold water, and picked up his phone again.
Northstar Airways.
He’d applied Tuesday night. Three days ago, more or less. Thursday he’d checked his phone for a response, which was frankly ridiculous. No airline was going to evaluate his entire future between breakfast and the dinner rush.
Still.
What if they’d written?
He opened his actual email inbox.
It was a mess.
There were promotional offers, receipts, newsletters he’d once thought sounded interesting, and an impressive quantity of correspondence from the university. He was subscribed to several mailing lists and had developed the sensible habit of ignoring almost all of them.
Northstar wasn’t there.
No invitation. No request to schedule an interview. Nothing beyond the automatic confirmation that they’d received his application.
“Take your time,” he told the screen. “I’m only considering restructuring my entire life around you.”
He scrolled farther down.
A subject line caught his eye.
Student Account Reconciliation — Refund Issued
Ted almost kept going.
Another university email.
Possibly a request to complete a survey about how supported he’d felt during his six years of education. The answer depended very much on whether they wanted a polite response.
Then he noticed the sender.
Student Accounts.
He opened it.
At first, the words didn’t settle into anything meaningful. He read them once, frowned, and read them again.
Following a final review of his student account, the university had identified accumulated overpayments and unapplied credits from previous terms.
A refund had been issued to his bank account on Thursday.
Amount: $5,439.34.
Ted stopped moving and pulled his phone closer to his face.
Five thousand.
Four hundred.
Thirty-nine dollars.
And thirty-four cents.
“Excuse me?”
He read the email again, looking for the part where it asked for his credit card number, his mother’s maiden name, or a small fee to release the funds.
Nothing.
The message said the payment had been initiated electronically and might take one to three business days to appear.
He stared at it.
Six years.
Six years of tuition, payments made at odd times, grants applied at even odder times, credits moved between terms, and an account he’d been delighted to stop thinking about once he graduated.
Apparently, the university had been sitting on his money.
A rather substantial quantity of his money.
He opened a separate browser tab and signed into the student portal directly. The website required a password he’d forgotten, a reset email, and a verification code that arrived after a delay long enough to suggest the server was consulting legal counsel.
Finally, his account appeared.
Credit balance cleared.
Refund issued.
$5,439.34.
Ted sat down on the sofa.
Then he opened the Toronto Dollar Bank app.
Nothing.
His balance was still deeply unimpressive. The cash he’d taken home from The Lantern’s pooled tips was folded in his wallet, helpful for immediate expenses but not enough to support a man with rent coming due.
He checked TDB again.
Still nothing.
The email said one to three business days.
It could be Monday. It could be Tuesday. It could appear on Friday afternoon and change the entire mood of his weekend.
He reread the university confirmation.
Real.
It seemed to be real.
He put the phone on the coffee table and looked across the apartment.
His rent was due in less than three weeks.
For the first time since graduation, that sentence wasn’t followed immediately by a feeling somewhere between nausea and a mild cardiac event.
He could set it aside.
Pay for groceries without doing mental arithmetic in front of the refrigerated section.
Fresh bagels no longer seemed like such a luxury.
Maybe he’d buy some proper black trousers before his next shift.
And, if the gods of banking were feeling generous, finally order that window air conditioner from Amazing.com.
He imagined the thing installed over the sill, blowing glorious cold air directly into his bedroom.
Then he remembered that he lived in an apartment building and probably ought to check whether the windows could accommodate one.
Even his fantasies were subject to building regulations.
Ted sighed.
“Fine. I’ll read the lease. Like an adult.”
He looked at the bank app one more time.
Nothing.
Five thousand dollars would give him some breathing room. But without a steady income, how long would it last?
His financial future had been patched, not repaired.
He stood, stretched, and glanced toward the window. The rain had stopped completely. The sun was beginning to find its way through the clouds, making the wet pavement sparkle.
It would be unbearably humid outside.
Perfect gym weather.
Or at least Ted’s version of it.
He had nowhere to be until next Friday.
He had some cash in his wallet.
He might have five thousand dollars on the way.
And he’d spent quite enough of the day in his apartment with the smell of sardines.
“Right,” he said.
Time to do something useful with himself.
∞
Outside, the city had the peculiar smell that came after a summer storm: wet concrete, hot pavement and an indeterminate suggestion that somebody was cooking onions two buildings away.
A food delivery man on an electric scooter flew through a shallow puddle at the corner and narrowly missed spraying Ted’s shoes. He had mittens on his handlebars and was dressed for cold weather.
Astonishing.
“Love you too,” Ted murmured.
Church Street was busy enough for a Friday afternoon. People were back on patios under umbrellas that had stopped being useful an hour earlier. A man walked a dog in a little raincoat, even though the dog was now considerably drier than the owner. Someone emerged from a café with an iced coffee so large it looked like an architectural feature.
Ted took his time.
There was something about knowing he didn’t have to rush to a shift that made walking feel different. Thursday he’d hurried along these same streets trying to appear employable. Today he was just a man going to the gym, with an improbable email in his inbox and no particular reason to be anywhere else.
He passed a shop window and caught his reflection.
Shorts. Trainers. T-shirt.
A perfectly acceptable ensemble.
None of it belonged to Vikram Sethi.
He grinned and kept walking.
By the time he reached Greatlife, the back of his shirt was sticking to him.
Inside, the air conditioning felt like a formal apology.
He scanned his membership and headed toward the locker room to claim a place for his gym bag.
The Greatlife sometimes surprised him with unexpected encounters. The clientele was commonly mixed, but there was a surplus of cruisy men. Ted had learned early in his sex life that spontaneity was considerably more enjoyable when he’d prepared for it. He learned the hard way that unplanned anal could lead to disaster.
Despite the possibility of action, his gym routine wasn’t particularly complicated. He liked lifting. He liked the feeling afterward. He also liked the people, although he’d discovered that admitting this to Marcus tended to produce an exhausting amount of commentary.
He set his water bottle beside a bench, put his phone away, and began warming up.
For a little while, there was nothing in his head except the weight, his breathing, and the distant percussion of somebody dropping a dumbbell for dramatic effect.
It was nice.
Then a familiar voice came from behind him.
“Careful. You might actually do that.”
Ted turned.
Alex stood beside the dumbbell rack, smiling at him.
He had the same dark beard and easy grin Ted remembered. The broad shoulders didn’t hurt, either.
“Alex Gym,” Ted said.
Alex raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“Nothing. It’s a title of great distinction.”
“Is that what I am now?”
“Would you prefer Alexander of Greatlife?”
“Does it come with a crown?”
Ted laughed.
“You never came over,” Alex said.
“I said I might.”
“You said it with confidence.”
“I’m a confident person.”
“I’ve noticed.”
They fell into conversation with the familiarity of two men who had already met and liked one another. Seeing Alex again brought back details of their first encounter. It had been at this very Greatlife location, although Ted still couldn’t remember exactly when.
“How have you been?” Ted asked.
“Working. Training. Apparently being stood up by a man who calls me stud.”
“Oh, that’s harsh. I didn’t stand you up.”
“You disappeared.”
“There’s a difference.”
“Explain it.”
“A very important administrative difference.”
Alex laughed. “What have you been up to?”
“Career development.”
“Really?”
“I’m practically a professional now.”
“At what?”
“Alcohol.”
“Ah.”
“It’s a respectable trade.”
Ted gave him a brief account of his trial at The Lantern. Alex listened with the easy interest of somebody who wasn’t simply waiting for his own turn to speak.
“And did they keep you?” he asked.
“Two shifts next week.”
“That’s great.”
“Thank you.”
“You sound disappointed.”
“I’m currently without my best trousers.”
Alex regarded him for a moment.
“Okay. Start over.”
Ted smiled. “Long story. Wealthy guy, unfortunate stain, heroic intervention. I didn’t come out ahead in the clothing department.”
“And here I thought your life was glamorous.”
“It’s a constant struggle.”
They caught up between sets. Alex had recently changed teams at work, the kind of reorganization that involved fourteen emails and a meeting that should have been a message. He asked about Ted’s university degree, then laughed when Ted admitted how little use he’d put it to so far.
Ted liked that Alex wasn’t impressed or disappointed by any of it. Alex had his own life going on, and Ted could drop back into it without feeling that he had to deliver a performance.
At one point Alex checked a message on his phone. Ted finished his last set and glanced at the clock.
He’d been at Greatlife long enough to qualify the visit as exercise rather than an elaborate social engagement.
“I’m finishing up,” he told Alex.
“Me too, actually.”
Ted studied him for a moment.
There was a familiar possibility hanging between them, neither spoken nor particularly mysterious.
“I’m going to rinse off,” Ted said.
Alex smiled.
“Good plan. You’re a mess.”
“Charming.”
“You like honesty.”
“Yeah, well, you like ’em dirty.”
Ted leaned closer, lowering his voice just enough to make the invitation private.
“Come find me in the steam room after you rinse off, stud.”
Alex considered him for a second, then smiled.
“Don’t disappear on me again.”
“No promises.”
They headed toward the change rooms separately.
Ted wandered into one of the shower cubicles and let the water wash away the afternoon’s workout. He had not bothered showering before his first memorable meeting with Alex; they’d gone straight from the weights to the sauna. Ted still couldn’t remember exactly when that had been.
Today he took his time. The contrast between the overheated streets outside and the clean tile and running water was rather wonderful.
By the time Ted finished showering, the afternoon crowd had thinned. Somewhere beyond the change room, a weight clanked against its rack, but otherwise Greatlife was unusually quiet. The after-work rush was still a few hours away.
At the far end of the wet area, condensation streaked the frosted glass door of the steam room.
Ted pushed the door open and stepped into the thick, wet heat. He was still pink from the shower, skin tight and clean, the last of the workout sweat rinsed away. Still pumped up from the weights, Ted’s cock was already half-hard against his thigh just from the anticipation. He settled on the upper bench, legs spread, and waited for Alex.
Alex came in a minute later, towel slung low on his hips. Broad-shouldered and thick-chested, still carrying the flush of the gym, his dark hair was damp.
“Still here,” he said.
Ted smiled.
“Told you I was reliable.”
“That’s not the word I’d use.”
“Rude.”
Alex locked eyes with Ted, and the towel dropped without ceremony. His cock swung heavy and already thickening—long, fat, the kind of horse-cock that made Ted’s mouth water every time he saw it. Ted remembered he could barely get the head beyond his tonsils when it was fully swollen. Alex brought Ted close and kissed him hard, open-mouthed, tasting the clean heat of the steam while his hands mapped Ted’s wet skin. Reaching around Ted’s back, his fingers slid down the cleft of Ted’s ass, pressing, testing. Ted sat on the bench and lifted his hips and Alex’s thick fingers found him already slick from the shower and eager. His fingers curled, stretched, and teased Ted’s soft hole with the perfect prelude to an amazing fuck. The wet sound of Alex tapping his middle finger against Ted’s pucker echoed in the small tiled room. Ted moaned and adjusted his legs, lifting them into the air. He held his own feet by the big toes and raised his pucker, presenting it for Alex’s mouth. Alex rolled his lips around the outside before pressing his tongue deep into Ted’s welcoming hole.
Alex rimmed Ted, introducing his thick fingers as his tongue circled Ted’s boy-pussy, preparing him for the next, bigger challenge. He pulled his hand free and made Ted sniff his fingers after they came out of his now-sloppy hole. Then Alex spit into his palm, slicked the fat head of his cock, lined up, and pushed in. The stretch was immediate and brutal—Alex was hung like a fucking horse and he knew it. Ted’s mouth fell open on a broken sound as the thick shaft forced his pucker to stretch, inch after heavy inch, until Alex’s hips were flush and the full length was buried deep in Ted’s guts. Steam swirled around them. Ted let his legs go and wrapped them around Alex for support, clutching at his shoulders, pulling himself closer to keep that giant tool deep inside him.
Alex started to move. Slow, deep strokes at first, dragging that fat cock almost all the way out before slamming back in balls-deep. Every thrust punched a wet, slutty sound out of Ted. The tile bench was slippery. Water dripped from the ceiling. Ted’s cock slapped against his own stomach, leaking steadily, untouched.
Alex fucked him harder for a while, then suddenly pulled out. Alex helped Ted to his feet, then turned him around to face the bench. Ted braced his hands against the wet tile. His fingertips were now supporting his body weight as he perched there waiting for Alex to line up and sink his meat back into Ted’s needy little hole. The new angle let Alex’s heavy shaft drive even deeper with one smooth, heavy thrust. The pace turned filthy—long, powerful drives that made Ted’s whole body jolt forward. When Alex bottomed out especially deep, Ted’s voice cracked into a sharp, high scream of pure pleasure. A strained whimper escaped Ted. It hurt, but in the way he wanted. He held steady, choosing every second of it. Instantly Alex’s big hand clamped over Ted’s mouth from behind, muffling the sound against his palm. The warm, hard metal of a tungsten wedding band pressed into Ted’s cheek, right against the wet skin. The ring was hot from the steam, a solid circle of heat and pressure. Ted felt it. He knew what it was and he didn’t pull away. He just moaned harder into the palm covering his mouth and pushed his ass back to take every last inch.
Alex’s rhythm stuttered. He drove in another time, as deep as he could go—balls deep—then pulled almost all the way out. One breathtaking pump followed another, Ted’s insides feeling as though they were being rearranged, until Alex rammed in one last time and came hard. Thick, heavy pulses of cum flooded Ted’s guts—huge wads pumping out of those fat balls, flooding him, overflowing around the base of Alex’s pulsing shaft and dripping down onto the bench. Ted felt every spurt, hot and thick, filling him until his belly felt heavy. Alex kept grinding through it, milking every last drop into Ted’s hole.
Ted was right on the edge. Alex pulled out slow, the fat cock dragging free with a wet sound, a thick rope of cum following it. He shoved Ted sideways so he was facing the tiled wall, then reached around and stroked Ted’s cock hard and fast.
“I want you back inside me,” Ted demanded, out of breath but already on the verge of extreme pleasure.
Alex moved behind him and jammed all nine inches back inside—still semi-hard and thick enough to make Ted cum with a broken shout, painting the steam-room wall in long, messy streaks. White ropes clung and slid down the wet tile.
Alex didn’t give him a second to recover. He grabbed the back of Ted’s neck and pushed his face toward the mess.
“Clean it up,” he said, voice low and rough. “All of it. Use your mouth.”
Ted didn’t hesitate. He leaned in and licked the warm, salty cum off the wall, tongue dragging through every streak, swallowing what he could, cleaning the tile the way Alex wanted. For a split second, he thought about the wall and where he was.
I don’t care.
Behind him Alex watched, still half-hard, cum still leaking slowly from Ted’s fucked-open hole. When the wall was mostly clean, Ted turned back and opened his mouth to get approval of a good job.
“Good boy,” Alex whispered.
He then dug his fingers behind Ted’s balls and back to his fluttering sphincter.
“Push it out,” he ordered.
Ted pushed, and Alex’s cum gooped out in thick globs. Alex scooped it up and fed it to him. Ted licked and swallowed every drop Alex could muster.
They stayed like that in the thick heat, holding each other’s sweaty, steamy bodies until they caught their breath, the quiet of the empty gym holding around them.
Alex chuckled. “Good thing it’s quiet here today.”
Ted let out a happy sigh. “Yeah, although I’m never opposed to more company. I don’t mind putting on a show once in a while.”
They gathered their towels and headed into neighbouring shower stalls to rinse off.
The second shower was worth it.
Ted was still smiling when he reached his locker. Despite always being prepared, he’d come to Greatlife expecting an ordinary workout, which was evidently a mistake he should stop making.
Alex stood a few lockers away, pulling on his shirt.
Alex’s black tungsten wedding band caught the fluorescent light. Ted remembered its warm edge against his cheek and smiled.
“So, married, eh? Nice. I assume you guys are open?”
Alex followed his gaze to the ring.
“We are.”
There was no hesitation, no defensive tone. It sounded as ordinary as telling someone where he worked.
Ted’s smile widened.
“Play together?”
“Once in a while,” Alex said. “But we usually prefer our own company on the side.”
“Fair enough.”
“Actually, he’d like you.”
Ted glanced up.
“Would he?”
“You’re definitely his type.”
“Oh, really? Well, I’m certainly not opposed to a little DP.”
Alex burst out laughing.
“Jesus, Ted. We haven’t even introduced you two yet.”
“Keeping my options open. And my butthole.”
That made Alex laugh harder.
Ted grinned.
“Although, if your husband’s as big as you are, there might be some competition for space.”
Alex shook his head, laughing. “Jesus, you’re already planning logistics?”
“I’m a good sport.”
Ted was rather pleased with himself.
He wasn’t interested in someone else’s marriage as a complication. Quite the opposite. The idea of two people caring for each other, building a life together, and still being free to enjoy other people seemed very appealing.
Maybe there were more men who felt that way than he’d realized.
Alex finished getting dressed.
“You actually just missed him,” he said.
“Your husband?”
“Yeah. He was here earlier. I’d have introduced you.”
“Tragic.”
“I know. We drove here together and he took the car home, so I’m on transit.”
Ted shook his head.
“Abandoned. By your own husband.”
“It’s a tough life.”
“Thoughts and prayers, darling.”
Alex laughed again.
They headed toward the front together. The gym’s cold air felt especially good after the changing rooms, and Ted stopped at the water fountain to refill his bottle.
At the doors, Alex glanced toward the street.
“You still have my number,” he said.
“I do. Saved under a very respectable name.”
“I’m afraid to ask.”
“Then don’t.”
Alex smiled and touched his arm briefly.
“Good seeing you again.”
“You too, sexy.”
They separated at the corner.
Ted called back, “See you around, Alex.”
Alex waved without turning all the way around.
Ted watched him disappear into the humid afternoon.
A husband.
A happy one.
Well.
That was interesting.
∞
The air outside Greatlife felt warmer than when Ted had gone in.
He walked a few blocks before taking his phone out of his pocket.
A notification sat on the screen.
TORONTO DOLLAR BANK
Deposit received: $5,439.34
Ted stopped on the sidewalk.
He opened the app.
Not pending. Not promised. Deposited.
Money.
His money.
A woman behind him said, “Excuse me,” because he’d stopped directly in front of a shop entrance.
“Sorry!”
He moved aside and looked at the screen again.
Still there.
A few days earlier, he’d woken up with eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents in that account. Now there was enough to cover rent without having to negotiate with the universe.
Ted considered calling Marcus.
He could hear the conversation already.
“I’m rich.”
“You’re not rich.”
“I’m temporarily rich.”
“Pay your rent.”
“Stop attacking me.”
Marcus would be right, which was deeply irritating.
Ted opened the notes app and made a list.
RENT — DO NOT TOUCH.
GROCERIES.
KEEP SOME MONEY.
AIR CONDITIONER? CHECK BUILDING RULES.
TROUSERS. AGAIN.
He stared at the last item.
“Vikram, you expensive bastard.”
A passerby gave him an odd look.
Ted tucked the phone away.
He knew better than to spend the same money six times simply because he was relieved to have it. Five thousand dollars could disappear in Toronto with embarrassing speed. A few bills, a grocery run, a purchase or two, and suddenly you’d be wondering why the bank app looked so judgmental again.
He wasn’t going to do that.
At least not today.
Ted headed home for his five-year-old reusable bags. They were frayed at the seams but had earned their keep.
Then he set off for the grocery store.
For the first time in weeks, he chose things because he wanted to eat them rather than because the price per serving justified their existence.
Coffee, tomatoes, yogurt, a whole bag of onions, cilantro, lemons, and a cucumber to replace the one he’d sacrificed to the raccoons. They’d had quite enough of his generosity for one day. Lemons had a way of making even a mediocre meal feel considered.
His cupboards might have been nearly empty, but his spice collection was surprisingly respectable. Chicken and cans of chickpeas seemed like a good place to start.
If the spice is right, the food is tight.
Ted grinned at his own terrible slogan. He was keeping that one.
He stopped by the cheese.
Actual Parmesan, in a wedge.
He picked it up.
Considered the price.
Then imagined the half-frozen shaker waiting at home.
“Let’s not lose our minds,” he murmured, and put it back.
At the register, he paid without checking his bank balance first.
It was a small thing.
He almost didn’t notice how much it mattered until he was outside again with two bags cutting into his fingers.
He smiled all the way home.
Back at the apartment, Ted put the groceries away with a ceremony usually reserved for unpacking expensive gifts.
The refrigerator looked transformed.
There was food in it now.
Actual food.
He tucked the replacement cucumber into the crisper. This one was not getting a farewell speech.
Then he opened Amazing.com.
Window air conditioners.
There were more choices than any reasonable person needed. Cooling capacities, decibel ratings, energy efficiency, drainage systems. One review consisted entirely of a man complaining that the machine did not cool an apartment with all the windows open.
Ted felt for the machine.
He saved two options, then found the building’s rules on his laptop.
The document was full of sentences that sounded as though they had been written by someone who’d once been attacked by a falling appliance.
There was a paragraph about window installations.
Approval required.
Naturally.
Ted drafted an email asking about permissible units and installation requirements, reread it twice to make sure he hadn’t accidentally written “Please permit me to live,” and sent it.
An adult.
Look at him.
He also checked his account one last time, not because he doubted the refund any longer but because he rather enjoyed looking at it.
His rent was the first obligation. He marked that amount as unavailable in his budget notes, then divided what remained among groceries, a small emergency cushion, and purchases that could wait.
The expensive trousers were certainly going to have to wait until he’d inspected a few sales.
He picked up the grey-pinstriped kitchen trousers from his bedroom floor and held them at arm’s length.
They were not going back into circulation in that condition. The knees were grimy from the alley pavement. Ted brushed at the dirt, made it worse, and added the trousers to the laundry. He’d return them to The Lantern when he worked next week.
For a moment he wondered what Vikram had done with his good trousers.
Perhaps he’d sent them to be cleaned.
Perhaps he’d folded them beautifully in a wardrobe larger than Ted’s entire bedroom.
Perhaps he’d forgotten all about them.
Ted frowned.
He would very much like them back.
His phone buzzed.
DANISH: Hey, handsome. Did you survive Thursday?
TED: Define survive.
DANISH: You’re texting me, so I’ll count that as a yes.
TED: Barely. There was a wine incident. A trouser situation. Several plot twists.
DANISH: Now I definitely need the story.
TED: It’s quite the production.
DANISH: I’m free for a bit tomorrow afternoon, before work. Want to tell me in person?
Ted smiled.
Saturday.
He had nowhere else to be.
TED: Absolutely. I’ll even wear my own clothes.
DANISH: That’s an alarming promise.
TED: Meet on Church? Coffee or a bite?
DANISH: Sounds good. I’ll text you when I’m done with my errands.
TED: Perfect, handsome.
DANISH: Don’t get into more trouble before then.
Ted thought about his afternoon at Greatlife.
TED: No guarantees, cutie.
He put the phone down and laughed.
An actual grocery shop. Money in the bank. Two shifts coming up next week. A possible airline career, provided the airline eventually remembered he’d applied.
And a Saturday afternoon with a man he was looking forward to seeing again.
He lay back on his enormous sofa and let the fan turn above him.
Not a bad Friday.
Not bad at all.
∞
Saturday was no kinder to Toronto.
The sun had returned in full, and the humidity had settled over downtown as though it had signed a long-term lease.
Ted, however, was in an excellent mood.
He woke at a more respectable hour, made coffee, and admired his full refrigerator for the better part of a minute.
He hadn’t become rich overnight. He knew that.
But the rent money was accounted for. His groceries were there. And his phone had stopped feeling like a device designed solely to deliver bad financial news.
Northstar still hadn’t written.
He checked, of course.
He was only human.
A message from Danish arrived while he was getting dressed.
DANISH: Finished my errands. Church and Carlton in twenty?
TED: Behold. A man with a schedule.
DANISH: You should try it.
TED: I’m experimenting with punctuality this week.
DANISH: Very brave.
Ted chose shorts and a clean shirt. Then he stood in front of the mirror, looking at his reflection.
He hadn’t thought this much about what to wear to see someone since Tuesday.
That was a little ridiculous.
Danish had seen him on Tuesday evening looking considerably less put together than this.
Still.
Ted adjusted his shirt.
“Still employable,” he told the mirror, then laughed.
∞
Danish was waiting outside a café near Carlton, looking entirely unbothered by the heat.
He wore a soft blue shirt with the sleeves rolled back and had a satchel slung across one shoulder. His hair looked freshly combed, although the weather had already begun negotiating with it.
When he spotted Ted, he smiled.
“Look at you. Fully dressed.”
“It’s been a journey.”
Danish leaned in for a quick hug that lingered just long enough to make Ted pleased he’d come.
“Good to see you,” Danish said.
“You too.”
They ordered iced coffees and found a small table away from the worst of the sun.
Danish had a private event at the hotel that evening and needed to be back before it started. He described a wedding party whose seating arrangements had been altered so many times that the staff had begun referring to the latest version by number.
“Version seven?” Ted asked.
“Eight. The bride’s aunt changed tables again.”
“What’s wrong with her original table?”
“Nothing. She just doesn’t like the people at it.”
“Relatable.”
“She’s related to half of them.”
“Even more relatable.”
Danish laughed.
“You know, sometimes I think I’d rather have my own little restaurant than deal with these weddings forever.”
“Oh? Future restaurant owner?”
“Maybe someday.”
“What kind?”
Danish considered the question.
“Something small. Good food. Good drinks. Somewhere people actually enjoy spending time.”
Ted smiled.
“So, not a wedding venue.”
“Definitely not a wedding venue.”
Danish laughed again.
“Anyway, enough about my glamorous career. Tell me about Thursday.”
Ted took a sip of coffee.
“Where would you like to begin?”
“With whatever required you to promise you’d explain it in person.”
“That doesn’t narrow things down.”
“All right. Start with the bar.”
Ted told him about Noah, Sofia, and the extraordinary number of ways a person could mishandle a cash register. He described the wineglass tipping, the dreadful second in which the whole table seemed to watch it fall, and Vikram’s chilly response.
Danish winced.
“Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes.”
“And Sofia?”
“Didn’t murder me. Which I took as a promising sign.”
“Then what happened?”
“Well. Later I noticed Vikram had crap on his pants. At least that’s what it looked like to me.”
Danish’s face was becoming progressively more entertaining.
“Hang on, he had shit?” Danish inquired.
“That’s what it looked like, but like… mixed with cum, maybe. Tell me you haven’t farted after a good breeding and couldn’t hold in the fresh babies.”
Danish threw his head back and laughed.
“Ah, ok, ok, been there before, of course. You gave him your best trousers?”
“Worse. My graduation trousers.”
Danish stared at him.
“What did you wear?”
Ted pulled up a mirror selfie he’d taken in the staff washroom, the hideous kitchen trousers on full display.
Danish looked.
He made a sound that began as a cough and ended as a full laugh.
“Oh, Ted.”
“Thank you for your compassion.”
“I’m sorry. I’m trying.”
“Try harder.”
Danish covered his mouth with one hand, still laughing. A cascading inhale somehow didn’t interrupt the laughter.
It was so damn likable. Ted wanted more of it.
“You actually went back to work in those?”
“I was a fashion pioneer.”
“Those trousers are a crime.”
“And I was the victim.”
Danish finally managed to compose himself.
“That’s honestly a lovely thing you did, though.”
Ted looked down at his drink.
“Well. He needed help.”
Danish smiled at him for a moment, then shook his head.
“Only you.”
“Don’t encourage me. I’ve already considered starting a trouser charity.”
“Did he at least thank you?” Danish asked.
Ted sat up straighter.
“He left a thousand-dollar tip. Ten hundred-dollar bills.”
Danish stared at him. “Seriously?”
“For the staff pool, obviously.”
“That’s still incredible.”
“Right? The whole crew did well that night.”
“You must have made an impression.”
“I made several. One involved red wine.”
Danish smiled.
“And after your shift?”
Ted looked at him over the rim of his glass.
“After my shift?”
“Your text said eventful. You don’t strike me as the sort of man who went straight home after an exciting night.”
Ted grinned.
“There’s a Brazilian art conservator named Thiago.”
“Oh?”
“He gave me his number at the bar.”
“Handsome?”
“Very.”
Danish tilted his head, waiting.
“We met for tea after I finished,” Ted said. “Walked around a little. Had a lovely time.”
“How lovely?”
Ted let himself smile.
“Very lovely.”
Danish’s expression didn’t close. If anything, he leaned forward a fraction, his attention suddenly more focused.
“You really don’t waste time, do you?”
“Time is precious.”
Danish laughed, then shook his head.
“No, I’m serious. It’s kind of refreshing.”
“What is?”
“You don’t act like you have to pretend nothing ever happens with anyone else.”
Ted shrugged.
“Why would I? I’m single. So are you, as far as I know.”
“I am.”
“And we’re still getting to know each other.”
“We are.”
“Besides,” Ted added, “you asked.”
“I did.”
Danish smiled into his coffee.
Ted watched him for a moment. There was something rather nice about this conversation. No embarrassed retreat. No sudden suggestion that he ought to apologize for having a life before Tuesday afternoon.
He’d meant what he’d told Danish in Trinity Bellwoods. He liked people. He liked the possibility of being close to someone. He simply didn’t understand why the presence of one interesting man ought to make every other man disappear.
“Actually,” Ted said, “yesterday was pretty good too.”
Danish looked up again.
“Go on.”
“I ran into someone at the gym. Alex. We knew each other already.”
“Already?”
Ted gave him a meaningful look.
Danish laughed.
“Right. I understand.”
“We caught up. He’s a great guy.”
“And?”
“And, as it turns out, he’s married.”
Danish raised his eyebrows.
“Really?”
“Happily married. He told me they’re in an open relationship.”
“Good for them.”
“That’s what I said! Well, more or less.”
Ted told him about noticing Alex’s wedding band, their conversation afterward, and the husband he’d narrowly missed meeting. He didn’t offer a minute-by-minute account of the afternoon. Danish hadn’t requested one, and Ted had no desire to turn either man’s private life into a formal report.
But he wasn’t hiding it, either.
“Apparently I’m the husband’s type,” he added.
Danish laughed.
“Of course you are.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s a suspicious nothing.”
“I just get the feeling you make friends everywhere you go.”
“I’m community-minded.”
“Clearly.”
Danish paused, turning his coffee cup slowly on the table.
“So they make that work? Being married and seeing other people?”
“Apparently.”
“Interesting.”
“Yeah,” Ted said. “I think so.”
For a moment Danish didn’t answer. He watched Ted with a small smile.
As Danish set down his coffee, the backs of his fingers brushed Ted’s.
Neither man moved away.
“What?” Ted asked.
“Nothing.”
“That is your second suspicious nothing in five minutes.”
“I like hearing you talk about it,” Danish admitted.
“The marriage?”
“The whole thing. You seem happy.”
“I am.”
“I can tell.”
Their eyes held for a moment longer than the conversation required.
Ted felt himself smile.
“Well,” he said, “if you’d like more stories, my rates are very reasonable.”
Danish laughed.
“I’m sure they are.”
They left the café a little later and wandered east along Carlton toward the trees of Allan Gardens. The sidewalks were busy, the afternoon light harsh between the buildings. Near the park, the shade offered just enough relief to encourage them to slow down.
Danish adjusted the strap of his satchel.
“You know, I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you.”
Ted smiled. “I should hope so.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
Danish glanced at him.
“I’d like to get to know you better, Ted. Not just the fun we’ve had. I mean properly.”
Danish gave a small side-to-side tilt of his chin on the last word, the gentle lilt of his Punjabi accent making it sound particularly earnest.
Ted studied him for a moment.
“Danish, are you asking me on a proper date?”
He copied the little movement of Danish’s chin, borrowing the lilt as best he could.
Danish blinked, then burst out laughing.
“Are you doing an impression of me?”
“A very flattering one, I thought.”
“Needs work.”
“Well, perhaps you could give me some private lessons.”
Danish shook his head, still smiling.
“You’re impossible.”
“And yet you’re asking me out.”
“Apparently I am.”
Ted surprised himself with how easily the answer came.
“Actually, I’d really like that.”
They reached the edge of the park and stopped beneath a tree. The shade dappled Danish’s face, and he looked at Ted for a moment with the same unhurried interest he’d shown in Trinity Bellwoods on Tuesday.
“I’m glad Marcus introduced us,” Danish said.
“Me too.”
“Even if he was trying to feed you someone else’s beer.”
“That’s how I know he cares.”
Danish laughed and stepped closer.
Ted kissed him.
It was brief and easy, without the urgency of Tuesday evening or the feeling that anything needed to be decided immediately.
When they separated, Danish was still smiling.
“I should go,” he said. “I’ve got a wedding reception to survive.”
“Version eight?”
“Probably eleven by now.”
“Thoughts and prayers.”
“Thank you. I’ll need them.”
“Text me when you’re free again?”
“I will.”
Danish started to turn away, then looked back.
“And Ted?”
“Yeah?”
“Try not to give anybody your clothes this weekend.”
Ted sighed.
“People are so demanding.”
Danish laughed and headed off toward work.
Ted watched him go, then turned toward home.
The afternoon stretched ahead of him, bright and humid and full of people going about their own business.
He still had no answer from Northstar. Two shifts at The Lantern were an opportunity, not a career. And somewhere in Toronto, a man with considerably more money than he needed was probably wearing Ted’s favourite trousers.
None of that had changed.
But the university money was real. His rent was no longer hanging over him like a threat. He’d had a good Friday, followed by an even better Saturday afternoon, and he’d met someone he genuinely wanted to see again.
He liked Danish’s company. That was enough to know for now.
Ted passed a shop window and caught himself smiling.
Four days ago, his life had seemed to consist mostly of problems that would need dealing with eventually.
Now there were possibilities.
A bar. An airline. A few men who made him laugh.
And, with a little luck and permission from the building, a window air conditioner.
The city steamed gently around him.
Ted took the long way home.
Chapter Four
Appetites
Toronto, late July 2026
By Monday morning, Ted had discovered a disturbing consequence of having money: he could now afford to worry about spending it.
When he’d had eleven dollars and twenty-seven cents, life had been relatively straightforward. Almost everything was out of the question except for canned tomatoes and chickpeas. Now there were options, which seemed to involve considerably more mathematics.
He sat at his kitchen counter with a coffee and the little budget in his phone. Rent had its own line, marked DO NOT TOUCH in capital letters. Groceries were no longer hypothetical. A modest emergency cushion sat beneath the rent amount, looking smaller every time he remembered a bill.
The university refund had been $5,439.34.
A wonderful number. A romantic number, really. He’d considered looking at it over candlelight.
Unfortunately, unlike a handsome man, it was not something he could keep admiring without eventually having to do something about.
His phone buzzed.
BUILDING MANAGEMENT
Subject: Window Air Conditioner Request
Ted sat up.
The email was almost offensively cheerful. Thank you for your patience. The approval looked suspiciously like someone in building management had copied and pasted a paragraph directly from his rental agreement. Installation requirements. Tenant responsibilities. The usual legal nonsense.
But there was one word Ted cared about.
Approved.
“Fucking finally.”
He was being allowed to purchase a machine that would make the inside of his apartment less like a steamed vegetable. That was good enough for him.
At twenty-five, he had apparently reached the thrilling stage of life in which a message from property management could make his entire morning.
He opened Amazing.com.
The two air conditioners he’d saved on Friday were still waiting in his cart. One was 30% off.
The first unit promised eight thousand BTUs. The second offered ten thousand, a remote control, and something the manufacturer called Arctic Blast.
Ted studied the measurements.
Eight thousand sounded adequate. Ten thousand sounded impressive. Arctic Blast sounded like the sort of setting that might cause his testicles to retreat into his body and file for relocation.
He read the reviews.
One customer claimed the smaller unit had transformed his bedroom into a sanctuary. Another complained that the larger model was too noisy to sleep beside.
That mattered.
Ted didn’t particularly mind a bit of white noise. His apartment faced the roof of a clinic. He’d learned to sleep through mutant HVAC, traffic, sirens, arguments, and one neighbour who seemed to take up the trombone whenever somebody else was trying to pass out for an early morning shift.
There was, however, a difference between pleasant background noise and having to shout a compliment over a compressor.
He imagined someone coming in from the Toronto heat and sighing with relief. One careless tap of Arctic Blast, though, and his guest's nipples might become structural features.
Perhaps the quieter model would do. He wanted to hear a man talking, even if the conversation was nonsense. The nonsense, after all, is what drew him in.
A few minutes later, he found himself comparing airflow direction.
This was new territory.
He had always assumed that air conditioners had two jobs: make air cold and remain firmly attached to the window. Now he was wondering whether a blast of refrigerated air aimed directly at the bed would make a man feel refreshed or personally attacked.
Ted rested his chin on his hand.
The real appeal, of course, wasn’t simply having sex in a cool room.
It was what came afterward.
Summer was excellent for patios, tank tops, shirtless men, and watching Toronto collectively forget how to behave in public as soon as the temperature climbed above twenty-five degrees. Summer was considerably less excellent for cuddling.
There was something deeply unromantic about two freshly showered bodies sticking together like slices of sweaty cheese.
He liked having someone close. An arm around his waist. A warm back against his chest. Someone falling asleep beside him without first having to negotiate the terms of a five-year domestic partnership.
He liked a proper cuddle.
He just preferred not to melt during it.
With an air conditioner, he could manufacture cuddle weather in July. He could lower the temperature until blankets were useful again. Goosebumps. Someone reaching for him because the room had become a little too chilled.
It was an excellent plan.
He didn’t need a boyfriend. He needed climate control.
Although a boyfriend might occasionally be useful for carrying the air conditioner upstairs, his building had an elevator. So much for that justification.
A patch of sun crept across the floor, catching the leaves of his thirsty plants.
Then he looked at the price again.
He still had rent, groceries, and a small emergency cushion to protect. Sofia had offered two shifts for Friday and Saturday, but he couldn't spend those wages before he'd earned them.
And he needed black trousers. The cleaned grey-pinstriped kitchen pair hung over a chair, while his graduation trousers remained with Vikram Sethi, presumably somewhere in the city being rich in them.
Ted added AFFORDABLE BLACK TROUSERS and RETURN CHEF PANTS to his list. Then he checked the window measurements one final time, reviewed the building's installation requirements, and selected the quieter eight-thousand-BTU model. It would fit. He clicked Place Order.
A week ago, he wouldn't have had the money to consider buying it at all. Rent was covered. Groceries were covered. And now, apparently, so was his future sex life. Cuddle weather was officially on its way.
His phone buzzed again.
MARCUS: Bitch. You owe me the wardrobe disaster. ALL of it.
TED: Tragedy. Generosity. A beautiful ass lost to the world.
MARCUS: Wednesday. Sushi. I want details.
TED: Forty dollars for an audience? Bargain.
MARCUS: 4:30. Then we're going out.
TED: After all-you-can-eat? We'll need assistance animals.
MARCUS: Wear something slutty.
TED: That's my only setting.
Ted grinned.
He could already picture it: a mountain of sushi, Marcus laughing at his misfortunes, and the two of them waddling onto Church Street while insisting they had made an excellent decision.
It was the kind of evening money was for.
Not a lot of money, ideally.
He glanced at the order confirmation once more.
The website was already recommending accessories he didn't need.
“Nice try.”
He closed the tab.
Outside, Toronto continued to steam.
He could survive a few more days. Preferably without melting.
∞
By four thirty-seven on Wednesday, Ted was standing outside a sushi restaurant near Sankofa Square, a name he suspected Torontonians would still be calling new twenty years from now.
He was wearing a fitted black shirt, dark jeans, and the expression of a man who understood, intellectually, that forty dollars’ worth of unlimited rice would eventually have to occupy a physical space inside him.
Marcus arrived eight minutes late, smiling as though he'd been there all along.
“You look slutty,” he said.
“Thank you. You're wearing stretch fabric. Clearly one of us planned ahead.”
“Four rounds minimum. I’m a pro—less rice, more meat.”
“You said last time we'd learn some restraint.”
“I've learned how to pronounce it.”
Ted laughed, and they went inside.
Inside, cool air met them at the door. Ted stopped to enjoy it.
“Are you making sex noises at the ventilation?” Marcus asked.
“I finally ordered my air conditioner.”
“Finally. Your apartment is a fucking terrarium.”
“I want cuddle weather. A blanket without sweating all over somebody.”
“That's actually nice,” Marcus said. “You like having people stay.”
Ted glanced at him. “I do.”
Marcus smiled and let the subject rest.
They were shown to a table with a view of the busy sidewalk. A laminated menu arrived, followed by a tablet for ordering.
Marcus picked up the tablet with the gravity of a man preparing to make a terrible decision.
“We do this properly,” he said.
“Agreed. Sensible portions.”
“Salmon?”
“Obviously. And edamame, so there's a vegetable on the table for legal reasons.”
Marcus laughed and began tapping. Ted watched the numbers climb, then ordered the shrimp tempura himself.
Their first dishes arrived in a procession of salmon, tuna, rolls, nigiri, and enough fried shrimp to suggest they'd invited company. Somewhere during the second round, they stopped discussing quantities.
Marcus ordered more rolls.
“You realize we're constructing a load-bearing dinner now,” Ted said.
“Every project needs a foundation.”
Ted pushed the tempura closer. Neither suggested stopping.
For a while they simply ate and enjoyed the conversation. It was good to have an unhurried evening together, without either of them checking the time.
Ted leaned back, content.
“I still owe you the Thursday story,” Ted said.
Marcus put down his chopsticks. “The trousers. Finally.”
Ted told him about Sofia, Noah, the wine he'd spilled, and the wealthy regular who'd suggested he was hired for his looks.
Marcus's smile faded. “What a prick.”
“Yeah.”
“Especially when you're trying to prove yourself.”
Ted nodded. He appreciated that Marcus understood why it had bothered him.
“Anyway,” he said, “things got stranger.”
Ted described the brown stain on Vikram's beige trousers, the guests preparing to take photographs, and the need to do something before the man turned around.
“Brown?” Marcus asked.
“Very.”
“On beige?”
Ted nodded.
Marcus closed his eyes. “Oh, no.”
Ted leaned across the table, suddenly solemn.
“I'm telling you, Marcus. I've thought about it. That wasn't just a stain.”
Marcus reached for another piece of salmon. “Oh, Christ. Here we go.”
“That man got fucked, trusted a fart, and shat himself in a pair of trousers worth more than my rent.”
Marcus stared at him. “You have absolutely no evidence.”
“I have eyes.”
“You have an imagination and a deeply unhealthy interest in that man's asshole.”
“Marcus, there was cum involved. I'm convinced.”
“You're convinced? Bitch, you've conducted an entire forensic investigation without leaving your apartment.”
Ted shrugged. “Somebody has to get to the bottom of it.”
Marcus nearly choked on his salmon.
“THE BOTTOM OF IT? Oh, fuck off!”
Ted burst out laughing. He had no idea what had actually stained Vikram's trousers, but he'd decided his theory was too entertaining to abandon.
“I told Sofia. She found clean kitchen trousers, and I figured Vikram and I were about the same size.”
“So you gave him the kitchen trousers.”
Ted took a slow drink of water.
“Tell me you gave him the kitchen trousers.”
“I gave him mine.”
Marcus stared. “Your graduation trousers?”
“The very ones.”
“The ones that make your ass look like it should have its own postal code?”
Ted nodded.
Marcus burst out laughing, loud enough that a server glanced over.
“The man was about to have his picture taken with a shit stain on his ass,” Ted said.
“And you became a public service.”
“Somebody had to.”
Marcus wiped at his eyes. “And you wore the kitchen ones?”
“Grey pinstripes. Elastic waist. The shape of a pillowcase.”
“Oh, Ted.”
“Like somebody's divorced uncle who'd lost custody of his ass.”
That did him in. Ted laughed too.
“And the worst part,” he added, “was that Vikram looked fucking fantastic in mine.”
A server approached to clear a dish, smiling at their laughter.
“Everything all right?”
“Wonderful,” Ted said.
When she left, Marcus wiped his eyes. “Did you ever get them back?”
“No. He left in them.”
“Did he at least tip?”
“A thousand dollars. For the whole staff pool, not for me.”
Marcus whistled. “That's something.”
“It was. Sofia was pleased.”
Marcus regarded him across the table. “You did a nice thing, you know. Especially after what he said.”
Ted shrugged, but he was glad Marcus thought so. He'd replayed the decision more than once.
“Still want the trousers back, though.”
“Obviously. Your ass deserves representation.”
Ted laughed. This time they let the joke end there.
Marcus set the tablet aside. “So. How's Danish?”
Ted smiled. “He asked me on a proper date.”
“Did he?” Marcus seemed genuinely pleased. “You like him?”
“Yeah. I do. He's easy to talk to. His hotel work is mad, and he talks about opening a restaurant someday.”
“That sounds like him.”
“He's not asking me to pretend I'm somebody else. We haven't promised exclusivity. But later that night, after you introduced us, I sure showed him.”
Marcus nodded. “Good. So go on a date. See what happens.”
It was such an uncomplicated answer that Ted felt himself relax.
“And? Meet anyone interesting?” Marcus asked.
“A Brazilian art conservator named Thiago. We had tea after my shift. And a walk.”
Marcus lifted an eyebrow.
“A very nice walk,” Ted conceded.
“Lovely. I'm in favour of the arts. And giving blowjobs in a dark alley.”
Ted laughed, then told him about running into Alex at Greatlife and learning that he was happily married in an open relationship.
“And you told Danish about all this?”
“He asked. So I told him. He didn't get weird about it.”
“Good,” Marcus said. “I like that you can just talk to him.”
Ted did too. He was beginning to look forward to the date more than he'd expected.
“Enough about me,” Ted said. “What have you been doing?”
Marcus leaned forward. “I had a date with a man who brought a five-year plan.”
“A five-year plan for what?”
“Us. Before the drinks even arrived.” Marcus reached for his water. “An actual spreadsheet. Relationship milestones, future holidays, all of it.”
“You're kidding.”
“I wish. I asked where he kept the column for spontaneous bad decisions.”
Ted laughed. “What did he say?”
“He wanted to know if spontaneity was a non-negotiable.”
“So you told him—”
“That he could put me under conditional formatting.”
“Yellow for feed me first,” Ted said.
“Exactly.”
Their laughter settled as another plate arrived. Marcus looked relieved to have someone who understood what had been funny about the whole date without needing it explained.
“What about Saturday?” Ted asked.
“I went to a birthday party for somebody I'd never met.”
“How did that happen?”
“Started talking to a guy in a coffee shop. We argued about whether a muffin is just an ugly cupcake, and he invited me. By the end of the night his aunt was asking me to come for Thanksgiving.”
“Of course she was. You know she meant ‘cum,’ right?”
“She was sweet.” Marcus paused. “She asked whether I'd ever thought about travelling more. Just going somewhere new. I actually have.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I love everyone here, but sometimes I wonder what else is out there.”
Ted considered that. Marcus was always making friends and organizing evenings; Ted hadn't thought much about what his friend wanted beyond the next weekend.
“You'd be good at that,” he said. “You make friends anywhere.”
“That's the plan. Ideally somewhere warm.”
Ted smiled. He wanted Marcus to have that adventure, whatever it turned out to be.
The tablet chimed gently to remind them they could still order.
Marcus looked at it.
Ted looked at Marcus.
“Another round?” they said together.
∞
By the fourth round, the food was still delicious, but neither man had any business ordering more.
Marcus put down his chopsticks and looked at the remaining plates.
“Why do we always do this?”
“Forty dollars,” Ted said. “We like to get our money's worth.”
Marcus spotted the warning on the menu: unfinished food would be charged separately. He turned it towards Ted and nodded at the remaining sushi. This was going to require teamwork.
“Are you hiding sushi?” Ted whispered.
“I’m avoiding a surcharge.”
Ted joined in without another word. Marcus tucked two rolls between the used plates while Ted stacked empty dishes over the remaining sushi. They worked in perfect coordination, concealing evidence beneath plates and napkins like two very badly trained criminals.
The rice was the problem. There was still far too much of it.
Marcus glanced towards the servers, then calmly scooped a handful into his trouser pocket.
Ted stared at him. “You're fucking joking.”
“Do you want to pay extra?”
Ted checked that nobody was watching and started stuffing rice into his own pocket.
“We're going out after this,” he whispered.
“Then stop drawing attention to yourself.”
The real outrage came when they learned dessert was limited to one ice cream per person.
“One?” Marcus said, scandalized.
“You've got rice in your pocket,” Ted said. “How much ice cream do you need?”
“It’s the principle.”
Their ice creams had seemed like a reward when they ordered them. Now even dessert looked like a personal attack.
When they finally stood, Ted paused to make sure the room had stopped moving.
“We're supposed to go out looking sexy,” he said. “I currently look six months pregnant.”
“Bitch, suck it in. We're going.”
“I'm not bottoming for at least twenty-four hours.”
“Twenty-four? That's optimistic.”
“After this much sushi, somebody would fuck the rice right out of me.”
Marcus laughed so hard he had to grab the table.
“Don't,” he managed. “It hurts.”
Ted steadied him with a hand on his arm. They stood there, laughing and hurting, until they could walk. The staff watched closely without reacting.
Outside, they fell silent for half a block, grateful for the evening breeze. Ted rubbed his stomach clockwise. He'd learned the motion from a reel.
“Next time, less,” Marcus said.
“Absolutely.”
They both knew they were lying.
∞
They went straight to a different bar in the Village, one Ted knew well enough to recognize the bartender but not well enough to know his name. It was darker than The Lantern, louder, and less concerned with the appearance of being respectable. A corridor at the back led to a dark room. Ted had never felt the need to ask for a guided tour. He had given himself enough guided tours to figure it out.
The early crowd was starting to grow. The air smelled of cologne, cold beer, and the vaguely sweet cleaner that bars seemed to use in the belief that it cancelled out the smell of alcohol. Stale poppers filled the air.
Marcus immediately waved to somebody near the entrance.
Then to somebody beside the bar.
Then to a man at the other end of the room, who waved back with both hands.
Ted stared at him.
“Do you know every gay man in Toronto?”
“No. There's one in Etobicoke I haven't met.”
“Give it a week.”
“I'm working on it.”
They found a place along a cushioned wall. Ted ordered a small drink. Marcus asked for a soda, then assured Ted, unprompted, that he was going to take it easy.
Ted looked at him.
“We have to be sensible,” Ted said. “Our stomachs are registered as commercial properties.”
“High-density residential,” Marcus agreed.
“No vacancies,” Ted added.
Marcus raised his glass.
“To restraint.”
“May we meet her someday.”
They clinked glasses.
It wasn't long before Marcus was holding court with two men who'd wandered over to ask whether a seat was taken. Within a minute, he knew where they worked, whom they'd dated, and which one was pretending not to have a crush on the other.
He made a devastatingly accurate imitation of a man taking a thirst-trap selfie in a gym mirror. Both strangers dissolved into laughter. Marcus followed it with an impression of a realtor describing a closet-sized apartment as a spacious urban retreat.
Ted watched him with fond admiration.
This was Marcus's peculiar gift. He made people feel as though they'd been invited into a joke that had existed long before they arrived. Marcus did enough laughing for everyone, and somehow nobody ever felt laughed at.
One of the men asked whether Marcus was single.
Marcus put a hand to his chest.
“Emotionally available. Financially controversial.”
“What's that mean?”
“Take me on a date and find out.”
The man laughed and pulled up a chair.
Ted took a sip of his drink.
At least one of them was functioning.
Ted added a comment to Marcus's impression, and one of the men laughed so hard he had to set down his drink. Marcus touched Ted's shoulder as if to say, There you go.
Ted leaned against him for a second. They could do this for hours, and often had. Tonight, though, Ted was happy to see Marcus making new friends.
Fifteen minutes later, Marcus started telling a story about a disastrously dressed man he'd seen on the subway.
“He was wearing one of those little hats,” Marcus said, holding his fingers close together, “and I swear he looked exactly like the guy from—”
He paused.
His eyes drifted shut for a second.
“—you can't park the dishwasher in the ocean because the pigeons have the elevator key.”
The table went quiet.
Ted looked over.
Oh, here we go.
“Marcus?”
“I'm listening.”
“You were talking about a hat.”
“I know.”
“Do the pigeons know?”
Marcus frowned, visibly struggling to locate whatever conversation he'd been having.
“Don't be stupid.”
Then his head dipped again.
Ted smiled despite himself.
Ice wine womb.
That was what they'd called it for years: Marcus's remarkable ability to drift toward sleep in the middle of a coherent sentence, letting whatever absurd dialogue was happening in his dreams wander out into the room. It was particularly likely after he'd eaten too much, whether he'd been drinking or not.
Ted had learned to wait it out.
“Is he okay?” one of the men asked.
“Yeah,” Ted said, checking that Marcus responded when he touched his shoulder. “He does this when he's exhausted. After that much sushi, I'm surprised he lasted this long.”
Marcus opened an eye.
“I can hear you.”
“Good. Then you can drink some water.”
Ted got Marcus some water. Marcus slowly leaned against Ted, as he often did, using his friend as a cushion for a power nap. Within a minute, he was asleep, breathing steadily, while Ted fielded a series of increasingly imaginative questions from their new acquaintances.
The others lowered their voices and went back to talking. Ted kept Marcus's water within reach, staying close while the room filled around them.
Ted remembered the rice still lurking in his jeans pocket. He fished out a sticky little clump and held it toward Marcus.
“Come on, bitch. Open wide.”
Marcus didn't stir.
One of the men stared at Ted's hand.
“Is that rice?”
“Forty dollars,” Ted said. “I'm getting my money's worth.”
He wrapped the rice in a napkin and let Marcus sleep.
After about fifteen minutes, Marcus opened both eyes.
He sat up.
Looked around.
Then announced, “RIGHT. Where are the men?”
Ted nearly spilled his drink.
“Jesus Christ. Did you just reboot?” Ted asked.
Marcus stretched and drank some water. “Did I say anything weird?”
“Something about pigeons and an elevator key.”
Marcus considered that. “Seems reasonable.”
“Of course it does.”
They grinned at each other, then both burst out laughing.
“Ice wine womb,” they said in unison.
That only made them laugh harder.
Marcus slipped a hand into his pocket and froze.
“Why the fuck do I still have rice?”
Ted looked at him, then remembered his own pocket.
“Oh, Jesus. We forgot about that.”
They spent the next minute discreetly gathering the remaining rice into the napkin Ted had used earlier, before depositing the evidence in the nearest bin.
“Never again,” Marcus said.
“Until next time.”
Then Marcus spotted someone across the room and waved.
Two minutes later, Marcus was on his feet, laughing with a fresh circle of strangers as though the preceding fifteen minutes had been a brief and completely normal software update.
He stuck to soda.
He didn't need anything stronger.
∞
By ten, the bar had grown warmer and noisier. Marcus moved between conversations, remembering names and drawing quieter people into the circle.
Ted joined in when Marcus waved him over. They had two strangers laughing together in minutes, but when Ted stepped away for some water, Marcus carried on without him.
Marcus had been chatting with a group near the end of the bar when a new face caught Ted's attention.
The man was handsome in a slightly uncertain way: broad shoulders, dark hair, a white shirt with the sleeves rolled, and the expression of somebody who had followed friends into a place he hadn't quite decided how to feel about.
Marcus spotted him too.
Naturally.
Within moments, he was beside the man, gesturing animatedly toward the row of photographs behind the bar.
Ted couldn't hear the opening line, but he saw the effect.
The stranger laughed.
Then Marcus said something else, and the man laughed harder.
A few minutes later, they were standing almost shoulder to shoulder.
Ted wandered closer, mostly to see what sort of nonsense Marcus had come up with this time.
“I'm serious,” the man was saying. “I usually go out with women.”
“Congratulations,” Marcus said. “They sound lovely.”
The man laughed again.
“No, I mean, I'm straight.”
“Okay.”
Marcus took an unhurried sip of water.
The man looked puzzled. “Okay?”
“Yeah. I like talking to you. Nobody's asking you to declare anything.”
The man smiled. “I'm having a good time.”
“Thank God,” Marcus said. “I was about to invoice you for the entertainment.”
The man visibly relaxed.
The man bent forward laughing, one hand landing briefly on Marcus's arm. When he straightened, he left it there.
Ted caught Marcus's eye and dipped his chin, looking up through his eyelashes—the same familiar, indecent expression he'd given him at Trinity Bellwoods.
Marcus knew the look. He gave it right back, the smallest, most insufferably pleased smile creeping over his face.
Oh, you bastard.
Less than ten minutes later, the man was the one leaning in to speak close to Marcus's ear. Marcus answered, and the two of them laughed. Whatever they'd agreed on, it had clearly been mutual.
Marcus and the man passed Ted on their way toward the dark room.
Ted smiled. “Have fun.”
“Planning on it,” Marcus said.
The stranger turned toward him and smiled too.
“Nice meeting you.”
“You too,” Ted said.
Then Marcus slipped a playful hand inside the back waistband of the man's trousers. The man laughed, leaned back into the touch, and let Marcus steer him down the corridor.
He followed with the cheerful obedience of a dog on a leash.
Ted watched them go.
Ten minutes earlier, the man had been explaining that he was straight. Now he was following Marcus of his own accord.
Apparently Marcus hadn't needed an argument at all.
Ted shook his head, smiling.
“How the fuck does he do it?”
Ted was delighted for him. Whatever happened beyond the corridor, this had been his evening.
Ted finished his water. Outside, Toronto would still be impossibly hot. His air conditioner was on its way, but he still needed trousers for Friday. That was tomorrow's problem.
Tonight he'd eaten too much sushi with his best friend and watched him do what he did best. He couldn't wait to hear Marcus's version of it. Between the two of them, the story would probably get less accurate and much funnier with every telling.
Assuming, of course, Marcus actually came back to tell the story.
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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